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ABOUT THRICE CHARMED


I can't remember her. But my body does.

When the rogue vampire Vlad and his red-headed spawn appear in our region, it feels like a ghost from my past—intimate, familiar, impossible. Rachael. A name others recognize, but I'm drawing a blank. Part of my memory is a black space.

My family sees the mystery: a vampire-Fae hybrid who shouldn't exist. I feel the connection: a woman I should know but can't remember. A human became Fae. Then vampire. A feeder—the dark class that historically always causes trouble. But Alyssa doesn't yet realize what caused Rachael’s rebirth. She should be a dry husk from Vlad’s deadly bite.

My team uncovers a mystery woven through decades of San Diego's supernatural history, and we're racing to answer questions that could change everything:

Can feeders find redemption?

Do vampires always turn dark?

The woman I'm falling for isn't a stranger. She's a missing piece of my story, cut away by someone who thought they were saving me. And now I have to choose: accept the protection that kept me safe, or reclaim the memories—and the love—that might cost me everything.

Because I’m wondering if there’s room for a vampire in my circle of lovers?

Is it my destiny to walk the dark path with her, or drag Rachael into the light?

Some transformations can't be undone. Some loves refuse to stay forgotten. And some sacrifices were never ours to make—even if they were made with the best intentions.

The California saga concludes. All memories restored. All choices confronted. All questions answered.
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Explicit polyamorous romance. Urban fantasy. Memory magic. Vampire-Fae-feeder hybrid lore. Start with JACKL Inc. (Book 1).


PREFACE - AUTHOR’S NOTE


Hey, before you crack this open, let me catch you up—you’re sliding into the tail end of an eight-book family saga where ordinary folks wake up with fae powers that rewrite their lives, no manual included. Magic’s invisible but everywhere, the stuff that makes up reality; venom’s just concentrated magic, surging like a live wire. Light fae share it symbiotically—power traded freely grows stronger—while dark feeders drain everything selfishly.

Jeremiah’s your halfling patriarch, mind-molding morals into shape; Alyssa weaves telepathic meshes and warps space; Kelly’s the golden succubus teaching sustainable hunger. Their crew—Lexi (kitsune ops), Carmen (heart of the home), Rick (reborn incubus fighting dark urges)—hustles between La Jolla Estate gatherings, Fairview penthouse hunts, Balboa Park Enclave politics, and the Venue rooftop blurring fae-mundane worlds. Truth here? Slippery as venom-laced bliss—memories bend, artifacts warp wills, angelic lore hides fae family trees—but choices define the light path. You’ll land amid wedding chaos, Venue launches, and past bites resurfacing; everything you need unfolds naturally.

~ Mack


REFERENCES
MAPS, FLYER, AND CAST OF CHARACTERS


The following pages include a map of Serra Bay with key locations, a flyer found in a trash can in Balboa Park, and a cast of characters, their class and lineage, and their importance.
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For those who dare to bounce back and are resilient enough to seek beneficial changes..


"Third time's the charm."

— OLD PROVERB


THRICE CHARMED


PROLOGUE: VLAD
FRENCH QUARTER - NEW ORLEANS


November

The pull of the darkness was hard to resist, but staying away from the thrill of the hunt was impossible. Bourbon Street’s siren call of sin was only a few blocks down, but I was lingering near St. Louis Cathedral by Jackson Square instead of slinking through the grime further along that shadowy artery.

After Kevin staked me for my little spree in Pacific Beach, Gaia saw fit to drop me into the humid soup of New Orleans. Warm instead of ice-cold this time, but the swampy air was nothing like the clean salt of the Pacific. The moment I woke in this new flesh, I tasted a thicker dark on the air—vampires like me, sure, but also a whole menagerie of succubi and incubi gorging on the city’s sensual excess.

Mardi Gras or not, Bourbon Street never really sobered up. Always clinging to its laissez les bons temps rouler ethos like a drunk to his last bottle. The constant flux of inebriated mundanes made for excellent hunting grounds—as long as I didn’t treat it like Pacific Beach. It would be bad if I painted the Quarter with blood and bodies like that disaster. The party spilling out of Pat O'Brien's was slowly dying as the mundane crowd burnt out in the early hours of the morning. That’s when I saw her.

She was tall, maybe five-ten, with dark scarlet hair that caught the neon like a drop of blood on white Formica. She wore it loose, moving with her, and her dress was simple—black, fitted enough to know what was underneath without needing a map. Pale skin. That particular paleness doesn’t come from sunscreen and caution, but from deliberately choosing the dark and avoiding the glowing ball of plasma the mundane called the Sun.

Etienne was this region’s Kevin—Gaia’s appointed warden to keep the Fae and mundane in our usual truce. I landed here after Kevin staked me in Pacific Beach and had to learn his way of keeping the peace. Now this woman shows up with a Serra Bay scent. Gaia must laugh at the timing. Or was this more bullshit? Baiting me? Probably. But even bullshit could get you staked.

Her heartbeat was different. Slower than the mundanes stumbling past her. Steadier. There was a quality to it I recognized—not vampire, not fae, but not wholly mundane. Interesting. She was walking alone, either a sign of confidence or of stupidity. In New Orleans at four in the morning, the line gets blurry. But she carried herself like someone who knew the difference and didn’t care.

She paused at a wrought-iron gate, one of the old plantation homes pressed against the French Quarter, and I caught her scent on the wind—richer and more complex than the blood-sweet mundanes. I imagined how she’d taste, whether her heartbeat would quicken, and if she’d sense the darkness in me and choose to run or stay.

“This is me.” She bit her lip. “I didn’t get your name.”

“I didn’t give it to you,” I murmured. “It’s Vlad.”

“Rachael,” she said,”Vlad? That’s not a name one hears every day.” Her heartbeat quickened, and her pupils widened as she met my gaze. I looked away to break the spell. It was far too easy to enthrall someone like her. I had to keep this slow, had to follow Etienne’s fucking rules.

“It’s Russian.” Whether that was true or not, I no longer cared. I’d lived too long for details like that to matter.

“Are you from Russia?” she asked, smirking in a way that made my dick twitch.

“No. I lived in Serra Bay until a few years ago.”

“Really? I live there too. I needed a little adventure, and what’s more fun than the French Quarter?”

“Vegas,” I said. “Desert heat beats this humid soup.”

She nodded, and I noticed the light sheen of perspiration on her skin. She grinned. “I wish I’d thought of that before coming. But my room has AC, so…”

“Are you going to take pity on me and invite me up to cool down?”

“What if we heated up first?” she asked, opening the door and holding it for me.

I caught it and waved her ahead. She blushed and strode into the lobby. I followed, watching her hips sway and her ass shift under her tight black skirt.

“Top floor,” she said as she stepped into the elevator.

I paused on the threshold and waited. The rules were such bullshit, but I couldn’t break them unless⁠—

“Are you coming up?”

“Invite me. Use your words,” I murmured, lowering my voice to a growled whisper.

She rolled her eyes with a huffed sigh. “Come up, Vlad. You’re one of those guys, aren’t you?”

“Pardon?” I stepped into the cab and pressed her gently back against the wall.

“A dominant,” she said. “Always wanting to use protocol and manners. Control?”

I shrugged. “That’s not a bad thing, is it?”

“No.” She glanced at the floor, then lifted her green eyes to meet mine. “No, it’s not.”

For a moment, I considered taking her in the elevator, but I couldn’t risk leaving a body slumped in the corner. That would earn me a stake, even if Etienne understood my thirst. Instead, I simply held her gaze, feeling her mind loosen its grip as she slipped under my sway.

The door opened, and we lingered there until I finally glanced back over my shoulder at it. As soon as my gaze broke, she shook her head.

“Oh, sorry. I’m 505.”

I stepped into the hallway and held the elevator door, watching her. She looked up, lips curling into a grin.

“I’d like you to join me,” she said. “Please.”

“Manners are like catnip,” I said, waving her into the hallway and trailing her to her room. I licked my lips as my fangs descended. “So, you like control?”

She slid a key card from her bra and glanced back. “It’s my catnip.” A smirk curved her lush lips. She opened the door, and I followed her in, grabbing the sign from the handle and hanging it outside.

“No housekeeping,” I stated as the door clicked shut, and I dead-bolted the door. Her eyes were wide, pupils darkening as she moved her hand to push the strap off her shoulder. “Stop.”

Dropping her hands to her sides, she pulled her wrists behind her and held on to one with the other. Her body shook, with slight vibrations as her heartbeat quickened.

I touched my cold fingers to her shoulder, watching her eyes as I pulled her strap off her shoulders. I peeled the straps of her dress off her shoulders and tugged it past her breasts, and it fell to her waist.

She shimmied her hips, and the dress fell around her ankles. She wasn’t wearing panties and kept her stilettos on. She met my eyes as she started to kneel. “My name is Rachael, but you can call me anything you want.” She knelt submissively with her thighs open, spine straight, and head bowed.

She’d been trained, or was well read. I could taste the sweet surrender of her submission as I walked around and faced her. I looked at her as I unbuckled my belt, and her tongue traced over red-stained lips. I released my stiffness, gripping my shaft in my cold fist as she glanced up at me and leaned toward me.

“Good girl. You know what to do, don’t you? You don’t need to be commanded.”

She nodded with her eyes locked on mine. Her tongue slipped out and lapped along my frenulum before she sucked my crown between her lips.


ACT ONE
GATHERING
JACKSON ESTATE - LA JOLLA CLIFFS - NOVEMBER



CHAPTER 1
RICK
ESTATE - LA JOLLA CLIFFS


Sammi's hand felt warm and steady in mine as we poofed into the Estate foyer. Ocean salt, polished wood, fire-pit char, and the hum of closer family minds linked through our mind-mesh. Memories of my first visit with Sammi here echoed as Celia pressed close on my other side, her fingers trailing my arm to ground me before the looming meeting. Even Jeremiah's easy grin from the bottom of the stairs couldn't shake my anxiety.

The household manager, Carmen, waved from the kitchen archway to the side of the top landing of the entry. A wooden spoon dripping red sauce into the palm, as she brushed back a curl of her dark hair off her cheek. "Celia! Taste this—is it too much cumin?"

Celia kissed my cheek, the heat of her lips lingering. "Work calls, babe. Don't break anything." She swiveled to join Carmen, and the two of them swept into the kitchen chaos. I could just see Maria chopping onions, and beside her, Jess was plating pastries. Laughter spilled out of the buzzing hub of the Jackson home as the doors swung shut.

Sammi squeezed my hand and met my eyes with her crystal-blue gaze, steadying me. "You've got this, babe.”

We drifted down to the ring of sofas around the fire pit. The Pacific Ocean glinted through floor-to-ceiling windows just below the craggy cliffside Estate mansion. A low side table sat near the couches, laid out with a silver coffee urn, cream and sugar, and a platter of pastries that looked suspiciously like Carmen had Jess poofed the setup down from the kitchen.

Alyssa stood by the table in a cream-colored skirt suit, looking CEO-sharp while filling coffee mugs from the service. Jeremiah lounged a few steps away, one hip against the side of the buffet, his own mug steaming, holding a half-eaten almond croissant on a napkin in his other hand.

"Rick." Alyssa held out a full cup of black coffee, along with a plate already stacked with a cinnamon twist, two almond croissants, and a cheese Danish. Her dark eyes scanned me sharply. "Today marks the end of your probation. Congratulations on officially joining JACKL Inc. Is your beast side behaving?"

Balancing coffee in one hand and the overloaded plate in the other, I walked the few steps toward the nearest sofa as Jeremiah and Alyssa flanked me. "Things are good. We’re loving the Fairview Penthouse. Sammi's closer to her bay. Celia handles deli shifts across the street when she’s not helping Carmen. Naomi's making friends around Fairview. I’ve kept good relationships with my core group—Aisha, Priya, and Lana. They help keep my hunger in check."

Jeremiah smiled, unconcerned by the crumbs tumbling from his croissant. "What about the Venue? Zac's ogre crew working out? Jake and De mentioned delays."

"Nothing drastic. Just supply snags," I said, lowering toward the sofa cushion mid-stride. My Danish crumbled—flakes flying—as the napkin slipped from my lap. Fuck it. I dropped my mask and bloomed into full incubus form: eight feet of scaled burgundy muscle dominating the fire-ring space, a cinnamon-sulfur scent billowed from my scales as taloned fingers snatched the plate mid-air; tail tip speared the fallen croissant. Got it.

Playing it smooth, I offered the salvaged Danish to Sammi and settled beside her—wings folding neatly with a leathery rustle, pressing my thigh warmly against hers. “The high loft ceilings mean I have room to maneuver in either form.”

Sammi took the pastry gracefully, one-handed, balancing her mug without spilling a drop. She crossed her leg over her knee, stiletto pump dangling playfully from her toe—a picture of a nereid's effortless poise alongside the chaos of an incubus like me. “It’s a little bittersweet being away from the Estate so often,” Sammi took up the conversation. “We love our Fairview suite, but nothing beats full family affairs here."

Alyssa nodded after sipping her coffee, pushing her glasses up her nose before twisting her neck side to side. "Natural family evolution means changes in living conditions. This is our home—where we live and relax. The Penthouse at the Fairview's yours, Rick—you and your circle keep it Fae-friendly. Kelly's team splits time here and downtown. Lexi says she and Brooke are considering relocating to Fairview to be nearer to the Enclave."

Jeremiah leaned forward seamlessly, voice warm and measured. “It’s important that we keep the Enclave as operations central—where we work side-by-side with Fae. That’s an important link to our plans. The Venue, once finished, bridges Fae-human worlds. You’re important in all three of those efforts.” Alyssa met his eyes with a subtle shared smile.

I snatched my mug as my tail vanished, shrinking back to human form. “I’m glad to help. I’ve fully embraced the light side and am improving our relationship with the mundane. Sammi’s converted me from my dark past.” I took a bite of my cinnamon twist, chewing slowly in the awkward silence. “My form control's solid now, same with pheromones. No accidental shifts or leaks. But I have this memory gap." I rubbed my temples. “Back before I came here the first time. I remember being alone in my apartment. The doorbell rings, and I open the door, and everything blanks. Then my next memory is lying face-down hogtied in Playroom. Lexi is on my back. I keep getting flashes of red hair and a blank face. But it’s the wrong shade to be Lexi's." I turned to Sammi. "Could it be a past-life glitch?"

Sammi squirmed in her seat. She shifted closer. She knew something, but she was no longer my handler. My rebirth phase had ended. I earned the team's trust. She was one of my primary romantic partners, and in the process, gave up mentoring me.

Alyssa tilted her head, glancing at Jeremiah with an intensity that seemed as if they were inside each other's heads. He turned and focused on me, and met my eyes. “An incident happened earlier that night. For your safety and our protection, we firewalled it. It will wear off over time and give you the flashes you’re experiencing. We can strengthen the wards to make them less noticeable. But we need to keep that memory walled off.”

I exhaled. My anxiety eased. "Makes sense. Knowing that will help me ignore it. No fix needed." Jeremiah leaned in again, measured. “Good, we need you focused on the immediate missions. Getting the Venue operational as an entertainment nexus for both Fae and mundanes. Working with Lexi for any rebirth missions. We’ve heard from higher up that the dark types are grumbling about making noise again. We need your head in the right place, Rick.”

When I nodded, Jeremiah turned back to his partner. Alyssa slid a glossy folder over, adorned with the JACKL logo. “With your probation over, here is your full-time JACKL contract. It’s more for the mundane side—taxes and that sort of thing. Just need your signatures.” Her smile warmed. “You’re doing great. We see your commitment to JACKL’s light-side goals.”

"Great. I'll look them over and sign." I took the folder and rose. Sammi stood beside me. We shook hands all around.

Alyssa eyed my plate and mug. "Leave them on the buffet. Carmen's team cleans up before staging for tonight."

"I'm excited," Sammi said, taking my hand. "Naomi will love eating with the whole family."

"I'll bring these back then?” I raised a brow as I held up the folder. "Just ensuring I grasp everything in the legalese, before I sign.”

Jeremiah clapped my shoulder. "Great. Things are smooth. Head into the workday. See you back at the estate for family dinner."

Alyssa smiled, then poofed away.

"I'll chat with her at the Enclave," Sammi said as we climbed the steps to the front door. "Roll call's at nine in the bullpen."

I checked my watch—8:05. Plenty of time before the Enclave roll call. “I should check-in with Lana. She's been extra frisky since Chelsea landed for her layover yesterday. She’s been sending me fire emojis non-stop, hoping for a threesome before Chels flies the redeye to London."

Sammi shook her head, that knowing grin flashing. “Just shower before coming to work, babe. Rinse the pheromones off. Don’t want to kick off an accidental orgy at debrief."

We stepped into blinding La Jolla sunlight, another flawless cliffs day with ocean haze kissing the horizon. Sammi sparkled away in a wink of azure light. I poofed straight to Fairview Apartments, materializing in the shadowed hall outside Lana's door. Knocked twice—sharp, no bullshit.

The door cracked open. "Hey, cowboy." Lana's pixie-cut red hair stuck out wildly, robe gaping wide like an invitation. Freckles dusted her pert breasts and trim abs, leading to that signature red landing strip above smooth, already-glistening lips. Late thirties vibe, lean MILF build, with eyes hungry as a wolf. "Saw my texts?” she hooked her thumb behind her. “Chelsea's crashing in the bedroom—wide awake, but she’s gonna be a grumpy bitch when the jetlag hits.”

A throaty British laugh echoed: “Oy! I heard that, ya slag!”

"Gotta be quick," I said, stepping inside as Lana tugged my belt loose. The door clicked shut as we made a beeline to the bedroom. “I have a meeting in an hour."

"Mmm, Rick. Fancy joining us, luv?" Chelsea propped on an elbow amid rumpled sheets. She was an early-twenties flight attendant with lush, light-brown waves tumbling past her shoulders. Her green eyes sparkled wickedly watching me approach. Her fabulous full breasts pillowed deep against the coverlet, pulling my gaze to her flat abdomen, then down to her smooth, bare mound, a teasing promise. She patted the mattress invitingly, eyes devouring my rising cock.

I flipped my pheromones on high, the room filling with my cinnamon essence as I stripped fast. By the time I crawled between them, both women stared up at me with blown pupils, glowing eyes locked on me. Their bodies writhing with impatience. It was time to feed, and this pair was always a delicious snack.


