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The Best Places on the Internet


If you enjoy harem books as much as I do, these are the best places to find incredible recs.

Dukes of Harem: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

Romance for Men: 
https://www.reddit.com/r/Romance_for_men/

r/Harem: 
https://www.reddit.com/r/Harem/

Harem Lit
https://harem-lit.com
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The story so far…


Right, so here’s where we stand. A few months ago, I found out that I wasn’t the guy I thought I was. It turns out that I was adopted and my father was the notorious fallen angel, Belial.

Pretty cool, right?

Well, yeah, but the bad news was that someone wanted to kill him, and that someone was another powerful fallen angel, Lesander, who had been cast into the void by God. It was Belial’s fault, but I was easier to reach, so Lesander came after me. My father sent a couple of vampires he met in hell, Margot and Sariah, to keep an eye on me. They were hot, like super hot and, well, you know things progressed in the way they typically do in these types of stories…

Anyway, turns out that my ex-wife was actually a succubus that Lesander had sent to kill me. During the ensuing fight, my receptionist, Katie, was poisoned and the only way to save her was to make her a vampire. That was brutal, and I felt terrible. After that encounter, Belial sent a goddess, Aurora, to watch over me during the day, also super hot, and she was a big time liar.

I made an awful decision and Sariah came down with a terrible sickness. I was devastated and the guilt about what happened wrecked me. Margot suggested an ancient organization of vampires who could possibly help, but I dismissed the idea, hoping that we could find an alternative. Sariah kept getting worse and my father’s enemy finally caught up to me, kidnapping me and taking me to his realm for some good old-fashioned mental torture.

I should probably mention at this point that my mother is fae, and not just any fae, but a fae princess who was hidden on Earth by her father during a long and brutal war that ripped apart the kingdom of Narraan.

This is very important information.

So, I was left to suffer, living in a miserable alternate reality, until a woman showed up to rescue me. Lyra was my grandfather’s general and somehow, we escaped. I was transported to the fae kingdom of Narraan where I learned to fight, got a real harem and ended up having a son.

I think that covers everything, let’s get back to it.
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Getting a grip


I never wanted kids. There were a lot of factors involved in that decision.

First, Trina was the only woman I’d been in any sort of committed relationship with, and honestly, she would’ve been a terrible mom. Second, even though it was stable and relatively happy, my childhood sucked. I always felt somewhat alienated from my family, which made a lot more sense when I found out that I wasn't actually one of them. Third, I still felt completely unprepared to raise anything other than myself and the baby I had suddenly been presented with deserved so much better than someone like me.

But as I stood and stared down at the squirming bundle in Calle’s arms, my heart turned into a beating pile of mush, and all the doubts I’d had about what sort of father I’d be melted away.

“This is the first male born to your line in nearly a thousand years,” Calle said as she handed the tiny, mewling creature over to me. I’d never held a baby. I had no siblings and most of my friends hadn’t bothered to have kids, so my experience with children as small as the one I was holding was nonexistent.

“You’re sure he’s mine?” I whispered to Lyra, who rolled her eyes in annoyance.

“Yes, he’s yours.” I eased the fabric away from the baby’s face and stared into his eyes. They were mine, the same ones I saw in the mirror every day when I shaved, and I felt my breath catch.

“What do I do with him?” The question was so absurd that neither Calle nor Lyra knew how to answer and they stared at each other for a few seconds as they attempted to respond.

“We’ll discuss it later, your highness,” Calle finally responded as the ceremony commenced.

The ancient priestess bowed before us, reciting a prayer, then raising her arms as the hall burst into raucous applause. I held the tiny bundle protectively in my arms, not wanting to let him out of my sight. Everything about him was so perfect and I felt like I could stare at his squished little face for hours and never get tired. He was perfect, and I loved him so much I could cry.

The ceremony ended, and I waved at the crowd, then Lyra escorted me out of the throne room and when we entered my antechamber, I completely lost it. Part of me was furious that no one had told me I'd knocked Erina up, the other part of me was absolutely mesmerized by the squirming creature in my arms. I couldn’t believe that I’d made something so perfect, and each smile and laugh was like a small gift, just for me.

“Why the fuck did no one bother to tell me about this.” I realized I was still holding my son and glanced at him apologetically, his tiny fingers squeezing around my thumb as he laughed. “Sorry little guy. I didn't mean that in a bad way.”

“It was my decision, your highness,” Calle said, and I focused my anger squarely on my mage as a nurse approached me and offered to take the baby, but I waved her away, not wanting to let him go. It was so surreal and I had no clue what would happen next.

“We had no way of knowing if the child would survive. Your grandfather sired many children, but other than your mother, they all died in utero. We hope that this will be the first of many.” That explanation didn’t fly with me and frustration seeped through every cell in my body. I knew Calle could be conniving, but I expected more from Lyra.

“What do I do now?” The question was rhetorical, but I suddenly felt like everything had changed. I needed to go, but how could I leave him?

“He will reside in the royal nursery with the nanny until he’s five, then be moved to his hereditary castle to be raised as heir to the throne. There, he will begin his training to eventually assume his role as king.”

“What’s his name?” I asked, unsure how naming worked in Narraan. Was I supposed to do it? Did they? I was pretty sure that was usually a decision made by the parents…parents… Would Erina be a part of his life? The baby needed both of us, didn’t he?

“The naming ceremony will take place when he’s five years old.”

“He won’t have a name until he’s five.”

“You can call him whatever you want, but he won’t officially have a name until then.”

I thought. I could give him my name or my grandfather’s, but nothing seemed right for the squirming little creature in my arms.

God, I love him so fucking much.

“How the hell am I supposed to leave here now?” My future felt uncertain, and I suddenly worried that this had been their plan all along. That I was trapped, and I’d never be able to return to my old life. Anger surged through me and I turned back to Calle.

“In our defence, your highness,” Calle started, looking away as I stared her down. “We discussed this — multiple times.”

“Yes, but I thought it was a theoretical problem, like at some point in the very distant future I would father some children, you know, once I actually decided that I wanted to stay.”

“You understand how babies are made, right?” Calle’s question was condescending and obnoxious, but she was right. I’d known. They’d never hidden what they wanted and I should’ve been more careful, but as I stared at my son again, pride surged through me.

I made that.

“Yes, but…”

“And you were with how many women over the past ten months?”

“I don’t know, ugghhhh…” She was right. I knew what they were after and I did it, anyway. I wasn’t some dumb teenager — I was an adult, and it was time for me to finally start acting like one.

The nurse took him from me, then turned to leave and I lowered my voice, realizing how upset I was. “He stays here.”

“He needs to eat and rest, highness,” the nurse said, her eyes downcast, and I nodded. She was right, and I had to take a step back. He was safe and well cared for and I would return soon…right?

“This changes everything.” I felt defeated, like the rug I’d been firmly standing on had been yanked out from under me and I didn't know how to react. My previous plans felt scattered and unimportant — the only thing that mattered was my son. I had to remind myself that the entire kingdom was fully invested in him and even if I died, he’d be fine.

Maybe better.

“We're still going,” I growled, my fists clenched as I glared at Lyra. “Be ready in an hour.”

It was a stupid decision. I had a son. I needed to remain in Narraan to raise him, to be a real father, but I couldn't abandon Margot and Sariah. They didn't deserve that. They needed me too, and their current situation was completely my fault.

“Yes, your highness,” Lyra bowed slightly, then left, her head lowered as she followed the nurse through the door and down the long hallway outside.

“She wanted to tell you,” Calle said. “I counseled against it. Don’t blame her.”

That revelation gave me some comfort, even if it didn't change the facts of the situation. I had to go; I had obligations, and I hoped my son wouldn’t hate me if I never returned.
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Home sweet home


An hour later, Lyra and I were tramping across the rolling green hills that surrounded the castle, moving slowly away from the gleaming palace complex, and I turned to take one last look, wondering if and when I’d be back. I didn’t allow myself to think that I wouldn’t succeed, I would be triumphant, and Lesander would fall — everything depended on that.

“Let’s make a plan.” I finally said after twenty minutes of mindless trudging uphill. If there was one thing Lyra taught me, it was that I needed a plan and planning would force me to stop thinking about my son and the possibility of leaving him fatherless.

I was annoyed when she shrugged noncommittally.

Lyra's white hair was pulled back into a complex braid and her short sword tucked firmly into her belt. She was wearing her traveling clothes, which were basically the same as her training clothes — linen shirt, leather pants, leather boots — and I realized that she’d probably be better off turning back into a fox.

“You need to put that away,” I said, motioning towards the sword.

“I'll be fine,” she said. “Humans tend to...”

“Ignore things they can’t understand.” I finished her sentence. Even though I wasn’t technically human, I felt like I understood the nuances of the species and carrying a sword around in public would definitely attract attention. “I’ve heard that before, but an actual sword might be pushing it,” I replied, fairly certain that I wouldn't be able to ignore a drop dead gorgeous woman walking around with a razor sharp weapon in her belt.

Since Lyra wasn’t going to help me out, I started planning on my own.

“Ok. First things first — I need to go home and change.” My perfectly tailored clothes were nice, but I wasn’t as confident as Lyra that people would look the other way when a guy dressed like a medieval warrior sidled up to them for directions. “Where are Katie, Aurora and Lemmy? I'd like to see them.”

The idea of going back was strangely exhilarating and I couldn't figure out why. I’d felt so safe in Narraan, so protected, and the fact that I’d be returning to my life as a nobody wasn’t appealing at all. I was excited to see everyone I’d left behind, but the excitement was overshadowed by the looming threat.

“Katie and Lemmy have been hiding out in a graveyard, Aurora moves between your house and wherever she goes when she disappears at night.” Lyra mumbled. She had told me repeatedly that she was only going with me so I wouldn’t die, that she hated Earth and the sooner we could kill Lesander and get back, the better.

“A graveyard?”

“Lesander can’t enter consecrated ground, the curse that was put on him prevents it.” I was still amazed by how much she knew about him.

“That’s interesting,” I mumbled as we walked through the grass. “So, we’ll go home, then rescue Katie and Lemmy, then track down Sariah and Margot, then Lesander.”

The list was a massive oversimplification, but I had to start somewhere.

“Sounds like a plan,” Lyra said and I was glad that she agreed. Even though my fighting skills had improved, I was still woefully unprepared to face what was coming.

“Stop,” she held out her hand, and I paused, looking around, trying to figure out what was so special about this place specifically. “This should be a suitable spot.”

I hadn’t been through a portal since my arrival and still wasn’t exactly sure how they worked. There had been so much going on that we hadn’t discussed this particular ability and as she dropped her bag and held up her hands, chanting a few words under her breath, I felt the air shift around us.

“So you can create one from anywhere to anywhere?” I asked, and she sighed, dropping her hands and turning to face me. Other than training, she never scolded me, even when I deserved it. I could tell that she was annoyed, though, and I apologized for interrupting her.

“For the most part. It’s not a common skill.” She smiled, then closed her eyes again and I couldn’t help myself.

“You’re born knowing how to do it?” She exhaled in frustration, chanting a quick prayer of patience under her breath. Even though I’d been around the magic shit for a while, I still understood next to nothing about it.

“A wise woman in our village had the gift and saw it in me. I studied with her for a few years before beginning my combat training. If I had decided to become a mage instead of a soldier, I would have likely gone to the Citadel, but my fate was as a warrior.” She gave me a stern look, and I motioned for her to continue.

She waved her hands, and a small point hovered in the air in front of her. It slowly grew larger, stretching and contorting as she continued to stare at it, expanding her hands and chanting softly. We’d spent so much time together, but everything about her was still a complete mystery.

“You go first,” she said as she grabbed her bag and slung it over her shoulder. I took a deep breath and walked through, the sensation as unnerving as the last time and when I fell out, didn’t immediately recognize where I had landed.

It took me a few minutes to adjust to the dimmer light and the stench that surrounded me. I crinkled my nose, trying to determine where the noxious odor was coming from. Suddenly, Lyra was standing behind me and the portal disappeared.

“What the fuck is that smell?” I asked.

“Earth,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “You’ll get used to it after a few hours.”

I stood and brushed the grass off my pants, then looked at my surroundings. It was all so familiar, but took me a few minutes to realize that I was on my front lawn, staring at my house. I was relieved that everything was still there and a sudden rush of excitement hit me.

“I’m home,” I said with a smile, walking towards the front door. It was locked. “Fuck. Where are my keys?”

Lyra shrugged and crossed her arms, waiting for me to figure it out. We were in my world and she was going to make me deal with any issues that arose, no matter how minor.

“Uh, I think I have a spare set by the back door.” I looked through the window. It was exactly as I’d left it and part of me was shocked. For some reason I’d expected it to be gone, destroyed by Lesander as payback for escaping. I walked along the side of the house, across the cracked concrete, the stench mostly a background irritant at that point.

I picked up an old flower pot. Trina had gone through a gardening phase, and I winced as I remembered her from the fake world that Lesander had created, then the reality reasserted itself. She wasn’t that person; she was a succubus who wanted to kill me, which, now that I really thought about it, was way worse. The search was futile at first, but after the fourth attempt, I found the old key, coated with a layer of dirt, beneath the pot with a pastoral landscape painted on it.

“Found it,” I shouted to Lyra as I shoved it into the lock. There was light resistance, and I worried it was the wrong key or that someone had changed the locks or maybe it was the wrong house. I didn’t want to have to break the window, and when it finally gave, turning the deadbolt, I breathed a sigh of relief.

The air inside was musty and particles of dust floated in the sunlight that broke through the windows like magical fairy dust that made you sneeze. My phone was waiting on the counter; had I left it there? I plugged it in and watched as the red battery icon came up on the screen and it started charging.

How long have I been gone?

I felt disoriented, disconnected, and even though it was all so familiar, it felt less real than Lesander’s illusion. I eyed the block of knives on the counter and shivered. A few seconds later Lyra strolled inside, dropping her bag on the ground and crossing her arms as she surveyed the interior.

“I don’t see any sign of him,” she said, and I offered her a glass of water. She took it, drank, and grimaced. It was clear that she wasn't thrilled about being here, but she had volunteered so I wasn't going to start feeling guilty.

“It’s so weird to be back,” I murmured. My gaze drifted to the corner of the kitchen and I smiled when I saw my sword. It glimmered in the dim late afternoon light. The blade was blank, and I hoped it wasn’t a bad omen.

I picked up the weapon, staring at the elegant length of steel as a glow pulsated from within. After a few careful swings, I grabbed a dish towel and ran it over the blade, removing the thin coating of dust that had accumulated. It felt like a reunion and I hoped that my skills had improved enough to deserve the ancient sword that my father had given me.

“That’s beautiful,” Lyra said, and I handed it to her. She turned it over in her hands, admiring the metal work as she let the light catch the smooth blade. “It has some sort of protection spell.” She handed it back to me, smiling, then her eyes widened. “Oh, I almost forgot.”

She grabbed her bag and reached inside, retrieving a beautifully worked leather sheath attached to a few straps, then handed it to me. I carefully slid the sword into the sheath and admired the craftsmanship that had clearly gone into creating it. “Perfect fit.”

“I used the sword that you told me was similar as a template.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate this.” It was a thoughtful gift, and she leaned against the kitchen counter, scrunching her face as she looked around, her brilliant green eyes slightly dimmer than I remembered. “Are you feeling unwell?”

“I hate being here. I can survive, but it’s not pleasant.”

The mustiness had dissipated slightly, or maybe I’d just gotten used to it, but I understood. My home was no longer my home, it was a place I had lived, and I knew then that I’d never be able to return to the blissful ignorance of my old life. But that was a future me problem — I needed to deal with the things that required my immediate attention.

“Okay.” I was ready to get going. “Where exactly is Katie?” Lyra seemed to know everything, and I assumed she would know the location of the young vampire.

Of course she did.

“A few miles away. She and the dog are living in the burial grounds of something called the Holy Trinity Episcopal Church.”

“I’m going to get her.”

I walked down the hallway, turning into my bedroom and sliding open my dresser drawer, pulling out some jeans and a t-shirt. It felt good to be back in my old uniform and I grabbed a pair of socks, then went back into the kitchen. I finished getting dressed, then worked the leather sling over my shoulders. The getup was odd, to say the least, but I wasn’t sure what I’d find at the graveyard and I couldn’t afford to take any chances.

Too much was riding on me.

I walked towards the front door and opened it, then realized that I didn’t have the key for the Indian. I fished through the drawer for my spare and as I turned to leave, Lyra followed me.

“I’ll go with you,” she said, shoving her sword into her belt and following me to the door. “You’re still in danger. Lesander may not know you’re back yet, but he likely has someone monitoring the vampire. When he sees you, he’ll report back that you’ve returned. I can’t let him take you again.”

“No,” I said firmly. “She doesn’t know you and can be skittish.” The sun was setting, and I didn’t want to waste time arguing.

“My reason for being here is to protect you. I can't do that if we're separated.” She scowled, but I wouldn’t budge. Katie might be hurt, and I knew wounded vampires could lash out. Lyra wouldn’t hesitate to strike and I didn't want either of them to die.

“I’m ordering you to stay here.” I finally said, and she crossed her arms, pushing her lower lip into a ferocious pout and fixing her eyes on me with irritation as she did what she was told.
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Insatiable thirst


The Indian shuddered to life as I gave it some gas, closing the choke to let it warm up for a few minutes. The bike rumbled beneath me and I could feel Lyra’s fierce gaze fixed on me as I drove off. She wasn’t happy about my decision, but I had to do it alone. There were some things she wouldn't be able to understand and protecting Katie was one of them. The young vampire had tried to kill me before and I knew that if she felt threatened, she'd do whatever it took to protect herself. Lyra was the same way and the last thing I needed was Lyra killing Katie because of a misunderstanding.

It felt good to drive again. After being locked up for almost a year of fairy time, I’d been going stir crazy and as much as I liked riding horses, nothing beat cruising down the highway on my bike. The road stretched in front of me and it took a couple of attempts to correctly negotiate the turns, but after a few miles, I was back to form.

At the corner, near the end of the highway, were two churches and I scanned the signs as I remembered what Lyra told me.

Holy Trinity Episcopal Church

Bingo.

I turned into the parking lot. The sun was going down and Katie would wake up soon. I hoped Lemmy was with her. Out of everything that had happened, finding out that he was alive was the most exciting. I loved that little dog and being told that I killed him was almost more than I could handle.

As I got off my bike and put my helmet on the seat, I looked around. Something was watching me — I could sense it. Part of me regretted not bringing Lyra, but tracking down Katie and Lemmy shouldn’t take too long and I could get back to the house and start making plans to hunt down Margot and Sariah.

Gravel crunched beneath my feet as I walked towards the graveyard, keeping my eyes peeled for any strange movements. Apprehension filled me and I touched my sword for reassurance, reminding myself repeatedly that demons couldn't touch consecrated ground.

“Katie!” I called out, unsure where a vampire would be hiding. A large mausoleum in the far corner caught my eye and I walked towards it, avoiding the smaller grave markers and trying not to walk over any bodies out of irrational superstition. “Katie!”

The sky was getting darker and the crisp air cooled significantly as the sun dipped below the horizon. There was movement in a nearby bush and I saw a black cat leisurely walk out, its tail lifted straight in the air as it stared at me in surprise, then bolted off.

“Everything’s fine,” I mumbled to myself as I got closer. The sword strapped onto my back grew warmer and I froze, my heart pounding in my chest as the sensation that I was being watched intensified.

“Katie!” My voice echoed as a light in a neighboring house switched on. I hoped they weren’t going to call the cops. The last thing I wanted was to have to explain why I was traipsing around in a graveyard at dusk with a big sword strapped to my back.

“Rhys!” Something called my name. It didn’t sound like the voice was coming from the mausoleum, but I kept going in that direction, confident that Katie was there.

“Katie!” I wanted to see her, to see Lemmy, to know that they were safe, and that everything was going to be fine.

You can handle this, asshole.

That helped, and I smirked as I trudged closer, sudden movement nearby catching my attention. I turned towards the edge of the graveyard and saw a woman standing there, staring at me.

“Sariah!” I screamed, racing towards her, then stopped cold. The woman looked exactly like Sariah, but I knew it wasn’t her. The creature’s blue eyes glowed as she laughed, her red lips curling into a smile as the wind picked up around me and she stayed locked in her position.

“Rhys, didn’t you miss me?” Her voice was the way I remembered, an identical lilt to her words, the same silky tone. I wanted to believe it, that it was her and she was cured and had returned and everything was normal again, but I knew with absolute certainty that the thing standing in front of me wasn’t Sariah. Anger surged through me and the sword pulsated excitedly, ready for a fight.

“You’re not Sariah,” I finally said as I gripped the sword and pulled it out, the blade glowing softly, but still blank. I knew that it probably meant nothing, but it felt ominous.

“Lesander sends his regards,” the creature hissed, lowering itself to the ground, its claws making contact with the grass as it took a measured step towards me, then howled in pain as its arm crossed the boundary of the cemetery. It was a demon, but I wasn’t sure what kind.

“I’m going to kill you.” The words felt like ash in my mouth, but I meant it. Every encounter was another opportunity for Lesander to capture me and not allowing the creature to report back to him would buy us some time.

There was no way that thing was escaping alive.

I crept towards it, remembering what Lyra had taught me about the opening position. This would be my first test, and getting some real world practice would help re-familiarize myself with the sword. Each step rooted me to the ground, and I paused, ensuring that I knew where every part of me was at all times. Energy from the sword pulsed through my body, emboldening me and unlike the last encounter, I knew that I would win.

I reached the edge of the graveyard, a clear line of demarcation where the creature could not cross, and it backed up slowly, waiting, biding its time. It still had Sariah’s face, but the facsimile was disturbingly uncanny, gross and nothing like the woman I loved.

I knew that once I left the confines of the graveyard, I would be at that thing's mercy, so I quickly surveyed the surrounding area to make sure that it didn’t have any allies, that it was really alone and that I had the upper hand.

“Are you ready to die for your master?”

Yeah. Nailed it.

“I do as I’m told.” The demon hissed, tilting its head as it wept tears of blood. “All else is beyond my control. You will bend to him as well, it is inevitable.”

The creature’s words sent a shiver through me and I gripped the sword in both hands, taking a swing as it jumped back. It was surprisingly agile, and I noted the way it moved. Lyra always said that taking the opening shot was dangerous, but your opponent’s response would indicate how the fight would commence.

It slouched back, then swung a claw in my direction, then spat, the spray narrowly missing me, but when it hit the ground, the liquid burned and sizzled. I stared at it again, holding my sword aloft, focusing on where to strike.

A sudden flash appeared in the distance and I hoped it wasn’t the demon’s backup. I began my assault, the creature narrowly evading each swing, then responding quickly with a slash of its bony claw. I spun to get a look at whatever was joining us and relief rushed through me.

“Lemmy!” I screamed as the massive hellhound dove forward, one of his heads taking a bite at the creature, distracting it as I gripped my sword and swung at the demon’s head. I made direct contact, severing the misshapen appendage from the demon’s body and watching as it rolled a few times and the creature burst into flame.

Once I was sure it was dead, I dropped onto my knees, kissing one of Lemmy’s heads as the other gave me a few slobbery kisses. I leaned back as he shifted back into the little guy I loved so much, then pulled him into my arms.

He was five pounds of frenzied excitement, and as I squeezed him, he licked my face unrelentingly. His little squirming body was frantic and my excitement was indescribable. It was so good to see him, but the reunion was short-lived as he jumped down, then barked, motioning for me to follow him.

I wiped my sword on the grass, then re-sheathed it, jogging after him towards the mausoleum. The small stone building was covered in dead vines and the iron door was cracked open. I forced it wider and slid into the dank, dark space, wrinkling my nose at the smell of rot. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust, but when they did, I noticed a large sarcophagus pushed against the far wall. The top was ajar, and I heard a moan coming from inside.

I rushed towards the tomb, struggling to push aside the heavy lid. The stone slab grated against the tomb beneath it and when I looked inside, a pair of dimly glowing eyes stared back at me.