CHAPTER 2
JEREMIAH
ESTATE OFFICES - LA JOLLA CLIFFS


As I scanned the Pacific horizon from my office window on the administrative side of our cliffside estate, a familiar calm settled over me. I was reminiscing—thinking about everything that had changed since our core family first arrived, spent that first night at the Embassy Suites, moved into the Fairview Apartments across the street, and finally all came together in our custom-renovated resort home.

It had been a few years since that frantic period after we left our comfortable Oregon home. Publicly, we’d established ourselves in the Serra Bay area. Quietly, in the shadows, Alyssa had become known as a powerful mage and had solidified her role as the regional Fae leader.

Through it all, the family had held firm, even as it continued to stretch and grow. My children were all adults now, building their own lives. This was when they should have been taking control of their futures and drifting in different directions. It was remarkable we’d stayed this close for so long. But even that closeness was stretching: Lexi and Carmen had new lovers, and Kelly spent more time with Lily. Alyssa and I remained steady, and I was grateful for that.

Carmen: Dinner’s ready.

Her voice in my head snapped me out of my woolgathering. I stepped back from the window, cleared my desk, and shut down my computer.

“Babe? You coming?” Alyssa asked from my doorway. She crossed the room, studying my face. “You’ve gotten better at hiding your thoughts.”

I stood and hugged her, kissing her temple. “Or you’ve just been so busy being top Fae, JACKL CEO, and running your Fae research team that you’ve forgotten to eavesdrop.”

“Hmm.” She smiled and squeezed me. “You may be right. It’s been a wild few years, hasn’t it?”

“Yeah, but worth it.” I took her hand and led her out. My office sat on the top floor at the far end of the building, away from the noise of the kitchen and dining area, and two floors above our communal bedroom. I loved the quiet solitude, but it also kept me distant from the rest of the family.

“I was thinking about the first time Kevin called us in on that case. Do you remember?” Alyssa asked as we walked.

“Vlad, the vampire?” I said, recalling the five-person murder spree in Pacific Beach. “Didn’t Kevin stake him?”

“Yeah, but all that did was move him into some other region,” Alyssa said. “Vampires can’t truly die—they’re eternal like all Fae and recycle into new appearances so mundanes don’t freak out over endless lifetimes. Staking Vlad just bounced him to a random region. We haven’t had a blood feeder here since.”

“That seems like a good thing,” I said as we entered the dining area.

Back when our home was a resort hotel, this room had been a conference space. Kelly and Carmen had turned it into our family dining room. Usually, six tables were set in smaller clusters for casual meals, but tonight Carmen’s crew had arranged them in an arc so all seventeen of us could eat together.

“This is different,” I said.

“It was my idea,” Alyssa said, tilting her head. “You’ve really been tuned out of the mesh in that office of solitude.”

“I guess I have. I don’t mind the quiet, but I should probably pay better attention.”

We walked in hand in hand, waving to Carmen, Celia, and Maria behind the counter as they set up the serving line.

“Where is everyone?” I asked.

“Kelly and Lily are detangling on the pool deck,” Alyssa said. “Pairing Kelly with a freshly reborn succubus might have been a bad idea. She’s more flighty than usual after indulging with her new gal pal.”

“I’ve noticed more of a glow around her,” I said. “But she’s usually good at sharing instead of cocooning in pairs.”

“She’ll probably go back to that after a while. Succubus sex is addictive. Remember back in Oregon, when she first bloomed?”

As if on cue, Kelly and Lily appeared beside us in a flash, both in bikinis.

“Oh, shoot. Forgot to change.” They vanished, then reappeared in matching sundresses, though their glow and satisfied expressions still gave them away.

“Where do you want us?” Kelly asked Alyssa.

“You were ignoring the mesh, too?” Alyssa asked, mock-scolding with a wink. “I think we’d better put you two on opposite sides of the room. We can indulge in our room after supper.”

“Deal,” Kelly said with a brilliant smile. “We should probably have some food—can’t live on orgasms alone.”

“Are you sure you’re fine with me living here?” Lily asked, blushing. “I appreciate it, but I feel like I’m taking all of Kelly’s time.”

“You’re like family,” I said, pulling the attractive redheaded sex goddess into a side hug. “Once you’ve acclimated, I’m sure you’ll find other interests.”

“Totally,” Kelly said. “You’re going to help me with the Venue downtown. Weren’t you in marketing before?”

“Oh yes, I was. But the memories are fading.” Lily blushed and waved as Kelly pulled her away toward the kitchen to greet Carmen and her crew with indulgent hugs.

The mesh lit with chatter from Lexi, Brooke, Rick, and Sammi moments before the room flared with four distinct pops. Before I could respond, Lexi flung herself at me, wrapping her arms and legs around me and kissing me eagerly.

“Hi, Master, it’s been too long.” She grinned as we shared a look.

I let her slide down to stand beside Brooke, who leaned in for a more conventional hug. “Hey, J. I’ve missed you too.”

“Well, you’ve been busy,” I said. “How do you like staying at the Fairview?”

“It’s different than when we first got here,” Brooke said, tilting her head. “Rick and Sammi brought in a crew of ogres to rip out the separate lofts on the top floor and build a full-floor penthouse.”

“Rick made it a bit too big for just him and his harem, so he gave one of the bedrooms to Brooke and me,” Lexi said. “It’s nice being cozy with Rick, and our teams are close. De and Jake have an apartment on the floor below us. Molly and Tiff are talking about moving onto that floor too.”

“Oh, that will put all the Fae operational teams in the same building,” Alyssa said, smiling after hugging Lexi and Brooke. “Smart. Oh, look, Carmen’s waving at you.”

“I’d better go see what she needs.” Lexi’s smile turned sly. She shifted into her fox form, darted under the tables, and leaped into Carmen’s arms.

“Kitsune.” Brooke shook her head with a shrug as she followed. “Tricksters are fun, but a little tiring.”

Rick stepped up and offered his hand. “Boss, thanks for inviting us,” he said as we shook. Then he pulled Alyssa into a hug. Her eyes widened as she caught a whiff of his latent pheromones, and she slapped his chest.

“None of that boss stuff,” Alyssa said. “You’re family now. Right?”

“Damn straight,” Naomi said, pulling her mother into a hug, beaming.

“I miss you guys,” Sammi added, hugging us both in turn. “It’s nice to be near my bay, but I miss my family too. This will be fun.”

I hugged my daughter, noticing the slightly dizzy sway in her stance.

“Rick’s learned the wards so that he can poof me around,” she said, “but it… takes some getting used to.”

“It does,” I agreed, laughing as I glanced at Alyssa. “Your mom used to poof me everywhere, but I still like driving my Bentley.”

“Too true,” Sammi said. “I remember the first time I poofed Rick and Celia up here. What a night that was!”

“After that thing with the redhead?” I began, before Alyssa elbowed me in the ribs and gave a tiny shake of her head. Over the mesh, she reminded me that Rick’s memory of his disrupted date with one of his early mundane partners had been wiped.

“Sorry?” Rick asked, his normally sharp memory stalling. I caught the brief shimmer of glamor from Alyssa’s ward, shielding his firewalled memories of that night.

“I meant it was the first time we met Celia,” I said, trying to recover. “With seventeen people in this family, I get names and faces mixed up all the time.” I glanced at Lexi, whose red hair gave me a convenient excuse. She just smiled back.

“That’s right,” Rick said, frowning slightly. “I forget the rest of that night, but staying here with Celia is a night I’ll never forget. Same with joining JACKL and becoming family.” He looked down and cleared his throat. “Sorry, I never thought I’d be part of a family like this. My past lives were all solitary. A harem of thralls doesn’t compare to a true relationship.”

A blur of dark hair cut him off as Celia swept in to hug him, then Naomi, then Sammi.

“Babe, I’ve missed you,” Celia said, nostrils flaring just before Rick bent to kiss her.

“It’s been, what, four hours since Carmen stopped by the Fairview penthouse to bring you to work?” he teased.

“Four hours seems like forever without you,” Celia said, grinning up at him.

“How are the four of you settling in?” Alyssa asked, looking from Celia to Sammi as everyone watched the sweet PDA between the incubus and his mundane lover.

“It’s been great,” Naomi said, pressing against Rick’s other side, with Sammi leaning into her. “I love everyone here, but being with my own is best.”

“It was time to leave the nest. Spread your wings,” I said softly.

Alyssa wiped away a tear and hugged her daughter. “I miss you, sweetheart. Visit more—the four of you.”

Voices echoed from the pool deck stairs. Beth and Zac came in first, with Leah, Megan, and Shannon crowding behind, urging Beth forward.

“Show them,” Leah said.

Beth flushed and lifted her left hand. A diamond sparkled on her ring finger.

Alyssa gasped and pulled her into a tight hug.

I bit my lip, then pulled my son into my arms. “Congratulations, son,” I said, pushing away the memory of him between Beth and another girl at my fortieth birthday party.

“Thanks, Dad,” he said, just as Kelly appeared with a pop behind him.

“Baby boy!” Her delight was infectious as she hugged our son and then pulled Beth into an embrace. “You two were always meant to be!”

The greeting line shifted as we welcomed Leah, Megan, and Shannon. They still lived with us, sharing our large bedroom with Alyssa, Kelly, and me. Our bonds were strong—no blood ties, but plenty of connection—and none of the three had any intention of living anywhere else. Carmen and Maria shared that bedroom with us, too, though they also enjoyed their own space.

Conversation flowed until Carmen emerged from the kitchen, banging a wooden spoon against a cast-iron skillet. “Come fill your plates, then sit down. We can’t let dinner get cold.”

Her steady care kept everyone grounded. We filed through the familiar serving line as her team filled our plates and shared easy smiles. Jess was there too, so we invited her to join us. She took a seat between Maria and Carmen, and I wondered if she’d soon be the eighteenth. We might not all live under one roof anymore, but our bonds held.

“Okay, Zac,” I said after waiting for the noise of forks to quiet. “Date and place?”

Alyssa squeezed my hand. Kelly practically vibrated with anticipation.

“Rooftop Venue,” Zac said with a grin. “If Rick ever finishes it.”

“Penthouse done—Venue next,” Rick promised. “Fae and mundane need fun.”

Conversations blossomed in clusters. Alyssa watched the mesh hum, ever vigilant.

That’s our family: entangled lives, boundless love.


CHAPTER 3
LEXI
PENTHOUSE - FAIRVIEW APARTMENTS


“Next time you bring home that much pent-up energy, we’re starting with a cold shower and a fire extinguisher,” I said, sprawled half across Rick’s massive chest, one leg slung over his. The sheets were a wreck around us. Brooke had claimed his other side, tracing lazy circles around the bite fading on his shoulder. In his natural form—a massive incubus—Rick left little room even on his huge bed, so Sammi and Naomi were curled together at the foot, a loose tangle of limbs and contented sighs: the boneless quiet that only comes after everyone’s been well and truly wrung out.

The Fairview’s penthouse hummed—soft AC, city noise dimmed by the height. Rick’s place: all glass, view, and stupidly soft everything. He’d come back from that mission where we’d awakened a dormant dryad wound so tight he might’ve snapped if we hadn’t burned it off him first. Now the bed was a disaster zone, a tangle of sheets that probably counted as a health hazard if we didn’t clean it up soon.

Our target had been watched by a few dryads whose failed attempts to reactivate her left them jumpy enough to see our team as a threat. Alyssa’s outreach to scattered fae factions had missed their coven, and they threw every trick they had at entrancing Rick. Brooke spotted the glamours before he drowned in their siren song. We’d debrief at Enclave roll call in the morning. For now, we were the debrief.

Naomi’s gaze went distant—that unfocused look she got when she slipped sideways into someone’s head. Rick’s fingers twitched against my hip. Brooke’s hand went still on his chest. We all felt it, like the air pressure shifted.

“Hey,” I said, tapping Naomi’s ankle with my toes. “Stay out of Rick’s scary attic, Nosy.”

She blinked, cheeks flushing. “Sorry. It’s just… there’s a hole. I was trying to see what was there before it went missing.”

“Or,” I said, rolling onto my back to study the ceiling, “we could tell the story about Rick’s date in the old dungeon that left him flat on his back. Family classic.”

Rick huffed a laugh. “What story? That never happened.”

Brooke and I traded a look over him.

“Yeah,” I said, propping myself on an elbow to study his confused face. “That’s kind of the problem.”

“Alyssa had good reason to firewall what happened,” Sammi said, sitting up and crossing her legs. “I’m not sure it’d be good if we… whoops!”

Rick looped his tail around her ankle, hauled her off the mattress, and dangled her over his head. “What are you talking about?”

“Rachael,” Sammi blurted, then slapped her hands over her mouth, shaking her head. “I mean, nothing. Nothing at all.”

Heat rolled off Rick. He wouldn’t hurt us, but we’d just finished, and I was too tired for another round of overheated incubus sex. His pheromones thickened the air, and Naomi’s eyes went hazy as she breathed him in.

“Mask, Rick,” I said, reluctant—the pheromones made clear thinking a chore. “Pool deck. Fresh air. Let this room air out before we forget why we came up for air at all.”

The four of us poofed to the pool deck, reclaiming our bathing suits from storage en route. Celia and Beth lay sunning on chaise lounges. Since Zac proposed, they’d moved into the Fairview with my team, leaving the lower floors to fae-friendly mundanes like Aisha, Priya, and Lana. Celia and Beth were used to us teleporting in, but their faces still betrayed a little awe.

“Doesn’t Zac tell you you should warn people before just poofing?” Beth asked, shading her eyes from the midday sun.

“Yeah, didn’t Alyssa add us to your secret fae mind meld or whatever?” Celia said as she stood, wrapping herself around Rick and greeting him with a kiss. “Not that I do not love your surprises, lover.”

Rick grinned, hugged her close, then turned back to me and glanced at Sammi. “I still want to know what you’re talking about. I don’t know a Rachael.”

“You’re going to have to listen.” I put my hands on my hips, though I couldn’t quite suppress a smile as I looked up at his towering form. “You took Rachael on a date to the dungeon that used to be downstairs.”

“There was a dungeon?”

Brooke stepped to his free side and took his hand. “Ya gotta listen to the story, Rick. Let Lexi tell it before you start with the questions.”

Celia frowned. “You don’t remember what they’re talking about?”

“It was just before I met you, Celia. When I took us to the Estate to meet Jeremiah and Alyssa,” Sammi said, then nodded for me to go on.

Rick’s brows knit. “That doesn’t make sense. If there were a dungeon downstairs, I would’ve⁠—”

“Found it, used it, remodeled it, and charged admission,” I cut in. “Yeah, we know. That’s why this is so weird.” I drew a breath. “Okay. Picture this: you’re still new to Fairview, still convinced you’re just an unlucky real estate guy with a monster libido. You walk into the mall lingerie shop and meet a redhead named Rachael. Freckles, curls, green eyes. You flirt so hard she nearly melts behind the counter and writes her number on the receipt with a little heart over her name.”

Celia shifted in his arms, glancing up at him. “Wait. This was before me?” Her tone was light, but her fingers tightened on his forearm.

“Yeah. We were keeping Rick under surveillance because he’d just been reborn,” I said. “Pre-Celia. Pre-Enclave. Just barely. You called her back, set a date. Dinner, then the dungeon in the old basement club. You were… not subtle.” I smirked. “You showed up later with Rachael in that stupidly long raincoat. Nothing underneath. You marched her down to the old Playroom like you’d invented kink.”

Rick snorted. “Sounds like me.”

“You were careful at first.” I settled into the story. “I walked you through consent, the paperwork, and the safe word. ‘Lavender,’ remember? Wait, no, you don’t. Anyway. You made her kneel, cupped her, cuffed her, and set her on the spanking bench exactly like we practiced.”

He frowned. “I… remember the bench. The rope. Not her.”

“Because that’s where it went sideways.” My voice flattened. “The alarm went off because you skipped the audible consent, so Brooke and I reset the scene. I reminded you that the rules require Rachael to say the safe word aloud so the DMs can hear it. You admitted you’d skipped a step, and we reset. Then, after we left and you reconnected, you asked her to repeat her safe word.”

Celia’s gaze flicked between us, jaw tight. “And?”

“Rachael refused,” I said, snorting. “She told you safe words were bullshit, that she wanted to ‘trust you’ instead. You shut the scene down like you were supposed to, stepped back, and told her, ‘We’re done.’”

Brooke squeezed his hand. “That’s when she snapped. She came off her knees and slapped you. Hard. Twice. Called you a coward.”

Rick’s pupils blew wide. I paused so he wouldn’t lose it on an exposed rooftop. “Keep it together, Rick. I’m not continuing until you’re calm.”

“Sorry,” Rick said, blowing out a breath and looking at Celia.

“You never told me about this,” she said, tightening her grip on his hand.

“I don’t remember any of this,” Rick said. “But I think I would’ve told you. I don’t know, I was still doing stupid things, but I was…”

“Go on,” Celia said, glancing at me.

I arched a brow at Rick. He nodded.

“She slapped you, and you dropped your mask,” I said, gesturing wide. “No thought, no brakes. Full incubus. Wings, horns, claws. You had her by the throat, two feet off the floor, tail cinched around her ankles. Sirens, red lights, the works.”

Naomi flinched like she was seeing it through him. Celia’s fingers dug into Rick’s side.

“And you two stopped him,” she said.

“Yeah.” I nodded, meeting Rick’s gaze. “You ripped Brooke’s taser hooks out of your shoulder, so she morphed her forearm into a log the size of my leg and clocked you in the jaw. I swept your legs; you went down. I pulled out charmed ropes and hogtied you while Brooke checked that Rachael was breathing. That’s when Sammi called in the grown-ups.”

“It’s a complete blank,” Rick said, more baffled than angry.

“I copied the security cam before Alyssa and Jeremiah got there and started the clean-up. I kept it so Brooke and I could watch and laugh.” I smirked and shrugged. “I’m a bit of a trickster. Fox nature. Couldn’t quite let it go.”

A bright silver flash and a puff of air announced Alyssa’s arrival, Jeremiah at her side. She glanced at me and shook her head. “As if I didn’t know about the tape. Please. I knew you wouldn’t take it to the evening news.” She looked at Rick. “We had to wipe you at the time. You hadn’t signed on to JACKL yet, and you hadn’t gone through our interviews. We didn’t know what you’d do. Rachael could have stirred up trouble just talking about it. The best move was to sweep it under the rug.”

“Yeah, okay, I get it,” Rick said.