“Katie!” I turned on my phone’s flashlight, placing it on the lid as I reached down and cradled her disturbingly frail body in my arms. She was pale and shivering and way too thin, but it was definitely Katie.

“What happened? Are you sick?” I worried that she had fallen victim to the same illness as Sariah, that it was spreading and would take them all away from me.

“No, just hungry,” she moaned, shivering as I tore off my jacket, wrapping it around her as I pulled her close. I had to help her, had to let her feed on me, but I remembered what had happened the last time and recoiled. What if she killed me? I didn’t know what to do. Margot had told me repeatedly that young vampires needed to eat regularly, that they could easily starve to death and Katie looked like she was at the point where she wouldn’t be able to hold on much longer.

“If I let you feed on me, can you control yourself?”

She nodded, but concern still gripped me. I had to help her, I had no other choice and held out my forearm, grimacing as she grabbed my wrist, pulling it towards her and sniffing my flesh.

“Be careful, okay?” I pulled my bloody sword out of its sheath and held it in my free hand. The thought made me physically ill, but if things got out of control, I knew that I would have to kill her. I glanced at Lemmy, who was waiting patiently by the door, hoping I’d made the right decision.

She kissed the sensitive skin on my forearm, her cool lips making the familiar pattern and my heart raced. Her teeth extended, and she looked at me, her hazel eyes filled with gratitude as she carefully bit into my flesh. There was a pinch, then ecstasy as the endorphins raced through my blood and my body felt like rubber. I’d missed that connection, missed the way they made me feel, it was orgasmic, and I melted, giving in to her as she drank.

Little noises escaped her throat as she fed and every inch of my body felt more alive than it had in months. The sensation was so intoxicating, but I couldn’t allow it to control me. I was fully aware that her thoughts could easily influence mine, and I had to resist the urge to let her drain me completely.

I wanted to keep going, wanted to let her drink her fill, but after a few minutes, I started to get lightheaded and jerked my arm away, gripping the sword as she stared at me, eyes filled with disappointment, clearly needing more.

“Katie.” I snapped my fingers in front of her face, the bloodlust plain in her eyes as she stared at me blankly. The scar on my neck tingled, and I worried the Katie I knew wasn't there, that she’d become a slave to her instincts and that she was going to attack me.

She shook her head, suddenly giving me the familiar smile that I remembered. I covered the puncture wounds on my arm and she hugged me, but I instinctively pulled back, not wanting her that close to my neck.

“Oh yeah, sorry,” she said and leaned back on the tomb. “Thanks, Rhys.”

“How long have you been here?” I asked as I stood and brushed the dirt off my jeans. The sword was still in my hand and I watched as she slowly sat up.

“Maybe three weeks, I honestly don’t know. Margot brought me here when she and Sariah left,” Katie paused, thinking for a few seconds before continuing. “She was worried about taking me with them, but didn’t want to leave me at the house. She said she wouldn’t be gone long and that I needed to wait here until they returned.”

“You didn’t eat?”

“Lemmy brought me some small animals, but it wasn’t enough. I’m so hungry.”

“We’ll go home and figure something out, okay?” She nodded, but her cheeks were still hollow and sunken. I had no clue how much blood she needed to survive, but she was clearly starving and I had to find her someone to eat.

I helped her stand and noticed that she wobbled slightly. She was weak, and I slid my sword back into the sheath, then led her out through the rusted doors and into the bright moonlight. We wove through the graves, Lemmy leading the way and when we got back to my bike, I lifted Lemmy into his basket, then helped Katie onto the back seat.

I got on and she wrapped her arms around my waist, snuggling against me as we drove home.
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Bad news


Lyra was noticeably nervous when I walked Katie into the kitchen and I knew that a confrontation between the two women wouldn’t end well for either of them. Katie sat down at the table and my number one priority was to find someone for her to eat before she dug into one of us. I introduced them, then turned towards the bathroom.

“I’m going to take a leak. Don’t bite her.” I said to Katie as I pointed at Lyra, raising my eyebrow and she nodded. Lyra rested her hand on her sword and I felt like she had the situation under control, at least long enough for me to piss. I walked through the bathroom door, only moderately unsurprised when I didn’t see the familiar white tile, tub and toilet.

“Rhys! How the hell have you been?”

I was in the bar. Belial was seated on a stool, smiling at me, holding up his glass. I immediately remembered the bartender and looked for him, but instead of the familiar hulking figure, there was a plump woman with a full beard shaking a cocktail and I grimaced when she winked at me.

“The bartender, it was Lesander.”

“I know,” Belial sighed. “I realized it after I saw you the last time, but he had already escaped. It was a massive breach on my part and honestly, I’m slipping. I never would’ve allowed something like that to happen even a few hundred years ago.” Belial sighed, massaging his temples and I felt something like pity, but only until I remembered what had happened to me because of him.

He did that to me. He knew it could happen and even though he said he wanted to protect me, he’d left me on my own. I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to forgive him completely.

“Did you…” I took a deep breath, waving the bartender away when she offered me a drink. “Did you try to find me?”

I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer.

“I…” he started, a barrage of coughs interrupting him. The asshole part of me suspected that the sudden illness was feigned, but I waited patiently. “Look, there just wasn’t much I could do.”

“So if I wasn’t a fairy king, I’d still be there, suffering, with no hope of escape.”

“Don't be so goddamn melodramatic. I would've gotten you out…eventually, but these things take time.” Belial massaged his temples, and I felt guilty. It was totally his fault, all of it, but chewing him out about it wouldn’t fix anything. A lot of what was happening was completely out of our control. “I've been distracted and I'm sorry about that.”

“Distracted? Why?” The bearded bartender winked at me and I declined another drink offer. I had too much shit to do and hanging out in this place, chatting with my dad was taking up valuable time.

“There's rumors, completely unsubstantiated, but persistent, that some of the guys beneath me are considering a…uh…”

“A what?” Belial took a sip of water and shrugged.

“Some sort of rebellion.” I chuckled, then it steamrolled into a belly laugh and he stared at me like I’d lost what was left of my mind.

“What?”

“Don't you see?” I spread out my hands and stared into Belial’s bloodshot eyes. “Christ, they're doing to you what you did to God. Fuck me. What is the point of any of this?” I suddenly felt overwhelmed by everything, all of it and just thinking about the scale of what awaited me was staggering. I was going to fail, and I’d never be able to have the life I truly wanted — whatever that was.

“The point…” He rested his head in his hand, looking weak and tired and I suddenly felt bad for coming down on him so hard. “I don’t think I know. I did, but you’re right…”

“I'm sorry. I get it.” Part of me did. I wanted to survive to raise my son. I wanted to get Sariah and Margot back. I wanted to have the life I had before, but better, and most of all, I wanted to survive.

I stared at Belial, remembering what Enoch said, wondering if he could actually be dying. The thought was terrifying. I relied on him and even though he was an insufferable prick, I think I loved him. There was movement in the corner of the room and I shifted my gaze away from my father.

“Mom?”

I stood, taking a few steps towards her and she rushed towards me, her arms open wide, and I hugged her, pulling her close, and not wanting to let her go.

“Can you talk?” I looked down, and she nodded.

“Rhys, baby, it’s so good to see you again.” There were so many questions, all of the things from the last time, and more. I wanted to tell her about Narraan, about how badly they needed her and how she had missed out on so much in her short, miserable life.

“Mom…” The only thing I wanted to do was stay there with her, to talk, to get to know her, but I couldn’t and it was killing me. “I have to go.”

“Already? But I just got here.” The devastated look in her eyes made me want to forget about everything else that was happening, to stay there with her, but I couldn’t. I had things to take care of and I didn’t want her to worry.

“You have a grandson,” I finally said. Mom clapped her hands over her mouth and a few tears streamed down her cheeks. I pulled her into my arms and smiled, realizing how badly I missed my son.

“Where is he? Can I see him?” She looked back at Belial and I wondered if I’d done the right thing. Maybe keeping her in the dark would've been better.

“I don’t think so, he’s at home.”

“Belial!” she shouted. “I want to see our grandson.” I looked at my father and he shrugged, then returned his attention to his drink.

“He’s safe and happy.” Just talking about him made me feel so goddamn mushy and I wanted her to see him, to reclaim her life in Narraan.

“Can you bring him here? Belial…” Her voice trailed off, and she suddenly knew, knew that she’d never be able to meet him or hold him, that her life was over and she faced an eternity of never knowing what could’ve been.

“I have to go.” I stood, then hugged Mom, deciding to leave out the details. It was better for her. “Do you mind if Lemmy stays with you for a few days? I have to take care of something and he can’t go.”

Tracking down Sariah and Margot was going to be difficult enough with a starving vampire and a surly fairy in tow. Lemmy could take care of himself, but I didn’t know what I’d find in Oslo.

“No problem,” Belial said, and I held up my finger, then walked through the door. Lyra and Katie were still involved in an intense stare off and as I picked Lemmy up off the floor, I kissed his head and motioned for the two of them to wait.

“You’re going to go stay with grandpa for a few days, okay?” I said, squeezing his little body one more time, then walked back towards the bathroom, opening the door and stepping inside. He wasn’t happy about my decision, his little squirming body resisted me and I heard a low growl coming from his throat.

Belial took him from me, scratched his head, then motioned for the bearded bartender to bring over a glass of water and set Lemmy in front of it. Mom petted his little head and distracted herself as he rolled over, wanting the full body treatment.

“Look, we need to discuss what happens to Lesander, you know, after you kill him.”

“Yeah, that sounds like a good idea,” I said, perching on an empty stool and crossing my arms. Belial started coughing, but held up his hand, motioning for me to wait and took a drink of water. After a few minutes, the coughing died down, and I noticed how ill he looked. His eyes were puffy and bloodshot and the scar on his face was raw and angry.

“Okay, look. This is gonna sound bad, but there’s only one way to get rid of him, for good.” Lesander paused and as he ran his hand through his salt and pepper hair, it shook slightly.

“Well?” I said expectantly as I waited for my father to continue. I had a lot to do and even though I enjoyed spending time with him, I really needed him to get to the point. Belial blew a raspberry, then looked at my Mom and back at Lemmy and shook his head.

“You’re gonna have to cut out his heart and feed it to Lemmy.”

“Jesus.” I suddenly felt nauseous. “Seriously?”

“Yes. It’s very important and I know it sounds absolutely fucking foul, but you have to remember that’s not really a heart in there — it’s where he carries his soul or whatever the hell you want to call it. Lemmy’s gotta, uh, digest it and shit it out and what have you, and that’s when Lesander will be out of our lives for good.”

“God, uh…” I glanced at Lemmy, who was licking his balls and wondered if he was aware of his part in the whole sordid affair. “Lemmy’s okay with that?”

“Yeah, well, you know, that’s what he does.” I took a drink and rested my head in my hands. “Is that all? I’m probably going to have one shot at this thing and I want to make sure it’s done right.”

“That should cover it,” Belial said, coughing again, and I was concerned. He noticed and held up his hand. “I’m fine, just caught something that’s going around in one of the upper levels.” I glanced at Mom and she looked away. Part of me didn’t believe him, but I figured we could catch up once I was back from Oslo. “I still want you to come down for a visit, to see where your old man works. I mean it.” He gave me that painful smile and I smiled back, then leaned closer and gave him a hug. He was colder than I expected, but I brushed it off. There was too much to do, and I needed to leave.

I glanced at Lemmy, then scratched his little head, sad that I had to leave him again, then gave Mom a long hug.

“This is just temporary. I’ll be back.” I meant it and as I waved goodbye, I hoped I wasn’t telling them a big fat lie. “Oh, and if you see Aurora, tell her not to come after me.”

“You got it, kid.” Belial said, and I waved before turning to leave.

My head was swimming. I didn’t have time to think too deeply about what Belial had told me. Lesander was the long-term goal, right now I had two vampires to rescue. I emerged into the kitchen and started gathering my things.

“Ready?” I asked. Katie nodded faintly. She still looked bad, but I figured that there would be plenty of opportunities to hunt once we got to Oslo and I was getting impatient about finding Margot and Sariah. Being away from them had been painful and there was nothing I wanted more than to see for myself that they were still alive. If they wanted to stay, it was fine, but I needed to know for sure. Lyra nodded and grabbed her backpack and I cleaned the remaining demon blood off my sword, then shoved it into the strap on my back.

“Can we portal there?” I asked, not having given the logistics of the operation the consideration they deserved.

“Yes,” Lyra replied in Fikil, eyeing Katie. “Will she be okay?”

“Would you rather stay here, Katie?”

“No, I want to go.” Katie stood, wobbling slightly, and I wrapped my arm around her waist. She was still wearing my jacket and pulled it tightly around her thin body and visibly shivered.

“It might be dangerous. I can take you back to the church.”

“No!” Her hazel eyes widened with fear as she said that and I realized how terrible the past few weeks had been. She wrapped her arms around my waist and I kissed the top of her head, then looked at Lyra.

“She’s fine, let’s go.”
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Norwegian blood


We walked outside, and I locked the door behind us, shoving the key into my jeans pocket and hoisting my backpack onto my shoulder. I looked back at the house as we walked across the yard, hoping we wouldn’t be gone for more than a few days. Lyra led the way towards the treeline.

“Rhys! How are you? Have you been on vacation?” I froze at the familiar voice. It was my neighbor, Sandra. I turned to face her as she jogged closer, hoping that she wouldn’t notice the fairy carrying a sword or starving vampire who was hanging onto me, about to collapse.

“Hi Sandra. Yeah, I was visiting my cousin in Chicago. How’s everything here?” I wanted to get the hell out of there. A pulsing vibration filled my core, and I knew we were being watched, but she was the neighborhood’s biggest gossip and the last thing I needed was for people to suspect something weird was going on.

They loathed weird.

“You know, the same. Kevin's really having a tough time this year and Dan told him that if he couldn't pull it together, he'd lose his driving privileges.” She rambled, looking at Lyra. “Who's this?”

The fake smile on her lips told me it was more than a polite question. My neighbors were terrified of devaluation and inserted themselves into every part of each other's lives to prevent their property values from tumbling from an errant drug house entering the community.

I really needed to move.

“This is my cousin Darlene. We're going to the Ren Faire up in Ashford this weekend and wanted to get some sword fighting practice in the, uh, in the woods.”

“Oh, I see. That's nice.” She appeared to be satisfied with my explanation, and I hoped that meant that she'd let us go.

“Yeah, tell Dan I said hi, okay?”

“Of course and have fun…” Her voice followed us as we walked across the road and stepped into the thick, ominous woods. I checked to make sure that no one was watching and Lyra chose a spot, whispering a few words as she drew a circle and the orb appeared, swirling brightly as I eased Katie away. Her eyes widened as she looked at the portal and I turned her to face me.

“It’s fine. We’re all going through and I promise I’ll get you someone to eat once we're on the other side, okay?”

She nodded.

“I’ll go first, then you follow.”

She nodded again, and I took a deep breath as I stepped through, and shot out on the other side.

The alley where I emerged reeked of piss and garbage and it was cold — freezing fucking cold.

“Why the hell didn’t I bring a heavier coat?” I muttered as I rubbed my frozen hands together and waited for the girls. Katie stumbled through, looking around and I grabbed her arm to steady her. Loud electronic music blared from somewhere nearby and a crowd of people at the end of the alley made me think that we’d landed in the party district.

Katie stared at the group gathered by the bar longingly, licking her lips and one guy smiled at her. She waved, and I pulled her back towards me, wondering what the hell was keeping Lyra. She was normally the definition of punctuality, but it had been at least ten minutes since Katie emerged and I was starting to worry.

When she appeared out of nowhere, blood splattered across her cheeks, I realized that something bad had happened.

“It’s a good thing we left when we did,” she said and I led the way out of the dark alley. I didn’t need to ask. I knew and was fully aware that Lesander would find us again. We needed to find a place to crash, preferably somewhere dark, then start our search for the Society.

Hostels were definitely out, and I glanced at my phone. It was almost 4 a.m. We had to find a room before the sun came up. I dragged Katie down the street, then turned into a place that looked less sketchy than the rest. The dim, shabby lobby was dead, and I rang the bell on the scratched wooden counter a couple of times, hoping to get someone's attention. I glanced around, the old couches that lined the walls saggy in the middle and the mirrors above them speckled with age. The place was probably nice at some point, but this was not that point and it was good enough.

“I need a room.” I said as a guy who looked like I’d awoken him from a twenty-year hibernation dragged his ass out of the back room. He swore, then turned on the computer and yawned. His old suit was wrinkled, and he was around my age, maybe a few years older.

“How many nights?” He had a gruff voice coated with a thick accent and narrowed his blue eyes when he looked at Lyra. His gaze drifted down to the sword in her belt, then shifted to the one strapped to my back like I was some sort of goddamn professional dragon hunter. “No weapons.”

“We’re here for a, uh, cosplay convention.” I said, swallowing, and the guy shrugged. “Five nights, please.” I hoped we wouldn’t need the place that long but I didn’t want them throwing us out in the middle of the day.

“Which one? I don’t remember seeing anything about a convention happening in the area right now.”

“What?” I fished through my wallet for my credit card and pulled it out, having completely forgotten about the lie I’d told a few seconds earlier.

“You said you were going to a cosplay convention. Which one?” He looked annoyed and the last thing I needed was to look any more suspicious than we already did.

“It’s private. Only a few hundred people are going.” Margot would've been able to nip this in the bud with some expertly executed mind control, but Katie wasn't up to it right now so my mediocre lying skills were all we had to fall back on.

They seemed to work, and he exhaled, then stared at me.

“I’ll need your passport.”

Shit.

I froze.

“Uh, I lost it at the…airport, but I think I have a photo on my phone. Is that good enough?”

“Yeah, sure. Whatever.” He drummed his fingers on the desk impatiently as I looked for the old photo, hoping like hell I still had it from when Trina and I went on a cruise to Jamaica a few years earlier. After a few minutes, I located it and handed him the phone. I hoped like hell that he wouldn’t ask for a copy of my visa.

“Is this your first time in Oslo?”

“Yeah,” I said and Katie slumped against me. The guy arched his eyebrow, and I hoped he didn’t think I’d drugged her. “Jet lag.”

“That’s tough.” He clicked on the keyboard a few more times, his gaze drifting to Lyra, who narrowed her eyes at him threateningly. He immediately turned back to me and slid a piece of paper across the counter. “Sign here. We’ll put a five thousand krone deposit on the card, then release it when you check out.”

Katie stumbled again, then looked up, staring at him and licking her lips. I knew that expression and gripped the top of her arm. I didn’t want to shit where we slept and hoped she could control herself until we got outside and found a better target.

“Is there anywhere open, you know, to grab something to eat?” I asked, my grip on Katie’s arm tightening.

“Yeah, there’s a Narvesen around the corner; they should be open. There’s also a McDonald’s, which you’d probably prefer, but they don’t open until six.” He gave me a sarcastic stare and I rolled my eyes as he slid the key across the counter and I signed the paper. “Elevator is down the hall, complimentary breakfast at 7 a.m.”

“Ok, thanks.” I turned to Lyra and handed her the key, lowering my voice as I gave her instructions. “Go upstairs and wait, I’m going to find her someone to eat.”

“You can’t go by yourself, Rhys,” she whispered and I could tell that the guy at the check-in desk was straining to hear our conversation. He knew something was off and I didn’t want to give him any reason to call the cops. “I'm not just your temporal chauffeur, Rhys. I need to go with you. You’re not safe.”

“They probably don’t know where we are yet. I’ll only be gone for a bit, I promise.” She gritted her teeth, unhappy with my decision, but not wanting to directly contradict me. If there was one thing Lyra respected, it was protocol. “Stay here, get some rest. One of us needs to be alert.”

She huffed petulantly and took my backpack and sword. I didn’t need the attitude, but I needed her help so I didn’t want to piss her off by turning it into another order. I checked the room number again and gave the guy a casual wave before leading Katie through the rotating door and onto the street.

I’d seen a few busy bars on our way over and headed in that direction. Where there were drunk people, there would be good victims. I knew that Katie still had a difficult time with controlling herself and I hoped like hell that I’d be able to make her stop. She was starving, but that didn’t mean she had to kill.

“Let’s go this way,” I said, mostly to myself and wrapped my arm around Katie’s waist as we walked down the street. We arrived at an alley and I pushed her against a wall, holding my finger in front of her face. “Stay. I’ll be right back.”

Loud electronic music pumped out of an open door and a large group of attractive women were standing nearby, drinking beers and laughing. It would be hard to get one of them away for Katie and I wasn’t exactly great at picking up women, anyway. I passed them by, then looked around. There were two more standing at the next corner, smoking, and I casually walked towards them. One had dark hair and pale skin, the other’s short hair was blonde. I took a deep breath and approached, hoping I’d be able to get them to follow me into the alley.

“Could I get a smoke?”

“Yeah, of course,” the one with blonde hair said as she winked at the other woman. She handed me her pack, and I slid one out. “Need a light?”

“Yeah, that would be great, thanks.” I inhaled, the smoke hitting my lungs, and I resisted the urge to cough. “So…you two from around here?”

They burst into laughter and I realized that this was going to be significantly more difficult than I originally thought. They stared at each other, then stared at me, licking their lips and I realized that something was definitely off. I brushed it aside, Katie needed to eat, and these two looked as good as anyone else.

“I am, Birgit is from Denmark. My name is Nina.” Nina stuck out her hand, and I shook it, unsurprised by how cool it was. She was tall and stunningly beautiful, her dark, straight hair fell over her shoulders and she was wearing a black vest and jeans, completely unbothered by the cold. Birgit’s blonde hair was cut stylishly short, and she wore a spotted fur coat draped around her shoulders. Her dress brushed against the tops of her thighs and she had on a pair of brown leather boots that stopped just above her knee. They could be models, but I didn’t have time to flirt, I needed to get them to Katie.

“Nice,” I said, bobbing my head to the electronic music spilling out of the club, unable to think of an interesting reply. They were way too young for me to be picking up, but Katie needed this so I tried again. “I’m Rhys, by the way. This is my first time in Oslo.”

“No shit,” Birgit said and burst into a fit of giggles. “Sorry, we’re really drunk and the guys we’ve met tonight are boring. You don’t look boring.”

“Okay.” I didn’t know how to take that, but when I felt a familiar tickling at the edge of my thoughts, I suddenly realized that these two women weren’t who I thought they were. Birgit’s eyes widened, and she looked at Nina. They had a brief conversation, then turned back to me, gazing at me suspiciously and I realized that I may have found what I was looking for. “What are you?”

“I’ll tell you later. Right now I have a friend who needs help.” I motioned towards Katie and Nina turned, staring in the other woman’s direction as she cocked her eyebrow. “She’s hungry.”

“And you thought we’d make a good meal for her? That’s so sweet. You’re a good friend, Rhys.” Birgit said, smiling, then walked towards Katie. Her eyes widened with fear, then Birgit wrapped her arm around Katie’s shoulders and whispered into her ear. I suddenly felt hopeful and glanced at my phone. We still had some time, and I hoped that one of these women would do a better job than me of finding someone for Katie to eat.

“God, she looks ravenous. What happened?” Birgit asked me. The music from the club pounded in the background and I wasn’t sure how much to say, so I just gave the basics.

“She hasn’t been able to eat in a few weeks.”

“A few weeks shouldn’t be a problem,” Nina said.

“She’s young.” I was suddenly concerned. Vampires could be territorial and I hoped that bringing Katie wouldn’t cause more problems. On the other hand, Birgit and Nina might know something about the Society, which could make tracking down Margot and Sariah significantly easier.

“Hold on,” Birgit said, staring at the crowd of women that I’d noticed earlier. She casually walked towards them, picking one out and whispering something into her ear. The girl nodded and Birgit led her towards us.

“This is Ana, she wants to get to know Katie better.” Birgit said smoothly, making the introduction and I breathed a sigh of relief. “Come, Katie.”