Alyssa turned to Celia. “He would have told you about her later. His moral aversion to lying was still sprouting, but he doesn’t knowingly hide things from you. You know that, right?”

Celia drew a slow breath, then let it out, looking between Alyssa and Jeremiah. “Yes, I believe you. It was later that night that I enjoyed his true nature, incredibly intense, but later he told me he almost made me into a mindless slave, only pulling back because he loved. I do not fully understand all the fae stuff, but I have trusted Rick deeply since that night.”

Alyssa looked around at all of us, then nodded to Jeremiah.

He stepped forward, hands clasped. “I trust everyone will keep this confidential. I hesitate to wipe memories; it’s invasive and should only be used in extreme cases. You all have our trust. Now, everyone who should know understands what happened that night. It still shouldn’t be public knowledge. Understood?”

We all nodded. The mood loosened again, and I took the chance to hug Jeremiah close. I wasn’t his slave anymore, but my feelings for my former Master still ran deep. I met his eyes, then rose on my toes to kiss him.

“Love you,” I said as I pulled back.

“I love you, little one.” He smiled, and my heart kicked. “We need to have a date night soon.”

“Can I reopen the dungeon?” I smirked.

He laughed. “It might be time, if the new venue kicks off soon. The old JACKL B&B hostesses would make good use of a dungeon. Kelly’s inviting them and Jenn to the wedding.”

I glanced over at Naomi, who stood in a tight cluster with Rick and Celia while Beth hovered nearby. I stepped closer and smiled at Rick. “You can watch the recording if you want.”

“I don’t need to,” he said, glancing at Naomi.

“Yeah, your story filled in the hole I saw, but it might be fun to watch a replay.” She looked up at him.

“I want to watch it too,” Beth said as Alyssa and Jeremiah poofed back to the Estate. “I swear, Celia, I won’t tell anyone about how your boyfriend almost choked a girl out in the basement.” She winked at Celia as I laughed.

“I guess I’ll make some popcorn,” Sammi said. “Sounds like a short movie night.”

“I’ll call Zac,” Beth added, grabbing her phone from the table. “He’s gotta see this!”

I laughed as Rick sighed and shook his head. “Okay, whatever. I can be a good sport about it. Besides, sounds like I was a badass.”

“Babe, you are a badass,” Celia said, pinching his bottom. “My badass.”


CHAPTER 4
VLAD
FRENCH QUARTER - NEW ORLEANS


I came back to myself in pieces.

First came the taste—copper and heat, with that smoky edge that told me I hadn’t just sipped; I’d gorged. My tongue found the cuts on my own lips and the ragged places where I’d scraped fang on fang, chasing every last drop like a drunk licking the inside of a bottle.

Then came the silence. No music. No city noise seeping through the walls. No soft human sounds from the bed. Just the slow creak of cooling pipes and the faint tick of the ceiling fan. It took a moment to understand what was missing: her heartbeat.

I sat up too fast. The room tilted, smeared with afterimages of rage and hunger. My hands were sticky, my shirt ruined. She lay exactly where I’d pinned her—except she shouldn’t have looked like that.

Rachael wasn’t gray. Her lips weren’t slack. Her throat was a mess of torn fabric and dried blood, but the punctures underneath had closed—too clean, too neat.

Rachael wasn’t a drained corpse. She was a still statue. I pressed my palm to her chest anyway, because denial was a hell of a drug. No heartbeat. No breath. Skin cold as a morgue slab. And yet, somehow, not dead. Like me.

Oh, holy fuck. Had I turned her?

I’d always thought that was bullshit lore. I’d drained plenty of humans before—they ended up dry, lifeless husks, dribbles of blood slipping from my bites. That couple in Serra Bay, I drained mid-fuck? A work of art. Until Kevin staked me.

I shook my head, closed my eyes, and rewound the night.

I’d had her bound on her knees, deep into the submissive side. I controlled her head as I fucked her face, those deep green eyes with thin rings around blown pupils staring up at me. No gag reflex. Tight throat. All that wet sound drowned under her heart’s increasing patter, cheeks flushed rosy on pale skin as I looked down at her kneeling nude body, ripe breasts full and tempting.

I pulled out and lifted her onto the bed, tossing her so her tits bounced when she landed. The old bedframe squeaked. She gasped in arousal as I stalked toward her. My cock was steel as I lined up between her pale thighs, tracing my crown through her warm, slick lips. When I thrust in, she tossed her head back in passion, exposing her neck—carotid pulsing like a siren song.

A vampire can only take so much, you know? My lips met the heat of her throat. My jaw opened, fangs scraping her flesh. She gasped, fearless, anticipating the magic. I couldn’t hold back and bit deep. Her fingers combed my hair, pulling me closer instead of pushing me away.

Her blood was sweet and rich with oxygen, iron tang spurring me on. I sucked deep. The more I drank, the more I needed. My hips flexed, fucking her as I fed, ravenous. I released her neck, bit fresh, and felt another rush from the new puncture.

Then I opened my eyes to her still body on the bedspread—no bloodstains, her neck smooth as porcelain, unblemished.

My fingers traced her skin, searching for punctures. Fangs leave scars, tiny as they heal, but fresh bites? Nothing on her neck. Nothing on her breast, where I’d gone in the second time. Nothing on her belly. I’d bitten her a dozen times as I fucked her until she went still.

I remembered breaking her skin, her cunt clenching as her pulse stuttered under my lips. In my twisted replay, I rolled onto my back beside her, drunk on sweet blood, blissed out from quenching thirst and lust. Monsters remember good meals in obscene detail.

I shuddered, remembering Kevin’s stake. She should have had bite marks. Hellfire, where were they?

My hands slid into her bright amber hair. I gripped and pulled her head back, exposing her neck. I focused hard.

Nothing.

Then her eyes opened. Not deep green, but bright, glowing. Her eyelids fluttered. Her tongue slid out, tracing her lips and the tip of a tiny fang. I watched it lengthen as she reanimated.

Spooked, I retreated off the bed and crouched in the corner.

Pitchforks closed in inside my skull. I’d never turned someone before. I’d thought it was more bullshit fake lore, like sunlight turning us to dust. Yeah, sunlight sucked. It was too fucking bright; that was why we liked the shadows. But I’d never seen this. She had been human, and now she wasn’t. I’d killed her, but she was alive.

What the fuck had I done?


CHAPTER 5
RACHAEL
FRENCH QUARTER - NEW ORLEANS


For a second, I thought I was dreaming, because nothing hurt.

That was the first wrong thing.

The second was the quiet—no blood rushing in my ears, no drumline heartbeat. Just a slow, heavy pressure, like air before a storm. I opened my eyes in the dim room and saw everything: cracks in the paint, curls of peeling poster, dust motes hanging motionless.

I didn’t blink.

Vlad hunched in the corner by the side table, a black shape wedged between the wall and the bed. His shoulders shook, hands buried in his hair. He smelled like fresh, coppery blood with something older and darker coiled under it. Somehow, I knew which was which.

I pushed upright. My body obeyed too easily—no tremor, no crash after what he’d done to me. My fingers brushed my throat.

Smooth skin.

No wounds.

The fucker had bitten me. I’d almost come when he did, with that cudgel of a cock inside me.

My teeth felt wrong. Heavy. My tongue caught on sharp points that hadn’t been there before. The click of enamel was too loud in the hush.

“You killed me,” I said.

My voice came out flat, almost calm, while the truth slid into place under my ribs.

Vlad flinched as if I’d shot him. “No, I didn’t.” He turned and met my eyes. “But soon, you’ll wish I had.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“I—” He shook his head, got to his feet, and paced. “I thought it was bullshit.”

“Again, what the fuck are you talking about?”

“I didn’t think I could turn you. I thought that was just more bullshit myth and lore.” His gaze tracked along my neck, hungry and wary.

“Jesus, am I having a stroke?” I pressed my temples. No headache. No anything. Just his words, sliding around my brain without sticking.

“No, you don’t have to worry about that anymore. I made you into what I am.”

“Which is?”

His voice went level. His face smoothed out into an odd, practiced calm. “A feeder. Blood. A vampire.”

My face went slack. Then a fang poked my lower lip.

My hands slid from my temples to my ears. The tips were pointed. My lips pulled into a wild grin. “Why the fuck do I have pointy ears?”

“Vampire. We’re like bats.” He shoved back his shaggy hair and showed me his own pointed ears.

“So, not a Vulcan?” My grin sharpened. I caught every twitch of his lips, the flare of his nostrils when he snorted.

“Nope. Vulcans are fiction, babe.” His tone turned light, almost laughing.

I laughed with him.

Joy flared hot and bright—then burned off in a breath.

Thirst hit, deep and sudden. My stomach felt like a crack in dry earth. My focus snapped to focus on prey.

I listened past him and locked onto faint heartbeats in every direction. Above, below, beside. People. Living, warm people in all the rooms around us. Blood pumping through veins…I bared my fangs and stalked toward the wall where Vlad had crouched.

“No, Rachael. Don’t.”

I pressed my hand to the wall and curled my fingers.

Nails lengthened. Talons punched through the crepe-like wallpaper, gouging plaster. Something cracked, and in the next breath, I was in the next room.

The woman screamed—a thin, human sound. My teeth hit her throat and cut it off. Her essence flooded my tongue, and I drank.

“Fuck.” Vlad sounded resigned, like he’d seen this reel before. “Just a taste, love. We need to get out of here.”

Bliss lit up my veins. Warmth spread through my limbs. The world sharpened again, colors edging toward too bright.

His fingers fisted in my hair and tore me from her neck.

I snarled, gaze skimming her naked body, following the frantic pulse of blood under tawny skin.

“Nooo.” I twisted, but his grip was iron as he dragged me back through the broken wall into our room.

“Get dressed. We need to go.” He snatched my black dress off the floor and threw it at me.

I caught it against my cool breasts, pulled it on, and let the stretchy fabric slide over my cold skin. I stepped into my stilettos and posed with one hand on my hip.

“How do I look?”

“Like those aren’t the best shoes for running.” He ducked into the other room, came back with a pair of running shoes, and tossed them. “Wear those, and follow me.”

I held both pairs for a second, weighing them. Dead or not, I still had standards.

He listened at the door, then cracked it open. I took his cold hand and followed him into the hall, heels in my other hand. I wasn’t leaving my Jimmy Choos at a crime scene.

Vlad glanced back at the shiny black pumps, snorted, and shook his head. “Really?”

“Priorities,” I said. Someone needed to have some. Vlad lived by the seat of his tight, ass-hugging pants.

We rode the elevator down in silence. The car hummed, cables whispering overhead. I could hear heartbeats three floors away.

We slipped into the muggy night, hugging shadows, angling toward Bourbon Street’s darkest stretch.

Heat rose off the pavement. Sweat and cheap perfume and spilled alcohol rolled over me in a thick, glittering wave. Under it all pulsed what I wanted most—blood moving under skin, pounding against fragile veins.

“You need a bit more, love,” Vlad said. “Then we relocate. Maybe Serra Bay. Somewhere warm and less… moist.”

Serra Bay sparked against the blankness in my head. Sunny boardwalk. My tiny apartment. My closet is full of clothes I love more than most people.

I drew in the scent of warm flesh and gnashed my fangs at the thought of another taste.

Hunger rose. Memory lagged.

Feeding came first.


CHAPTER 6
ALYSSA
ENCLAVE BRIEFING ROOM- BALBOA PARK


“Okay.” I stepped up to the podium in the Enclave briefing room. “Settle down.”

I paused and let my gaze sweep over the rows of chairs filled with fae. Jeremiah, Shannon, and Megan—the only mundanes—sat in the front row. Behind them sat Sammi, De, and Tiff. Jake sprawled a row back, his massive frame taking up two of the standard chairs. Rick mirrored him on the opposite side, with Lexi, Brooke, and Molly nearby. Naomi sat in the front row with Leah beside her. The rest of the room was a menagerie of fae slowly settling into a cohesive cohort, exactly what I needed for harmonious fae–mundane relations.

I waited until the last pockets of chatter died and every eye came to me.

“I trust everyone had a nice weekend. Lexi’s team sprang into action on Sunday to cover the dryad rebirth. De, I want you to get with the dryad coven to smooth things over.”

“They were a bit aggressive at first,” Lexi said, looking across the row at De. “They were monitoring the potential rebirth and saw us as a threat.”

“Right.” I focused on De. “Leave an invite with their leader for a meeting with me. They’re on the fringe of this region.” I glanced at Leah. “We must have missed them in the census. Let’s see if we can get a count for the database.”

The room rumbled as I paused. Many of the newer members still didn’t love the idea of a list of active fae. Kevin had been lax about maintaining the rolls. Cleaning up his mess was one of the first things I tackled as fae chief of the Serra Bay region.

“Remember, we monitor the population to help identify trapped fae.” I let my voice sharpen, just a little. “We’re aeternal. Our numbers should be essentially static. Variations only happen as fae migrate in and out.” I scanned the room. “It’s important that we know who is among us. It’s part of how we protect and serve the mundanes we live with.”

“They don’t even care,” a voice called from the back row.

“Darius, would you like to expand on that?” I asked, crossing my arms and tapping the toe of my stiletto against the platform.

“Ma’am, don’t get me wrong. I see what you’re driving at, but the mundanes have no clue we’re here.”

Jeremiah stood and turned to face the crowd. “It’s one of our initiatives to fix this year.”

The room hushed on instinct, then exploded as the unruly nature of the fae took over and they started talking over one another. Jeremiah held up his hand and waited them out until the din died.

“Now, we’re not going to release a press statement and have our numbers or identities plastered all over websites and the Serra Bay five o’clock news,” he said as he paced the front row. “But there are communities in town that are aware. Like the mundanes at the Fairview Apartments downtown. The businesses around this park have been fae-friendly for years.” He gestured at me, then across my front-row team. “We’ve lived here going on three years and seen a rise in light-friendly numbers, and a decrease in dark fae who seem to be migrating east.”

He panned the room, met my eyes, then nodded and sat.

“Thank you, Mr. Jackson.” I took a beat. Our relationship was common knowledge, but this was still my briefing. “Your organization has been instrumental in increasing mundane–fae relations, and we appreciate JACKL’s work.” Jeremiah had taken over as head of our mundane-facing operations when I accepted Kevin’s role.

It was important to at least appear separate, even if we shared a bed with a good percentage of the front row.

“To expand on your point about light fae growth and dark fae ebbing, I want to report that since the tragedy in Pacific Beach that ended with my predecessor, Kevin, staking a rogue vampire, we’ve had no indication of blood feeders in our region.”

Another low grumble rolled from the back.

“Cheryl.” I didn’t sigh yet. “Would you like to voice your concern so everyone can hear?”

“Yeah, because of Kevin’s bullshit policy of ‘stake them and let them be someone else’s problem.’” She scowled. “Zero tolerance means the dark has essentially been banished from here. But that only means it’s grown somewhere else. Portland, Chicago, Las Vegas, New Orleans… they’re all shifting dark.”

I nodded and let her run. Some arguments needed to play all the way out.

“Many of us came to this continent by boat and remember the darkness we escaped. I’m afraid this stake-first policy will only lead to another war.” Cheryl paused for breath. “What are we doing to rehabilitate the feeders? They can’t avoid their nature, and we can’t just hope we trap them in a dead cycle.”

“You’re right, Cheryl,” Sammi said, standing. “That’s what we’re trying to do.” She waved at Rick behind her. “In the past year, we’ve rebirthed two feeders: Rick and Lily. You’ve all read the reports.”

“Yeah, but sexual feeders are different than blood,” Cheryl shot back. “Just because we haven’t counted a vampire in our roles since the last staking doesn’t mean they’re gone.”

The room erupted into side conversations again, buzzing through my thoughts. These were the days I wished I knew enough magic to put a soft muzzle on the whole chamber and force a single-thread conversation. But living as a mundane had taught me one thing: free speech changed minds more than censorship.

When the noise dropped to a low murmur, I coughed once and stepped closer to the mic.

“We’re on the same side, Cheryl.” I met her gaze. “My research team intervened with the activation team to enable Rick’s intervention when he was reborn. We’ll do the same with any other feeder we detect. We must remain vigilant, not vengeful.”

Cheryl nodded and sat, shooting Rick a look that landed somewhere between apology and relief. Rick, ever the popular fae, only tipped his chin in acknowledgment. Even if he wasn’t fucking every fae in the room, his charisma and charm kept the mood from tipping too far.

“To that end,” I said, lifting my tablet so they could all see I was watching live numbers, “we continue to detect zero blood feeders since the PB incident.” I let that hang long enough for the room to breathe it in. “Feeder incidents are down twelve percent across the board, quarter over quarter. Blood synthetics are overstocked, so if anyone’s hungry, check with Supply instead of roaming the streets.”

A ripple of low laughter moved through the mixed crowd. Lexi flashed a grin from the back row. Rick just crossed his arms and nodded once, holding his pheromones tight.

“Moving on. Patrol assignments.” My tone shifted a degree toward business. “Jake, De—you’re on Tijuana watch. Port of entry, river corridors, the usual cartel-adjacent trouble spots. If anything feels like splinter fae or a feeder nest, call for backup and ping Jeremiah or me before you engage.”

Jake’s ogre bulk straightened, all soldier. Desire’s dryad calm didn’t ripple, but over the Enclave mesh I felt her quiet assent.

“Tiff, you’ve got ogre and troll squads for ground response. You’re on point if Jake or De calls for support.” Tiff lifted two fingers in acknowledgment and tossed Jake a wink.

“Molly, you’re running pixie swarm surveillance. Maintain flight-capable fae on Alert-30 standby. I want consistent coverage from Imperial Beach to Otay for the next forty-eight hours.” Molly’s wings buzzed once in excited agreement. “Intel believes if anything new tries to enter our region, it comes from the south.”

I lifted my gaze from the tablet and let my face go still.

“Serra Bay is secure,” I said, projecting to the back wall. “We haven’t had a blood feeder in this region since the PB incident, and we are not going to start now. No unsupervised blood feeders. Not ever again.”

The room took it in like a vow.

I gave them my polished smile, raised the tablet a little higher, and started calling individual teams to the front for their weekly assignments. The fae were always a bit chaotic, but as they broke into clusters and cross-talk, the mood stayed buoyant.

They were happy with the changes I’d made.

I just hoped they were ready for the day the statistics lied to us.