Katie followed Ana and Birgit and I tried not to watch as the three of them chatted for a few minutes and Katie kissed Ana, then went directly for her neck. Ana let out a loud gasp that was drowned out by the music and Katie drank.

“How do the two of you know each other?” Nina asked as she casually lit up a cigarette, splitting her attention between me and the scene unfolding in front of us.

“She was my receptionist.” Birgit pulled Katie away, then spoke with Ana for a few seconds before escorting her back to the crowd. She chose another member of the group, leading her to the alley and the process repeated itself.

“Really? We don’t normally have jobs.” Nina exhaled, blowing smoke directly at me. “Business hours don’t align very well with our circadian rhythms.”

“She worked for me prior to, uh, you know…” I didn’t bother finishing the sentence. Katie glanced at me before digging into the second girl and smiled. She looked so much better already, but I realized that we needed to move on to the next problem.

“That’s interesting.” Nina murmured. “Where is her maker?”

“She, uh, died…” I lied, pushing her away as she looked for the information she wanted. Her eyes narrowed as she stared at me, resting her ring finger on her luscious lower lip, as she tried again to probe my thoughts.

“So, what are you?” she asked again, and I didn’t know how to respond. I glanced at my phone. It was getting late, and I needed to return to the hotel. Lyra would be worried, and I didn’t want to risk her coming out to find us and getting separated. It was pitch black, and the streetlights dotted the empty sidewalks, hazy halos surrounding the bright lights. I was freezing and tired and needed to get some sleep.

“Well, thanks for your help. We really should be leaving now.” I grabbed Katie by the waist and waved at the girls, who were not pleased about our abrupt departure.

“You really should come with us,” Birgit said, rushing to catch up.

They easily kept pace as I hurried us down the sidewalk.

“We have somewhere we have to be later,” I said. “Could I get your number? Maybe we could meet up tomorrow night.”

“You’re obviously confused about how this works,” Birgit said, racing in front of me in a flash and grabbing my arm, then pulling me towards her. “It’s not a request. She’s required to check in, all new vampires are.”

I paused, then turned to look at her. Meeting them felt like luck, but now I was questioning my assumption. I didn’t want to get bogged down in vampire politics and risk my opportunity to act while Lesander was unaware of my location. But they could know about the Society and how to find them, and that information could be extremely valuable.

“Ok, fine, we’ll go with you, but someone’s waiting for me and I need to tell her where we’re going.”

“Doesn’t she have a phone?” Nina asked. It was a reasonable question, but I didn’t want to get into it.

“No.” We were outside the hotel. “Wait in the lobby and we’ll be down in five minutes.”

Birgit looked at Nina, and they nodded, walking into the lobby with us. The guy at the check-in desk stared at our little group and Nina said something to him. He held up his hands and exhaled, then turned into the back room.

“You have five minutes,” Birgit said, narrowing her green eyes as I nodded, then dragged Katie with me.

“Why can’t I stay with them. They’re fun,” she whined as I hit the elevator call button, wishing the fucking thing would go faster. I needed to come up with a plan. Casually popping into a nest of vampires and hoping for the best wouldn’t cut it. The door opened, and I marched Katie inside, then pushed the button for the ninth floor.

“Because we don’t know them, they could be trouble.” I didn’t want to say the rest, that they could be the ones holding Margot and Sariah captive. Even though I didn’t get that vibe from them, my vibe detection system wasn’t the most reliable.

“I don’t think so.” Katie whined. “They’re nice.”

I didn’t bother answering and when I located our room, I knocked on the door. Lyra opened it, her small sword gripped tightly in her hand. When she realized it was us, she relaxed.

“What took so long?” She sounded frustrated and I couldn’t blame her.

“We may have found what we were looking for.” I didn’t want to elaborate, and I needed to figure out a way to convince Lyra to stay behind. Going out for a few minutes was one thing, but heading into a lair of vampires with only Katie was something she absolutely wouldn’t agree to.

“Let’s go,” she said, pulling her hair back and securing it into a ponytail.

“I think you should stay here, I don’t know what to expect.”

“Absolutely not.” Her voice was low, and I realized she wasn’t going to listen to me. “I’m here to protect you and get you back home.” Katie was waiting impatiently by the door and I didn’t know what the other vampires would do if we weren’t back in five minutes, but I didn’t want to find out.

“Fine, but it would be better if you held back. They won’t be thrilled about me bringing my own security detail.”

“Whatever,” Lyra said. I glanced at my sword in the corner. I needed to take it but walking around the city with a weapon strapped to my back didn’t seem like a great idea. Lyra obviously had no plans to leave hers behind and as she pulled on a jacket, I grabbed another sweatshirt and motioned for her to follow me.

We were heading into the lion’s den whether or not I was ready.
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A new home


“Where are we going?” I asked, glancing nervously at my watch. It was almost seven, and the sky was growing lighter. Katie was talking excitedly with Birgit and I walked next to Nina.

“We live in an old warehouse near the river. It’s not far from here.” Nina grabbed Katie’s hand, and I worried that her affection for her new friends would become a liability. The three of them chatted excitedly as I followed, hoping that Lyra wasn’t too far behind. We wove through the empty streets and twenty minutes later, stopped at the end of an abandoned pier.

Nina typed in a code on a keypad next to a heavy metal door, hiding it with her hand. I heard a lock click, and she opened it, motioning for us to go inside. The heavy concrete building had multiple stories and was filled with soft lighting and modern furniture and I was relieved that we were at least out of the cold. Our presence didn’t go unnoticed, and I felt multiple pairs of eyes lock onto me, surprised to see strangers. Their gazes intensified when they got a whiff of me and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end.

“This is Katie,” Birgit said, motioning towards us. “And…Rhys. They are our guests, so no funny stuff, ok?”

“Can I talk to you for a second?” I said as I walked towards Birgit, curious if this was the Society. It didn’t look like a powerful organization of vampires, just a smallish nest, but they were at least in the same vicinity and Birgit most likely knew something about them.

“Sure,” she said, pulling me aside. Katie joined a group of younger vampires and seemed to be enjoying herself. I didn’t think any of them would hurt her and I hoped that I’d found a solution to one of my problems. “Who’s following you, by the way?”

“Oh, uh…” I wasn’t sure what to say, so I told the truth. “She’s a friend. She’s mostly harmless.” That was a lie.

“We really don’t like bringing outsiders into the lair, but if she wants to join us, it’s fine.” Birgit smiled at me, her sharp teeth gleaming in the fluorescent light.

“No, we need to leave soon. Have you heard of the Society?” She took a step back, crossing her arms defensively, and I knew that I’d hit a nerve.

“What do you want with them?”

“They have my friends.”

The commotion behind us began to die down and I assumed that the nest was ready to sleep. A few rays of sunlight broke through the walls and I wondered how old Birgit was and how long they had been there.

“I’m almost three hundred,” she said, interrupting my thoughts. “Nina is the oldest at four-fifty, give or take a few years. We run this place as a sort of refuge for vampires who lose their makers or find themselves alone for whatever reason.” Birgit shrugged off her jacket and kicked off her shoes, then sat on a comfortable sofa and motioned for me to join her.

“Would you like something to drink?”

“No, we’re in a hurry.” I wanted to leave immediately, but if Katie was going, I’d need to wait until evening. Maybe taking a break wouldn’t be such a bad idea. The idea caressed my thoughts, and I suddenly realized that it was Birgit influencing me. I had to leave, soon. The nest seemed nice enough, but they were still vampires and I wasn’t sure I could fully trust them.

“You’d be better off forgetting about your friends, Rhys. The Society operates by their own rules, they don’t give a shit about anyone but themselves.” The lights dimmed and Birgit and I were alone. She knew a lot, and I had questions, but there was one reason I was there and I had to get to the point.

“Do you know who’s in charge?”

“Of the Society? Her name is Makeda. She calls herself a queen, but that title hasn’t been valid for a few millennia.” Birgit leaned closer. “Some say she’s the original vampire, but I don’t believe that. It’s a rumor she likes to spread, but we’ve never met and I want to keep it that way.”

That was interesting information, and I filed it away for future reference. I glanced at Katie and motioned for her to join us. She looked sleepy, but full, and as she sat down on the sofa next to me, I wrapped my arm around her and kissed her head. I loved her, but she was a lot to deal with and I needed to concentrate on why I was here.

“Would you mind keeping an eye on Katie?”

“It’s fine, we have space.” Birgit said and Katie sat up.

“I want to go with you, I miss Margot.” Katie pouted, and Birgit reached out, pulling her close and whispering something to her. It got an immediate smile, and I wondered what she said, but it wasn’t any of my business and as long as Katie was safe, I didn’t care.

“There’s some extra space in the basement, go with Jonah.” Birgit motioned towards a gangly looking twenty-something-year-old-guy and Katie looked at me, upset about being left behind, but ultimately realizing that it was for her own good.

“I’ll see you in a few days,” I said, placing my fingers beneath her chin, then lifting it to kiss her. She looked happy, and I was relieved. Katie stood, then followed Jonah and I returned my attention to Birgit. She narrowed her eyes and lit a cigarette. We were alone and I could tell that she was getting sleepy, but still had questions.

“I asked before and you didn’t answer, but it’s important that you tell me. What are you?”

I paused.

“Half angel, half fae.” I finally said.

“And the other one?”

“Fae.”

Birgit crossed her arms and smiled, exhaling as her green eyes sparkled. “I’ve always wanted to try fae. My maker used to feast on fairy regularly when he was a young vampire and told me they were the most delicious creatures. If you make it back, promise you’ll let me try.”

Her request made me intensely uncomfortable, and I ignored it. “You’re not making me feel better.”

“I don’t expect you to make it out alive. It’s like shoving a plate of salmon into a cat colony and asking them nicely not to eat it. The Society absolutely doesn’t care about life: human, vampire or anything else. They care about themselves and you and the fairy will not be able to sneak in, they’ll know the second you set foot on their territory.”

“Can you tell me anything about them? Anything that would help?” I was ready to go. Lyra would be growing impatient and we were running out of time.

“They loathe humans, so at least you have that working for you. I’ve had little contact with them in the last hundred years. We try to keep to ourselves and Makeda isn’t exactly a social butterfly.” She paused, staring at me as her green eyes narrowed. “Who are the vampires you’re trying to rescue?” I opened my mind, there was too much to explain, and I needed all the help I could get.

I felt the intrusion as she barged in, picking through my memories, and her eyes widened. “That’s interesting. If you present yourself as King of Narraan, you’ll be far more likely to succeed — Makeda respects titles.”

“Good to know.” I couldn’t imagine barging into her lair and demanding the return of Margot and Sariah based on the fact that I was marginally a king, but whatever. “Anything else?”

“Just be extremely careful. You cannot trust her and I can understand why she would want Sariah. The group craves the old blood and want to bring all of the ancients back to their nest. You may be forced to sacrifice her to save Margot.”

“No. They’re both leaving with me.” I was determined to rescue them, nothing could convince me otherwise.

“Then I can only wish you luck. I’ll lend you a vehicle, their lair is further north, in the mountains, and driving there can be dangerous this time of the year.” Birgit turned and chose a set of keys from a dozen that were hanging on an adjacent wall. She tossed them to me. “It’s the black Land Rover parked outside; a king should arrive in style, right.”

I rolled my eyes, and she laughed.

“Come here,” she said, motioning for me to move closer and I approached. In a flash, she attached herself to my neck and moments later, almost too quickly for me to see, she was on the floor, Lyra standing over her with her sword positioned against Birgit's throat.

“What the fuck was that?” I asked, gingerly touching the bite marks on my neck.

“If something happens to you, I’ll know,” she said, holding up her hands, and I motioned for Lyra to let her go. Lyra hesitated, then shoved her sword into her belt and helped Birgit off the floor. Birgit wiped her hands, then licked her lips, her sharp canines still extended as her eyes glowed softly and she stared at me. “Sariah and Margot are two very lucky women, you are absolutely delicious.”

I laughed and shoved the keys into my pocket as Birgit handed me a heavy coat and offered one to Lyra, who politely declined. The car would be useful. I didn't know what condition Sariah would be in when we found her, but I would be returning soon, with both women.

“Give me your phone,” Birgit said, and I unlocked it, then handed it over. She found the location, then placed a pin on the map and handed it back. “They’re here. I would tell you to be careful, but it won’t do you any good. I’m almost certain this is the last I’ll see of you, but I promise to take care of Katie.”

“Thanks, I guess,” I said and waved goodbye.
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Onwards and upwards


The SUV was way nicer than I expected and as I pushed the button on the dashboard to start the sleek black vehicle; it purred powerfully.

“Ready?” I asked Lyra. She wrinkled her nose and nodded, adjusting herself as she struggled with her seat belt. Our first stop was the hotel — I raced upstairs to grab the rest of our stuff, then tossed the key onto the counter and jogged back to the car. I configured the navigation app, then familiarized myself with the interior as Lyra looked on, nonplussed.

“I hate these things.”

“What? Seatbelts?”

“No, cars. They’re loud and obnoxious.”

“Yes, they are, but they get you where you need to go, they’re fast and you don’t have to open a hole in space-time to use them,” I said as I pulled out onto the nearly empty street, then maneuvered through the unfamiliar city to merge onto the highway heading north. “Want to listen to some music?”

Lyra shrugged apathetically, staring out the window at the snowy landscape as we sped out of the city and the silence felt ominous. I remembered what Birgit told me about the Society and hoped that we weren’t making a massive mistake. It was my fault that Margot had been forced to make such a drastic decision, and I had to fix it.

“This place, I don’t know how you stand it,” Lyra finally said, and I wasn’t sure how to respond. She hadn’t tried to hide her disdain for Earth since we arrived, but her attitude wasn’t helping the situation and I didn’t need another distraction.

“I miss Narraan, too,” I said perfunctorily, uncertain how much I meant it. Narraan may have been my ancestral kingdom, but it wasn’t where I belonged and even though there were parts that I loved, Earth was ultimately my home. If I didn’t have a son there, I wasn’t entirely sure I’d go back. “I keep thinking about my son.”

“He’s being cared for,” Lyra said and I nodded.

“I know, but I feel a connection to him, even though I barely know him. I can’t explain it.”

“That’s normal. You’ll see him again, very soon.”

I didn’t like the way she said that.

The landscape was stunning. Small lakes were surrounded by thick pine forests and as we moved north, the hills morphed into mountains and the roads became twisted and narrower. When we finally stopped for gas in Gol, I let out a massive yawn. We only had another hour to go, but I was exhausted.

“Want to get a few hours of sleep?” I motioned towards a small motor inn on the other side of the road and Lyra nodded. I parked in the empty lot and walked into the deserted lobby, ringing the bell. The owner looked shocked that someone actually wanted to check in, but twenty minutes later, we had a place to crash.

The room was simple, bright and clean, with two neatly made twin beds and a large window by the door. I tossed my backpack into the lounge chair in the corner and turned on one of the bedside lamps. Lyra stumbled inside and collapsed onto the bed by the wall, immediately falling asleep and after taking a long leak, I undressed and took the second tiny bed.

Even though I was bone-tired, I had a hard time falling asleep. Various scenarios kept running through my mind and none of them ended well. If the Society decided that we were too much trouble, they could easily kill us and no one would ever know. The only good part was that the likelihood of Lesander following us into a nest of vampires was extremely low, so at least one thing was working in my favor. After another half-hour of tossing and turning, I finally drifted off.

The sound of a motorcycle speeding past woke me up and as I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes, I noticed Lyra sitting in the chair next to the large window by the door. It was late evening and, other than the motorcycle, completely silent. I lay there for a few minutes, unsure how long I slept, but feeling refreshed. The enormity of the task before me was overwhelming, and I hoped Lyra would snap out of whatever was bothering her so she could help me figure out what to do.

“Did you sleep?” I asked, and she nodded, wrapping her arms around her legs as she pulled them to her chest and turned to face me.

“A bit. What about you?”

“Feeling better. Are you ready to go?” She nodded. “I’ll get a shower, then we’ll leave. There’s only another hour of driving.”

The scalding hot water felt good against my bare skin and the spray was intense. I’d missed showers and while the baths in the palace were always very pleasant and thorough, it was nice to have some personal space again. I felt reinvigorated and even though I knew the odds were against us, I tried not to stress. I took a few deep breaths as I turned off the spray and toweled myself dry. Once I had dressed, I gave myself a pep talk in the mirror, reminding the guy staring back that if he didn’t make it out alive, he’d be spending a lot more quality time with Belial.

That realization, more than anything else, made me determined to succeed.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said and walked outside into the frigid evening air, unlocking the car, then dropping off the room key at the front office. The gas station was open, so I ran in and bought some snacks and tossed a couple of plastic packages at Lyra, who rolled her eyes dramatically.

“Look, I know you don’t want to be here, but could you cut the attitude? You said you wanted to come, I was fine going alone.” I knew she was upset, but her intense crossness was rubbing me the wrong way.

“I’m sorry, I get like this every time I have to come here. I’ll try to do better.” She picked out something from the pile of food and ripped it open, taking a bite and making a face. “Everything is just so awful.”

I didn’t feel like spending what could realistically be the last few hours of my life arguing with her so I backed up and pulled out onto the highway, heading west and towards Storvatnet. The roads grew narrower and icier and the one we crept down looked barely maintained. We wound towards the end of the road, the icy lake beside us reflecting the colors of the dramatic sunset, then finally turning a deep shade of orange as the weak Nordic sun disappeared behind the surrounding mountains.

As we drove through the frozen mix of dirt and snow, I turned on the four-wheel drive, convinced that Birgit had given me the wrong address. There was nothing for miles and as the sun finally sank beneath the horizon, I took one last turn. At the end of the road, there was a massive iron gate, and I slowed, stopping in front of it, then looked at Lyra.

“What do you think?”

A chill ran through me as she sat bolt upright, then turned to face me.

“I think we're here.”
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Long live the queen


I didn't really have a plan and waiting there, in the idling car, headlights fixed on the dark iron gates in front of us wasn't giving me any ideas. There was a camera mounted on the fencing and it turned in our direction, a red light blinking as the device made a few passes.

I wasn't sure what to do. If I’d been smarter, I would’ve stopped a few miles back and attempted to approach the compound more discreetly, but I wasn’t, and there we were, sitting ducks, Birgit’s warning echoing in my brain. When the gate suddenly swung open, I glanced at Lyra, hoping for some advice, but she simply shrugged and I put the large SUV into gear and eased it inside. As the gates closed behind us, I hoped we hadn't just made a massive mistake.

Night was fast approaching, but there was enough ambient light to see the immense modern house in front of us. I had assumed that an ancient society of vampires would live in a castle with a moat and maybe a few stakes with heads mounted on them as a warning to interlopers, but this place could’ve been on the cover of Architectural Digest.

The modern concrete building was clad in tinted glass and the interior was well lit, the light pressing outwards into the surrounding darkness, and immaculate landscaping framed the structure. The entire compound was nestled in the surrounding mountains, and anyone happening upon it by accident would likely assume that it was owned by a rich tech asshole, not a nest of the undead.

The brick driveway ended at the covered entrance and I turned off the vehicle, exhaling as I reached for the door handle. I glanced at Lyra, who slid her sword into her belt, trying to psych myself up for whatever was about to happen.

“Ready?” Her green eyes glimmered with excitement and I was glad that one of us was looking forward to the inevitable confrontation.

“Yeah,” I mumbled, and we both got out, staring at the stunning mountain landscape encircling us. I was nervous and when the front door opened, breaking the silence with a sudden crack, I jumped. Six individuals stormed out, clad in tactical gear and our situation suddenly felt significantly more hopeless.

“Who are you and why are you here?” One of the men demanded, raising a shotgun in my direction. My hands instinctively went up, and I glanced at Lyra, motioning for her to do the same.

She didn’t.

“This is his imperial majesty, Rhys Olberman, King of Narraan.” Lyra’s voice was far too confident, but I remembered what Birgit told me about the queen respecting titles and hoped that my title would protect me until we could talk with whoever was in charge. Unfortunately, the gun stayed where it was, hovering directly in front of my face and I swallowed, almost missing the door opening silently and a figure moving swiftly in our direction.

“Desist.”

I flinched, then exhaled.

The guards immediately obeyed, lowering their weapons and taking a step back in unison as a woman walked towards us. My gaze immediately drifted to her and the fact that she was wearing a nearly sheer red evening gown in sub-zero temperatures without looking the least bit uncomfortable didn’t escape me.

“They are in thrall to me. They will do as I say.” Her voice was soft, stern and so seductive that I immediately melted into her words. I knew exactly what she was. Power emanated from her body, crashing in thick waves around us and I stared at her, my mind emptying completely as her dark eyes studied me.

Her skin was the color of rich mocha, but carried the ineffable satin sheen that all vampires possessed and as her eyes glowed, she forced her way into my thoughts, cutting through the barriers I had erected and probing every part of my mind. Her black hair was cut short, framing her face and her prominent forehead sloped dramatically into a pert nose. She was stunning, and she knew it, wielding her ethereal beauty like a weapon as she stared at me with parted, subtly curled lips. I couldn’t resist her intrusion, she was too strong, and after a few seconds of poking and prodding, her expression softened and she smiled, her perfect white teeth shimmering in the dim light surrounding us.

“Take the woman to a cell, bring him to my chambers.” She ordered, then turned to leave, and the guards surrounded us, dragging Lyra away as she struggled against them, but remained securely in their grasp.

“Don’t hurt her!” I screamed as they led her off in another direction, then escorted me through the front door. The interior of the house was as modern as the exterior, with large windows that overlooked the dark, frozen lake and light wood floors that made the space feel cold and distant. The walls were white and lined with paintings. I wasn’t an art guy, but I recognized a few and mused for a few seconds about their authenticity. My host didn’t seem like the type of person who would display reproductions.

“They’re real.” She said as she walked, her hips twisting tantalisingly as each step took us deeper into what was obviously her nest. “I’ll tell you all about them later, if you like.”

“Where are you taking me?” I demanded as I kept my eyes locked on the woman in front of me. It was almost as if she floated above the floor, her movements were steady and refined, each swish of her hips thoroughly mesmerizing. Her presence was overwhelming, occupying the empty space around me and I realized that if I wasn’t careful, she could easily subsume me.

She was obviously ancient, but unlike Cyrus, she appeared almost human, even though there was nothing human about her. The only sound was her heels clacking on the wooden floor and I stared at the red dress she was wearing, the only color in the entire space and wondered if anyone else lived in the sprawling mansion. There was no sound, no movement other than our small group, but the place felt alive, even though it reeked of death. The men accompanying us stared blankly ahead, and I wondered if they even knew where they were.

“To see Margot,” she finally said and even though I was relieved, I worried she knew too much, that I’d never leave this place alive. The house was impossibly large and as we wove through the corridors, I tried to map out the space, but gave up after a few minutes. There was no way I’d be able to find my way out.

When we finally walked through a leather clad door and into an empty room with tall ceilings, empty walls, and a single chair in the center, Makeda stopped, focusing her attention on me and smiling as her mind consumed me completely. I wasn’t dead yet, maybe things would work out.

“You’ll never leave this place,” she finally said and snapped her fingers, then she sat down in a white leather chair, arranging herself before turning to face me. “Bow to your queen.”

The guards forced me down; I didn’t bother to resist. What was the point? There were five of them and I needed to save my strength. She crossed her long bare legs, then leaned forward, resting her elbow on her knee and her chin in her fingers, her eyes glowing softly like flames and she smiled. A gentle rustling from the corner shifted my attention, and I glanced in that direction.

A pale, naked woman with dark hair rose from an undersized cushion and crept towards us. My heart stopped. I couldn’t believe it was her, that we were actually in the same room. She avoided my gaze, keeping her eyes locked on her captor. I needed to speak with her, to tell her I was there to rescue her, but the words wouldn’t come.

“Margot!” I shouted, the sound of my voice echoing in the cavernous space. A thick, black leather collar was secured around her neck and I struggled against the guards, wanting to touch her, to clothe her, to get her away from this place.