CHAPTER 7
RACHAEL
CALIFORNIA BORDER - SOUTHEAST OF SAN DIEGO


The gnaw of hunger was persistent, like a splinter buried too deep to pry out, a constant reminder of my new reality—I needed blood to survive.

My eyes were too sensitive for this glittering nightmare of a city. Vlad and I moved through the shadows south and east of the industrial sprawl of Serra Bay, the border fence rattling under a breeze that carried salt from the bay—from the west, always west, like some fading map in my head.

Vlad slunk ahead, silent as smoke, his sunglasses catching the glint of sodium lights despite the hour. I trailed half a step behind. Every stray heartbeat around us pulsed too loud, too bright. Not my heartbeat—theirs. Humans and their ever-present blood scents teased me from the warehouses we skirted.

Posters fluttered on poles—MISSING WOMAN—with my old face staring back, freckles and all. But it was off. Wrong. That wasn’t who I was anymore. I ran my tongue across the tips of my fangs, tasting the last trace of blood from my most recent sip, the one Vlad cut short.

“Don’t drain him, love.” He’d chanted it like the chorus of an earworm pop song. “We can’t husk them; it leaves a trail the pitchforks can follow. You don’t want to be staked.”

A vague tug pulled at my gut when I saw my old countenance. “It’s camouflage bullshit, darling,” Vlad had called it. “A mask over your fae beauty. You can try to match the old, but I prefer the new.”

Vlad’s odd tempo was starting to grate. He thought he was some Yoda-sensei teacher, and it made me want to gag.

We continued along the fence line, hearing the psychic echoes of people who had passed the wind-tattered posters during the day.

Who is that poor bitch?

Anger buzzed in my chest as a flash of a bald red head with black horns smirked in the shadows of my mind. If I focused on the mirage, it faded, but the apparition persisted at the edge of my vision, trailing behind me like it had a claim.

“Quiet now, love.” Vlad hissed, his fingers biting into my arm as he pulled me low. “Fae networks everywhere. One whiff, we’re staked.”

Always with the stakes. He said the ash piles from the movies were bullshit. A stake was painful, dark, and promised relocation rather than annihilation. Always warning of the bitter cold and pain of waking somewhere else. He kept muttering curses about Siberia being an icy hell. Same with sunlight turning us to ash—also bullshit.

The shadows of the shipping containers triggered my fractured mind, recalling the first ship we’d hitched from the New Orleans docks.

Icy chill in the refrigerated holds. Not that I felt cold anymore.

We crept out at night to hunt, to bite, to sip from the mundane crew. Their growing unrest as we hid from their hapless searches was almost delightful. I liked the attention I got from being a monster aligned with the dark. We were shadows, constantly hiding, constantly avoiding contact—then I’d flash into the light and snap my fangs into veins for sips.

Vlad persisted with his litany: “Enough to live, not enough they notice—ethics, childe.”

Another flash of memory: a crewman cornered against the hot bulk of the throbbing diesel engine. Salt-sweat skin yielding under my fangs as his hot, copper-bright blood flooded my mouth. Pure bliss—cut short when Vlad yanked me off, his eyes flat.

“Control, or Etienne follows our trail and finds us.”

I looked down at the unconscious, sweaty little engineman. I’d nearly drained him.

Back at the fence, we kept stalking the line, shame burning hotter than the blood I’d stolen. My weak compulsion to feed humiliated me. All the dark tropes I’d read and watched were lies—no capes, no coffins, just a gnawing void of ever-present hunger.

And the red.

A persistent maroon haze at the edge of my vision. Phantom grips around my hands. Flashes of a rope lashing my ankles. Sometimes my wrists. Sometimes my throat. The flashes sent my pulse racing—whatever counted as a pulse now.

Vlad dismissed everything as thirst dreams.

To me, they felt more like a memory.

I shook my head until my crimson curls swirled, trying to banish the faint echoes. Vlad froze, head tilted toward the sky.

“Fucking pixies…” he muttered, then moved on. “What are they doing way down here?”

My focus flickered back to the trek.

We’d slipped off the first ship before Panama Canal customs inspections, darting into the jungle off the docks. My Jimmy Choos were ruined almost immediately, sinking into muck, but I kept them on. Priorities.

Vines slapped across my thighs. My night vision painted the jungle in sharp, vivid color. In daylight, the world was pale and too bright. Darkness and shadows felt made for my high-def focus.

I’d discovered some vampire perks: no fatigue, hyper speed, laser-sharp vision, an instinct for blood scents, and potential prey.

The tiny sips we’d survived on aboard the boat had nearly starved us. Vlad pushed deeper into the jungle.

“Hunt, childe. Build strength.”

His arcane advice always nagged at me.

I sensed eyes first—golden, unblinking, fixed on us. The jaguar’s muscles coiled, ready to pounce. I dodged as it leapt, its claws raking only air. It yelped when I gripped its hind leg, yanked it back, and sank my fangs into its throat.

The big cat’s blood spurted, gushing thick into my mouth as I pinned it into the jungle foliage and drank everything it had to offer.

The taste was foul. Heavy. None of the bright current I’d felt from the human crew.

Even so, I couldn’t stop. I gorged. My strength surged, but with a dull, animal flatness. No human spark. No electric brightness.

Still, I drained the beast. Its thumping heart faded to an echo. I wiped my bloodied cheeks and jaw on its cooling fur.

“Better, eh?” Vlad asked, voice a low rumble—more cryptic sensei shit. “Sustains. Cuts the cravings.”

Ugh. Could he talk like a fucking human? Or at least like Edward?

The crimson apparition swelled again. Not wrists or ankles this time, but a tightening at my throat, like leathery fingers closing around my neck. Red eyes burned close in the dark.

Can’t breathe.

Maybe I didn’t want to.

Did I beg?

The echoes felt real—dreams, visions, memories, premonitions, all tangled. Always accompanied by a raw terror that twisted hot in my gut… and something else. Want.

The apparitions receded as Serra Bay memories seeped back in. Working retail, selling pretty lingerie. Chatty roommates. Takeout flavors swirled through my senses. Someone else’s image on my phone—a hunk with a sly smirk.

A twist of my head, a veil of red curls, and the demon eyes slid back into darkness.

I took a few more steps down the fence before Vlad froze again, twisting his head, nostrils flaring like a dog with its hackles up.

My mind skipped ahead in the montage. After the jaguar, we’d caught another reefer ship. The stale stink of my hunt clung to me. Like before, the crew’s heartbeats thrummed like bass drums—too loud, too close. More night hunts: creeping from the icy holds to find a crew member on watch, sipping as my fangs grazed along warm necks. Gulping just enough to dull the burn.

No joyous, oblivious gulps. No kills.

Hollywood lore echoed in my head. “Shouldn’t I sparkle? Burst into flames at dawn?” I’d asked.

Vlad had snorted and shoved cheap sunglasses into my palm, ripped from some crewman’s pocket. “Movies, love. Sun’s just… bright. Like staring into Gaia’s flashlight.”

We slipped off at La Paz under a moonless, inky sky, the fetid ship groaning away from the pier as we stalked down the quay. My hunger gnawed. My ribs felt hollow, but my fae glamor held.

I was still fucking gorgeous.

Vlad’s gaze swept the docks, then locked on a rusty pickup like my grandfather used to drive. He led me to it and hotwired the wreck. Theft was easy for a vampire.

The dented, sun-bleached Datsun rumbled to life. A phlegmy cough from the exhaust caught once, then smoothed into a dry whine as old belts spun under the hood.

As the tires spat gravel, Vlad finally filled me in on his destination. Serra Bay.

Home.

Did I even have a home anymore?

He floored it, found the highway, and careened north. Dawn crept from the east, blazing sun rising as I scrambled for the sunglasses. Azure sea to the right, desert to the left. Then a turn, and the view flipped as we veered up the western coast, the Baja desert blurring around us.

No stops, no sleep—vampires didn’t need to crash. We just itched like junkies chasing the next hit. Ours was the blood we stole from gas station attendants.

Vlad enthralled them; they filled our tank. The gasoline stench faded as I nuzzled warm necks for a nip. Always short sips at the jugular, warm copper trickles easing the fire. I learned—slowly—to lean back before leaving a husk. Always unsatisfied, but topped off.

Drifting clouds cast shadows, bringing brief mercy from the blazing sun. My cheap sunglasses fogged in the war between heat and my icy skin.

No sweat. No water. Just endless thirst for hot blood.

The crimson flashes hit harder as we pushed north and the sun dropped west. Red eyes danced at the bottom of my vision, as if I dangled from the ceiling and they stared up at me. Tight bands squeezed my throat like a velvet noose.

Terror melded with an unholy, familiar want.

Dream. Fantasy. Or did I beg for that rope on my knees?

I’d always been a freak on a leash as a human.

The Datsun’s rattle jerked me back to the cab. Vlad drove in silence as the gloaming faded to black.

“Almost there,” he murmured, jaw tight.

We stashed the truck in brush near Mexicali and crept over a fence. Desert scrub and sand crunched under our feet as we paced slowly west into familiar hills. East of home, the name Otay echoed from my flickering memories.

Another head shake, another blip. A stray breath pulled in the scent of briny sea floating over desert air.

Home?

Vlad froze, a low growl rumbling from his chest.

Pink flashes, like mean little fireflies, descended from above. Pixies. They circled us and flared bright, illuminating a hulking shape ahead.

A big guy. Skin like stone. Eyes glowing black. He stepped in, blocking Vlad’s path. Beside him, a willowy woman smirked, her emerald-hued aura reminding me of forests.

The crimson flashes in my mind flared in answer.

Horns. Scales. Burning eyes.

“Vlad?” The rock man’s voice rumbled, dragging me all the way into the present confrontation. “You got balls coming back here.”

“Jake,” Vlad said with faked cheer. “I missed you, brother.”

“Jesus fuck, you’re an asshole,” the woman said.

“Delighted as always, dear.” Vlad finally waved a hand toward me. “Rachael, my companion. Can you help me find Sammi?”

The stone man and the dryad looked at me. Their eyes narrowed. Recognition sparked.

The stone man cursed. “The fuck. Her? How?”

“We’re gonna need backup,” De said, taking a step back.

The sky popped.

Crimson light blazed above us, and a tall, bulky man dropped in, his form exploding into the demonic silhouette from my terrors.

Red eyes. Horns. That velvet choke at my throat.

“Who is she?” His growl felt inevitable.

Another pop, and an orange-hued redhead appeared. “Rachael?”

“Who?” the demon grunted, surprise roughening his tone. “Do you know her?”

A green tinge flared, and another tall, willowy woman appeared next to the demon, her hand resting flat on his chest. Some silent message passed between them.

Then a brilliant flash—silver, sharp, buzzing with power. A tall woman with an aura sparkling bright silver materialized, flanked by an older, mundane man.

“What the fuck?” she said, then started waving her hands.

My body locked. Frozen. Only my eyes could move.

Vlad froze beside me, his growl cut off mid-sound.

Light burned, then everything dissolved into darkness.


ACT TWO
BORDER BREACH
SOUTH EAST BORDER REGION - SERRA BAY



CHAPTER 8
ALYSSA
BORDER AREA - OTAY OUTSKIRTS


Stale dust from the surrounding warehouses swirled under the sodium lights and the flashing pixie swarm. Their tight formation cast a bright pink cone, like a police helicopter’s searchlight, over the end of a high-speed chase.

I checked the pair again to be sure the stasis field still held Vlad and his companion. I remembered his features from his staked corpse in that destroyed Pacific Beach condo. Beside him was another vampire, a woman whose appearance echoed the redhead Rick had nearly strangled in the Fairview dungeon. She stood frozen next to Vlad, eyes wide, fangs denting her lower lip.

What was her name?

Pixies buzzed close, their pink auras bathing the pair in eerie light, then slowed, spreading to orbit the fence line and shadows. Jake paced around the frozen vampires with De at his side as they followed the swarm, hunting for clues—for anything. De paused, ripped a MISSING WOMAN poster off the fence, and brought it to me. Rachael—that was her name—stared back from the wrinkled paper.

Rick’s robe hung loose, exposing tented black silk boxers. He smelled like fresh sex and faint, intoxicating pheromones. He must have been pulled straight from his bedroom. He panned the scene, locked on the poster in De’s hand, then moved on to stare at the unblemished face of the woman in my stasis field. No freckles, but the eyes, hair, and body were a match.

His gaze stuck on her a beat too long.

Tightness gathered at the corners of his eyes. Regret? Recognition? He shook his head. Consciously, he didn’t know what it meant.

This was Rachael.

But it wasn’t.

Rachael had been human. This woman was a vampire—a fae.

Human: −1. Fae: +1.

That math didn’t compute. It was nowhere to be found in our census models. Fae numbers were supposed to be static. We didn’t die. We weren’t born fresh. We recycled.

I, of all people, should have known better. The mystery of my own childhood was proof that the system missed things.

But this didn’t feel like a fae sacrificing itself to start anew.

Rachael had been human.

Now she… wasn’t.

Molly drifted in front of me, tilting her head with a muted smirk. “I’ll liaise with the swarm. This is something else, right?”

I nodded and gave her a grim half-smile. “Keep them here. We need to isolate this… whatever this is.”

“It’s a crime scene!” Sammi exclaimed as she poofed in, heels clicking on concrete. She was still in work clothes.

I arched a brow and tilted my head. “I thought you’d be asleep.”

“Oh, I was. But I heard De’s backup call and poofed right over.” She smoothed a hand down her skirt. “This was just what I had in my closet.”

I nodded. She was far more practiced at poof-and-wardrobe-change than I was.

I glanced over at Rick, his tail twitching as he paced around the frozen vampires.

“Were you with him at home?” I asked. I didn’t catch any of his pheromones on her.

“No, I needed a night off, and Celia and Naomi wanted to wear him out. I was in my grotto.”

“Too much information, Sammi.”

“Right, sorry.” She cringed. “You don’t need to know what happens with Naomi and Rick.”

“What do you need from us?” Molly asked, breaking the awkward silence as she turned toward the orbiting swarm.

I looked at Sammi, who practically vibrated with excitement. I took a slow breath and waved a hand at the scene. “Tell us your thoughts, Sammi.”

“We need to treat this as a crime scene, like on TV.” Sammi launched in, breathless. “You’ve already—literally—arrested the suspects. We need to secure the perimeter and see if there are any other witnesses.” She paused and looked around at the empty warehouses and scrub. “I think it’s safe to assume there aren’t.”

I nodded and tipped my head toward Jake and De. “Aside from the first responders, I’d agree.”

Jeremiah had left my side and was orbiting with Rick around the frozen pair, hands linked behind his back as he scuffed his slippers in the dust. Lexi and Brooke hovered nearby, spiraling out from the vamps as they scanned the sand and caliche.

“Gosh, this is so much like the scene in Pacific Beach,” Sammi said.

She wasn’t wrong.

“Only fewer murders,” Jeremiah drawled as he came closer. He turned to Sammi. “What’s the play? You seem to know what to do.”

“Oh, yes! CSI, Criminal Minds, NCIS—everything has prepared me for this.” She beamed, delighted that her excessive TV watching had a purpose.

“Why don’t you take the scene?” I said. My mind was still grinding on the equation that made no sense. “I’ll step back and observe.”

“Ooooh. Okay.” She nearly thrummed, then straightened and dropped her voice half an octave.

“Okay, everyone, listen up!” she called. “We survey the scene and bag and tag any evidence. If a tumbleweed looks suspicious, bag it. We’ll sort it at the Enclave. Molly—have the swarm search for any other contacts and keep anyone out of the perimeter. Brooke, you and Lexi patrol the perimeter and help tag evidence.”

People moved. Molly shrank to pixie size and joined the swarm. Brooke and Lexi began combing the perimeter for clues.

“Don’t make any assumptions,” Sammi added. “We’re in the evidence-collection phase. We’ll reconvene in the Enclave bullpen in the morning.” She glanced back at me.

I nodded. “Good job. You calmed the chaos. We don’t know what this is yet. Is Rachael a witness, a suspect, or a victim?”

“If I may,” Jeremiah cut in as Rick fell into step beside him, “she’s a victim of Vlad. He just didn’t kill her. We all know he had control issues, as evidenced by Sammi and Kevin’s notes on file. What kept him from gorging and draining her to a dry husk where she stood? That’s the mystery.”

“Oh, it wasn’t here,” Sammi said, shaking her head as she pointed at Rachael’s shoes. “She ruined those Jimmy Choos—they had to hike a long way. Tsk. Such a waste.”

“Expensive shoes aside,” I said, “where do you think she crossed paths with Vlad?”

“New Orleans,” Sammi said, as if it were obvious, pointing at Rachael’s chest. “Her Mardi Gras beads. Plastic, cheap, and very Bourbon Street.”

“So, they walked from Louisiana?” I asked. The shredded Jimmy Choos would back that theory.

Sammi burst into laughter, caught herself, then lost it again, punching a fist over her mouth until she got it under control. “Oh, Gaia, no. Vlad wouldn’t walk. He’d use another form of transit. Bus or train, maybe.”

“Those require ID,” Rick said, voice steady again. “They stowed away on a boat, I’d bet. They have to eat, and a crew would sustain them for a while if they didn’t gorge.”

“She’s a new vamp, babe,” Sammi said. “They’re notoriously hungry. She’d have husked the crew.”

“Unless Vlad stopped her,” Jeremiah offered. “His expression when Kevin staked him didn’t look like he enjoyed the experience. And this—” He pointed at Rachael. “This could have been an accident. How many accounts of vampires turning humans are in the records?”

“So you’re saying he’s on tilt and coming home to find help?” I asked.

Jeremiah shrugged, then nodded once.

“He did ask for Sammi by name,” Jake said, joining us with his huge fists shoved into his pockets.

“He didn’t know you, ma’am,” De added, stepping up beside him. “He’d be expecting Kevin—and those two did not get along.”

Molly’s wings thrummed just before she grew back into her masked form. “The perimeters are clear. The girls would like to call it a night.”

“All evidence is bagged,” Lexi reported with Brooke at her side. “I say we cast some wards in lieu of yellow police tape to preserve the scene. We may want a second look in daylight.”

I arched a brow.

“C’mon, Aly,” Lexi said. “What do you think Brooke and I did while we lived in Pacific Beach? We binge-watched cop shows with Sammi.”

My hands had folded across my chest at some point. I forced them to uncurl.

“Okay. What do we want to do with them?” I asked, nodding toward the two fae still locked in stasis.

“Poof them somewhere safe,” Jake said with a shrug.

“Enclave?” I frowned. The last place I wanted a hungry vamp was anywhere near my research lab.

Jeremiah shook his head. “Too many beating hearts. The Estate is better.”

“Our home?” I looked at him, one brow up.

“Put them in guest rooms on the far side,” Jeremiah said. “You do your mage thing and lock them in.”

“Separately,” Sammi added quickly. “Keep them from coordinating stories.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “Once the rooms are warded, we’ll move them and thaw them on our terms and our timeline.”

Brooke and Lexi traded a look and nodded, fully invested in their make-believe police drama.

“Let’s do it. Lexi, Brooke, guard them until extraction. Sammi, meet me at the Estate to cast wards. You—” I pointed at Jake and De. “Pack the evidence and bring it to the Enclave. Box it in the bullpen for now. Molly, thanks for the air support; you’re clear. Rick, go back to whatever you were doing when this interrupted you.” I waved a hand in front of my nose. “I don’t need the details.”

As the team began to disperse, I hooked my arm through Jeremiah’s and poofed us home.

The census math screamed in the back of my mind. Human minus one. Fae plus one.

But under the clean numbers, something itched—Rick’s wards were slipping, just a hairline crack. Both of them, even with her in stasis, carried the faint shade of the playroom. Pride told me I was imagining it.

Magic didn’t just leak.

Not my magic.

Except tonight, it felt like something had.


CHAPTER 9
RICK
PENTHOUSE - FAIRVIEW APARTMENTS


I poofed directly into the Fairview penthouse bedroom, the familiar scent of lavender and vanilla from Celia’s candles greeting me. The robe hung loose around my massive shoulders, black silk boxers still clinging to my legs from the rushed trip to Otay. My heart hammered against my ribs, not from exertion but from the residual charge of seeing them—Vlad and that woman, frozen mid-step like statues carved from ice.

Rachael.

The name echoed in my mind, hollow and wrong, like a word I’d learned in a language I didn’t speak. I’d watched Lexi’s security footage earlier, seen the grainy image of a redhead in the Fairview dungeon, but it had been distant, detached. A stranger on a screen. Tonight, standing feet away from her frozen form under the harsh lights at the border, something shifted.

Her face—pale, sharp cheekbones, full lips parted mid-breath—felt familiar in a way that made my skin crawl. My body reacted to seeing her, visceral and immediate. She was a beautiful specimen, and an old, ugly impulse to take her stirred. I shoved it down. I was on a mission. Besides, she was a fucking statue.

I stripped off the robe and let it puddle on the floor. My boxers followed. My hand fell to my massive length, adjusting and stretching after being trapped in silk. I needed to be naked, needed to feel grounded in my own flesh instead of this itchy wrongness crawling under my skin.

My hand gripped a woman’s neck. My wings spread wide. My tail wrapped around her ankles—but her face was blank, like someone had erased the features. She struggled to breathe as her expression shifted from anger to submissive lust to raw panic.

The vision slammed into me unbidden. Too sharp for a normal memory, and the missing face made it worse. I gasped and grabbed the edge of the dresser to steady myself.

Where the hell did that come from?

I blinked hard, trying to shake the sensation—fingers digging into a phantom windpipe, the burn of angry arousal, her terror braided through it all in a way that left me unmoored.

“Rick?”

Celia’s voice cut through the fog. I looked over to find her propped on one elbow in bed, dark hair spilling over her shoulder, eyes soft with concern. Beside her, Naomi stirred, gaze sharpening as she took me in—naked, trembling, breathless. They were both used to my burgundy-scaled flesh, black horns, and tail. I still tried to throttle my hormones back.

“Baby, you okay?” Celia sat up fully, the sheet slipping down to pool at her waist. Her breasts were bare, nipples tightening in the cool air, but her focus stayed on my face.

I shook my head, then nodded, then cursed under my breath. “I don’t know. Something’s—fuck, I don’t know.”

Naomi’s eyes narrowed. I felt the faint brush of her telepathy against my mind, testing the edges of my thoughts. I didn’t have the energy to resist. She frowned, then glanced at Celia, some silent message passing between them.

“Come here,” Celia said, patting the mattress between them. “You’re wound tighter than a spring.”

I crossed the room on unsteady legs and sank onto the bed. Celia’s hand found my thigh, warm and grounding. Naomi shifted closer, her fingers trailing up my spine. Their touch eased some of the tension coiled in my muscles, but the wrongness lingered—a memory hole shaped like a redhead with a face I couldn’t forget and couldn’t remember. The echo of that blank space started to take on the features of the frozen vampire I’d left behind.

“You need to feed,” Naomi murmured, her breath hot against my shoulder.

Naomi’s fingers traced slow circles between my shoulder blades, each pass loosening a knot I hadn’t realized was there. Celia’s hand slid higher on my thigh, her thumb stroking the tense muscle near my hip. With their warmth pressed against me, I hardened the rest of the way, an ache that wasn’t just physical.

“Hungry-hungry or just rattled?” Naomi asked softly.

“Both,” I admitted. “I saw something. It was unsettling. I think that girl in the security video turned into a vampire… I’m still shaking it off. And I burned a lot of juice holding it together.”

Celia’s lips brushed my bicep. “Then let us take care of you, babe. That’s what we’re here for.”

Naomi’s tone turned playful. “Also, I have a point of pride to defend.”

I tilted my head to look at her. “A point of pride?”

She smirked, cheeks dimpling. “Your girl here keeps bragging about how she can swallow you to the root.” She jerked her chin toward Celia. “And I didn’t get a fair shake last time. New mesh, new family, crazy pool orgy—hardly ideal conditions for scientific comparison.”

Celia laughed, the sound low and warm against my skin. “Are you proposing a peer-reviewed study, Mi?”

“Absolutely.” Naomi slid her hand down my spine to the small of my back, then around my hip to the base of my shaft, fingers curling possessively. “I’m suggesting a blowjob contest. Winner gets bragging rights, loser gets… more practice.”

Heat punched through me, overriding the lingering chill of the vision. “I’m right here, you know,” I said dryly. “Shouldn’t I get a vote?”

Celia squeezed my thigh. “You get to be the test subject, lover. Your job is to relax, feel, and give very detailed feedback.” She shifted, pressing a kiss just below my ear. “You need to feed; we need to de-stress. This checks all the boxes.”

Naomi’s eyes softened, the teasing underpinned by genuine concern. “You’re carrying too much, Rick. Let us pull some of it out of you the fun way.”

My instinct was to protest, to insist we should talk first about Vlad, about the frozen female vampire with the half-familiar face. The wrongness of her newness as a vampire was so eerily familiar it scraped along my nerves. But their words stuck. Every second I stayed wired, the risk of an old reflex slipping its leash went up. I’d learned that lesson the hard way—an out-of-control incubus is dangerous.

“Okay,” I exhaled, mentally shaking off the images from Otay. “You two run the experiment. I’ll try not to skew the data.”

Naomi grinned and slid off the pillows, settling between my knees with her usual grace. Celia shifted to my side, propping herself on one elbow to watch, eyes gleaming with a mix of challenge and affection.

“Round one,” Naomi announced, fingers wrapping around my shaft as she kept her gaze locked on mine. “Baseline measurements.”Her breath ghosted over the crown as she leaned in. Tongue flicking out. She lapped the stream of pre-cum there. A low hum vibrated from her throat, sending a jolt straight to my balls.

She savored it like fine wine, eyes half-lidded, before parting her lips and taking me in slow and deliberate. Lips stretching around the head.

"Fuck," I muttered. Hips twitching involuntarily.

Naomi worked my dick with enthusiasm. Tongue swirling along the underside, she bobbed and took more with each pass. Her hand stroked over my lightly scaled shaft that her mouth couldn't reach yet, twisting on the upstroke. She was eager and attentive. But when she pushed for depth, her eyes watered. The tip bumped her throat, and she gagged softly, pulling back with a gasp. Saliva trailed from her lips to my shaft.

"Damn," she coughed, grinning up at me through the tears. "You're a challenge."

Celia chuckled. Fingers teasing my nipple. “Told you. It's not just size. It's the way he moves inside. You’re awesome when he’s wearing his mask, maybe you’re not ready for the monster.”

Naomi wiped her mouth. Determination flashing. “Okay, whatever. Trash talker. My turn's not over." She dove back in, relaxing her jaw and breathing through her nose. She managed another inch, her throat fluttering around me. But the gag reflex hit again. She retreated, cheeks flushed, hand pumping steadily. "Okay, his magic cock wins this round. What's the trick?"

"Your turn, babe,” I growled. Naomi’s attempt had gotten me riled, and my voice sounded rougher than intended. Celia’s eyes darkened, showing she didn’t mind when I got growly. “Show her how it’s done.”

She slid down quickly, anticipating the cue, and displacing Naomi with a wink. "Watch and learn, Mi." Celia gripped the base and angled me toward her mouth. No hesitation. She engulfed me in one smooth motion. Lips sealing tight as she swallowed around the intrusion. Her throat rippled, pulling me deeper, until her nose brushed my pubes.

Holy shit. The heat, the suction like velvet vise. Milking pre-cum straight from me as she worked her throat, swallowing my monster cock. She held there, humming low. Blowing out a series of drool bubbles with her eyes locked on mine. She eased back with a wet pop. Smirked at Naomi as she stroked her hand over my shaft. Spreading the thick saliva from the back of her throat. Then she dove back in. Her throat massaged my dick so masterfully that my eyes fluttered.

Naomi whistled. “Shit. Okay, you set the bar high."

Celia grinned around my cock. Sliding back and keeping steady suction until my tip popped free. She licked her lips, smug. “Practice makes perfect. Your form's good. Just breathe into it next time. Use your spit to make him slick. Less friction.”

I groaned. Their arousal energy already humming through my veins, dulling the Otay edge.

Naomi took over with renewed focus. Spit-slick fingers twisting at the base, she engulfed me again. Her second attempt went deeper. Throat relaxing under Celia's tips. But she still tapped out an inch short, gagging with a frustrated growl.

"Not bad," Celia murmured with approval in her voice. "You're a quick study."

I was already climbing fast toward a peak. Their competitive energy fed me double-time as their arousal spiked sharply and hot through my core. My heavy balls drew up, tightening at my base, and pre-cum flowed steadily from the tip.

“Fuck, I’m already close," I warned with a growl as my hips bucked instinctively.

Naomi pulled off, her hand flying up to grip and stroke. "Me. I want it."

Celia leaned in, hand gripping me with Naomi, as her tongue flicked across my balls. "No way. I earned it."

"Winner's choice," Naomi shot back.

My override hit like instinct. Hand fisting Naomi's hair, I yanked them both back. "Faces," I growled. The surge crested. Thick ropes painted their cheeks, lips, and chins. Hot spurts of my white jizz marked them both, the magic pushing them into mini-orgasms, as they blinked through it, grinning as if they'd each won the prize.

Celia licked a stripe across Naomi's cheek first. "Shared custody."

Naomi scooped a dollop from Celia's jaw. Sucking it clean. "Fair."

I hauled Celia between my legs, and her mouth engulfed my still-throbbing shaft. She nursed my cock with hollowed cheeks, working her throat to draw every drop from my heavy balls. Sexual energy flooded me. Warm, steadying. Otay's chill faded to background noise.

My body sank into the mattress, spent. Limbs like jelly. My two minxes gave a show of cleaning my spunk off each other with slow licks and lust-filled eyes. My dick rose to the challenge. They gasped as I released my pheromones and eagerly inhaled the cinnamon musk.

Naomi’s eyes focused on my maroon-scaled cock. Widening in awe. She shook her head, trying to think but unable to fully do so under the heady need from my full blast of pheromones.

“Riding contest,” I replied. Tail uncoiling, wings still furled tight underneath me. “Who’s first?”


CHAPTER 10
SAMMI
ESTATE - LA JOLLA CLIFFS


After Jeremiah’s family moved into the Estate, Carmen demanded that fae come and go via the top Estate level, “like normal people.” Her point was valid for many reasons, primarily security. They’d had a team install motion-triggered cameras to flag any unexpected visitors. Alyssa set wards and protections to eliminate external poofs while allowing unrestricted interior ones.

Everyone grumbled about the atrium’s solitary stairway as the only passage between floors. There were fire escapes at both ends, but Alyssa’s spells kept them inaccessible. The remodel of the old resort-style hotel had removed the ancient elevator to create more space, added Kelly’s luxurious stairway, and opened a bottom-level firepit lounge. Three stacked sets of bay windows overlooked the Pacific Ocean and the rugged La Jolla cliffs, giving everyone a view as they walked between levels.

I poofed onto the Estate’s entry by the pool deck. Waved at the camera before pulling open the door. Then climbed down the atrium stairs to the next level. All the guest rooms were to the left, Jeremiah’s office at the far end to the right.

The chill from the night air near the border dissipated in the Estate’s warmth as I padded down the corridor. Thick Berber carpet swallowed my bare feet. Megan’s abstract seascapes lined the walls—swirls of blue and foam that always grounded me. At the far end, Alyssa and Jeremiah waited by two lockdown rooms, doors sealed with fresh ward-glow pulsing faint violet under Alyssa’s palm. She noticed me and pushed her glasses up. Jeremiah leaned casually against the wall, but his eyes scanned me sharply. We were all still keyed up from Jake and De’s mesh alert.

“Done,” Alyssa murmured. She flexed her fingers into fists, then shook out the stress from spellcasting as the magical glow faded to normal. “Escape-proof. My spells now anchor every surface to limbo-space—no poofing out, no phasing through, no shadow-slinks. They won’t be able to get out. Vlad’s got muscle, but these are rated to hold back elder dryads mid-rampage. Rachael might be a feral childe, but she’ll just dull her claws, not damage Kelly’s walls.”

From inside the first room, Jeremiah pushed the door handle to test it. A shimmer rippled in the air like heat haze, then snapped back. He nodded approval, voice steady as always. “Lexi and Brooke reported that the pair is still frozen solid. We should start moving them so the girls can get some rest. Keeping them separate is the right call. I’d expect they’d conspire and devise an escape if they could.”

I slid up beside them, my shoulder brushing Alyssa’s, and stepped into the first room, inhaling the faint ozone tang from her spellwork. My mind still spun from Jake and De’s call for backup. The Otay scene replayed in my head: the bright pixie swarm lighting the border in the dark; Vlad’s gaunt expression frozen mid-plea; the gal he’d turned—an unprecedented event—matching the Missing posters along the fence line. I recognized her immediately from Rick’s shortened first date.

Alyssa exhaled slowly, pinching the bridge of her nose, guilt shadowing her competence. “You’re seeing the same thing, right, Sammi? This is the girl Jeremiah and I mind-wiped along with Rick after the playroom incident. We firewalled all their memories of each other; they shouldn’t recognize each other, but they did. Also, how does a human turn into a vampire? If he drained her, she should be a husk, like the five people we found at Vlad’s rampage in Pacific Beach.”

Jeremiah’s jaw ticked. He dropped a hand to her waist—a subtle anchor—as he closed his eyes, like his mind was somewhere else. “Rick’s mind is unstable. He’s getting phantom hits already. Our memory hole is beginning to crack. He’s better now, more stable. I’m guessing he went home, and Celia calmed his distress. We need a full team debrief as soon as possible. I can shore up our firewall in his mind then.”

“What about food?” I asked. I slipped back out into the hall, pacing along the wall. They followed and shut the door, leaning there with heads down, fingers rubbing at their temples. “The more they stay starved, the more trouble they’ll cause. We need a plan before Lexi and Brooke poof them back—or keep them frozen until we have one. They should be fed before we question them.”

“Blood?” Jeremiah lifted his head. “Human? Where? How?”

“A volunteer would do,” I mused. “Vlad wouldn’t dare husk someone while we watch. I’d shove a stake in his chest myself. But that would just trap him in another recycle hell, and he’d pop up somewhere else.”

“Let’s sort it out here,” Alyssa said. She pinged Lexi over the mesh, confirmed the wards were clear for direct transport to the rooms.

Poofs crackled seconds later. Air shimmered as frozen statues materialized in the cells: Brooke with her hand on Vlad’s shoulder in one room, Lexi’s fist curled in Rachael’s hair in the other—a smirk of kitsune mischief in Lexi’s eyes.

Alyssa reset the external wards, restoring the front-entry security, and morphed the solid hotel doors into new ones with observation windows. We waited for Brooke and Lexi to exit, then reconvened our small pow-wow. The five of us clustered in a tight circle under the hallway’s soft recessed lights.

Lexi wiped her hands, kitsune ears twitching from the feel of Rachael’s hair, dirty and tangled from the trek from New Orleans. “The time-lock is solid, but you may want to recharge the spell, Aly, just in case. They’re frozen so that they won’t feel a thing. Maybe a little disoriented if we keep them locked for a month.”

Brooke nodded, flexing her shoulders after hauling Vlad through the poof. “Seemed like Vlad twitched once in transfer. It’s weird—his eyes seem locked on Rachael. Protective much?”

“She’s like a blank slate in limbo,” Lexi said. “But I can feel something feral under there, even locked down—it’s like her jaw was still twitching.”

Alyssa paced slowly, glasses fogging slightly from ward spells and time-lock charms. “So, next decision: Thaw now or later? Will they grow hungrier the longer they’re frozen? I don’t want a pair of vamps going off the rails with hunger.”

Jeremiah rubbed his chin, gaze flicking between the iced forms. “Keep them frozen. Indefinite hold buys time—no escape plots, no feeding mess until after the Enclave brief. We need the whole team on this, and probably need to update Kevin. A rogue vamp crossing regions is going to throw him into a tizzy.”

“We need to solve the food problem first,” I said. “We shouldn’t ask for human volunteers—remember the mess during that sparkling-vampire movie hoo-haw? My stars, the dark-romance girlies would be at our doors en masse. So they’ll need to subsist on animal blood.”

“Yeah, leave them,” Jeremiah agreed. “No human volunteers. We need a source of wild animals. I doubt the zoo would look kindly on us snatching beasts out of cages.”

“Wild,” Lexi echoed, rubbing her chin. “There are coyotes east of Lemon Grove. The East SD Runners subreddit is complaining about cougars lurking around the jogging paths. Put a call out for hunters: ogres, trolls… hell, even a pixie-swarm net. Collect, report, and coordinate poofs back here. Might even earn good faith if it quiets suburban mundane complaints.”