I was forced to watch, completely helpless as Margot slinked towards the woman in front of me, then perched seductively on the arm of the chair, wrapping her arms around the stranger’s neck, then softly kissing her. It would’ve been totally fucking hot if I was anywhere else, but the circumstances weren’t exactly conducive to getting off and I grimaced in pain. After a few seconds, Margot pulled away, resting her head on the other woman’s shoulder and my hostess returned her attention to me.

“My name is Makeda, daughter of Eve. Welcome to my kingdom, your highness.”
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Trapped


The name was familiar. I was aware that I’d heard it before. She was important, but I couldn’t remember the context. It didn’t matter; she had me, she had Margot and Lyra, and Sariah, if she was still alive, anything else was useless details.

“Sariah’s alive,” Makeda said, patting her lap. “Barely.” Margot perched on her lap, leaning into her captor’s body as Makeda stroked her head indulgently. Her pale skin was almost translucent against the other woman’s red dress and as Makeda’s dark hand drifted between Margot’s ivory thighs, teasing her, Margot gasped softly. Her head rested contentedly against Makeda’s shoulder and I wondered if the woman I knew and loved was gone forever.

I hated it, hated that Margot didn’t recognize me, that Makeda could so easily break into my mind. It felt like a violation and each attempt to deny her was met with overwhelming power. There was no resisting, and I ultimately succumbed, wondering if I would also become Makeda’s pet.

“As you can see, Margot wants to remain. I will allow you to live, out of courtesy as my equal, but the one who arrived with you is mine. She is…of great interest to me.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“I want to see Sariah.” I finally croaked.

“Not right now. She is indisposed.” Makeda pushed Margot off her lap, then slapped her ass as Margot walked towards the corner of the room and lay down on what looked like an oversized dog bed.

I seethed. That she was being treated like a pet infuriated me and I wanted to kill the woman seated in front of me. The rage intensified as Margot curled into a ball, no recognition in her eyes as she glanced at me, then away.

Makeda stared indulgently at Margot, then returned her attention to me. “The only reason you aren’t in the same position is because of your title. I respect titles.” She nodded at the guards and they released their grip on me. I attempted to stand, but was unable. I was locked in position on my knees and I panicked.

“Would you care for something to eat? We have a chef for our living guests.”

I wanted nothing from her, but I needed time, time to plan, time to figure out how to escape.

“You won’t. I welcome the unusual to my court, and you, my dear Rhys, are one of the most unusual creatures I’ve ever met.” She snapped her fingers, and I was able to move freely. I stood, resisting the urge to lunge at her. I needed to shield my thoughts, if she could see everything I was thinking, there was no way I’d be able to plan. “Come, I’ll escort you to the dining room.”

She stood, smoothing the translucent red fabric that clung to her body, accentuating her tight curves, and curled her index finger enticingly as she motioned for me to follow. The guards stayed put, and we were alone, but my body was no longer under my control. I knew I was walking, but the direction and speed were not determined by me. We strolled side by side, like equals and I tried not to think, tried to keep my thoughts to myself.

“The nest in Oslo will pay for sharing my location,” she purred, the threat sounding as reasonable as it possibly could. “They’ve been a thorn in my side, but harmless. Now I know they cannot be trusted.”

The corridors were empty and our footsteps silent on the wooden floor. The scent of vanilla and cinnamon wafted around her and I felt her crawling into my mind, searching, probing for anything that could be of use.

A few minutes later, we turned into a room with a large round table surrounded by several uncomfortable looking chairs. The space obviously got little use and as Makeda motioned for me to sit, I realized it wasn’t optional. She was fully controlling my body and the sensation of being an observer of my own actions was disorienting, to say the least.

“I promise you’ll see her soon,” Makeda cooed, and a man entered, clothed in an immaculately fitted tuxedo and carrying a bowl of soup. He placed it in front of me and my hand grasped the spoon, then dipped into the red liquid before moving towards my lips. The soup was like blood and Makeda laughed, the sound threateningly seductive.

“It’s tomato soup, don’t worry. I don’t know why my guests always assume that I’m feeding them blood. I keep that for myself.” It tasted good and as my hand continued to feed me, I made every effort to protect my thoughts. “You can’t, dear. I’ll always find what I’m looking for, but I miss talking, so let’s do that for now.”

She released me suddenly, and the spoon tumbled out of my hand and onto the table. I flexed my fingers, the sensation of regaining control overwhelming. I wanted to strangle her, to cut off her head and set her on fire for what she was doing to Margot, but I had to bide my time.

“I’ve seen worse,” she said, laughing softly again. I picked up my spoon and continued to eat. There was nothing else I could do at that point except look for some sort of weakness, something about her I could twist to my advantage.

“I hope you enjoy reindeer. I’m told it’s a delicacy.” The waiter cleared my plate, and another brought a large steak, dripping with blood and I stared at it for a few seconds, nauseated, leaning back in my chair.

“Who are you? Your name is so familiar.” I needed more information and her dark eyes sparkled. The irises were almost black, but rimmed with a tinge of orange that glowed softly. In the dim candlelight, the effect was mesmerizing, but I knew how dangerous she was, and tried to ignore her intensely disarming beauty.

She ignored my question.

“When Sariah arrived, I was thrilled. She is one of the ancients, I am her great aunt. Her maker was transformed by my brother. For years I attempted to track her, to bring her to me, but I was never lucky enough to gain her trust. Now I have her but she is in…regrettable condition.”

I stared at the nearly raw piece of flesh in front of me, picked up my knife and fork and cut. Blood flowed out, and I took a bite of the gamey meat, chewing a few times as I weighed her words.

“However, your arrival gives me hope that we will find a cure.”

She snapped her fingers, and I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. When I turned, anger surged through me. I gripped the knife in my hand as Lyra walked through a nearby door, then lunged towards Makeda, knife in hand, but was held back, helpless to do anything.

Lyra walked slowly, her movements not her own and when she stared at me, I recognized panic in her expression, something I’d never seen before. She couldn’t speak and as she moved closer, I regretted coming, regretted putting her in this situation.

“Come dear,” Makeda cooed, patting her lap as Lyra awkwardly sat and Makeda carefully pulled her white hair away from the pale skin of her neck. Panic filled Lyra’s eyes, and I wanted to help her, but was powerless. My body wouldn’t obey my commands and I was forced to watch as Makeda kissed her soft flesh, her red lips lingering for a few seconds before her sharp teeth punctured the skin.

Lyra cried out, then froze as Makeda drank, her expression shifting between shock and terror. After only a few seconds, Makeda pulled away, a wicked smile twisting her lips as she greedily licked away the last of the blood.

“The main problem with being so old is that I can only eat so much. Your friend is exquisite and I appreciate the gift.” Lyra smiled dreamily, and I realized the endorphins were already affecting her as she leaned against the other woman, curling into a tight ball on her lap. “Take her away.”

A guard approached us, leading Lyra out of the room and I watched as the door closed behind them, feeling utterly helpless.

“It's been centuries since I tasted fae. I wish I could explain what their blood does to us, but there's nothing comparable in terms that you could understand.” As she mused about the subtle delicacy of fae, I remembered where I'd heard her name.

“You’re the Queen of Sheba.”

“Very good.” She licked her lips and motioned for me to continue eating. As I pushed the food around my plate, she nudged her pink tongue against her pointed canine idly as she watched me with interest. “Please finish, I don't want to be accused of being a bad hostess — besides, you need to keep up your strength.”

I wasn't hungry. Watching her with Lyra had made me nauseous and the slab of meat sitting in a pool of blood on the plate in front of me was the last thing I wanted. As I stared at the tuxedoed man waiting nearby, I realized that there were no others, that she was alone — the Society consisted entirely of one ancient vampire and her army of thralls.

“How were you turned?”

“Good question.” She motioned for the man to approach. “And it's one that I would love to answer, but business calls.”

“I want to see Sariah,” I said, and she ignored me..

“Take him to his companion.” She stood and left and once she was gone, I could stand. Relief filled me and I hoped I would be reunited with Lyra.

“Come,” the elegantly dressed man said brusquely, and I followed, hoping Makeda would keep her word. We wound through a long corridor, then up a flight of stairs and I had so many questions to ask him, but any time I tried, he stayed silent, unwilling or unable to assist me.

The man stopped, then opened a door and motioned for me to enter. I heard the lock click behind me and immediately tried to open it again, but it was fixed shut. I was trapped and before I had a chance to start thinking about how I was going to escape, something forced me against the adjacent wall.


10
[image: image-placeholder]
Once bitten, not shy


“Lyra.” I breathed a sigh of relief, thrilled to see her. Her bright green eyes bore into me and I tried to break away from her forceful grip, but she wouldn’t let me go.

“I feel so strange,” she murmured, and I knew exactly what she meant. The lightheadedness, the overwhelming sensation of euphoria, the intense need to fuck anything that was nearby — I saw it in her eyes and realized that she was not herself. “I need you, Rhys…” She leaned closer, her hot breath drifting across my skin and for a few seconds, I actually considered giving in.

“You can’t do this,” I said, wrenching myself free of her grip, then surveying the large suite of rooms. There was a sitting area that led into a bedroom and our things were in the corner, my sword appearing as dull as a plastic toy in the dim light. A few seconds later, Lyra was on me again, and she looked absolutely determined to get what she wanted.

“I need this,” she murmured as she pulled me to the floor and mounted me, peeling off her shirt and leaning down to kiss my lips. “I think I always wanted to do this, but now I need it.” Her hips were moving involuntarily as she ground herself against me, her leather pants soaked through. The effects of the bite would wear off after an hour, but I needed to keep her distracted until then.

I looked towards the interior of the room and noticed a tray of fruit. “Are you hungry?”

“Only for you,” she purred, pulling up my t-shirt and kissing my chest, lingering on my nipples for a few seconds before sliding her tongue down my torso and around my belly button. Her full breasts brushed against me and I was having a hard time not responding to her, my involuntary erection making it more difficult to tell her to stop.

“I’m starving. Let’s eat something first and maybe get a cold shower, then if you’re still in the mood, I promise we’ll do it, okay?” She didn’t look convinced, but nodded slightly, her full, moist lips parted and her pupils dilated as she unbuttoned my jeans, then slid her hand inside, gripping me and causing me to groan uncontrollably. I knew she didn’t want this, that she’d regret it, so I jerked myself away and stood, yanking down my shirt and buttoning my jeans and cursing myself for trying to do the right thing.

“You don’t want me, Rhys? I saw how you looked at me when we would go to the steam room.” Her voice was a sexy whisper, and she unlaced her pants, letting them fall to the floor, and she stood there naked in front of me, her pale skin nearly iridescent in the artificial light. “You wanted me then. Why don’t you want me now?”

“Christ.” I forced myself to look at anything else as I walked across the room, surveying the suite of rooms and looking for a way out. The windows were all solid panes of glass and there was no way to access the outside. There was only one door, and I pulled out my phone to check the signal — zero bars.

I flipped the light on in the bathroom, no windows there either. We could portal out, but I couldn’t leave the others behind and wasn’t sure if I’d be able to return if I left. I couldn’t abandon Margot and Sariah in this festering tomb Makeda had built for herself, and I decided that if things got worse, I’d send Lyra back to Narraan and take my chances here. The succession was secured, and I was redundant.

Lyra’s bare feet padded behind me, and she wrapped her arms around my waist. She was determined, but I kept reminding myself that she wasn’t in control and I couldn’t let her break her vow. Her hand drifted back into my jeans and I groaned.

“Why don’t you want me?” She sounded nothing like the woman I knew and the entire situation was giving me whiplash.

“You could, uh…” Fuck. Her hand was so soft and warm and I imagined what it would feel like to bury myself inside of her. I yanked her hand away, then turned to face her. “You’re not yourself right now. The endorphins, or whatever, are making you horny. You don’t want me, I promise.”

“No,” she said, pouting slightly. “I want you. I’ve always wanted you, Rhys.”

I didn’t know if she meant it or was just saying that to wear me down. She kissed me again, and I let her, burying my hand in her thick hair as she pressed her naked body against me. I cupped her ass in my hands and picked her up. She wrapped her legs around me and I walked her to the bed, tossing her onto it, then staring at her for a few seconds as I tried to clear my head.

“I can’t, Lyra. I just can’t. If you still want to do it in the morning, then I’ll be all over it, but right now…” She leaned back against the pillows, spreading her pale thighs apart and sliding her finger through her slit. A moan escaped her throat, as she closed her eyes and I turned around, stomping my feet and trying to think about anything else. “Just keep doing that.”

“Yes, your highness,” she moaned, and I turned to face her again. If there was one thing I knew about Lyra, it was that she would listen to orders.

“Ok, uh, just stroke yourself like that and, uh, pinch your nipples.” She did as I said, shuddering as her finger slid over her clit.

“Saints, it feels so good.”

“Good, keep doing that.” She needed a release and I couldn’t imagine that her gods would be upset about a little self care. “Yes, your majesty.” Her words were dripping with innuendo and I watched her, enjoying the show, but wishing like hell that I could participate. “Oooohhhhhh.”

She inhaled sharply, her eyes rolling back in her head as her legs spread further apart, her toes pointed into the mattress, and I wanted to taste her, to give her what she needed, but I was doing the right thing.

I kept repeating that in my mind.

You’re doing the right thing.

You’re doing the right thing.

You’re doing the right...

“Oh gods,” she screamed, her body arching against the mattress as she rubbed her clit, her feral screams of pleasure filling the space around us as I took a step back and walked to the windows. Her desperate whimpers drifted off and a few minutes later, I returned to the bed, pulling the sheet over her as she curled into a ball and fell asleep.

There was no way I could relax without some sort of release and even though my hand was a pretty miserable substitute, I was glad I hadn’t let things get out of control. It only took a few minutes of rubbing and tugging and I shot my load into the bathtub, bracing myself against the wall as I let out a loud grunt, cursing my miserable fucking luck and wishing everything would just go back to normal, whatever the hell that was.

****

Bright, late afternoon sun broke through the blinds and Lyra snored softly next to me. She was so goddamn sexy, but I was glad that I stayed strong and didn’t let her break her vow. A few seconds later, she moaned, rolling over and stretching her arms over her head.

“What happened?”

Her voice was fragile and soft and not at all like the hardass Lyra that I’d grown to love. She realized she was naked and pulled the sheet over herself, her cheeks flushing as she blinked a few times, waking up.

“Do you remember anything?” I nudged, hoping that she’d forgotten. It would be easier to move on if she had no memory of the night before.

“Yes.” She grimaced, pulling the sheet over her head and groaning. “I remember everything.”

“It wasn’t your fault. It’s something in their saliva, it makes you…you know, like that.” She groaned again, curling into a tight ball next to me. I pulled her close, and she rested her head on my chest, her white hair falling over my skin in silky waves. “If it makes you feel better, nothing really happened.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that.” Her hot breath drifted across my chest and when she suddenly bit me, I yelped.

“What the fuck was that?”

“I don’t know. It just felt like the right thing to do.” She blinked and smiled and her finger traced down my stomach. “But I haven’t changed my mind.”

“Are you still…” She silenced me with a kiss and I figured she was lucid enough to make her own decisions, that I was done holding back. If she really wanted me, there was no reason to keep pushing her away — I was ready to get my dick wet and I couldn’t think of anything I’d rather do than fuck her senseless.

I kissed her, cupping her firm breast in my hand before leaning over to take her nipple between my lips, I sucked it, running my tongue around the tight little bud before biting it and sliding my fingers between her legs. Her breaths were coming fast and hard and her warm skin pimpled as I slid my finger over her clit, then tasted her.

She was delicious and as she wrapped her thighs around my head, pulling me closer, I let everything else drift away. All the other bullshit could wait and she was the only thing keeping me from losing my mind. She panted, pulling my head closer as I slid my tongue through her slit, then pushed a finger inside of her juicy pussy.

“That’s nice, Rhys, but I want you to fuck me. Now.” She didn’t need to tell me twice, and I bit her nipple again, a squeal escaping her lips as I spread her thighs and slowly pushed inside. She was so tight and wet and wanted it as badly as I did.

“Fuck,” I growled when I was finally balls deep, pushing slowly at first as she adjusted and she arched her back, wrapping her legs around me, pulling me closer, and I leaned down to kiss her. The past few days had been insane, and it felt so good to just let go, to do something that I wanted, something I needed.

I threw off the blankets and pulled her onto her knees, slapping her creamy ass and sliding my fingers through her slick seam, then pushed inside. Each inch was better than the last and I forced her knees apart as I went harder and faster, gripping her hips as little pants and moans escaped her throat and she buried her face in the sheets.

All the training and months spent together and unsated desire had built up to this and it was better than any fantasy. I wrapped her long hair around my hand as I pulled her towards me, cupping her breasts in my hands as I slowed down, wanting to savor every second with her. I didn’t know if we’d survive this and she’d done so much for me that I’d never be able to repay her.

I pushed her back onto the mattress, moving behind her, cupping her breasts and squeezing her peaked nipples as I slid inside again, her body moving against mine as my hand drifted towards her clit and her moans grew more intense with each stroke. She turned to kiss me, her lips warm and needy and I felt her clench around me, her body seizing with pleasure as I let go.

She didn’t let me move, holding me in place as she drifted off and I wrapped my arms around her and thought about what needed to be done.
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Mother of us all


There was a knock on the door right when I was drifting off. It opened and the man who had escorted me earlier walked into our suite. I could hear his footsteps approaching the bedroom and pulled the sheets over Lyra’s naked body as he stood in the doorway, his gaze empty as he stared at me.

“Her majesty would like to speak with you.”

His voice was distant, and I glanced at Lyra, then leaned down to kiss her, motioning for her to stay put as I got up, dressed and glanced at her one last time before following the man out of the suite. I had already decided that if Makeda continued to feed on her, I’d order her to portal back to Narraan and I’d deal with the situation myself. I couldn’t risk losing her, Narraan needed her and I wouldn’t let her sacrifice herself for me.

The tall, elegantly dressed man led me through the halls, moving deeper into the structure as I recognized a few of the paintings from the day before. The complex was doused in cold sumptuousness and intense silence filled every inch of the cavernous space. We turned a corner, and he led me into the throne room. Makeda was waiting, smirking at me from her throne.

“Did you have a pleasant morning?” A nearby door opened and Margot walked meekly towards her bed. She was still naked, except for the collar, and curled into a tight ball on the soft pillow facing the wall, completely ignoring my presence.

“No complaints.” I said, crossing my arms and staring into her dark eyes.

“Well, the entire staff could hear you,” Makeda replied with a sultry smile, her eyebrow cocked as she searched my mind for details.

“I want to see Sariah.” My voice hardened, drifting towards a threat — I was tired of playing games. Makeda held them both hostage and I wouldn’t give her anything else until I was satisfied that Sariah was safe.

“I can do that, but you may not want to see her.” Makeda said, leaning back in her chair as she gripped the armrests. “She was so beautiful, wasn’t she? We met before, you know. Many centuries ago, but she didn’t want to join our little society.”

“She wanted to make her own path,” I growled.

“Of course, we were more powerful then. Almost all of them are gone now…” Her voice trailed off, and I almost felt sorry for her, then I remembered who she was. “Many became disenchanted by my leadership, others had to be put down.”

She smiled wickedly, and my skin crawled. How could someone become so twisted, so vile?

“It’s only me now, and a few who were locked away for their disobedience.” She kept her gaze fixed on me, the last words a warning. I forced the conversation back to the reason I was there.

“Can you cure Sariah?”

“Unfortunately, we’ve been unsuccessful so far, but your arrival should give us exactly what she needs.” Makeda leaned back in the chair, snapping her fingers and Margot stood, glancing at me. I thought I saw a hint of recognition in her eyes as she walked towards the other woman and I clenched my fists in anger. “She enjoys it, Rhys. Maybe if you had given her what she needed, she wouldn’t have been so willing to become my pet.”

I knew Makeda was toying with me and I guarded my thoughts, trying to think about the weather or my bike or anything else besides the fury raging inside of me as Margot sat on the other woman’s lap, curling into a tight ball as Makeda indulgently stroked her hair.

“My offer stands. I’ll let you have her back, but only if you stay.” It was an empty promise, but I needed to go along with her, to see Sariah for myself. Footsteps broke me out of my trance and I realized that two men were standing behind me. One was pale, the other dark, both immaculately dressed. The pale one cleared his throat.

“We have news, your highness.” Makeda pushed Margot off her lap and motioned for them to approach. In the few seconds that the queen was distracted, I hoped Margot could hear me.

I’m going to get you out of here. Both of you, do you understand?

It was faint, but her red lips curled at one corner, telling me she did and as she retreated to her cushion, I suddenly felt something dangerously close to hope. After a brief conversation, the two men left and Makeda returned to her seat, perching on the edge and facing me.

“We have much to discuss.”

“Do we? It seems like you’re only interested in telling me what to do.”

“I find you fascinating,” she finally said, resting her elbow on the arm of her chair, and her chin on her fist. “From everything I understand about the two species inside of you, you should not exist.”

“I’m here aren’t I?”

“Yes, but I’m intrigued. It’s unusual for me to be intrigued.” She paused, and I waited for her to continue as she narrowed her eyes and tilted her head. Her voice softened, and I realized that she was trying to convince me. “I could offer you so much if you choose to remain here with me. If I turned you, my blood, combined with your current bloodlines, would make you one of the most powerful creatures in the universe.”

I didn’t know what she was on about; I wasn’t powerful. I learned how to swing a sword and could teleport reasonably well, but that didn’t make me anything. She was full of shit and I couldn’t figure out why she was so intent on keeping me tethered to her.

“I just want to go home,” I finally said, and she scoffed. I remembered what Margot told me about old vampires, that they eventually lost every shred of humanity and that they could no longer function within the normal boundaries of society. Makeda may have looked more human than Cyrus, but she had the same twisted sense of reality and I wasn’t going to fall for her bullshit. “And I’m taking Margot and Sariah with me.”

Makeda thought for a few moments. The lights dimmed slightly, and I glanced at Margot, whose eyes were fixed on the other woman. I didn’t want Makeda to do something that would hurt her and decided that it would be best to go along with the vampire queen for now.

“What else could you offer me?” I finally asked, keeping my thoughts in check as she idly picked through my memories. Two guards stood at the door and I wondered if I’d be able to overpower them. As soon as the thought entered my mind, Makeda laughed.

“You might be able to take them, but there are dozens more. These humans have agreed to protect me with their dying breath.” Why couldn’t these people chill the fuck out already? Everything was so goddamn dramatic. She stood, then walked towards me, motioning for me to join her as she led me towards the door. “Let’s visit Sariah.”

We strolled down the hallway, side by side, and as she clutched my arm, I realized that her hands were surprisingly warm. She wasn’t as sensitive to sunlight, either. Had she become so powerful that she was immune, or did her origin make her different from the others?

“You asked what I could offer you.” She paused, stopping outside of an immense metal door. There was a hand scanner on the wall next to it and I faced Makeda. She waved the guards away, and I watched as they obediently filed down the hallway. “You would not be like them, I can promise that.”

That was only moderately reassuring. “Why do you want me?”

“You doubt yourself, but it is you who will restore me to my rightful position.” Her words were soft and subliminal and wrapped around me like a warm blanket as she spoke. “We would rule together.” Her hand cupped my cheek, and I closed my eyes, imagining the power, the absolute dominion over humanity. “We could be together for eternity, be untouchable. I’ve been searching for a mate like you for so long.”

Her promises seeped into my consciousness. I imagined witnessing the fall of humanity, enslaving them and turning the remnants of the species into chattel. My eyes flew open — those were her fantasies, not mine.

“I understand why you would be hesitant, but it’s for their own good. They are weak, in need of a firm hand to guide them. My guards are happy, content. They have a purpose, much like well trained dogs.” She took a step back and placed her hand on the scanner beside the door. It slid open, and she motioned for me to enter. We were in a laboratory and as I moved deeper into the immense space, she followed, stopping beside a terminal and typing in a few commands. Monitors lined the walls and on the far side were refrigerators and shelves filled with specimens and medical equipment.