Brooke grunted approval. “Beasts are better than donor bags, totally. Probably tastes better than the blood bank. Fuck if I know.”

“This sounds like a Jake mission. De and Tiff can assist,” I said with a shrug. “Rick is pulling double shifts between the Venue modernization and this craziness.”

Alyssa exhaled, nodding. “Okay, we have a consensus. Hold the pair frozen until we figure out their meals. Once we have some fresh animal blood, we’ll revisit unfreezing. Meet back at the Enclave later. All hands, nine o’clock sharp. I’ll update the rest via the mesh. Get some sleep.”

With a nod to the couple, I poofed to the top landing of the atrium, waved at the security camera, left the Estate through the main entrance, and immediately poofed into the Fairview penthouse bedroom. The La Jolla ocean air shifted to the familiar lavender, vanilla, and Rick’s heady cinnamon of the penthouse in half a heartbeat. A soft lamp glow washed over rumpled sheets, tossed pillows, and three very satisfied bodies.

Rick sprawled on his back, one arm flung wide, maroon-scaled tail slack where it trailed off the bed. His demonic form had faded back to something halfway between mundane and monster, like his incubus didn’t quite trust the night was over. Naomi slept curled over his chest, cheek pillowed over his heart, curly brown hair fanned across his skin. Celia had claimed his far side with a greedy thigh over his hip, a faint, smug smile on her lips even in sleep.

The air still held the sharp tang of sex—salt and musk overlaid with their mixed energies, warm and humming. My nostrils flared despite myself. One taste of the room’s glow and my Nereid instincts perked up as if I’d just dipped my toes into a hidden hot spring. I could feel the echo of the earlier contest in the mesh—Naomi’s stubborn determination surging like venom-laced bliss, Celia’s puffed-up pride at winning. Rick’s magic incubus cock rested smugly potent, stirring as if it sensed my presence

“Show-off,” I whispered fondly. My thoughts drifted back to his first week of rebirth, when I’d find him like this—or in the shower. A lovely perk of waking an incubus myself.

I let my fae senses sink deeper, skimming surfaces only. I didn’t have Alyssa’s deep psionic reach, but I could still sense some things. Rick’s emotional field had finally settled; the ragged edges from Otay smoothed under waves of pleasure and steady affection. The phantom image of his playroom incident with Rachael that had been scratching at him earlier still sat in the background of his mind like an unfinished sketch—a blank-faced redhead in his grip, his wings spread and tail coiled around her ankles. The fact that he could feel it at all was a sign of the weakening firewall Alyssa and Jeremiah had wrapped around that mess.

He didn’t stir, but Naomi twitched, some small shiver passing through her. I padded closer, bare feet silent on the carpet, and let my fingers brush lightly over her hair. A drop of dried cum glimmered faintly at the corner of her mouth where she’d missed a spot in the post-game cleanup. Celia’s jaw wore a matching pearly streak like war paint.

“You’ve been well fed,” I murmured to my incubus lover, lips quirking into a fond grin. “Cohabiting with two human girlfriends is good for you, babe.”

Turning my attention to my harem sisters, I smiled at my cozy companions. Naomi’s mind was quiet but not empty. The echo of her last waking thought before sleep still curled around a simple certainty: he’s mine, and I’m his, and we can share. Celia’s was pure smug, sleepy satisfaction layered over a surprisingly soft core, claiming space in his bed and not ready to give it up to anyone.

That, more than anything, decided it for me. They’d done their job. They’d fed him. They’d yanked the poison threads of fear and wrongness out of him the fun way—exactly what he’d needed after the shaken, hollow state he’d been in when he left Otay. He’d poured enough back into them to keep them glowing for days.

I stood at the bedside, letting myself soak in the comfort of our connection for a beat. Rick’s chest rose and fell steadily under Naomi’s cheek. Celia’s leg flexed once in sleep, toes digging unconsciously into the mattress as if bracing for another thrust. Their three distinct scents braided into something that felt like family—like one of those human pictures of a dog and two kids passed out on a couch after a long day at the beach.

My chest tightened, a little ache under my breastbone. The last thing their mellow cuddle pile needed was a frazzled Sammi. My Nereid body never slept well in a mundane bed. The healing essence of my bay would help me reset after this troubling night.

“Good work, family,” I whispered. “Gold stars all around.”

I leaned in and pressed a feather-light kiss to Rick’s temple, careful not to brush Naomi. My lips tingled where they met his skin—incubus energy always tasted like warm spice and old sin. I straightened, turned, and padded toward the sliding glass doors.

The city glowed beyond the glass, harbor lights winking just past the quay, the dark mass of the bay stretching out like a waiting lover. Somewhere on that midnight-still water was my own small house, backlit by the faint purple of my wards.

For a half second, I considered staying. I could strip, steal one of Rick’s oversized T-shirts, and crash on his couch like the world’s most overqualified babysitter. I could keep one eye on the mesh and one eye on whatever new nightmares decided to crawl out of the dark at dawn. But I was wrung out. The shock of what we’d found in Otay still clung to my bones, cold and wrong. The memory of Vlad’s frozen, desperate eyes and Rachael’s too-familiar face hovered just out of focus. I needed my element, not another night of the Estate’s filtered warmth or the Fairview’s hotel ventilation.

“Okay,” I told myself. “Home, then.”

I slid the balcony door open quietly and stepped into the cooler air. The bay’s breath hit me immediately—salt, diesel, kelp, and a dozen minor magics riding on the breeze. Lights flickered on the far side of the water where my little strip of shoreline waited.

I didn’t bother with theatrics. One clean thought, one twist of space, and the Fairview winked away. The world folded and unfolded, leaving me on my own back deck, wood damp and cool beneath my bare soles. The night here felt different than at the Estate—less curated, more honest. No layered wards singing in complex chords, just the simple pulse of my protections hugging the house and the steady heartbeat of the bay below.

My place wasn’t much by mundane standards, just a small, weathered wooden cabin floating on a tether and tucked into a quiet strip of the wildlife sanctuary. My porch sagged over the water, rising and falling with the tides. Inside the single open room was everything that mattered to me. Shells lined the windowsills in careful patterns—each one tied to a specific memory. The couch sagged in the middle from too many movie nights with wet-haired brownies and pixies. My bed was a broad woven platform I could lower through an opening into the magic-thick water when I wanted to sleep cradled in my bay.

I nudged the wooden door open with a fingertip and stepped inside. The air smelled like salt, sandalwood, and the faint lingering tang of my last bath here—a drift of lavender and something deeper from the bay itself, like the ghost of tidepools.

For half a heartbeat, the part of me that had been mothering new fae for decades kicked in. I should check in with Alyssa. I should ping the mesh, make sure Lexi and Brooke got home okay. Keep Jeremiah from self-flagellating with a three-hour ethics monologue at dawn.

Enough.

Instead, I opened my mind to Alyssa’s mesh, sensed only idle thoughts, and tuned the channel down to a low hum—mental white noise. When I flashed into my Nereid form, I left my mundane clothes on the little shelf in the space between the Earth and fae worlds.

Dropping my mundane mask was a relief. I took a beat to admire my aqua scales across my arms and thighs, blooming in iridescent patterns along my hips and ribs. My hair spilled longer and darker, streaked with kelp brown, ocean teal, and sea-glass green. Webbing laced between my toes and fingers with a familiar tingle. My lungs loosened as if I’d been holding my breath all evening and finally remembered how to inhale properly.

I lowered my bed into the water, slid under my natural seaweed-fiber woven sheets, and exhaled a long, slow breath as the bedding cooled against my skin. The mattress dipped as the bay cradled me, and I inhaled the welcoming scent of saltwater and old storms that clung to the pillowcase.

For a few moments, my brain kept whirling. Vlad’s turned childe, the missing posters at the fence line, the way Rachael’s face had matched them too perfectly—all jostled for attention. The memory of Rick’s shudder under my hand when the first phantom hit rocked his mind, fluttering at the edges, flickered.

Not tonight.

I reached with that quiet inward part of myself—the piece that had guided more than one feral fae through their first panic attack—and laid the same gentleness over my own thoughts. Breathe in: bay. Breathe out: Otay. Breathe in: home. Breathe out: everyone else’s crap.

Outside, water slapped softly against the sides of my floating home. A boat horn echoed faintly from the channel. Somewhere down the shore, a seal barked once in protest at something only seals understood.

My last coherent thought before sleep caught me was simple and selfish:

Naomi and Celia had soothed him. The vamps were frozen at the Estate. Alyssa and Jeremiah could handle the politics. Leah would solve the mystery. For one night, I got to just be Sammi—a tired Nereid in her own bed, wrapped in salt air and moonlight, sinking into the kind of deep, dreamless sleep only the sea could give.


CHAPTER 11
LEAH
LEAH’S BEDROOM - ESTATE - LA JOLLA CLIFFS


Sometimes working for a boss whose thoughts stream inside your head is overrated.

Alyssa’s mind shook me awake, shattering a perfectly good dream where I was the jam in a Rick–Jeremiah sandwich, all heat followed by lazy contentment.

Her thoughts were not playful. Not even her usual three-things-before-breakfast urgency. This had a sharp, metallic edge I’d not felt since our Naomi pool poof trauma—Kelly's portal binding Leah and me forever. A strange mix of fear wrapped in discipline, like she was holding a crisis at arm’s length.

Private: Urgent: Enclave, Lab at eight. Pre-roll call.

I groaned into my pillow, then shoved my hair out of my face and sat up. My private suite was dim from the faint Pacific sunrise behind the curtains. For half a second, I thought about pretending I hadn’t seen it. But Alyssa’s urgent message, packed with worry, made that impossible.

“Okay, Aly. You have my attention.”

Her mind sent an acknowledgment before fading back to baseline. Walling off private thoughts had become more the norm the longer we were in Serra Bay. Seventeen minds in a constant stream of thought-mesh got confusing fast.

A quick sun salutation with steadying breaths to find my center, then I opened my mesh sense properly and fired off pings to Naomi, Shannon, and Megan.

“Wake-up call. Meeting 8—Lab. Alyssa, urgent. Coffee up, girls.”

Naomi’s sleepy acknowledgment came first, warm and fuzzy around the edges. Shannon answered with a ripple of curiosity and a mental image of a loading progress bar. Megan just sent back a question mark and the emotional equivalent of a raised eyebrow. Good enough.

After a quick shower, I dressed on autopilot—black slacks, a soft blouse, and a cardigan. Glanced at my tablet for updates and the schedule for the day while coffee brewed. All of it suddenly felt irrelevant next to the urgency of Alyssa’s wake-up.

I focused on the in-Enclave transport point. One vertigo-inducing flash through the fae realm later, I stepped into the familiar underground corridor, cool air and old stone closing in like a comforting hug. I followed the hum of the operational mesh to the lab. Alyssa was already there.

She’d beaten me by just enough to collect a stack of physical folders, spread in front of her with her coffee mug beside her. Hair was scraped up in a loose knot, her glasses were smudged, and her suit jacket was tossed over the back of a chair. The usual consummate-professional bearing of the CFO—Chief Faerie Officer, per Jeremiah, was gone. Her silver aura ran hot and narrow, bright threads of exhaustion stitched through it.

“Morning,” I said, closing the door behind me. “You’re up early for someone who warded off half the Estate last night.”

“We’re on a clock,” she replied, voice low and mysterious—the same register she’d used when her five-year-old daughter suddenly became a twenty-something woman. “I need your brain on something before I talk to everyone else.”

“Lovely.” I took the seat opposite her and set my tablet face down beside me. “Is this a ‘patch the mesh’ problem, or a ‘Gaia’s docs hate us’ problem?”

Her mouth twitched, but the smile didn’t stick.

“Both, maybe,” she said. “And it starts with Rachael.”

“Okay, who’s Rachael?”
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Alyssa started the meeting the way she started field briefings: standing at the head of the table, as if we were about to deploy to Tijuana rather than a library.

“Two things,” she said, her voice back in its clipped cadence as she ticked off items on her fingers. “One, what happened to Rachael, and what we might have done to contribute to it? Two, I need R&D to help me understand the mechanics before I walk the whole family through it. Long story short: has a mundane human ever transitioned to fae? Not a halfling. A fully powered feeder—vampire.”

I felt Naomi flinch beside me, but I lifted a hand slightly.

“For the record,” I said, for the benefit of my team. “Some of us only remember the greatest-hits version from Lexi’s dungeon story and only felt, via the mesh, Rick’s meltdown last night before he locked it down. We need the operational version on the table.”

Alyssa nodded once and laid it out.

“The old Fairview playroom first,” she said. “Shortly after he awoke from Sammi’s bite, he met Rachael, a redhead lingerie clerk. Rick was hooked, and did some questionable things, but fixable. But it was their date at the old playroom in the Fairview. Something happened, and he lost it—dropped his mask and rose into his demonic incubus form during a BDSM dungeon scene, nearly strangling her.”

She pushed her hair back and adjusted her glasses. “Brooke and Lexi intervened, knocked him out, and got her breathing again.” She paused, making sure everyone was following. “Jeremiah and I came in after to clean up. We wiped Rachael’s memories of Rick and the dungeon, then firewalled Rick’s memories and his emotions about her. Since she had to go home, we layered in a mundane cover story to fill in the hole in her memory.”

She took a breath and looked at the ceiling, her mind circling through the night again, as if she were checking if she had missed anything.

“Fast-forward. Here’s what we know from last night at the border. Vlad somehow met Rachael again in New Orleans. He fed and drained her. By every piece of vampire truth we have, she should be a husk. Instead, she wakes as a vampire. Not halfling. Fully fae. And walks herself halfway across a continent with Vlad.” Alyssa’s hand flexed into a fist before she shook it out. “The road-trip details don’t matter. The point is: they make it to Otay; Jake and De intercepted them; and Rachael matches both the missing-woman posters from Serra Bay and the Fairview dungeon security footage. We now have both Vlad and Rachael frozen in stasis and locked in separate rooms at the Estate.”

The room went very quiet.

“By all known rules,” Aly finished, softer now. “Rachael died in that French Quarter hotel room. No media stories in my brief screen pop up any mention of a murder. We can only assume she hadn’t had any other interactions with fae magic since the Fairview playroom. I’m afraid something we left in her head refused to die.”

“I’ll hit LoreDB and the archives,” Megan said, breaking the silence with a librarian’s reflex. “See if there’s anything about mundane-to-fae transitions or vamp cases. If there are too many hits, I’ll narrow to cases with psionic influences.”

Naomi didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to. Her aura tightened down to a hard little knot, and I could feel her thoughts jump straight to the knot she kept trying to unravel in Rick’s mind—the sealed-off space around the Playroom incident. Her expression said she was connecting his Playroom dates, frazzled condition after last night, and whoever was in stasis at the Estate.

“Okay,” I said, slipping into my favorite role—translator between panic and problem set. “Operationally, we have a mundane subject who underwent large-scale psionic surgery a few months ago. Memory excision, glamour shields, emotional redirection, and anything else caused by J and Aly’s mind wipe. Later, a vampire kill event that should have resulted in husked death, but turned the victim into a fae vampire instead. Working hypothesis?”

I looked around the table, then back at Alyssa. “My immediate take is the psionic blocks left a residual magical imprint—scar tissue—in her mind. Vlad’s venom hit that scar, and instead of collapsing, it rewrote her.”

Shannon leaned forward, eyes sharpening the way they did when someone handed her a new toy. “Magical scar tissue tracks,” she said. “We’ve got, like, half a dozen half-baked references in the old mind-healing scrolls—‘shards of memory’ and ‘echoes of the caster’s hand’ embedded in patients after invasive work. Nobody ever codified it, but the language is there.”

Megan nodded. “Inquisition-era notes too, so we know they’re super reliable,” she added, rolling her eyes. “Anyway, there are case reports where imprints survive after wipes—people dreaming in someone else’s voice, or remembering how it felt to forget. And then the scribe scribbles ‘cause unknown’ and moves on. It’s all maddeningly vague, like someone powerful kept nudging the rules and never bothered to update the docs.”

“Of course they did,” I muttered. “Why maintain a spec when you can just live-edit reality?” I looked around the table. “Always update the metadata before committing to the repo. Golden rule.”

I flicked my fingers toward the center of the table and tugged at the fae ether. A pane of light condensed out of nothing—a transparent, floating sheet about the size of a whiteboard. Lines and circles shimmered into being as I sketched a circle titled Rachael at the center, then branching nodes labeled MEMORY WIPE, GLAMOUR, JEREMIAH, ALYSSA, RICK. A mage-level magical murder board.

“Okay,” I said, tapping the central node. “Let’s make this explicit. Rachael walks out of the Fairview with an implanted—let’s call it a shard—from that original repair: remnants of the memories we firewalled, plus traces of the energy we used to block them, and the cover story.” A smaller circle bloomed on the pane, tagged SHARD, with colored threads running back to the three names. “That shard is bound to her core and keyed to three signatures: Rick’s similar shard from Alyssa’s spells and Jeremiah’s mind-work.”

I drew another node off to the side, labeled VLAD, and an arrow marked VENOM slamming into the shard. “Vlad drains her and loads her with venom. Instead of cleanly dying, that shard grabs the venom’s magical energy and uses it to preserve her and rewrite her as a fae. No shard, she’s a corpse. With it, she’s… whatever she is now.” I squinted at the diagram. “Do we even have a working definition of vampire venom? Anything besides ‘concentrated magic goop’?”

Alyssa glanced up at the murder board, focusing on the RACHAEL branch. “With Rachael, we just wiped and smoothed. Took the memories, gave her a new story, and let her go. No long-term anchors, no contracts. Whatever’s still in her head now—the shard Leah’s talking about—is something we didn’t intend to leave behind.”

“Do you think you left something behind in Rick, too?” Shannon asked.

“If we did, it wasn’t intentional.” Alyssa paused and pushed her glasses up her nose, chewing her bottom lip for a beat.

I tapped the two nodes on the board, letting the lines between them pulse. “Same night, same people working on them,” I said. “But only one barrier was built on purpose. That might be why her transformation looks like a weird side effect instead of a rebirth.”

Alyssa drew in a slow breath, then let it out through her nose. “So, concerns. If this shard idea is real and we can unpack it, it might change what the Reborn Fae program can do. Under the right conditions, death might not always be the end. If we’re wrong, then we’ve created something new and dangerous without knowing how stable she is—and trying to repeat that on purpose would be a terrible idea.”