“You have to understand that I’m different from the others, Rhys. I was turned by Eve. She had heard songs about my beauty and sought me out. I had given Soloman a son and my purpose on Earth had been fulfilled, but I wanted so much more and she offered me an eternity to find it.”

“Eve Eve?”

“Yes.” She pressed a few more buttons on the console, then turned to face me again.

“What was omitted from the story you're familiar with is that Eve was bitten by the serpent, the physical manifestation of Lucifer. The virus he transmitted lay dormant in her system for centuries. When her descendants realized that she was not like them, that she never grew older, she was cast out, forced to walk the Earth alone. She is the mother of them and us — only one of her lines became the predator and the other, prey.”

I saw it, the confrontation in Makeda’s elaborate tent in the desert; Eve offering her eternity. Her transformation, the centuries of power, cruelty and eventual dominion of everything around her.

“If I become a vampire, I could never return to Narraan.”

“You could return, Rhys. We could return together.” Her voice wrapped around me like a warm hug and as her finger trailed across my cheek, I saw it in my mind. The fae would become our slaves and we would rule completely over two realms. Her promises were so enticing and I lost myself for a few moments. My life so far had felt out of control and Makeda offered order and clarity.

“The fae are filthy, delicious creatures; their blood is a panacea. Over the centuries, my nest has deteriorated. I’ve lost all of my children, my friends, and my family. I’m so lonely, Rhys, but together, we could rule over a new species. We could become gods.” A chill ripped through me as Makeda took a step towards me, leaning closer and pressing her lips to mine as she murmured. “I’ve only made a precious few vampires. They are all dead. You could be mine, my greatest creation.”

I was so distracted that I barely noticed when the frosted windows in front of me cleared and a sterile room with a single bed revealed. The movement inside caught my eye and when I turned to look, I saw a familiar figure, emaciated and gaunt, tubes running into her body. I raced towards the window, resting my hands on the glass, staring at her, wanting to hold her, to comfort her. Seeing her like that brought me back to reality, back to the reason I was in this awful place.

“Sariah,” I whispered. She looked so frail, even more than I remembered. Her pale skin was translucent and streaked with veins. Her mouth hung open and in the sterile environment, she appeared so fragile that it was heartbreaking. “Do you know what’s wrong with her?”

“No, and your friend was less than forthcoming with any information that might be helpful. She’s been infected with some sort of pathogen and we’re unsure if she can be cured. Losing her would be terrible for all of us as a species.” Makeda leaned against the glass, her dark skin glowing softly in the harsh light. “Her bloodline is almost as impeccable as mine.”

I looked at Sariah again, wondering if there was anything that could be done to save her. If she died, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.

“Have you seen it before?”

“Wasting sicknesses aren’t uncommon in vampires, but this one is unusual. Her cells are being attacked, deconstructed. It’s slow and painful and very unusual.” The doctor strolled into the room behind us, and Makeda typed on the terminal in front of her. The doors to the room slid open, and he entered. I watched as he made a note of the data on the monitor and adjusted a few of the tubes running into Sariah’s nearly skeletal arm.

“What is he doing?” Sariah lurched, a painful groan escaping her mouth as her body shook. I hated what was happening to her, hated that she was in this place, a prisoner, and I felt absolutely helpless.

“We attempted a blood transfusion, but it’s not been as effective as we had hoped. Fortunately your arrival has given us other options.” It was the second time she had said something similar, but I had no clue what she meant. I had fed Sariah multiple times, and it hadn’t helped, I had no reason to think anything would change. “Before we attempt the new therapy, we want to run a few more tests and gather data. It could be helpful for future cases.”

“I don’t want you to gather data, I want you to help her. Now,” I gritted my teeth and clenched my fists. Makeda turned as the doctor stuck another needle into her painfully thin arm and I forced myself to look away. I couldn’t stand seeing her like that, but I couldn’t abandon her again.

“I’m willing to help her, Rhys, but I need you to promise that you’ll stay here, with me, and help me rebuild my kingdom.”

I really didn’t like the sound of that, but my options were fading and I needed time, time to come up with a plan.

“Okay, fine. I’ll do whatever you want.”

“Fantastic,” she said and one of the guards approached us, taking me firmly by the arm. The look of shock on my face caused Makeda to burst into laughter. “You don’t think I trust you? I am fully aware that you’re only agreeing to this because of Sariah, but that will change with time, I promise.”

She slid her finger down my chest and leaned closer to kiss me. “Return him to his rooms. I’ll summon him shortly.”

The guard pulled me away and the last thing I saw was Makeda entering Sariah’s room and speaking with the doctor. I was dragged through the door and down the hallway. I needed to talk to the guard, attempt to reason with him, maybe he would help us if he knew more about our situation.

“You’re human,” I finally said as we made our way down the corridor, our footsteps the only sound in the otherwise silent space.

“Yes,” he finally replied. He stared straight ahead, and I wondered if there was anything left of the person he was. From what I could tell, there were dozens of guards, maybe more, and Makeda somehow controlled them all. If I could somehow sever their connection, it could present an opportunity to escape.

I tried again.

“Did she promise to turn you?” The guard stayed silent, and I realized that my efforts to get through to him were futile. I could still feel Makeda, her influence was relentless, but this time, I was able to push the intrusion away slightly. Each attempt was met with a counter, but I was understanding how her mind worked, and how I could block certain incursions.

I recognized the door to my room and cringed when I turned the knob. I was terrified that Makeda had ordered Lyra removed, that she was going to use her to force me to stay. Memories of my time with Lesander assaulted me and I cringed as I stepped into the suite.

It was midafternoon and a ray of sun peeked through one of the large windows overlooking the lake. I shut the door behind me and when I noticed Lyra seated on the sofa in the middle of the room, relief surged through me, then I turned and saw a familiar face. Her gauzy dress dipped in the front, draping around her hips and falling to her feet and even though I had wanted her to stay away, I was thrilled to see her.

“Aurora.” She rushed towards me, resting her hands on my shoulders as she kissed me, then took a step back and gave me a stern slap.

“Where the hell have you been?” She demanded as I rubbed my burning cheek, annoyed and relieved and really wishing she hadn’t done that.

“It’s a long story. Did you talk to my dad?”

“Yes, he told me you were here. Are you insane?” Aurora grimaced, pushing her hair behind her ear before crossing her arms and narrowing her eyes. “It smells like death.”

“I had no choice. Margot brought Sariah here looking for a cure, she probably thought this was her only option, but the vampire queen took them hostage.” I thought about Margot and grimaced. “She’s not willing to release them.”

“I will go speak with this queen,” Aurora said haughtily as she arranged her flowing gown. “I’m certain I can convince her to release them. I can be very persuasive.”

I very much appreciated Aurora’s supreme sense of self importance, but was pretty sure Makeda wasn’t going to just let them go, no matter how nicely the goddess asked. As I said that, a plan started forming in my mind. “I doubt she’ll listen to you, but you might be able to help me.”

“She’ll have no choice.” Aurora said with a sexy smile as she perched on the sofa next to Lyra and stared at the other woman, tilting her head back seductively. “No one can resist me.”

Lyra rolled her eyes, then crossed her arms. “Is this the creature that poisoned your friend?”

“Poisoned?” Aurora looked offended, but the smile stayed fixed on her lips. I’d forgotten how absolutely intolerable she could be, but was glad that she insisted on joining us. I needed her and even though she wasn’t going to be happy about how she fit into my plan, she was the key.

“Can vampires read your thoughts?” I asked as the details began to form in my mind. Trying to fight Makeda outright would be almost impossible. Her control over me was complete and even if I could somehow resist her, the guards could easily overwhelm me. But there was one thing that I knew vampires couldn’t resist — exotic blood.

“No, of course not.” Aurora scoffed, acting like I’d asked her the most ridiculous question she’d ever heard.

“Good. Is there any creature that you could mimic that she would be keen to try?”

“I will not be eaten, Rhys. You know I don’t like that.” I started pacing the length of the room, rattling off various paranormal creatures that Aurora could pass for.

“What about a sprite?”

“No.” Aurora said definitively.

“A nymph?”

“No.”

“A harpy.” Lyra said, rolling her eyes. “What difference does it make? You’re only pretending.”

“How would you like it if I called you an elf?” Aurora asked and Lyra shrugged.

“I don’t give a shit. I am what I am, you can call me whatever you want.” Lyra’s eyes glowed, and I was worried that things were getting too heated when I saw her rest her hand on the hilt of her sword and glare at Aurora, who raised her hands defensively.

“Enough!” I finally said. “You’re a jinn.”

“Fuck that.” Aurora said furiously, standing and walking towards me. “I will not pretend to be some sprite who lives in a goddamn lamp. I’m the Goddess of Dawn, Keeper of the Eastern Gates…”

“And for the next few hours, you’re going to be a jinn, understand?” I stared her down and after a few seconds she huffed and stood, walking to the far wall, mumbling something profane under her breath. “Understand?”

“Yes. I understand.”

“Good, that part’s done. Now I need to ensure that I don’t give us away.” I remembered what Margot and Calle taught me about shielding my thoughts, but I knew that simply hiding them wouldn’t be enough. I needed to convince myself that I wanted to be with Makeda, that I planned to spend my life with her here, and that I had no intention of attempting to escape. I paced across the room, my eyes fixed to the floor, forcing everything out of my mind except Makeda and my desire for her.

“I’ve decided that I’m staying here. I want to be with Makeda.” I finally said and Lyra scoffed.

“You’ll need to do better than that. I can’t read your thoughts and I’m not convinced.” Lyra placed her sword on the table in the center of the room and walked towards me, crossing her arms as she stared at me. “You need to believe it if you want to convince her.”

“Ok, ok. I took a deep breath and pushed away the things that I loved, the parts of my life that I cherished — Good Ink, Belial, my son, the girls, everything — and tried to convince myself that I was willing to give it all away, that I wanted to become her king.

“You need to tell yourself that your past is behind you, that your life will be better with her in it. She is your sun, the center of your universe. Believe it.” Lyra’s voice was soft and convincing and I imagined what it would be like to live here, to be part of her world, to become a vampire.

“I want her to turn me. I want her to be my maker.” I finally said. “I want to live forever.”

“That’s good.” Aurora said, resting her hand on the table as she fixed her gaze on me. “Tell her how beautiful she is. That she’s the only woman you want to be with, that you worship her.”

Aurora’s words seeped into my mind and became my thoughts. I imagined waking up every morning with Makeda, going hunting with her, belonging to her, discarding everything I cared about to become immortal.

“I want to give myself to her completely.” I murmured. The thought was enticing, eternal life. What would it be like to see civilizations rise and fall, to see the world as my playground, to never taste death. I remembered all the things she had promised, letting them simmer in my mind, desiring nothing more than the power she offered.

“Keep thinking about that. Let nothing else in,” Lyra said, and I blocked anything that could be construed as doubt. I knew I wanted this, that I wanted to belong to her completely. I walked towards the door, desperate to see Makeda, and called the guard.
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Castle made of sand


“Enter.” The guard led Aurora and I into Makeda’s throne room. The late afternoon sun bathed the space in golden tones and Makeda looked resplendent. Her eyes followed me as I approached, excited to tell her about my decision. “What is this?”

Makeda stood, her eyes locked onto Aurora, who looked every inch the goddess that she was. A soft glow emanated from her body and her long, white dress draped perfectly over her sublime curves. Her auburn hair fell in loose ringlets over her bare shoulders and I focused only on Makeda, how stunning she was and how badly I wanted her to turn me.

“This is Aurora, a jinn. She is my thrall and I present her to you as a wedding gift.” I saw Aurora’s brow furrow slightly. Out of the entire insane and ill-conceived plan, that I was calling her a jinn seemed to cause the most friction.

“Oooh,” Makeda cooed, walking closer. She reached out, sliding her hand down Aurora’s arm as she circled her. “How did you come into possession of such a creature?”

“My father gifted her to me. She’s been invaluable and I’ve been told that she’s delicious, but you only have a few hours to enjoy her.” I glanced at the faint light outside. “She needs to get back into her lamp to sleep.” Aurora shot me a dirty look, and I relished the jab.

“Funny, she doesn’t look like a jinn.” Makeda untied the laces of Aurora’s gown and the material fell away from her body and pooled at her feet. “She’s missing their most important feature.” The vampire queen slid her fingers across Aurora’s bare cleft and I laughed.

“I requested this form. What do you think?” I cleared my throat and took a step back. I forced myself to stay focused, to imagine what life would be like with Makeda. The thrill of conquest, the allure of unlimited power — a chill raced through me at the thought as I imagined taking her, possessing her and making her mine.

“So you agree to my proposal?” Makeda said, her eyes fixed on Aurora as her canines elongated slightly, piercing into her red lower lip and I nodded.

“Yes, you are my future,” I murmured, grabbing the queen’s hand and pulling her towards me. I kissed her, savoring her lightly sweet taste as my tongue slid over her canine, the sharp tooth cutting into the sensitive skin and releasing a few drops of blood. Makeda moaned, then took a step back as she savored the taste.

“I want to sample you both now. I’ve never eaten jinn, but I hear it’s delicious.” I exhaled, then glanced at Aurora as we followed Makeda through the throne room and into an adjoining bedroom. The space was draped in heavy fabrics, the windows covered completely and the large round bed in the center of the room looked like something from a seventies porn set.

Could it really be this easy?

Quit thinking, dumbass!

It was getting late. I needed to move things along.

“You should taste her,” I said, hoping I wasn’t being too insistent, but the light was fading and I wasn’t sure how long I could keep my thoughts focused on Makeda.

“I will, patience. I want you first, then her.” Makeda’s smooth voice wrapped around me as she took a few steps closer and turned. “Unzip me.”

I did as I was told, sliding the zipper down her back, her dress opening and revealing more of her perfectly smooth skin. The fabric fell away from her body and she turned to face me, her scorchingly dark eyes locked onto mine as she grabbed my hand and pulled me close.

“I’m excited about sampling you. Margot’s memories are ripe with the pleasure you gave her and I want the same thing,” she paused and I drank in her body, each soft curve and the perfect swell of her breasts, the way her dark nipples twisted and tightened in the cool air and her scent that was like a mixture of cinnamon and vanilla and so alluring that my mind went blank. “I want you to own me completely. Do you understand?”

I nodded, concentrating only on her, pushing everything else from my mind as I heard the door open behind me and Margot entered. I tried not to think about her being there as I leaned down to kiss Makeda, savoring the taste of her lips as I focused solely on her and giving her what she wanted.

She gripped my hand, motioning for Aurora to join us and led me towards the immense bed in the center of the room. I picked up Makeda, her body light in my arms and leaned down for another kiss, then tossed her onto the bed. Aurora approached her, crawling beside the queen and kissing her red lips, before trailing down her neck, then teasing one of her dark nipples with her tongue.

Makeda gasped, her teeth extending, but she didn’t bite, she was waiting for me and I thought of how good she would feel, what I was going to do to her and how finally being with her would bond us forever. Aurora’s hand drifted between her thighs, weaving through the soft, glistening brown flesh and I gave myself a few strokes before joining them on the bed.

Aurora concentrated on the other woman as I shoved my cock into Makeda’s mouth. It brushed against her sharp canine and I winced, then drove deeper. She was warmer than the others and as she sucked, I entered her throat, giving her what she said she wanted as Aurora licked her into a frenzy and she rolled away, pulling the other woman closer.

“You’re right, I’m not the same as the others.” She said, smiling before taking me into her mouth again and I moved her onto her knees, going deeper into her throat as I tangled my fingers in her silky black hair, pulling her closer, the sensation absolutely overwhelming. When she sank her teeth into my cock, I cried out, going soft for a few seconds as she drank, then the endorphins raced through me, hitting my brain and exploding through every cell like tiny fireworks.

I groaned as I entered her throat, then glanced at Aurora, hoping that she was in better shape than me. Things were progressing as quickly as I had hoped and I was having a hard time concentrating.

“You like it?” I asked and Makeda nodded, staring at me as she leaned back, then kissed Aurora. I held my breath, focusing as I stroked myself, keeping my thoughts clear. Makeda brushed her lips across Aurora’s face, then down her neck, and I recognized the soft little kisses as she inhaled the other woman’s scent.

“Why so impatient?” Makeda asked as she slid her pink tongue around Aurora’s pebbled nipple and I grunted. “We have an eternity to enjoy each other.” She slid her hand between Aurora’s thighs, pushing her fingers inside the other woman as Aurora fell back onto the soft mattress and Makeda kissed her breasts, then down her stomach and between her thighs.

“You were delicious, by the way,” Makeda purred as she stared at me, then slid a manicured fingernail over Aurora’s soft flesh. “I can only imagine what this one tastes like.”

“She’s all yours,” I murmured as I watched, my breath catching as Makeda’s teeth extended, then pierced Aurora’s thigh.

Makeda drank, and I allowed my thoughts to drift as I glanced at Margot, who sat upright on her cushion, staring at me, clarity filling her eyes.

Makeda pulled away from Aurora and I worried my plan hadn’t worked, that she was immune to the poison in the goddess’s blood. “Delicious.” She licked her lips, then stood, staring at me for a few seconds before fear filled her eyes and she convulsed.

Relief flooded through me as she collapsed onto the bed, her back arching as she screamed and dark veins shot through the otherwise flawless skin. “What did you do?”

“Aurora is a goddess and her blood is poison,” I finally said, trying to regain control of myself even though my head swam and I felt completely overwhelmed. Aurora stood, racing towards Margot, who let out a pitiful moan as her mistress weakened.

“Bring me the fairy!” Makeda screamed, gasping as she writhed in agony on the bed, the dark veins spreading more quickly as she stared at me, creeping across her body and onto her face as her eyes dulled. I smiled, enjoying her suffering. Her death would benefit all of us and I had no hesitation about what I had to do.

The door opened behind us and Lyra strolled in. She was covered in blood and Makeda smiled weakly when she saw her, then a spasm ripped through her and she screamed again.

“She’s not here for you,” I said, turning towards Lyra, who tossed me my sword. I returned to the vampire queen, squatting down next to her shivering body. She was beautiful, but so evil and the thought of what could happen if I allowed her to survive easily brushed away the doubts over what I was about to do. “I could let you suffer like this, bury you in a coffin and let the illness linger for years until you finally waste away, but I’m going to do you a favor and kill you now.”

“I don’t…don’t want to die!” she shrieked, her eyes glassing over as a spasm shook her. “Don’t, please…”

Her pleas shook me and the thought of killing someone so ancient pained me, but I knew what she wanted, had seen her plans for humans and fae if she could gain enough power and I couldn’t allow it. The sword trembled in my hand, the vibrations soothing and I gripped it tightly, hoping that I was making the right decision, knowing that the sudden doubts were being planted by her, and trying to ignore them.

Blood ran from the corner of Makeda’s mouth and she coughed, spewing more on her face and body. I lifted the sword over my head and swung.

“This is for being a fucking cunt,” I murmured as the blade made contact with her neck and her head separated cleanly from it. The room filled with energy and I felt power surge through me as I stumbled backwards, leaning against the wall, suddenly released from the control I didn’t realize she held over me. My breaths were short and deep and the room spun, but as Lyra approached me, I motioned for her to stay away. I got dressed, then tried to clear the haze that was threatening to overwhelm me. The sensation was like nothing I’d experienced before and I could understand how easily one could become a slave to Makeda.

“We need to go to Sariah,” I said to her, shaking my head and grabbing Makeda’s hand, then chopping it off. “I think your blood is the cure.”

“What the fuck?” Aurora said, looking nauseous as she stared at the lopped off appendage in my hand and I motioned for them to follow me. We raced towards the laboratory and I was surprised to see a dozen vampires milling around the main corridor. I drew my sword, worried that they were Makeda’s remaining guard, that they would resist us, but when I saw Birgit and Katie I realized that the fight was over and that Makeda’s army of thralls had fled.

“What are you doing here?” I asked and Katie jogged towards me.

“We sensed something was wrong and wanted to come help you out.” She glanced at the hand I was holding and wrinkled her nose. “But it looks like you’ve got it under control. What’s that?”

“Makeda’s dead.”

“Really?” Birgit looked relieved. “That’s amazing news.”

“Yeah, this place is all yours, if you want it. There’s state of the art, uh, everything.” I motioned around me and laughed, then remembered why I was there. “Anyway, give me a few minutes and I’ll tell you all about it, okay?”

Katie nodded and took a step back as I pushed Makeda’s severed hand against the sensor and the door slid open, revealing the laboratory. I raced towards the inner room, but the entrance was locked and I had no clue how to get inside.

“Shit.” I mumbled and turned on the terminal Makeda had used to open it before. “Password, what the fuck.” I slammed my fist against the desktop and leaned over the keyboard, groaning in frustration. I was right there, possibly with the cure for Sariah and I couldn’t get to her. I could teleport in, but was uncertain if I’d be able to get her out.

“Can you create a portal?” I asked Lyra, and she crossed her arms.

“I can, but it won’t work for such a short distance. It's not that accurate.”

“Christ.” My heart was racing. Why the fuck didn’t I make Makeda give me the password, then kill her. “Why is there always a problem? Why can’t shit just work out?”

“I have a few minutes, I might be able to burn a hole through the lock.” Aurora was still around, but the sun would set soon.

“Ok, do it. Hurry!” I motioned towards the door and she gave me a dirty look, then cupped her hands, holding them over the handle as intense light shot outward from her palms. The metal glowed orange, but held its integrity. Aurora lasted for a few minutes, but I could see her growing weak as she stumbled, then faded away.

“Sorry,” she mouthed as she stared at me and slowly disappeared. I felt panic hit me in the gut again and I inspected the lock. It had held and I couldn’t see that Aurora had damaged it.

“Any other ideas?” The gathered group stood in silence and my mind raced, trying to come up with something viable.

“Bugs.” Lyra finally said, and I narrowed my eyes.

“What?”

“We could turn into ants, or something tiny, and get through the crack in the door.”

“Ugh,” I groaned. I’d only shifted once and the idea of turning into an ant terrified the shit out of me. “Would it work?”

“Maybe,” Lyra’s voice went up at the end and I didn’t like the sound of that. “I’ve shifted into a mouse before, but that would be too big. We would need to go significantly smaller.” She inspected the crack around the door and my heart pounded inside my chest like a tribal drum.

“Christ.” I was sweating. It sounded like such a bad idea, but I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t want outsiders invading the mansion and there didn’t appear to be any locksmiths or hackers in Birgit’s entourage. “Okay, how do we get out? Sariah can’t shift.”

“Portaling us out will be no problem. We’ll end up somewhere around the compound.”

I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm myself down. I still wasn’t exactly sure how I’d shifted before, but it had worked and I was still alive and even though an ant was completely different from a large cat, there weren’t any other viable options and I needed to get Sariah out.

Just as I was about to commit to the plan, the door opened and Margot rushed in.

“Rhys!” she screamed and raced towards me, wrapping her arms around my neck as she stood on her toes and kissed me. She was wearing a short silk robe and as recognition filled her eyes, I breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m so sorry…” Her voice trailed off, and I kissed her again, happy to have her back — all of her.

“It’s fine,” I murmured, suddenly aware that everyone was staring at us. “I have to do something, but I’ll be back soon, okay.” I cupped her cheek, worried that was a lie, worried that I was going to die as a fucking ant, get stepped on or eaten by some bigger animal, and that would be it, the most disappointing ending to any story in the history of the world. I was terrified, so fucking scared, but I had to do it. I had to rescue Sariah, give her Lyra’s blood and get her the hell out of here.

“Let’s go.” I stared at Lyra, completely unsure about what I had to do. I knew if I thought about it too long, I’d chicken out and there was no way I could do that, especially in front of all these people. Shifting into a tiny insect was the only option I had, and I was going to do it. “What do I do?”

“Strip,” Lyra said as she slid her sword out of its sheath, then started undressing. “The last thing you want when you’re that size is to have to figure out how to get out of a pile of clothes. When you shift, you’ll only have a few seconds of useful awareness, get under the door and immediately shift back. It’s not the same as shifting into a larger mammal, you can easily become overwhelmed and disoriented, and if you’re not careful, we could lose you for good.”

I ignored the last part of her warning and did as I was told, discarding my clothes and standing awkwardly in front of the gathered crowd. The room was frigid, and I was feeling extra self conscious. Margot smirked as she stared at me and tried to suppress a giggle.

“What? It’s cold in here.”

“Look at me,” Lyra said, forcing my attention back to her cool green eyes. “Now face the door. Concentrate. You can do this.” I nodded, keeping my eyes locked on hers as she closed her eyes. She started talking, her smooth voice urging my mind to let go, and my thoughts wandered, my body contorting and when I looked around, everything was massive, there was no concept of size or scale, I was in a crevice in one of the tiles and I panicked. I looked for Lyra, she was nearby, I knew it was her, but my mind was so empty, instinct was my only guide.

I had to get under the door. I raced towards the large opening in front of me, Lyra directly ahead. My tiny legs scurried, and I wove past pieces of dirt that loomed in front of me. I could feel myself slipping away with each passing second and as we emerged into the room where Sariah was being held, I used my last burst of consciousness to shift back.

“Ugghhhhhhh!” I screamed as I rolled into a ball in the corner of the room, my bones shifting back into their normal form as the transformation nearly tore me apart. Lyra was laying a few feet away, back to her fae body, and I crawled towards her, rolling her onto her back and checking to make sure she was alright.

“How…uh,” I shook my head, dizziness overwhelming me as I almost puked.

“I’m fine, Saints…” She sat up, rubbing her head, her long white hair cascading over her bare shoulders as she took a few deep breaths and groaned. “I’m never doing that again.”

“Agreed.” I helped her stand, then grabbed a lab coat from the wall and handed it to her. Sariah was on the bed in the center of the sterile room. Her eyes were closed and her perfect skin streaked with black veins that covered her body like spider webs.

“Sariah,” I whispered, shaking her lightly. Her eyelids flew open and her canines slowly extended, pushing against her red lips as her unnaturally blue eyes stared blankly at me. I saw no recognition and wondered if she was still in there or if the woman I had known and loved was gone for good.

“I think we’ve found a cure. Can you feed?” She understood my question, nodding slightly as I brushed her blonde hair back and leaned down to kiss her cold forehead. She was so brittle, so frail that I worried any movement would tear her apart. Lyra approached hesitantly, and pulled the lab coat away from her forearm, then offered it to Sariah.

I worried she wouldn’t be able to control herself, that she would rip Lyra apart. I motioned for Lyra to wait and walked towards the work bench, grabbing a scalpel, the only sharp thing I could find, then returning to the two women.

“Sariah, you need to be careful. Lyra’s blood will cure you, but you can’t kill her. Do you understand?” Sariah closed her eyelids, then opened them and I took that as a yes. Lyra held her forearm over Sariah’s face, staring at me, fear plain in her eyes as Sariah sank her teeth into Lyra’s flesh.

Lyra grimaced as Sariah drank and she gripped the table with her free hand, ready to rip her arm away if things got out of control. The first few seconds were calm, and Sariah sipped slowly, blood dripping from her mouth as she struggled to keep up with the flow. After a few tense minutes, her eyes cleared, and she grasped Lyra’s arm tightly, staring at me as I stroked her hair.

“How are you feeling?” I asked Lyra. She nodded, but I knew that Sariah would have to stop soon.

“That’s enough,” I said, grabbing Lyra’s arm and Sariah hissed. I expected it, but the sound still shocked me and I held the scalpel against Sariah’s neck, forcing her to release the other woman.

“Sorry,” the beautiful vampire breathed, her voice weak. She licked the blood from her lips, convulsions ripping through her as she shuddered. “Thank you.”

She rested her head on the pillow, the blood shockingly red against her pale skin and Lyra stepped back, wrapping a towel around her arm as she sat in a chair in the corner. I turned to face her, hoping that Sariah hadn’t taken too much.

“You okay?” I asked, and she nodded. I returned my attention to Sariah, watching as her mouth opened, letting out a silent scream. Makeda had said that Lyra’s blood was a panacea, a healing elixir, but Sariah’s reaction to it so far wasn’t promising and I worried that I’d made a massive mistake.

I grabbed her frigid hand, squeezing it softly, letting her know I was there, that I wouldn’t leave her. I brushed her hair away from her forehead as her body shivered and shook, but slowly, the veins that streaked across her flesh receded and her eyes flew open, lucid and filled with recognition.

“Rhys…” she murmured, and I smiled, nodding as she screamed again, twisting her thin frame against the steel table beneath her. I offered her my forearm. She needed to eat to regain her strength, and she smiled as she gripped it, sinking her teeth into my flesh and drinking, waves of pleasure hitting me a few seconds later.

This time she stopped on her own and groaned, her body slowly filling out as my blood nourished her. She needed less than Katie and once she looked like she was stable enough to move, I lifted her into my arms, then turned to face Lyra.

“Let’s get out of here.”
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Getting the hell out of Dodge


We emerged from the portal into a snowy field and I glanced around frantically, looking for the house. It was late evening — the moon still hadn’t risen and the snowy silent space around us stretched into the massive mountains in the distance. I pulled Sariah closer, and she wrapped her arms around me. She felt softer and more responsive and I hoped that Lyra’s blood was all she needed, that she’d be able to make a full recovery.

Even in the dim light, I could see how devastatingly beautiful she was and leaned down to kiss her, savoring the taste of her lips as the endorphins pulsed through my blood, making me want more than a chaste kiss. Lyra shot out a few seconds later, and I set Sariah down. She had already improved drastically and offered me the sheet that was wrapped around her thin body.

“I don’t need it,” she said, and I relented. She’d be fine in the snow, but I wouldn’t. The thin fabric didn’t do much and once I had it wrapped tightly around me, I located the lake, then the house and motioned for the girls to follow. By the time we reached the front door, my feet were frozen chunks of ice and I was pretty sure I was going to lose at least one toe, which I figured wasn’t too bad, considering what we’d been through.

I raced into the mansion, the human thralls all in a state of disarray as they milled around the interior. A few of the vampires were having a snack and Margot raced towards us, giving me a kiss as soon as she saw me, then squealing as she was reunited with Sariah. She grabbed the other woman’s hand, pulling her into a fierce embrace as they held each other, their ordeal finally over. It felt so good to be together again. Katie joined the group, bloody tears streaking her cheeks, and the reunion was complete.

“I’m fucking starving,” I finally said as the endorphins dissipated and I wrapped the sheet around me and headed towards the kitchen. Lyra walked beside me, her presence a stark reminder that my mission on Earth wasn’t over yet.

“You did well,” she said and her praise felt earned. We rounded the corner into the kitchen. A few of the guards stood around the refrigerator and I held up my hands instinctively.

“We’re not going to hurt you, we just want something to eat.” They took a step back and one man stared at me blankly.

“How long have I been here?” The question was haunting and my skin prickled as I empathized with what he was going through.

“I don’t know.” He wandered towards the door and I wondered if he had anywhere to go or if his family had given up on him and moved on.

“What do you want to eat?” Lyra asked, rummaging through the food and I shrugged, watching as the man left, disoriented and afraid and I realized how terrible Makeda had been. She needed to die — I had done the right thing.

“Anything,” I said, my stomach growling and she pulled out a few things and I dug in ravenously. The cheese was good, but the bread was a little stale and the weird sausage tasted strange, but I ate it all, then dug through the fridge, looking for more.

“I think we should go back home tonight,” I finally said, and she nodded faintly. She’d been through a lot and still looked weak. I was worried about her and wondered if we should stay here a few more days so she could rest.

“I agree. We still have one more thing to do,” she finally said, sliding a napkin around on the table in front of her. Her words didn’t comfort me.

My thoughts were interrupted by Sariah, Margot and Katie joining us, sitting at the wooden table as we stared at each other in awkward silence for a few minutes. Sariah had found a coat somewhere and pulled it tightly around her body and it was so nice to see her back to the way she was.

“Oh yeah, uh, Margot and Sariah, this is Lyra, my…advisor.” I swallowed, not wanting to get into all the details right now. There would be plenty of time for that later and I needed to keep it short and sweet. “Lyra, you know Katie, but Margot and Sariah are my…”

“Bodyguards,” Sariah said and everyone burst into laughter except Lyra, who narrowed her eyes, staring at them, bemused.

“You don’t seem to be doing a very good job.” I knew she didn’t mean anything by it, but Margot didn’t see it the same way.

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” Margot was pissed and things were spiraling. I held out my hands to calm things down, staring at Lyra, then the other three.

“Everything is fine, okay? None of what happened is anyone’s fault.” I glanced at Margot, who leaned back in her chair, but the mood was shot and I was annoyed. Silence descended, and I thought about what came next, about how we’d all move on from what had just happened and where it would all end.

I knew what Lyra’s goal was, and Margot and Sariah had already said that they wanted to stay with me, no matter what, but there was still so much to deal with and this minor victory felt hollow compared to what awaited me at home.

“Umm…” My thoughts were broken by Katie clearing her throat and she stared at all of us, squeezing Margot’s hand as she looked at me, her eyes glistening and I hoped everything was alright. “I’ve made a decision.”

I turned to face her, fairly certain that I knew what it was.

“I want to stay here, in Oslo, with Birgit and Nina.”

Margot looked shocked about the announcement, and I wrapped my arm around her, pulling her close. She loved Katie like a daughter, but I knew that my former receptionist needed a fresh start. She’d been through a lot.

“Birgit offered and I decided that it’s what I want. I’ll try to come back, for a visit or something.” Margot gave her a sad smile, then wrapped her arms around the other woman, whispering into her ear. The rest of the Oslo group joined us and I glanced at Nina as Katie stood and walked towards their small group.

“Listen,” I said. “I'm leaving you in charge of this. Don't become like Makeda, okay?”

“You’re leaving me in charge?” Nina arched her eyebrow, and I laughed. “Since when do I need your permission?”

“Okay, you’re right, I just felt like someone had to say it. Makeda told me that the other members of the Society were dead, or buried, whatever that means.” I had a pretty good idea what she had meant, but didn’t want to think about it. Birgit and Nina were more than capable of dealing with the mess that the vampire queen had left behind.

I stood, stretching, then realizing I was still wearing a sheet and looked like a goddamn Roman senator about to give a speech. It had been a wild ride and I couldn’t believe it was over, but it was time to get back home, to deal with Lesander so I could finally be free.
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The calm


It was late afternoon. I stood in the kitchen, nursing a cup of mediocre filter coffee and staring through the window at the patch of woods on the other side of the road. Everything was dead. We were firmly in the last gasp of winter and the trees looked like skeletons, their branches waving in the piercingly cold wind that blew unrelentingly.

I chose to believe that Lesander had known where I was and stayed away, but now that I was back home, there was no reason he wouldn’t strike. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching, waiting and biding its time. A chill went down my spine as I thought of him and hoped that I was ready to face whatever he had in store. I shook my head, then dumped the rest of my shitty coffee into the sink.

Leaving Katie behind was tough, but she was happy and there was no reason to drag her back home. She needed a new beginning. We all did, but she’d had an especially rough time with her transition. I hoped I'd see her again, then my neck throbbed, and I figured our reunion could wait a couple of decades.

We’d gotten back this morning, and Sariah was in the basement, sleeping. She looked better, but was still weak and Margot had a haunted look in her eyes that I was worried she’d never be able to shake — we were all broken and exhausted and needed time to recover, but time was one thing I didn’t have.

“I understand if you want to leave,” I said to Lyra as she joined me in the kitchen. Being on Earth was difficult for her and watching her constant discomfort had been upsetting. We’d slept, but she was still tired and Sariah would probably need to feed on her again. I wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep going the way she was.

“Why would I leave now?” Lyra narrowed her eyes, and I shrugged as she grabbed an unopened bag of potato chips from the cabinet and tore into them. “I’m here to protect you and until Lesander is dead, my mission hasn’t been completed. I also need to take you back with me. That was part of the deal, remember?”

I remembered. I thought about it constantly. I loved Narraan; it was ultimately my home, but abandoning this place and the people I loved would be so painful. I couldn’t stand leaving Margot and Sariah behind and I still hadn’t been back to Good Ink. There was so much to do and there was no way I’d be able to accomplish everything I wanted if I left this place.

I’d have to make some difficult decisions and if there was one thing I hated doing, it was making decisions.

“Anyway, I’m going to sleep.” She stood on her toes and kissed me. I wasn’t sure where we stood and still felt guilty about her broken vow, but she was an adult and if she wanted to trample on her holy covenant, that was her issue, not mine. I stared as she walked through the hall and into my bedroom, closing the door soundly behind her.

I didn't want to disturb Margot and Sariah. Margot said that they needed some bonding time, and I didn't want to interrupt. That hadn’t ended well before, and the last thing I needed was another issue popping up from something that was entirely preventable.

I stared at my motorcycle and decided to head to Good Ink. It was the place that I felt most comfortable and if Lesander tracked me down, so be it. I couldn’t keep living in fear and the sooner I got the confrontation over with the sooner I could go on living my life.

I glanced at the basement before grabbing my keys from the drawer and walking through the front door, locking it behind me. I slid my sword into the leather straps on the seat and took off. My tank was almost empty, so I stopped to get some gas and grabbed a donut from the display by the register, then paid for everything with my card. Even though it was bitterly cold, the ride was pleasant, and I breathed deeply, relaxing as the familiar sights flew past.

Even though I’d only technically been gone for a few days shy of two months, this place felt alien. I’d lived in Narraan for so long that my ordinary life felt novel. I laughed. Last year I would’ve killed to have some sort of adventure, but all I really wanted now was to get back to the grind of daily life.

The parking lot was mostly empty, and the interior of Good Ink was dark. I figured that Cori had stopped coming in after a certain point and I couldn’t blame her. Why the hell would you keep working if you weren’t getting paid? I made a mental note to give her back pay plus an asshole bonus. Maybe I’d start looking for a new artist, someone to replace Mikey.

There was so much I wanted to do and it all felt so daunting, but ultimately easier than running a kingdom, fighting supernatural entities and destroying a despotic vampire queen.

I turned the key in the lock, then flipped on the lights. There were a few dozen bills and flyers shoved under the door and I leaned over to pick them up, then locked the door behind me. I remembered the last time I was here, in Lesander's hallucination, and the memory shook me to the core. There was no need to dwell on it, I couldn’t change the past and I’d kill myself before I let him take me prisoner again.

Everything was the same as I’d left it. Lemmy’s bed was in the back and the equipment I’d been using before I closed the last time was still sitting out, collecting dust. I put down my sword and started cleaning, then turned my attention to the coffeemaker and decided that I’d be there for a while so I might as well have a cup. I started the process, measuring out the grounds, filling the water, screwing everything into place and making the necessary adjustments. It would probably taste like shit, but I needed it, needed that sense of normalcy.

I was so focused on making the coffee and lost in my own dumb thoughts that I didn’t notice the faint buzz that started in my core and extended through my limbs until I felt a tap on my shoulder.

“Jesus!” I gasped as I turned around and smiled when I recognized the man standing in front of me. “You scared the shit out of me. You know someone’s trying to kill me, right?”

“Sorry,” Enoch chuckled. “Someone wanted to see you.” Lemmy raced out of nowhere and I scooped him into my arms and let him give me a tongue bath. His tiny body squirmed and twisted and I apologized profusely for leaving him behind. I was pretty sure he forgave me, but when I went to put him down in his bed, he let out a frustrated little growl.

“Can I get one of those?”

I picked up the cup from the machine and handed it over. “I can't promise it's good, but here you go.”

I repeated the process, unsure of why he was there, but positive that I didn’t want to know. He wasn’t exactly a harbinger of good news and I honestly just wanted a few minutes of peace and quiet before the shitshow started up again.

“Your dad told me about what happened.”

“What? That he basically abandoned me?” That came out more harshly than I intended and I took a few seconds to calm down, pretending to be preoccupied with my task. The machine hissed and belched and I palmed the small cup, the first sip the most incredible thing I’d ever tasted. Whatever else it offered, Narraan didn’t have coffee, and I smirked as I imagined giving up a kingdom for a cup of Joe.

“You didn’t enjoy your adventure?”

“Which one? The one where I was held hostage in another realm and tortured or the one where I became king or the one where I had to brutally murder an ancient creature to rescue the women I love.” I smirked, he cocked his eyebrow as he finished the coffee and set the cup on the counter.

“It sounds like a lot, but you’ve handled it all. You’ve managed to succeed despite every trial placed in front of you. That’s not nothing, Rhys.”

“Thanks.” I appreciated it and also found it odd that he was giving me more of a pep talk that my old man had. “What’s going on with Belial? He looks bad.”

Enoch crossed his arms and sighed, then looked down at the floor.

“Time, Rhys. It happens to all of us. You remember what I said about the weight becoming too much. I think he’s finally succumbing, and this time he’s not resisting.”

“Why? I don’t understand why he’d keep going so long, then suddenly decide that he wants to let go.”

“The way we perceive time is different. He has lived for hundreds of thousands of human years, but he is unique in that he can see the future, see what will happen and even though it’s not written in stone, I think he’s struggling with the possibilities.” Enoch stared at me, his dark eyes heavy. “I’m not cursed with the same affliction. I know what I know, and that’s all. It must be a heavy burden to be aware of every possible outcome and have no say in any of it.”

“What about Lesander?”

“What about him?”

“Well, if Belial just gives up, then what’s the point of targeting me?”

“Like I said before, he’s become something else. He wants to make everyone and everything suffer. Belial is only an excuse at this point.” Enoch squeezed his chin, then stared at me. “You must kill him, Rhys. There’s no other option — he will not stop with you.”

That wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

“I don’t think I can do it, Enoch.” I didn’t realize how tightly I’d been squeezing my fist and when I relaxed, my hand hurt. I flexed it and he shook his head.

“I’d like to say that we have options, but we don’t. You’re it.” I exhaled, then shook my head. “He’s focused on you and will track you down. Anyone else will chase him through a maze of his illusions and when he tires of it, I can’t imagine what will happen.”

“Any advice? I haven’t exactly had much luck so far.” I wanted Enoch to tell me the secret, the key to certain victory, but when he shrugged, I realized it wouldn’t be that easy.

“You’re in a good position. Just wait, he’ll show up and when he does, remember your strengths, don’t let him make you doubt yourself. You have support, remember that.”

I did, but I still had a hard time believing that any of this would result in anything but a total disaster.

He disappeared as quickly as he came and I wished he would actually answer some goddamn questions for once instead of creating more.


15
[image: image-placeholder]
Come together


“I thought I’d find you here.” The voice made me smile, and I turned around. When I saw Margot standing there, everything else melted away. She looked like herself again and seeing her was a balm for my soul.

Lemmy jumped out of his bed and raced towards her, his excitement about seeing his favorite vampire obvious in the way his tiny body shook and shivered. She scooped him up, petting him into submission as she scratched his belly and his little leg shook furiously.

“Hey,” I mumbled as I walked towards her, pulling her into my arms and leaning down to kiss her cool lips. It felt so right and made me realize that all the shit I’d been through had been worth it. I never wanted to lose her again, and I’d kill Lesander a million times if it meant that she could stay with me forever. I took a step back, not wanting to pressure her into anything she wasn’t ready for. She’d been through a lot and the last thing she needed was me slobbering all over her.

“How are you feeling?”

“Weird.” She smiled, acting like she was fine, but I couldn’t imagine what she’d been through. “I shouldn’t have gone, but I didn’t have a choice.”

I didn’t want her to feel guilty about her decision, but she needed to talk to someone. I locked the door and walked us into the office, turning on the light as I motioned for her to sit next to me on the sofa. Lemmy yawned, then jumped off, returning to his bed and spinning around a few times until he found the right spot. He rested his head on his paws and kept his bulbous eyes locked onto us until the lids started drooping and he fell asleep.

“You had to do it, I understand.” I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and she rested her head on my chest. It felt so natural and I reclined on the sofa, pulling her on top of me and stared at the mess on the desk. I had no idea what was going to happen next, but she was safe and that was all that mattered. “How’s Sariah?”

“Better,” she murmured. “She might need some more of Lyra’s blood, but I think she’s recovering. She wanted to come, but I told her to stay and keep an eye on Lyra while she slept.”

She sifted through my thoughts and shuddered. I didn’t want her to feel bad about what had happened.

“I’m so sorry you were captured, Rhys. We were supposed to be protecting you and you ended up saving us.” I didn’t want to say anything, I just wanted to enjoy being with her. The past was the past and there was nothing I could do to change it.

The future was my main concern now.

I took a few deep breaths and noticed the gleam in Margot’s eyes as she listened to my heartbeat.

“Hungry?” I asked. She smiled sweetly, lowering her lashes seductively, and I craned my neck.

“Go ahead.”

“Are you sure?” Her teeth extended slowly, and I nodded. She moved towards my neck, her cool lips pressing against the flesh and my skin prickled in anticipation. It had been so long and the sensation was intoxicating. As she sank her teeth into me, I inhaled, relaxing as the familiar rush consumed me, wiping out everything else and as she drank, I wrapped my arms around her thin body, never wanting to let her go again.

I was surprised when her hand drifted into my waistband, fumbling with the buttons on my jeans. She drank greedily and gripped my cock as she stroked me softly.

“You don’t have to do that,” I murmured, but she continued, moving her lips to mine and I tasted my blood as she kissed me, her hand sliding under my shirt and across my chest. She was wearing a short black dress and once she had worked my cock out of my pants, she slid herself onto it, her pussy cool and wet and wanting only me.

“God,” she moaned once she had taken me completely. Her movements were slow and sensual and her kisses grew more intense as she bucked on top of me. I hadn’t expected this, but it felt good, familiar, like coming home and as she sat up, peeling her black dress over her head and pulling my hands to her tight breasts, I realized that this was exactly what we both needed.

She moved faster, controlling the tempo and I wrapped my hands around her waist as she arched her back and my mind floated along, pleasure racing through me with each movement. I pulled her towards me, kissing her sweet lips as her body stiffened and I let go.

Her weight on top of me was reassuring and as I softened inside of her, I stroked her dark hair and tried not to think about how close I’d come to losing her for good, or how there was still a chance that she could be taken from me.
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Decisions must be made


It was late, and I was tired. I said goodnight to Margot and Sariah and went into my bedroom. Lyra was still asleep, and I lay down next to her, her soft breaths relaxing me as I tried to empty my mind. Lemmy snuggled next to me and I stroked him distractedly, my fingers weaving through his short fur. I finally drifted off, falling into a deep, dreamless sleep.

The familiar ray of sunlight broke through the curtains and I remembered I needed to fix it as my eyes flew open and I realized I was alone.

“Lyra,” I called out and heard voices coming from the kitchen. Lemmy yawned in my face, then rolled over onto his feet and shook, staring at me to let me know it was time to go out. It was all so normal, but it wasn’t. Everything was different. I was different and there was no reason to keep acting like it would all go back to the way it was. It wouldn’t.

I pulled myself out of bed, running my hands through my hair as I yawned and looked at the clock. It was almost noon, and I had a list of things a mile long that I needed to take care of. Most of it was basic shit: finding a replacement for Mikey, getting in touch with Cori, paying bills — I could deal with that.

I let Lemmy out and watched him as he sniffed around the fence, then chose a spot on which to unleash his righteous fury. It was freezing, and he didn’t want to spend any more time out there than necessary, so once he was done and his scent sufficiently covered, he turned and walked back inside.

As I got closer to the kitchen, I realized Aurora was there and when I walked in, the conversation stopped and the two women stared at me.

“What?” I asked as I filled Lemmy’s water bowl and grabbed his food from the fridge. I was almost out and made a mental note to go to the grocery store to get some more.

“Something was stalking around the yard this morning,” Lyra said and Aurora crossed her arms and stared at me.

“Why is that a surprise? We know he’s coming, it’s just a question of when.” I knew I should be more worried, but I was at the point that I wanted to get the confrontation over with. “Want something to eat?”