“Okay,” I said, letting the murder board hang over the table. “Short term, we don’t have time to write a dissertation. We need guardrails ASAP.” I pointed at Shannon. “You take the deep dive. Anything in the archives that smells like ‘mind shards,’ ‘scar tissue,’ post-wipe weirdness—flag it and dump it in a folder for me.”

Shannon nodded, already halfway into research scientist mode.

“Megan, cross-check vampire lore. Turned humans who’d had magical work done first, anything that even hints at that sequence. If there’s overlap with Shannon’s finds, I want to know yesterday.”

Megan sighed, but it was the satisfied kind. “Fine. I’ll go dance with the dusty tomes.”

“As for me,” I said, glancing at Aly while tapping ALYSSA and JEREMIAH on the glowing pane, “I’m going to reconstruct what you two actually did that night. Spells, intent, emotional state. If there’s a pattern to how this shard formed, it’ll be in the way you pushed it into their minds.”

Naomi cleared her throat. “And me?” she asked, tone neutral, like she was bracing for a pat on the head and a ‘go sit with Rick.’

I turned to her fully. “You’re our barometer,” I said. “Stay with Rick. Pay attention to that sealed place in his head. If the pressure changes—if it feels thinner, louder, closer—I need to know. Quietly. Before it fractures on its own.”

Something in her eased at that, as if I’d just given her permission to trust what she already did without thinking or asking. “Got it,” she whispered, and then her eyes faded as she sought out Rick’s mind.

Alyssa glanced up at the wall clock and winced. “We’re out of time. Roll call starts in five.” She straightened her glasses, her shoulders settling back into Fae-chief posture. “Thank you. The subjects stay in lockdown in the south wing of the Estate until you have at least a first-pass model—and we’ve figured out how to feed them without creating another crisis. Leah, be ready to explain this safely in non-nerd terms to Jeremiah and the others.”

“‘Nerd terms’ are the safe terms,” I muttered under my breath, but I nodded. “Fine. I’ll have a version that won’t make Carmen’s eyes cross.”

Chairs scraped back as we drifted toward the main briefing room, minds shifting into debrief mode. The murder board collapsed and tagged: Project Rachael – Shard Hypothesis, v0.1.


CHAPTER 12
MEGAN
ENCLAVE R&D LAB - BALBOA PARK


The Enclave’s Research & Development lab wrapped around us, cozy clutter and humming screens reminding me of our Oregon days cataloging Alyssa’s artifacts. Two sets of cubicles hugged opposite walls, monitors glowing with LoreDB queries, while the communal conference table sat between them like a well-worn hearth. Leah rolled her chair over from our shared desk, coffee steaming in hand, as Shannon and Naomi scooted in from theirs. We formed our usual tight circle under the soft hum of mesh-linked terminals.

I leaned forward, tracing faded runes on a tablet tethered to Leah’s LoreDB LLM, querying the massive dataset we’d compiled since we’d turned the Enclave’s rustic catacombs into our high-tech labs and offices. The mineral tang of ancient paper mingled with Shannon’s ocean-salt scent from her morning swim and Leah’s aromatic candles to hold back the old stone musk.

“I’ve been using the data we recovered from the victims of Vlad’s Pacific Beach murder spree,” I said, scanning my team’s faces as we hovered around the table. “The victims’ fae-gene artifacts align perfectly with the alignment and power signatures we retrieved from Jess and Rick. That confirms the theory that rebirths are activated from dormant fae. Both venom activated, first by Sammi’s planned bite, then Rick’s instinctive one at the Fairview.”

“Right,” Leah agreed. “Venom reboot is our working assumption. We didn’t do any forensics on the playroom incident, so Rachael’s nature isn’t determined. We need to look at the raw manuscripts and see if that venom reboot pattern holds in the half-burned scrolls and time-worn tomes now scanned into LoreDB.”

“Okay, but that’s like grading essays with pages torn out—hints remain, but the full story’s lost,” I said. “It’s too fragmented to really prove anything.”

“Wait,” Shannon said, casting her tablet to the wall screen. “These Gaia fragments mention ‘excessive turning’ leading to feeder permadeath—not mere relocation after a staking.” She glanced around at us. “That’s a direct quote from our vampire lore, not an AI hallucination. But it doesn’t state a clear threshold. What does ‘excessive’ mean? One childe like Rachael? A spree’s worth? A half-dozen?” Her nose wrinkled. “And what does permadeath even mean? Annihilation, like movie-style ash piles?”

“The archives cite different precedents for types of feeders,” I said, looking around the table. “Rick, being rehabilitated under our guidance, shifting from dark to light, seems to curry favor with Gaia. But they lack data on vampires—blood feeders. The lore around vampires is thin, like no one wanted to write the class definition. So it’s hard to pin down.”

Naomi leaned in, her eyes going distant as she listened to whispers from her mind link. “Rick’s unease hinges around some red-tinged shard impressions bleeding through—the walled-off section of the Playroom incident. The firewall is still there, but it’s like these impressions are bleeding through. I saw Lexi’s security feed recordings, and these seem to match. But why now and at an increasing frequency?”

Shannon crossed her arms, peering at the projection. “Rick was in Otay last night in a supporting role at the Vlad and Rachael sighting.”

“Forget about Vlad,” Leah said. “Aside from killing a prior instance of the man we know as Rick, Vlad never had any contact with him. He was staked well before Rick’s rebirth. There wouldn’t be any remnant of identity between them. But Rick and Rachael—both mind-wiped the same night. If there’s any validity to this shard concept, it would be present in both of them.”

Naomi pressed her lips together, looking up at the ceiling before nodding. “That tracks.”

A familiar thrill hummed low in my chest. Not dread—more like the click of patterns aligning. Rick’s cinnamon aura from last week’s tangle still teased my skin. I shook off the temptation to relive the intense incubus-fueled sex and dragged my focus back to the research.

“Gaia’s eternal vagueness—creator of all things, except docs and wikis,” I muttered. “Vlad’s five murders plus Rachael’s turn: does that cross into ‘excessive’?”

“Megan, don’t get sidetracked with the annihilation angle,” Leah reminded me. “We need to focus on developing a shard hypothesis. We’re trying to understand how a human could become fae, not whether a fae can be destroyed.”

“Aren’t they two sides of the same coin?” I countered, more sharply than I meant to. “Some cosmic Gaia bookkeeping underneath the flow. A new fae incarnation means an old one must be destroyed. So Vlad’s probably shitting bricks, thinking his annihilation will balance her scales.”

We glanced at each other, then our heads started nodding. Shannon spoke first. “Huh. That almost tracks, and it fits the lore’s weird allusions to fate and destiny instead of scientific proof.”

“Okay, that’s still off-track,” Leah said. “We can discuss fae annihilation and regeneration another time. What about the shard? Anything in the lore about magic leaving scars—scars that might protect a human from death and cause a rebirth?”

I grinned and circled the rune cluster with my stylus to update in LoreDB later. “Right. The shard is the question,” I said. “If it even exists in the archival record.”

We rolled back to our cubicles, chairs whispering over worn stone as candle flames danced shadows across projected sigils. I started querying the shard idea in LoreDB—“magical scar” tied to mind-wipes and rebirths. Threads flooded back: thousands of hits from fragmented tomes, vague allusions in healer grimoires. I refined the search with “protection from death,” narrowing to hundreds—promising, but still a haystack.

Leah hunched over her station beside me, cross-referencing psychic-repair rituals and spells, muttering “residue anchors”. “These old mage logs hint at scars from botched wipes—dormant until trauma catalyzes,” she said. “Is that like Rachael’s hypothetical shard protecting her, activated by Vlad’s venom?”

Across the table, Shannon and Naomi dove into the vampire annexes, Shannon’s screen blooming with blood-feeder precedents as she pushed updates across our small mesh. “Half-burned NOLA warden reports: childes trigger audits, but no hard threshold,” she reported. “Oral chains, victor accounts—frustrating as faded ink.”

Naomi, beside her, was probing Rick’s mind remotely, gathering empathic echoes, her brow furrowing. “Alyssa’s ward around Rick’s memories seems to be thinning near these bleed-throughs around Rachael—or what I think is her. The more I poke, the more his bleeds intensify. Wait, the incident happened at the Fairview, right?”

“Yeah,” Leah said, turning. “Why does that matter?”

“Rick’s camped directly over the location of the wiped memory,” Naomi said. “There could be a geographical component we’re overlooking.”

“That’s an awesome point, Mi,” I said, grinning at her. “The historical records have lots of references to geographic nexuses, right? Places where magic sticks instead of just evaporates.” I rolled my chair closer to Naomi. “Genius loci, bound monsters, regional cryptids, ley lines, haunted battlefields, temples built over earlier temples—Gaia loves binding creatures and reusing construction sites.”

Leah’s chair squeaked as she spun. “You think Fairview’s a genius loci? That’s there’s some persistent imprint from the playroom wipe?”

“Why not?” I sketched a triangle on my tablet: FAIRVIEW – RICK – RACHAEL. “Shard as personal scar, shard as relational link, shard as geographic echo. We did psionic surgery there, then added the layers from Rick’s post-bite rebirth, and Mi’s meshes since she moved in. How many Fae are living in and around the Fairview? Rick’s been feeding with his lovers there. The amount of sexual energy pumping through those walls… If magic creates a locus, I’d say all the activity is concentrated there.”

Shannon went very still. “The geography remembers.”

Naomi’s eyes unfocused. “Rick’s ward may be thinning, from external pressure when he poofs home. Is it destabilizing? The penthouse is directly above the garage and the old playroom.”

Leah sat up straighter, eyes brightening. “Okay, that’s interesting. There are vague references in Alyssa-era notes regarding ‘fixed scars’ and ‘place-bound anomalies.’ I assumed they meant cursed sites, like that old United Priesthood compound they took down in Montana.” She frowned. “But if J and Alyssa did heavy mind-work in that playroom, and then we layered an incubus rebirth and created a mind mesh nexus there…” She trailed off, already pulling up another dataset. “Shit. We may have created a micro-node. A shard that’s not just in Rachael or Rick—it’s in the floorplan.”

I tightened the triangle on my tablet, labeling the corners again: FAIRVIEW. RICK. RACHAEL. Then I circled the center. “Shard as personal scar, shard as geographic echo, shard as relational link,” I repeated like a mantra. “Three legs of the same stool. We’ve been staring at the people and mostly ignoring that the stool is bolted to the building.”

Naomi’s voice went soft. “And Rick’s parked directly over it. Stable incubus with a half-healed psychic wound, living on top of the place where they psionically cracked him open and stitched him shut. Rachael’s shard wakes up, feels for its missing pieces, and what does it find? The same coordinates. Same emotional geometry. She’s being pulled back to him.”

A little shiver ran through me, half dread, half the thrill of a puzzle finally showing its edges. “Gaia loves symmetry,” I whispered. “Vlad kills Rick in Pacific Beach, and he’s reborn in the same damn condo. Kevin staked Vlad in Pacific Beach, punting him to New Orleans. Rachael is nearly strangled in the playroom; we save her and wipe her. Then she nearly dies in New Orleans. But because of her magical shard, she doesn’t—and instead reappears in Otay. If shards can anchor to geography, the Fairview might house the node that matches her scar.”

Leah nodded slowly. “So we have two open questions. One, did our mind-wipe and wards leave a long-term residue in the physical space at Fairview—something like a ‘house shard’ that resonates with the ones in Rick and Rachael? Two, does that resonance actually protect, attract, or destabilize them when they’re nearby?”

“Sub-question,” Shannon added, holding up a finger. “If the answer to any of that is ‘yes,’ what happens when we add a rooftop Venue a few blocks away and make it a sexual-feeder nest for Rick, Kelly, and Lily? And make it a clubhouse for our growing population of reborn fae within spitting distance of an unintentional shard node? Are we building a lighthouse, a lightning rod, or a bomb?”

Naomi exhaled, shoulders tight. “And in the meantime, Rick’s sleeping right on top of the landmine.”

“Okay,” I said, heart kicking a little faster. “We need to not leap to conclusions; we need to collect data.”

Leah’s gaze snapped to mine. “We need J and Alyssa in the room. They have first-hand knowledge of the event—and of what happened with all the dark relics around that compound.” She paused, and I could feel her mind racing, pieces sliding into place. Then she snapped her fingers. “Magical residue mapping. We did a version of that at Pacific Beach when we reverse-engineered dormant fae signatures from the ashes after Rick’s rebirth. If Fairview has a persistent imprint from the playroom incident and subsequent rebirth work, it may be measurable above baseline.”

Naomi swallowed, then met my eyes. “I can also compare how Rick’s ward feels when he’s at the Estate versus when he’s home over the playroom. If the pressure spikes in one location, that’s more evidence there’s a place-based component.”

Leah drummed her fingers once, decisive. “All right. We treat the shard as both personal and geographic. Build a survey plan for Fairview to measure any residue mapping, ward behavior, and historical incident clustering. If the building is amplifying the shard, we need to know before we light up the Venue next door.”

“And if it’s a natural node instead of an accident,” I said, unable to keep the grim humor out of my voice. “Gaia may have already signed off on our little integration experiment. She just forgot to send the memo with proper docs.”

Naomi snorted. Shannon shook her head, smiling despite herself. Leah’s mouth quirked, the tension around her eyes easing by a millimeter.

“Fine,” Leah said. “Gaia’s lousy at memos. We’ll write our own. The geographic shard hypothesis goes on the board.”


CHAPTER 13
ALYSSA
ESTATE OFFICES - LA JOLLA CLIFFS


Leah sent a message through the mesh, a bright ping in the back of my mind. The tone of it—urgency threaded with excitement and a thin, metallic anxiety—made my stomach tighten.

Private: We have a tentative hypothesis. Shard may be geo-locked. Need to discuss with you and J.

I paused mid-stride on the top floor of the Estate hallway, returning to my office from the breakroom. “Shit,” I muttered, steadying my grip. A cold prickle slid down my spine. Shard. Geo-locked. If they were right, my carefully layered wards might be resting on a crack.

I ducked into my office long enough to snag the travel lid for my mug, snapped it on by reflex, and went next door to Jeremiah’s.

“We need to poof down to the lab, babe,” I said, already striding behind his desk. “Leah says they have a theory about the link inside Rachael’s mind.”

It had been three hours since Enclave roll call ended. The whole team was up to speed on Otay. Molly had reported intel from the pixie swarm. Jake had debriefed on his confrontation with Vlad and Rachael. Lexi had briefed us on their secure location in the far wing of the Estate. It hadn’t been a town hall, so we were saved from Cheryl’s commentary about abducting two vampires in the middle of the night and keeping them frozen in guest rooms under my wards.

“That was fast,” Jeremiah said, rising as I reached him.

I grabbed his hand. “Poofing.”

I dropped the Estate shields, twisted space, and shoved us to the Enclave transport dock, then snapped the shields back in the space of a breath.

“Dammit,” Jeremiah said, swaying as he shook his head. “A little more warning so I can steady myself.”

“Sorry,” I said aloud, even as my anxious thoughts flooded his mind in a wash of psionic static.

“Don’t worry about it,” he answered, matching my pace through the catacombs toward Leah’s lab.

Another flash of light flared behind us. I turned my head to see Rick and Lexi stepping off the pad with a familiar cardboard box.

“Chet tossed in extra chips and salsa,” Lexi said as she jogged up to join us. “Leah said to grab lunch, so Rick and I poofed over and picked some up.”

“She means we poofed to the basement landing pad, and Chet brought the order down to us,” Rick clarified.

“That’s the same thing,” Lexi chirped, sliding in at Jeremiah’s side for a quick side hug.

We swept into the R&D lab. Leah and her team were huddled around their table, heads down, fingers flicking across tablets. They looked up and straightened when the four of us entered.

“Good call on the lunch order,” I said, taking my usual seat at the head of the table while Jeremiah pulled a chair up beside me. Rick and Lexi moved to the far side and started unpacking the food.

Leah swiveled to face us. “We think the playroom wipe left a magical shard in Rachael’s scar tissue from the mind-work,” she said. “We think it’s mirrored in Rick’s mind as well, and that both are linked to a genius loci node at the original point of magic—the playroom in the upper level of the Fairview parking garage.”

“We think it might explain why Rick’s wards aren’t holding as cleanly as they should,” Naomi added, turning to Rick. “Our bed is directly over the playroom, according to the floor plan on file.”

“Okay.” I let my gaze travel around Leah’s team and landed on Megan. “What did you find to ground this in lore we know from the scrolls and tomes?”

“It has a solid basis,” Megan said, nodding sharply. “The LoreDB is full of references to geographically bound creatures—genius loci—tied by magic to a single nexus. We think it might explain the troubles back in Montana—the way that compound seemed to attract darker entities, no matter how many you cleared. Or the spirits you found bound to your artifacts, books, journals, and other arcane objects.”

“Let me understand,” Jeremiah cut in. “We just happened to buy an apartment building that sat on top of one of these nexuses?”

“No, we think we may have created one,” Shannon said. “With the burst of magic you both used to wipe Rick and Rachael’s memories. We lived there for the first few months after moving here. And then Rick’s been haunting that building since his rebirth. He’s made deposits of magic, among other… substances, ever since he woke up.”

“Help me understand,” I said. “You believe excessive use of magic can create these geographically locked places?”

“It’s a theory,” Leah said. “But it explains a lot of the mysteries we’ve been wrestling with since we left Oregon. We may have unknowingly established other spots: the Estate, Fairview, and the Pacific Beach condo. Maybe even our old home.”

I nodded slowly and chewed on that as Lexi passed me a plate stacked with chicken fajitas and refried beans.

“So, what does that mean about Rachael?” I asked. “She turned because this… shard protected her?”

Shannon shrugged, but Megan leaned in, iced tea can held loosely in her fingers.

“Magic has a way of defending itself,” Megan said. “This shard—what we’re calling a piece of concentrated magic—activated from the venom in Vlad’s bite and feeding. It activated something which kept Rachael from being killed and redirected the event into transforming her into an aeternal fae. It’s not that different from Kelly’s impulsive poof of Leah and Naomi.”

I glanced at the pair, my daughter and my number two, who’d been thick as thieves ever since Kelly’s first wild use of her power yanked them through a poolside portal. They met my gaze and shrugged.

“How did Naeme explain it back at the JACKL office in Oregon?” Shannon asked aloud, then answered herself. “Remember how she talked about magic fixing ‘timey-wimey’ things? I know she’s hard to understand, but this is the nature of the lore we’re trying to interpret.”