I rummaged through the fridge, needing a lot more than dog food from the grocery store.

“Maybe I’ll order something.” I grabbed my phone from my coat pocket and started scrolling through the delivery app. Even though it was lunchtime, nothing was open. “How do you guys feel about pizza?”

“This is serious, Rhys.” Aurora narrowed her eyes, and I wasn’t in the mood for lectures.

“I know exactly how serious this is. I was kidnapped and held as his prisoner for fuck’s sake.” I lowered the phone and took a deep breath. It was great that they wanted to help me, but I felt suffocated, boxed in and I needed to regain some sense of control over my life. “He will come when he comes and we can plan and plot and none of it will matter because he’s making the rules. I’m in a better position to defeat him this time, but I can’t spend the rest of my life stressing out about it.”

Lyra exhaled sharply, narrowed her eyes and stormed out of the kitchen. I knew she liked to be in control, but Lesander was chaos and the sooner we accepted that, the easier the confrontation would be.

“Did I say something?” I asked Aurora, and she shook her head.

“She’s worried and I don’t blame her. If something happens to you, she’s going to hold herself responsible. Don’t do that to her.” I knew Aurora was right, and I put down my phone, then walked to my bedroom. Lyra was sitting on the bed, fuming and I took the spot next to her.

“I’m sorry for blowing up at you, but you have to understand that he’s all I think about. My world has revolved around him for as long as I can remember and I can’t take it anymore. He might come tonight, he might come tomorrow, maybe he’ll just torture me for another year with the possibility and then show up. I can’t keep thinking about what might happen all the time.”

“I understand, your highness.” It annoyed me when she said that, but I tried to brush it aside. She was stressed and miserable and keeping her with me was selfish.

I didn’t want to tell her how scared I was or how the idea of being captured again was worse than death. Belial’s situation was also weighing on my mind and even though I barely knew him, it seemed too soon to lose the father I’d always wanted. “But I have to live my life, too. The only way I’ll be able to get through this is if I can keep myself distracted. I’m sure that during the war you were doing other things besides fighting all the time.”

She thought, then nodded once.

“I cleaned my weapons, trained, and studied maps.” I groaned, burying my face in my hands as I massaged my temples. She just wasn’t getting it.

“Okay, I get it, you’re a workaholic. I’m not, I need distraction; thinking about nothing but Lesander will make me go insane. I guess I’m just different and I need you to respect that or go back to Narraan. Do you understand?”

“Fine,” she murmured, not at all happy about being called out, but ultimately relenting. I was still her master, and she had to do what I said, even if it annoyed her and I was surprised when she leaned closer to give me a kiss. Her breath was sweet and warm and I was pretty sure that she was only agreeing to my terms so she wouldn’t be sent back. “I’m going into the backyard to train. I’d love it if you joined me.”

“I’ll be there in a few minutes, I promise. I’m starving.” She rolled her eyes and left, taking a few confident strides out of my room and outside. I wasn’t lying about being hungry and when I got back to the kitchen Aurora looked annoyed.

“I like her, but she’s a bit too intense for me,” she said with a laugh and I resumed scrolling through the restaurants and finally settled on Mexican. I had a few hours to kill and eventually joined Lyra in the backyard as Aurora sat in a lawn chair, scratching Lemmy’s back as she watched us spar, silently judging, and I was surprised at how much better I’d gotten with the sword.

When I completed a complicated maneuver to disarm Lyra, Aurora clapped and whistled and I bowed, but Lyra clearly didn’t get the message that it was over and jumped onto me, wrestling me to the ground and putting me in a pretty severe choke hold. I flipped it, pinning her to the ground, and she struggled to breathe. I released her, concerned about her current state.

She wasn't well.

“I’ll be honest, you’ve improved more than I thought possible. When I first took you out for target practice, you were hopeless.” She laughed weakly, and I remembered the stones and piles of rocks and how daunting it all was. The motion of winding and releasing was carved into my brain and I shook my head.

“It was all you,” I finally said, and we stood there for a few minutes in silence. Things had changed between us and I wasn’t sure I liked it, but there was no going back to the way things were and we both knew that. Something had been broken, but I still loved her and as much as I wanted her to stay, I knew she needed to return, that being on Earth was too difficult. “Go home for a few days, recuperate, check on my son, then come back. Lesander’s been quiet since we returned and it could be weeks or months before he confronts me.”

She looked away. I knew she was considering it, but didn’t want to break her vow.

“Just a few days; you won’t be able to help me if you’re weak.” She stared at me again, then chewed on her lip, her bright green eyes dull with worry.

“If something happens to you, I’ll never be able to live with myself.” She exhaled, then reached behind her neck and unclasped a chain that held a small charm. “Your grandfather gave me this and it was blessed by one of the most revered priestesses in Narraan. I’ll be back in a few days, okay?”

It was killing her to admit that she had weakened, but I understood. She didn’t belong in this place. She needed to regain her strength and forcing herself to remain would do all of us a disservice.

“I appreciate everything you’ve done,” I finally said, cupping her cheek in my hand, then leaning down to kiss her. Her lips were soft, but the heat was gone and I wondered if she was in more pain than she let on. She wasn’t the type of person to complain, so I would never know for sure. “Go back, rest, then you can return and we’ll finish what he started.”

She was crying, and it hurt, but she angrily wiped the tears away from her cheeks and crossed her arms as we went inside. I didn’t know what else to say, so I grabbed her bag as she shoved her sword in her belt and we left the house, walking across the grass and into the woods across the street. She stumbled as we hit the uneven ground and my heart broke.

“Will you be alright? Should I come?” She shook her head, and I remembered how simply being in Narraan had healed me when I first burst through the portal.

“I’ll be back.” Her voice was low, and she struggled to create the portal, finally succeeding on the third attempt, but it was fragmented and weak. I handed her the bag, then leaned down to kiss her again, but she pulled away and I understood. She was returning to her old life and our relationship wasn’t part of that.

“Kiss my son for me.” I said, and she turned, then stumbled through the portal and I hoped that wouldn’t be the last time I saw her.
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All in the family


I could feel her absence. It was strange. Aurora had left a few minutes earlier, and I was alone. Lemmy barked, and I smiled.

“Forgot about you, buddy.” I picked him up, walking him towards the sofa, plopping down and turning on the television. “Yeah, I missed this too.”

Lemmy stared at me, then curled into a ball with his back pressed against my thigh and I relaxed, half-watching some nature show as I sent Cori a message that I was back and apologized profusely for missing her last couple of paychecks. She agreed to swing by Good Ink later and said she knew a guy who might be interested in taking Mikey’s place. It was a relief, but I wasn’t sure how everything would ultimately shake out, so making plans felt a bit presumptive.

There was too much to think about and I got up, trying my hardest not to wake Lemmy, then wandered into the bathroom, not surprised in the slightest when I stumbled into the bar instead. I looked for Belial, but the space was dark, dead and lifeless. The sensation was disconcerting and as my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I realized that someone was sitting on one of the stools.

“Mom!”

“Baby,” she screamed, covering her mouth with her hands, then racing towards me and wrapping her arms around my neck. “It’s so good to see you. I wanted a few minutes to speak with you alone.”

“Where’s dad?”

“He had some things to do, but I wouldn’t stop nagging him about seeing you again, so he set this up.” She took a step back and looked at the small gold watch on her wrist. “I’ve been waiting a while. I’m still so annoyed with him, that he would put you into a situation like he did.”

I assumed she was talking about Lesander taking me hostage, but I didn’t want to relive it and changed the subject. I wasn’t sure where to begin, so I dove right in. “Do you, uh…you know who you are, right?”

“I do now,” she said, lowering her eyes. “I still find it hard to believe that I’m some sort of fairy princess, but Belial told me you were there for a while, that they hid you. What was it like?” Her dark eyes brightened with excitement.

“Uh…” My mind suddenly went blank, then I thought about the Ora and the training and shifting into a cat and kept my response vague. She’d never be able to visit, and I didn’t want her to miss a place that she’d never know. “It was nice.”

“That’s all? Nice?” She leaned back in the seat, crossing her legs. “Did you meet my father?”

“No, he died, but I met his advisors and was crowned, with a, uh, ceremony.”

“Does your son live there? What's his name?” Her eyes were moist, and I was worried she was going to cry and I couldn't handle that.

“I, well, we haven’t had his naming ceremony yet. I had to leave right after I found out about him.” It still felt weird saying that and as soon as I mentioned him, I felt a twinge of guilt. I missed him, but I honestly worried about what kind of father I would be and wondered if it would be better for me to stay away.

“And his mother, do you love her? I wish I could meet them both.” A few tears escaped, and she wiped them away as I traced a burl on the wooden bar distractedly.

“It wasn’t a love match…” How could I explain it to her? “We’re not together, they had women that were specifically for, uh…” This shouldn’t be so difficult, I was fully aware of what she had done for a living, but I couldn't bring myself to tell the crying, middle-aged woman sitting in front of me the truth. “Anyway, he’s being cared for and I know he would love to meet you.”

“You’re going back to him, right?” She looked alarmed, and I didn’t want her to think I was a bad father…someone who would abandon his son.

Someone like her.

“Absolutely, yeah. I just need to take care of a few things first.” I had so many questions for her and I didn’t want to spend the entire time talking about Narraan. I paused, the burl catching my attention again as I worked up the courage to finally ask the question that had been haunting me since I found out who I was. “Why…why did you give me up?”

I already knew the answer, but I needed to hear it from her. My life had been fine, and I knew she couldn’t raise me, but the rejection still hurt. I didn’t know exactly what I wanted her to say, but I needed her to acknowledge it, to tell me she was sorry.

“Rhys.” She rested her hand on my knee and stared at me. “I couldn’t raise you. Please tell me you understand. Everything around me was chaos, from the time I was on my own until the day I died. You wouldn’t have wanted to grow up like that.”

“Did you ever try to find me?”

“No.” The admission was painful. “Wherever you were was so much better than what I could offer, but I did love you and never let myself forget.” She removed the heart-shaped locket she was wearing and opened it. Mounted inside was a picture of a baby. I had always thought all babies looked alike, but the one staring back at me looked just like my son.

“Is that me?”

“Yes. Belial gave me a facsimile of the real one that I wore every day. Whenever I thought about trying to find you, I would stare at the picture, look at the shit around me and force myself to forget you.”

That hit me like a punch to the gut.

There was a sudden flicker of light in the dim room, and mom glanced behind her.

“I think I have to leave now,” she said, cupping my cheek in her hand as her eyes filled with tears, and the bar faded around me. “I don’t want to, but at least we finally had the chance to have a real talk. I love you, baby…”

Her voice trailed off, and I was alone in the dark space, satisfied that she had made the right decision to let me go.
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The new and improved Mikey


“I’m really sorry,” I apologized, but Cori was visibly and understandably pissed. “My, uh, grandfather got sick and I had to leave town at the last minute.” I handed her a wad of cash and that helped ease her annoyance considerably. She wasn’t as good as Katie, but she was there and I couldn’t have an empty tattoo shop if I wanted to stay in business.

“I want you to pay me in advance,” she said, and I scoffed, then tried to act like I didn’t. She wasn’t buying it. “Seriously. I could barely cover rent last month and I do not need an eviction on my record.”

She narrowed her eyes and chewed the oversized wad of gum in her mouth with a searing intensity that made me feel mildly intimidated. Lemmy was in his usual perch and it was late afternoon. I’d fallen back into my old schedule, even though that felt stranger than life in a palace. Aurora was annoyed that I was still working, but I tried to give her the same explanation that I gave Lyra — I loved my job, needed the money, and sitting around just waiting for the inevitable wasn’t going to help anything.

“Ok, I’ll pay half up front, then we’ll settle the rest at the end of the month.” I held out my hands, and she chewed a few more times, then stuck out her hand.

“I can come in tomorrow,” Cori said as she pulled the wad of gum out of her mouth and stuck it territorially under the desk. I wondered how much was there, but figured that I’d deal with it later. There were much more important issues, like interviewing a possible replacement for Mikey. Cori had referred him and apparently he was working at a studio across town, but was having an issue with the manager.

“That’s fine.” I glanced at the clock, annoyed that he was late. “You told him four, right?”

“Yeah. He said he had a few clients this afternoon, so I’m not sure if he’ll be able to get off right at four.” That made me feel better, but if someone was late for an interview, I could only imagine how they’d be on a daily basis. I figured I’d give him another thirty minutes, then cancel. “See you tomorrow.”

She smiled, shoved the wad of cash into her pocket and gave me a wave before exiting through the front door and climbing into her car. The guy was already ten minutes late, and I was annoyed, but understood that he didn’t want to risk his current job, but I still needed to chat with him and see his portfolio.

I straightened up the mess on my desk, then went into the studio to clean up. I’d been trying to reschedule some appointments that I’d missed, but most of them had gone somewhere else. Rebuilding my business was going to be tough, but getting a reliable artist would go a long way towards settling back into my routine.

“I don’t like her, why can’t you find someone else?” Aurora was stretched out on the sofa in the office and flipping through a magazine, looking transcendently beautiful and I sat in the chair behind the desk. Lemmy trotted in and jumped onto my lap. He’d been stuck to me like white on rice since I got back and I had missed the little guy more than I could explain. I scratched his head and stared at the goddess in front of me and tried to figure out the best way to explain how businesses actually worked when the bell on the front door rang.

I handed Lemmy off to her then went out front. The guy standing there gave me a smile, and I realized I knew him.

“Oh shit, Winston, how are you, man?” I stuck out my hand, absolutely thrilled to see the burly guy standing in front of me.

“Good, Rhys. You have no idea how excited I was when Cori told me you were looking for someone.” I sat down at the reception desk, pulling out the chair to avoid the fresh wad of gum underneath and motioned for him to take the seat across from me.

Winston was a ginger with an assortment of old school navy tattoos running up his arms and gauged piercings in his ears. He had on a Black Flag t-shirt and a Boston baseball cap and I hoped I could hire him today.

“Want something to drink?”

“No, I’m good. Sorry, I only have about twenty minutes, I promised Toby that I’d be back for the evening rush.” Winston leaned back in his chair and I took a deep breath, relief pulsing through me.

A few years ago, it looked like Mikey was going to move on and I started looking for replacements. Winston had shown up with an incredible portfolio and good references, but then Mikey stayed and I wasn’t in a position to hire a second guy. I hated that I’d let him go, but the fact that he was looking again made me feel like the stars were aligning.

“So why are you leaving your current position?” I asked as I pulled the large portfolio closer and started flipping through the photos. The work was excellent, and I closed the notebook and he handed me his phone with his latest work posted on one of the social networks. He had a big following and that could be a huge asset.

“Honestly, I hate Toby. He’s a fucking prick and we don’t get along. I know I probably shouldn’t be saying that, but…”

“Yeah, I know.” I’d heard all about Toby. He ran one of the most successful studios in the area, but nickel-and-dimed his artists and I’d heard enough horror stories to make me think Winston wasn’t the issue. “I was really bummed about letting you slide by before, but figured you would’ve been a senior guy at another studio by now.”

“I know Cori’s boyfriend and he told me what happened with Mikey. Gotta admit I was pretty excited that a chair here might be open, but then Cori said you had skipped town, so I figured there was no point in applying.”

“I hadn’t really skipped town. There were some family issues.” It wasn’t a total lie, but I didn’t want him to think that I’d be doing it regularly. “Everything should be mostly resolved now.”

“That’s fine, I’d really like the chance to work for you. Everyone says you’re a good guy and I really need some breathing space.”

“I try,” I laughed, glad that I still had a good reputation. “Anyway, when can you start?”

“Now, I mean, I just need to tell Toby to go fuck himself and I can start whenever.”

“Great, maybe come in tomorrow? Cori should be back to her normal schedule then. We open at noon, but I’m pretty flexible. If you don’t have clients, you don’t have to hang around, but keep your phone on in case we get some walk-ins. I usually come in around four or five, depending on how busy we are.”

“Nice,” he said as he stood up and shoved the book under his arm. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

“Yeah, Cori can give you the tour once you get here and I’ll come in early to get you caught up, but it’s nothing you haven’t seen before.” I immediately thought about Aurora, Margot and Sariah and realized that wasn’t the complete truth, but the less he knew, the better.

We shook hands, and I watched as he left, relieved that things were falling into place, then I remembered it might all be for nothing. That I could die and the world would go on without me in it. The thought sent chills through me and I pushed it away as I returned to the office and picked up Lemmy.

Aurora hung around for another hour as I paid bills and talked to the landlord. She was chill about the late rent, but it wasn’t exactly like this area was in high demand, so she was probably just happy to be getting paid.

I had no appointments scheduled, but felt like I should stay open in case there were any walk-ins. Margot and Sariah showed up, and it was so nice to be together again. Sariah looked incredible, almost as though nothing had happened, but Margot was still clingy and it struck me that her time with Makeda and separation from Katie were more traumatic than I realized.

“We can go visit Katie once the current situation has been settled,” I offered and Margot shrugged.

“She’s got her own life now, I don’t want to force myself into it.” The sad smile on her face made me drop the subject. I could partially empathize; being away from my son was tough, but it felt wrong to become a part of his life when there was a chance I’d never return.

I tried to stop the morbid thoughts from intruding, but they kept pushing to the forefront, unwanted and vicious. I felt like I was living on borrowed time, that it all should’ve ended when Lesander captured me before. I had no clue why. I was prepared, Lyra had made sure of that, and no matter when Lesander showed, I’d have support. Of course, he would too and I hoped he wouldn’t drag it out, that we could end this thing sooner rather than later.

“Anything wrong?” Sariah asked, perching on my desk as I stared blankly into the distance. It was almost midnight and even though a few people had come in, I had nothing firm planned and decided to call it a day.

“No,” I lied and forced a smile. She was so beautiful and having her back in my life meant so much. There was no way I could put it into words, but I felt like she understood. “Let’s go.”

Three people, a dog and a holy sword on my bike wasn’t ideal and Sariah offered to meet us back home, but I didn’t want to be away from either of them, so I locked the front door and stuffed Lemmy into his basket, then pulled on my helmet. Margot got on behind me and Sariah behind her and I maneuvered us out of the parking lot, then pulled onto the main road.

It was cold and foggy, but at least it wasn’t freezing. As the scenery flew by, I mused about the fact that I definitely preferred bikes to horses and even though I had a full harem at my disposal, not being able to ride my bike in Narraan was definitely a strike against it. I was so wrapped up in my own thoughts that I almost didn’t see the body laying in the middle of the road.
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The storm


“Fuck!” I screamed, slamming on my brakes and skidding to a stop a few meters past the prone body. My heart was racing, and I considered ignoring it, but my conscience wouldn’t let me and I turned back, approaching it slowly before stopping and getting off the bike.

If I had been paying closer attention, I would’ve noticed the increasing vibration thrumming through my core, the sword glowing on my bike and the sensation that something, or multiple somethings, were staring at me from the thick woods nearby. I didn’t, and squatted down next to the person, then glanced at Margot and Sariah, who had climbed off the bike and were slowly approaching. I held out my hand, motioning for them to stand back as I rolled the body over, then stepped away.

The woman was unconscious, and I pulled out my phone to call 911. As soon as I dialed and pulled the phone to my ear, her eyes flew open. They glowed, and she stood, twisting unnaturally as her face distorted into a grotesque mask and I realized she was absolutely not what she appeared to be.

“Hello, nine-one-one. What is your emergency?”

What was I going to tell the woman on the other end? That a demon was in the road in front of me and I was about to be attacked. I ended the call, then shoved my phone into my pocket. It was dead quiet and the cold air surrounding me shifted, the sensation of being in a vacuum intensifying as I turned around, surveying the empty space around me.

It didn’t feel empty; it felt alive, and I was aware that something was watching me, anticipating what I would do, how I would react. I returned my attention to the thing in front of me.

“Who are you?” I asked as the demon’s face grew more distended and freakishly grotesque. Its eyes glowed as it lowered itself to the ground, growling and Lemmy barked, struggling to get out of his carrier as energy surged around me and I focused only on the vile creature in front of me.

“We only want you,” it growled, the words barely that, more like guttural grunts and it moved closer, inching nearer as my heart pounded in my chest, and I backed away.

“Did Lesander send you? Where is he?”

“He’s everywhere, don’t you know that?” The creature jerked unnaturally, growing thicker, the clothes ripping and tearing as its skin turned dark and scaled and oozing pustules broke through. I had no clue what the fuck it was, but I knew I needed to kill it.

“I want to talk to him,” I said, easing towards my bike as the creature stalked me, jerking as it transformed, growing larger with each passing second and I tried to stay calm. Demons fed on fear and if I showed any, it would use that against me. An icy breeze blew around me and I took a deep breath. I was ready, I could beat this thing, I just had to get to my sword.

“You will see him soon enough.” Lemmy’s barks were growing louder, and he shifted inside the kennel. I didn’t want him to get hurt, but he didn’t want to miss out on the fight. The kennel burst open and he jumped out, transforming into Cerberus and racing towards the demon. The distraction was exactly what I needed and Sariah tossed me my sword.

The blade blazed and a new message slowly burned itself into the steel.

Mihi vindictam.

Vengeance is mine.

I smiled. This was going to end now. I was tired of running, tired of waiting and I was ready to finish it one way or the other.

The demon stood on its hind legs, letting out an ear piercing scream as Margot hissed next to me. My body was vibrating, and I knew that this was only the beginning. I had to save my strength and be smart about the fight. Lyra had taught me to initiate, then retreat, to force my opponents to exhaust themselves.

It sprang at me and I heard a growl, then flesh ripping as Lemmy grabbed its leg and dug his teeth into the creature’s muscle. The demon screamed, distracted, and I took the opportunity to step closer and swing the massive sword, making contact with its neck, cutting the head off cleanly and as it dissolved into a pile of goo, I took a step back, surveying the damage and fantasizing I just faced the worst of what Lesander had to offer.

A sudden scream behind me shattered that illusion and I saw Margot and Sariah jump onto another demon, teeth bared as they ripped out the throat of a goat-like creature as it screamed and writhed beneath them. Another emerged from the woods around us and I tried to lead it away from the other, then swung. This one was more agile, on two legs, and evaded the swing. The sword burned hot in my hand and I glanced at Lemmy, who was preoccupied with another demon that resembled a boar crossed with an alligator.

Margot and Sariah seemed to have the creature they were fighting under control, so I focused on the thing that suddenly appeared across from me. Its flesh melted from its body and I could clearly see the musculature flexing as it stalked me, taking slow, measured steps, its eyes glowing fiercely. I took a low swing, grazing it across its thigh and it screamed, stepping back and I thrust again, this time taking off its head.

Another appeared, then another, each one more grotesque than the last and I wondered how long the waves would continue. We were all holding our own, but I wasn’t sure how long we could last. Bodies littered the ground and my feet slid in the gore as we continued to fight. Margot’s eyes glowed as she stared at me, then struck a female demon with her nails, pulling off a huge chunk of the creature before using her teeth to decapitate it.

My heart was racing and the sky above us completely dark. The fight moved into a nearby parking lot, escalating as more demons appeared, some like nightmares from the darkest recesses of my mind. The pendant Lyra gave me vibrated and when I saw a light appear in the nearby woods, I knew it was her.

She didn’t want to miss out on the fight and I smiled as she raced towards me, sword drawn, then slicing down at a demon that had snuck up behind me.

“Thanks,” I said, and she smiled, then pulled her hair back into a ponytail, ready to go.

“I told you I’d be back,” she said, then crouched down as the onslaught continued. Watching her in action was incredible. Each slice and thrust was fluid and controlled and I wondered if I would ever be as good as her, then I remembered I didn’t want to practice enough to get to that level.

Just as the thought entered my mind, another creature lunged at me. I had no clue where they were coming from, but there could be hundreds of them and there was no way we could last for too much longer.

“Should we fall back?” I asked Lyra, then raced towards Sariah. She was on the ground, a demon standing over her, its teeth bared as she snarled. I swung at it, taking off its head, then spinning around to lunge at one behind me. I jabbed into its core, then took off its head as it keeled over, its body liquefying.

The onslaught continued as I helped Sariah stand. Luckily, the demons so far had been fairly weak, but if they kept coming, there was no way we’d be able to hold out. I considered my options. There was a church nearby, or we could try to get home, even though I wasn’t sure if that would be a good idea. Another demon raced towards me and I slashed through its chest, then spun around, taking off its head.

“Lesander!” I called out, wanting to see him, to confront him, to destroy him. Power and fear and anger surged through me. I knew he was there, I could feel him. Then a thought occurred to me. The angels I’d met so far were petty as fuck, maybe I could use that against him. “Are you scared to confront me yourself?”

Suddenly everything stopped. The remaining demons melted into the asphalt. A breeze came out of nowhere and I lowered my arms, checking to make sure everyone was still in one piece. I noticed Margot was limping and rushed over to her.

“Are you okay?” She whimpered, and I looked at the wound. Normally an injury would disappear quickly, but this one sizzled on her skin. “Fuck.”

I remembered when Trina had injured Katie, how bad the wound was, but thought that vampire blood could fight the infection. Pain filled her dark eyes, and I glanced at Sariah. I couldn’t focus on Lesander if I was worried about her injury.

“I’ll be fine,” Margot said, then stumbled to the ground as I wrapped my arms around her, then shifted my attention to Sariah.

“Can you fix her?” Sariah nodded. “Go to the mausoleum where you left Katie. I’ll come find you once it’s safe, okay?”

Margot stared at me, upset and I knew that losing her would be worse than death.

“I can’t go, this is the entire reason we’re here,” she pleaded as I gritted my teeth. I needed to know that she was safe and even though it was absolutely the worst timing, I leaned down to kiss her. I was covered in blood, guts and demon venom, but kissing her made everything so much better.

“You’re no good to me like this.” I felt bad putting it that way, but I needed her to leave, needed to know that she was safe. Sariah picked her up like she weighed nothing, then sped off towards the church. Lemmy joined me and I walked back towards Lyra.

“I think he’s coming now. He only wants me.” I gripped her shoulder and stared into her green eyes. She needed to know that I was serious. “If I die, go back to Narraan and never return here. I don’t want to risk him finding my son.” Lyra nodded, and I took a few deep breaths, wiped my bloody forehead on the sleeve of my t-shirt, then glanced at Lemmy, his three heads panting, tongues hanging nearly to the ground. He loved a good fight, but looked exhausted. “You okay?”

One of his heads barked, and another growled, the third gave me a smile and I laughed. If this really was the end, I couldn’t imagine having better companions.

There was a loud crash of thunder behind us and I spun around. I expected to see Lesander, but a little girl walked towards us. She couldn’t have been more than eight or nine and she wore a white dress that glowed in the darkness. Her dark hair was matted and greasy and she carried a worn teddy bear in her thin arms. There was no way she was real, but she looked heartbreakingly vulnerable surrounded by the gore littering the parking lot.

“Daddy.” Her voice was high pitched and shot through the early morning light. She extended her arms like she expected a hug and I knew she was dangerous, but my protective instincts sharpened and I watched helplessly as she approached, unable to strike.

“She’s not real,” Lyra murmured beside me and Lemmy let out a low growl as he hunched down. The parking lot was silent, and a light flickered above us, shrouding the scene in a menacing veneer.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Your daughter,” she said, and I blinked.

“I don’t have a daughter.”

“You don’t remember me?” she asked, and I shook my head, wishing Lesander would quit playing games and show himself. The girl took a few steps closer, and I crouched, holding up my sword in a defensive posture.

“Don’t come any closer, I’ll kill you.” It felt like an empty threat, but I understood she wasn’t what she appeared to be, that she wouldn’t hesitate to destroy me, to destroy all of us. Lyra stood next to me, unmoved, and I knew I could count on her to do what needed to be done.

“What’s wrong, daddy?”

“I’m not your daddy, I said through clenched teeth and she started crying, bloody tears streaking down her face as she sobbed, then shifted. Lesander was fucking with me and I wasn’t amused. “Where the hell are you? Quit playing games!”

Suddenly Trina was in front of me, naked, her body more perfect than I remembered and she took another step towards me, licking her full lips and cupping her heavy breasts.

“Daddy,” she purred, and I shook my head. “Why do you want to hurt me?”

I didn’t know what this thing was, but she appeared to be more lucid than the rest of the creatures we had battled.

“Should I kill her?” Lyra asked, and I shook my head.

“Where is Lesander? I’m ready to face him.” The creature stared at me blankly and I noticed that the sky was turning pink.

Had we been there that long? I shook my head and returned my attention to her as her flesh bubbled, then peeled. It was repulsive, but I held up my sword defensively, refusing to look away.

“He’s coming…” Trina said, the smile twisting her lips cruel and harsh. Her long, dark hair was tangled, and she took another step closer. I didn’t want to kill her again, but I knew I had to do it, there was no other option. I gripped my weapon and took a deep breath and just as I was about to lop off her head, Lyra jumped in front of me, shoving her short sword through the creature’s stomach, then in one fluid motion, yanking it upwards and splitting the thing in half.

Trina stared at me blankly for a few seconds, blinking twice, before her body split, then collapsed onto the ground, transforming into a sizzling pile of meat, emitting a horrific stench that caused me to gag.

“Thanks,” I said, staring at Lyra as she wiped her sword off on some nearby grass, then casually shoved it into her belt. She was so great and as the sun peeked over the horizon, I hoped that Margot and Sariah were safely in the mausoleum.

“Where are you?” I screamed into the sky and my question was answered a few minutes later by a rip of thunder and a guttural scream that echoed around us.

The sky darkened, filling with clouds and a bolt of lightning struck nearby, causing me to jump. There wasn’t much fight left in me, but I pulled myself together. I had to destroy him, everything was at stake.

“Are you going to run away again?”

The voice boomed around me, and I gripped my sword. It glowed in my hand and I could feel power surge through me as my core buzzed and warmed.

“Where is he?” Lyra murmured as she turned her back to mine, looking for any opportunities that could give me an advantage. I remembered our last encounter, in his realm and I shuddered. I couldn’t go back to that, I’d rather die.

“Show yourself, Lesander. Unless you’re afraid.” Waves of bemused laughter rippled around me and I hated how difficult he was going to make this.

“You’re a little bitch, just like your father. Why would I be afraid of you?” There was a pause, and I heard my name from across the parking lot.

“Rhys!” It sounded like Aurora, but I couldn’t be certain if it was actually her or one of Lesander’s illusions.

“Is it her?” Lyra whispered, and I shrugged, worried that Lesander was fucking with me. Aurora ran closer, wearing a ridiculous pristinely white jumpsuit that hugged every curve as her body glowed. As she approached, I felt pretty confident that nothing else could mimic the same air of superiority and general haughtiness that she wore like armor.

“God, I’m glad I didn’t miss out on this,” she said as she gave me a kiss, then took a step back, her face twisted with revulsion. “You’re disgusting. You need a bath.”

“Yeah, well, that’s going to have to wait…” A loud clap of thunder sounded overhead and Lemmy let out a ferocious growl. One of his heads was chewing idly on a piece of demon and I was glad that at least one of us was getting a snack. I turned around, then looked for any sign of my father’s mortal enemy, but the parking lot was silent and the air still.

My heart was pounding, and my ears were ringing, and the tension was completely overwhelming. There was another crack of thunder and Lesander dropped from the sky, landing in a crouched position in front of me, then stood, like a cobra preparing to strike.

Somehow, he was even more immense than I remembered and his broad, ugly face contorted into something resembling a smile, but he was not amused. As he stared at me, I could feel him trying to enter my thoughts, injecting overwhelming doubt and fear into my mind. My training with Calle paid off and as I drove him out, I saw him grimace.

His muscled arms flexed, straining the black shirt he was wearing as the runes on his arms glowed. He clenched his enormous fists and growled; the earth shaking beneath us as he tried to force his way in again.

“Your time with the fairy creatures benefited you,” he said, his voice rumbling as the tattoos glowed brighter and his power surged. “Too bad it will not save you. I’ll relish destroying you, but raising your son as my own will be even more satisfying when I subsume Narraan.”

“Go fuck yourself,” I said, fury ripping through me. I wanted to take the first swing, to start the battle, but if there was one thing Lyra taught me, it was that I needed to plan, that I shouldn’t just dive in. I stared at him, looking for any sign of weakness. His arms flexed menacingly as his scowl deepened and he took a step closer. He held out his hand, and I was thrown backwards, skidding across the cold asphalt and I realized he was trying to separate us.

I stood, my palms covered in blood and gripped the sword tightly, racing towards him, but stopping next to Aurora as Lemmy lunged, biting at his legs.

“Can you distract him?” I whispered, remembering how she had restrained him during our last encounter.

“Of course,” she said with a wink, then backed away. The movement caused Lesander to break his focus on Lemmy, whose heads were snapping viciously. I lunged at his torso as Lyra rolled behind him and slashed his thigh. Blood poured out, but he appeared relatively uninjured.

“You allow your women to protect you?” He cackled, and that was enough to sufficiently piss off Aurora, who looked like she was about to lose her mind. “They should know their place.”

“You piece of shit,” she spit, a dull glow emanating from her body and spreading outwards. The light was so bright that I had to look away, but seconds later, he was restrained. I hoped that would give Lyra and I enough time to mount another attack. Lesander cried out, attempting to break the force field and Aurora clenched her fist, straining but fully in control. “Can I kill him?”

“No!” I shouted, needing him to stay put. I worried that striking him directly would cause him to disappear and as Aurora hissed under the intense strain, I needed to act fast. Lyra circled him slowly, ready to strike if he worked his way loose.

The sky broke open above us and rain fell, droplets at first, then turning into a downpour as his body began to ripple and glow, contorting and twisting as he attempted to regain control.

His skin cracked, light emanating from inside and I struck his thigh. A stream of light poured out, and he jerked his head in my direction. He looked scared, and I relished it, focusing on what he had done to me, and what he would do if he was victorious.

There was no time to think. I needed to act — needed to end this fight now.

I remembered what Belial had told me, that I had to cut out his heart and feed it to Lemmy. It was objectively disgusting, but I didn’t have time to dwell on the specifics. I held the sword above my head, driving it down through his shoulder as he cried out in pain. His body split, the runes dimming as he opened up, and I saw a glowing orb where his heart would be.

“Is that it?” Lyra murmured, and I nodded, pulling my sword out of his trunk of a body, then taking one final slash to detach his head. It flew away as Aurora released the field and stumbled back, panting and Lyra raced to her side.

His heart wasn't what I imagined, but I cut it out, watching as the beats slowed, dying as it flickered and dimmed. I glanced at Lemmy and swallowed.

“You know what you need to do, right?” One of his heads barked, and he leaned down, his powerful jaws ripping the orb into three pieces, then each of his heads taking a chunk and swallowing it whole. The heads looked at me, panting and whining as he sat his large body on the pavement and belched, then thumped his stubby tail against the ground before rolling onto his back. I scratched the hellhound’s belly and laughed like a madman, unable to believe that it was finally over.
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All things must pass


I was exhausted, covered in blood and guts and who the fuck knew what else, and every muscle in my body ached with exhaustion. Aurora wrapped her arm around Lyra, pulling her close as Lyra rested her head on the taller woman’s shoulder.

We had done it, well, I assumed that we had done it. I didn't know if I had to watch Lemmy shit out the heart or if it would just slog its way through his system like anything else. I figured he had it under control and watched as he shifted back into his chihuahua form, then skittered towards me and barked.

Silence echoed across the parking lot and the remnants of the fight slowly disappeared as I noticed cars and trucks reappearing around us. I wondered if Lesander had teleported us to his realm, if we had now returned, but I didn’t waste too much effort thinking about it. I had won, at least I thought I had and I didn’t know what to do next.

“I should go,” Aurora murmured. Even though I was disgusting, she gave me a kiss, and I revelled in the warmth, lingering for a few seconds as relief washed through me like a gentle wave.

“Thanks so much,” I said, knowing that the words themselves were insufficient and hoping that she understood the gravity behind them. She looked drained and as she faded away, she blew me a kiss. Some guy in a truck honked at us and I flipped him off, mildly annoyed as I scooped up Lemmy and motioned for Lyra to follow me.

“Ready to get home?” I asked, and she nodded. I needed to make sure Margot and Sariah were alright. I secured Lemmy in his basket, then climbed on my bike. Once Lyra was behind me, I headed towards the church, hoping that they were resting.

It was cold, but I didn’t notice the frigid air as we drove down the road. I felt like everything had changed. It hadn’t, but I had and I smiled. I parked in the gravel lot beside the church, dismounted and picked my way across the graveyard and towards the old mausoleum. I didn’t want to disturb them, but I wouldn’t be able to rest until I saw them alive. I peeked inside and saw Sariah holding Margot, who was fast asleep on the other woman’s lap.

“Will she be okay?” I whispered.

Sariah’s blue eyes glowed, and she nodded, pressing her index finger against her red lips and I breathed a sigh of relief. I left them there, returning to my bike and looking around as the sun rose higher in the sky. I was physically and mentally spent, the stress of the last few months flowing out of my body and I exhaled, all the emotions inside of me fighting for the opportunity to work their way out. Lyra cocked her eyebrow, then buried her face in my back as I drove us home. All I wanted was to get a shower, a really strong drink and to never see another demon again.

“I’m going to sleep,” Lyra mumbled, staggering to my bedroom and discarding her bloody clothes along the way. Lemmy jumped onto the sofa, circling a few times before collapsing with a huff and I placed the sword in the corner. It glowed one last time as the words disappeared and suddenly looked like a cheap souvenir from some great-uncle’s European vacation.

The magic was gone, this was all that remained. That thought injected a dose of anxiety directly into my brain and I suddenly felt hollow, devoid of purpose. My life for the past few months had been focused on a single goal and now that I had succeeded, I felt aimless.

“Fuck it.” I mumbled and decided I’d feel better after a hot shower.

I wasn’t totally surprised that I didn’t end up in the bathroom, but the space I currently occupied wasn’t the bar either. It was a hospital room. The steady beeping of the monitors combined with the intensely sterile odor were disconcerting. I looked around and saw a man in a single bed.

I walked towards him, crossing my arms. It was Belial. I stared down at my father, unsure exactly what was happening. He looked bad, his heavy-lidded eyes were half open, and he took a deep breath, then stared at me.

“I'm dying, son.”

I heard what he said, but could not process the meaning. I remembered what Enoch had told me, but the reality, or whatever this was, was far worse than anything I could've imagined.

“What? How?” My questions made no sense, but neither did this. “Why?”

“You know, the constant bureaucracy gets to you after a while. The grind is unbearable. I thought we could change things, but I guess that’s impossible.” He suddenly reminded me of my adoptive father and I wondered if the pain of knowing that you would never really make a difference in the eternal scheme of things was a universal condition.

“But I just met you.” It was a weak argument, but it was all I had. “You can't go yet. I need you.”

“No you don't. You proved that you'll be just fine on your own.” He paused, and I thought I saw a tear. “Make yourself happy, Rhys. You have a son now and I’m giving you back your mother. It took some wrangling,” he coughed, the spasm causing the monitors to beep vigorously, and I realized that this was actually happening, that I was watching him die. “But the…the agreement is that she has to go directly to Narraan.” He coughed, then wheezed, and I felt absolutely helpless. “They don’t want anyone on Earth knowing that it’s possible, you know, status quo and all that.”

He waved his hand before succumbing to another coughing fit and when he pulled it away from his mouth, his palm was coated with blood. He wiped it on the pristine white sheets and the sight was disconcerting.

The entire scene was so completely unnecessary, but if there was one thing Belial loved, it was drama and he wasn’t going to fade away gracefully. He would make his exit from the cosmos as dramatic as possible.

“Goddamnit. Could someone get me some morphine?” He screamed, and I ran to the door to find a nurse. Enoch’s warning had felt so abstract, death for someone like Belial had to be an impossibility, but it was actually happening and panic broke loose inside of me, shooting through every cell like a pinball machine.

“Don’t worry about it, these state facilities are all the same,” he wheezed and took a few breaths, calming down, then narrowing his puffy eyes. “You’d think that a guy with as much seniority as me would get better treatment.”

The hallway was empty, and I returned to his bed, pressing the red alert button and hoping that someone would show up. Despair filled me and a lump formed in my throat, but I couldn’t let myself cry in front of him, so I took a deep breath and tried to focus.

“So you can just bring people back to life?”

“What? Only one guy’s allowed to do it?” He let out a painful laugh. “Just get her out of here asap, the last thing we need is people finding out it’s possible.”

“Is this…actually happening?” I waved my hand, not wanting to say the words, but needing to know if he was jerking me around. Even though he was a complete and total piece of shit, he was my piece of shit and I loved him in spite of it, or maybe because of it. I wasn’t sure and the whole thing was way too complicated to figure out.

“Yeah, it looks like it.” He was tired, and I ultimately couldn’t blame him — eternal life sounded like hell.

“So, what happens, you know…after…”

“Who the fuck knows. Maybe I’ll move on to a farm upstate, maybe nothing. I gotta admit that the uncertainty is part of the appeal.”

“Couldn’t you, uh, hold off or something? Maybe you could meet your grandson first…”

He shook his head, and my breath caught in my throat.

“I…I need to know, did you choose my mom because you knew who she was?” There were so many things I wanted to ask, but that seemed like the most important and I couldn’t let him die without knowing the truth.

A series of coughs wracked his frail body, setting off the alarms and a bevy of nurses rushed into the small room. They were all wearing the most ridiculous sexy nurse Halloween costumes I’d ever seen, and I took a step back as they started working on him. I’d be laughing at the absurdity if I was anywhere else, but my chest tightened as I understood that what was happening in front of me was absolutely real.

One of the nurses grabbed the defibrillator, and I tried to get closer as they began the countdown and his limp body seized on the bed. He stabilized for a few minutes and waved them away, allowing me to break through the crowd and I hoped he’d be able to answer one last question.

“Did you only have me to fight Lesander?” I didn’t know how else to ask. It felt crass and wrong, but I needed to know and I should’ve realized that I’d never get a truthful answer, that I’d have to live with the uncertainty of my origin for the rest of my life.

“You’re the best thing I ever did, Rhys…” his voice trailed off and his eyes were suddenly empty, staring straight ahead as his body relaxed and his head lolled to the side.

“Do something!” I shouted at the nurses. “Bring him back! He can’t die!”

They took a step away from the bed, whispering amongst themselves and I returned my attention to him.

“Belial, you fucking piece of shit! You can’t leave me now!” I was upset, annoyed and worst of all, deeply sad. I didn’t realize how much I’d grown to depend on him, how much I enjoyed talking to him and appreciated the reassurance of knowing that he was ultimately there for me.

I gripped his hand, and he whispered my name one last time then began to fade, his body going out of focus as I released him and watched him disappear completely. I blinked, unable to believe what I’d seen. The man in the bed had vanished, leaving nothing behind and I looked frantically around the room, hoping that he was playing the world’s worst joke on me.

He wasn’t. He was gone, and I was alone.

The group of nurses were slowly disappearing, blinking out of existence, then the furniture, then the walls and I could feel the space collapsing around me. There was a bright light a hundred feet away, and I ran towards it hurtling myself through it and into the hallway beside the front door, the place where it all began.
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Epilogue


“Cori! Do I have any appointments tomorrow? Ouch, fuck, goddamnit.”

Winston was shading some custom art on my back, and I gripped the table. It hurt like hell and I was reminded why I hadn’t gotten more ink.

“No, you’re clear until Wednesday. Going out of town?” She shouted, and I yelped.

“Yeah. Fuck! Jesus Christ, dude, what the hell are you doing back there?”

“Quit being such a fucking pussy, you’re going to scare off the customers.” He was right, and I bit my tongue, but I wished I’d just gone with a couple of names instead of a full-on back plate with everyone in it. The design had taken a few weeks, and I was happy with it, until the work actually started on my flesh.

The door jingled, and I heard Margot and Sariah’s voices. Margot had started her apprenticeship as an artist a few weeks ago. She had a fantastic eye and customers liked her aesthetic. Right now she was only doing sketches, but I’d ordered her a pig carcass so she could start getting used to working on skin.

When Winston started training her, I warned him I’d cut off his balls if he looked at her the wrong way. He told me he had zero interest in women and I was absolutely certain that I’d made the right decision hiring him. The two of them got along well and it was nice to have another artist in training for when I had to leave.

Sariah was working as an ancient languages translator at a major European university. She loved the work and was good at it and I was glad that she’d finally found a way to put her extensive language skills to use. Before he died, Belial released Aurora and even though she still visited occasionally, I was positive she was off most of the time settling ancient scores.

I split my time between Earth and Narraan. It worked out well because I could spend a month there, then come back and almost no time had passed. It was like I was living two lives, but so far there weren’t any problems and I saw no reason to change anything.

I loved everything about my life.

“Let’s call it for now,” I said to Winston, and he groaned. I knew he wanted to get this job over with, but I couldn’t take much more and was ready to call it a day.

It was almost time to leave. I leaned down to give Margot a kiss, then scooped Sariah into my arms, grimacing as my t-shirt brushed against my raw back and I flinched.

“You smell good…” Sariah murmured, licking her lips as she smiled and I rolled my eyes. Everyone knew about the situation and no one seemed to care. It wasn’t any of their business anyway and we were all happy. Lemmy barked, and I let Sariah go and scooped him up, kissing his head before handing him off to Margot.

I had no clue if Cerberus was still in there, but I hoped I wouldn’t have to find out. Things had been peaceful and amazing and I hoped they’d stay that way.

“I’ll be back tomorrow, okay?” I waved goodbye and walked into the waiting area where Lyra sat, flipping through a magazine.

“Ready?” She glanced at me, then stood, adjusting her sword. I’d told her a thousand times that she didn’t need it anymore, but she insisted. She saw me looking at it and shrugged. “You never know.”

I laughed. It felt good.

We left Good Ink and walked through the parking lot and into a patch of woods nearby.

“How’s Belial?” I asked as Lyra spun up the portal. She gnawed on her lip and I knew that she hated it when I distracted her, but I couldn’t help it. I was excited to see my son. He was in good hands and even when I was in Narraan, there was so much going on that I didn’t get to spend as much time with him as I wanted.

“You know how the Queen Mother is…” Lyra loved and respected my mom, but they clashed regularly over how my son should be raised.

“Yeah, she’s a handful.” I exhaled and rolled my eyes. We were all surprised at how well she had adapted to her new life. I had initially wanted to relinquish my title and give it to her, but she wasn’t interested. Instead, she busied herself raising her grandson and catching up on everything that she had missed in her time away.

The portal floated in front of us, and Lyra motioned for me to enter. I emerged on the other side, the air invigorating me as I inhaled deeply and lifted my face to the intense rays of the two suns. I surveyed the surrounding hills and as Lyra stepped through, joining me, I grabbed her hand, leading the way to my castle and my son and everything I ever wanted.

***

If you enjoyed this series, don't forget to leave a review or rating. Get more at tate-bull.com
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Reborn: The Complete Series

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GSMVB3LP

I am the sole occupant of Neptune Orbital Station 55792 and have served as its caretaker for nearly a century. I live and work alone, monitoring incoming traffic to the Sol System and making daily reports to my superiors.

An emergency docking request from an alien vessel throws my routine into chaos. The creature's human cargo carry with them a devastating secret and everything I thought I knew is called into question. Their arrival sets off a chain of events that force me to reckon with a past that I know nothing about and as I fight for survival, questions about my own humanity begin to surface.

OEBPS/font_rsrc1DF.ttf


OEBPS/image_rsrc1DH.jpg





cover.jpeg
o i 2

Y HARRY
ENDING

A PARANORMAL HAREM SERIAL EANTASY
PART 5 OF MY PARANORMAL GIRLFRIENDS SERIES

-~

)





OEBPS/image_rsrc1DJ.jpg
THE EDMF(I_ETE EEHIEE

TAE‘E BULL