I tilted my head, thinking back to the poof that had sparked everything that led us from Oregon to our cliffside Estate. I took a moment to be grateful Naomi was still safe, and another to grieve the childhood she never got to experience.

Jeremiah’s hand found mine and squeezed. His sober expression told me we were on the same memory reel.

I inhaled and forced a small smile before leaning forward, tea cooling in my mug. “Okay,” I said. “This geographic nexus theory is intriguing—but why would a nexus mess with protective wards? We’ve got Vlad and Rachael frozen in stasis holds at the Estate. If that’s another hotspot, are those holds destabilizing?”

Leah tapped her tablet, pulling up a scribbled diagram. A pulsing node at the playroom sent lines out like sonar pings to the Estate and Fairview.

“We think wards are like firewalls,” she said. “Nexuses act as interference nodes. Overloaded magic echoes back, weakening containment. Since our relocation to Serra Bay, we’ve orbited around three key locations: here at the Enclave, the Fairview as our temporary home, and the Estate as our current center of gravity.”

Jeremiah frowned around a bite of fajita. “The Pacific Beach condo too? Vlad’s rampage there…”

Sammi sauntered in from the catacombs, catching the last part. “That might be true,” she said. “Jake, De, and Tiff—plus Brooke and Lexi—stayed there after Vlad’s rampage until we torched it at Rick’s rebirth.”

“How do you do that?” Shannon demanded. “Just walk in and join a conversation in progress?”

“Magical fae powers, of course,” Sammi said, grinning. “I’ve got Jake and De headed to the Estate to stand guard after they wrap up their op. If the theory holds, the stasis may fray first.”

“This matches known lore,” Megan added, scrolling her screen. “Genius loci bind to trauma/magic spikes. Places like your Montana UP raid. And didn’t you say there were cursed artifacts—novels, journals, other things—that seemed to pull dark entities like moths to a flame? Your notes mention the Priesthood’s rituals and Deborah’s diaries, but a nexus of magical residue fits just as well. Leah, did you pull up Aly’s notes?”

Leah nodded and swiped to archived scans, projecting them on the wall. “These date back to records you made between the Montana incident and our pool-poof crisis,” she said. “So they’re decades old and exported from earlier systems. You wrote that UP may have hoarded geo-locked relics, turning the Montana compound into a ‘dark attractor.’” She looked up. “All of it mirrors what we’re seeing now—does any of this vibe with your recollection of events?”

“Chaos,” I said, shaking my head. “That summer was a mess. We became lovers, we rescued Jenn, we fought off demons that wanted to feed on Lexi while we drove down the highway.” I shrugged apologetically at Lexi. “If we didn’t have the brown stone from Betsy, things would have gone very differently. Finding the breastplate of stones in Isaiah’s safety deposit box didn’t hurt either.”

“It all felt coincidental back then, like we were working with fate to burn out UP’s darkness,” Jeremiah said. “Different time. We had no idea you, Kel, and Lex were fae. But that compound, that old meeting hall we burned after the rescue—those places felt dark. Like the back of the RV.”

“Deborah’s diaries,” I said, nodding. “They were full of lore and her crazy stories, but I had to keep Kelly and the stone near me as I read. They were heavy. Depressing. Dark.”

The room fell quiet as everyone ate and let the memories unspool. Montana was a mix of adventure and joy. The week at the lake with Jenn had been fun and frustrating—her cursed tattoos constantly causing trouble. That led to matching her with Jerry and, eventually, cutting her from our first mind mesh.

I reached for Jeremiah’s hand again as Lexi drifted over and slid into his lap. We leaned into each other, mesh humming with overlapping recollections: Kelly’s laughter, Carmen’s eye-rolls, the crackle of old wards burning out in Montana.

I missed them. My family. My chaos.

Naomi’s voice lifted me out of the memories.

“When did your memory bleeds of past incarnations begin?” she asked, Rick. “Do you ever get past-life flashes? Are they stronger now?”

The way she looked at Rick seemed like a reflection of my love for Jeremiah. Her life at this age echoed our college adventures in its own way—falling in love with an incubus of all things.

Rick paused, salsa-dipped chip halfway to his mouth. “First awakening, when I was still finding myself again, they flickered,” he said. “But they’ve faded since. I know they’re there, but I don’t focus on them. I’ve been putting my past behind me.”

“But the memory of Rachael,” Jeremiah said, picking up the thread. “You were complaining about that black hole bothering you. Have the flashes gotten progressively worse, or stayed steady?”

“It’s gotten worse since the new year,” Rick admitted. “Since the family dinner at the end of November, I guess. I’ve just been trying to ignore them.” He shrugged and grabbed another chip.

“But maybe something else happened at the same time,” Shannon said. “We know the vamps traveled from New Orleans. Have we tried to determine their course?”

“They must’ve went by boat,” Rick said, glancing at Sammi. “You said Vlad would never walk. So they must have stowed away on a ship leaving New Orleans.”

“So then they passed through the Panama Canal?” Megan suggested, bringing up a map of the southern U.S. border and the canal zone. A bright line appeared as she drew with her fingertip. “South to the canal, then through, after that they’d hug the western coast of Mexico.”

“Baja,” Lexi said, snapping her fingers. “Going by boat is mega slow, and Vlad is impatient. He’d want off as soon as he could. There’s a highway from Cabo to Ensenada and then to Tijuana.”

“But he didn’t come through TJ,” Rick said.

“No, he wouldn’t risk taking a newborn through that population density,” Sammi added. “He’d veer east.”

“And come through Otay,” everyone said together as the obvious connection clicked.

“Total transit time?” Jeremiah asked.

I squinted, trying to remember how fast a knot actually was and how many miles lived in a nautical mile.

“Computer says four to six weeks,” Megan said, glancing at her tablet. “That puts Rachael’s turning a little over a month ago.”

Rick grimaced, then sighed. “Yeah. That’s about when the blackout flashes started. They’ve gotten more frequent in the last week.”

“That meshes with the magic-nexus theory,” Leah said, looking at me. “If that holds, your stasis spells might weaken⁠—”

The words landed with a heavy, electric thud in my chest.

If the nexus was already resonating with their shards, my wards weren’t sitting on solid ground. They were vibrating over a fault line.

We all went still for a heartbeat. Then chairs scraped as everyone bolted for the transport portal.


ACT THREE
BEAUTIFUL DAY DARK
DOWNTOWN AND MARINA DISTRICT - SERRA BAY



CHAPTER 14
ZAC
VENUE ROOFTOP - DOWNTOWN


The morning sun baked the Venue rooftop, a light bay breeze taking the bite off as we loaded our plates from the brunch spread. Carmen’s helper Jess had just poofed in the dishes sprawled across the high-tops: fresh croissants, cut fruit, platters of scrambled eggs, sausage, and bacon. Then, in a flash, she reappeared with a steaming coffee urn and a flask of orange juice.

We’d come to check on the progress of the Venue construction in its final days, so the air smelled of sawdust and fresh paint. Our table sat away from the bustle, tucked along the glass panels that rimmed the rooftop, with an unobstructed view of the bay and the waterfront below.

Beth—my fiancée—perched on my lap, popping a strawberry into her mouth, juice glistening as she grinned.

“Progress looks solid,” I said, arm snug around her waist as I glanced at Mom and Lily. “Jake’s ogre crew is done with framing and will finish the painting this afternoon. Pixies wired the lights. We’ll just need to tour and give a punch list to Ozug, the foreman, for the last fixes.”

My mom, Kelly, nodded over her latte, her golden aura shimmering lazily in the morning light. Lily—her new best friend—nestled against her, fingers tracing idle patterns on Kelly’s thigh. Since Lily had moved in, their succubus energy seemed to buzz almost constantly. It was one of the reasons Beth and I had drifted to the Fairview more often; the supercharged new-relationship aura made their “simple” cuddles feel like walking into a warm bath.

“I like it,” Kelly said, waving her mug to indicate the rest of the rooftop. The last of the construction materials were being loaded onto pallets; a fae work team would poof them back to the JACKL warehouse by Balboa Park. “We’re on track for the soft open tomorrow? We want this to be comfortable for mundanes and fae alike. Plenty of room between tables and outdoor furniture to show how our magic feels incredible to consenting mundanes.”

Beth relaxed back against my chest, her sundress brushing my legs as she settled. “The wedding rehearsal dinner will be here too,” she said, looking around with a pleased little smile. “Only a few days away?”

Her lips brushed my jaw as she spoke, a small, affectionate contact that sent a warm ripple through me.

“Yes, that’s right,” Kelly said, trying to keep the conversation rolling even as Lily’s aura pulsed gently around us. “It won’t be long now. I’m so happy the Venue will be ready in time for the wedding.”

Beth nodded, a little dazed, then slid her hand up behind my neck and tugged me down for a kiss. Her look—equal parts love and heat—hit me square in the chest. I kissed her back, but I was aware of workers moving across the roofline.

“Mmm. Babe,” I murmured against her lips, lowering my voice. “I love you. But this is brunch. Public rooftop. We don’t want to give the crew a whole show.”

She pouted playfully, ignoring my mild protest as she shifted to face me more fully. Her hands cradled my face, and she deepened the kiss just enough to make my aura flare.

Across the table, Kelly’s expression sharpened with professional focus.

“There,” she said to Lily, gesturing faintly toward us. “Feel the resonance as they respond?”

Lily hummed approval, her energy threading through the air in a gentle pulse, like sunlight warming skin. Beth’s pulse thrummed faster where her back leaned against my chest; her exhale shivered against my cheek. I could feel the feedback loop—not just between Beth and me, but with the two succubi watching, Lily still learning how to modulate after rebirth.

Lily’s golden aura bloomed in concentric rings, sparking my own light-blue aura to respond. It wasn’t raw hunger, just a bright, fizzy awareness—pleasure, affection, anticipation—all braided together.

Beth broke our lingering kiss with a gasp, cheeks pink, eyes vivid. "God, Zac... It’s more than your magic... I just want to bask in it.”

“Zac, Lily needs to play," Kelly said, smirking as Lily's glow synced tighter. "I'm supervising, and I’ll keep the workers distracted. You and Beth deserve a little fun. It’s good for her to practice watching how a mundane and a halfling respond to her glamor."

I shifted under Beth, half-embarrassed, half-thrilled. Kelly smirked a knowing gaze as she rose and trailed her fingers along Lily’s shoulder before walking toward the workers clustered near the building. Lily focused her attention on us with a feline grin, and I shuddered, feeling the waves of sexual magic flowing off her.

"Exactly, you don’t mind, do you?“ Lily winked, her aura pulsing with brighter light. Beth laughed, nipping my ear as her hand cupped my erection before working at my belt buckle. Rooftop brunch just got interesting.

“I’m not wearing panties, babe.” Beth whisper-moaned into my ear. “You don’t need to bend me over the railing for all of Serra Bay to see. Just let me ride you right here. My dress is long enough to keep them from seeing anything.”

Her steady fingers, hot breath, and grinding hips made me forget my lingering anxieties about fucking her in public. The golden shimmer from our tablemate flowed through me, and my cock felt like it was cut from granite as Beth’s fingers guided it from my fly. Her grip coaxed a low moan from my mouth that I cut off by kissing her deeply and thrusting my tongue between her lips.

“I need you inside,” Beth said, breaking the kiss as she rose and hitched her skirt up her thighs.

“I need to be inside you,” I growled, gripping my cock and angling the tip toward her opening as she lowered herself. When her slick pussy lips engaged with the tip of my cock, our eyes flared as we stared at each other. Time seemed to stop as she let go of her skirt and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Mmm, fuck Beth. You’re so hot and wet.”

“You cock fits me perfectly, Zac.” Beth gasped as she rose and dropped her pussy along my length in a sensuous dance. “I could fuck you all day, every day.”

We gave up on words as our lips crushed together. My hands gripped her hips, pushing her up and pulling her down. Her arms tightened around my neck as she used the leverage to move her body up and down. The passion streaming through us hit like a drug, and soon we moaned aloud, forgetting the audience. I glanced at Lily—her hand buried under the table, matching our rhythm. She smirked, then gasped as her mouth fell open, staring at how we moved under her influence.

The waves of supernatural energy flowed in a cycle. I had to keep a tight rein on my blue aura as Beth’s ardor increased and tested my control. Lily’s golden pulses of her glamor only made everything unimaginably hotter. My mind focused on one thing, making Beth peak so I could empty myself inside her. Mom's distant aura-thrum swelled, signaling her approach.

The effect of all of the supernatural and mundane effects of our naughty tryst did the trick, and Beth broke the kiss, arching back as her thighs tightened, clamping her tight pussy around my root. Mirroring her, I tossed my head back, lifting my hips as my cock billowed my rich, hot seed into her flexing cunt. We rode out our climaxes as Lily gasped, her aura melting away as Beth and I stared at each other with awed smiles.

She settled more comfortably against me as we both caught our breath. I felt my mother’s hand rest on my shoulder for a moment, warm and steady. I blinked up into her familiar smile.

Then her features sharpened into a scowl, her gaze going distant and cold.

“Oh, fuck no,” she muttered. “You messed with the wrong bitch.”

And she was gone.

She blipped out of sight between one blink and the next. No shimmer, no warning. Just… not there.

“Mom?” I asked the empty space where she’d been.

“She’ll be back,” Lily said quickly, though her eyes had gone unfocused, her expression a beat slow. “We’ve got a party at the Coronado hotel, then sunbathing on the Strand. I’m sure she won’t be long.”

Beth glanced from Lily to me, then leaned in, trying to recover the earlier mood with a wicked little grin. “So… again?” she asked softly.

I looked out over the bay—Venue nearly finished, Fairview only a few blocks inland—and felt a faint, nameless unease under the sunshine and sawdust.

“I’ve got no place better to be,” I said, forcing a smile as Lily’s magic began to spool up again.

But the echo of my mother’s last words—You messed with the wrong bitch—hung in the air like a crack of distant thunder on a clear day.


CHAPTER 15
JENN
FAIRVIEW APARTMENTS - DOWNTOWN


I’d kept up with Carmen after the Jacksons moved to Serra Bay. My daughter had gone to college and moved across the country, leaving Jerry and me with an empty nest. Jerry was fine with it, but I had trouble adapting. Jeremiah had left, and while Alyssa had repaired the cursed tattoo, I’d developed a need for the hard kind of dominance Jeremiah had given me as my dom. Jerry just didn’t have it in him. We split amicably, and he found solace with a schoolteacher in a small coastal town.

Six months after the divorce, I moved to Las Vegas and hooked up with one of Carmen’s friends who ran a bed-and-breakfast down in Nevada. Sheila was a sweetheart, and after we got to know each other, we discovered we both had cursed tattoos from that fucked-up religious cult Jeremiah had rescued me from. We bonded over our shared past. Alyssa had fixed her cursed tattoos, but like me, Sheila kept the ones that just triggered arousal instead of sparking the need to feel pain. So we got very comfortable pushing each other’s buttons, as it were.

Sheila had blonde hair and reminded me of Kelly—sweet on the surface with a sinful streak underneath that made me buzz with desire. We fit well together as I settled into my new life running a travel agency on the outskirts of the Las Vegas Strip. She introduced me to two more ex-JACKL B&B hostesses, Roxie and Blaze. The pair had a wild side I could appreciate, and we all became thick as thieves. Roxie’s black hair and deep bronze skin showed off her Native American heritage, her tribal ink a bold frame for it. Blaze’s vibrant red hair was her trademark, along with flame-inspired tattoos that complemented the dark black scars the UP had given us.

I rode bitch behind Blaze on her Harley, Roxie and Sheila tandem-cruising beside us on another hog. We were headed to Serra Bay for the weekend, maybe longer. Kelly had reached out, invited us to visit, and had some wild tales to tell about their latest adventures. I’d listened to Alyssa’s explanations when they up and left Oregon, but I’d still been a little put out that my lifelong friends had just abandoned me after nearly twenty years of friendship.

Well, and fucking.

God, I missed Jeremiah sometimes.

Anyway, I’d gotten used to Kelly telling me she was really a succubus faerie, and Alyssa was some kind of wizard. Lexi, of course, was a fox-type fae. I just figured they were dealing with midlife like any other Gen-Xer and decided to live in their own fantasy series. But Kelly’s new stories were about a fresh fae they’d taken under their wings. An incubus, from how she told it—and fuck if that didn’t pique my interest. The gals and I were excited to see our old friends. Rox and Blaze always bragged about the JACKL orgies from back in the day.

Merging onto I-5, Roxie opened it up, the Harley rumbling south as Sheila hugged her tight and took a discreet nip from the flask she kept in her leather vest. Blaze clicked her mic; I clicked back to let her know I was good. I rubbed her shoulder, feeling her tremble as my fingers brushed one of the still-active tats.

Hey, if I couldn’t have an in-depth conversation riding a hog, I had to do something to stave off the boredom.

She reached back and tapped my breast-star tat, making my nipple throb with unholy fire. I grinned into the wind.

To any onlookers, we were just tattooed road queens. Between us, we were all UP survivors—rough edges honed sharp, craving that fae fix and magical sex allure. We’d all been hooked on magic too young, without a say.

So now? Fuck it. We were going to have fun with some old friends. I could stay quiet about the rest a little longer.

We rumbled off the freeway just north of downtown and veered onto Harbor, heading toward Seaport. I’d visited enough times to know some of the landmarks, and we were meeting at the Fairview, one of several properties the family owned. I knew I’d get dragged up to their cliffside monstrosity at some point, but the grit of downtown and the waterfront suited me fine.

Alyssa had texted earlier that a meeting had cropped up, but we should meet Brooke at the Fairview and get settled.

Fine by me. Brooke was a leggy babe, Zac’s age, who’d hooked up with Lexi at some point. At least a foot taller than Lex, with a willowy grace to the way she moved. Black hair, blue eyes. Yeah, I could enjoy a turn with her too, if Jeremiah were busy. She looked like she could wear my needy ass out with that buff physique.

Blaze and Roxie swung the hogs into street-side parking, engines rumbling down to a purr. We climbed off the saddles and took a moment to stretch. Brooke came around the corner, all smiles, her wood-earth scent hitting like home.

“Hey, Jenn. Roxie, Blaze, Sheila.” Her gaze skimmed our ink—flames licking up Blaze’s arms, barbed wire coiling Sheila’s neck, skulls snarling up Roxie’s thigh. “The ink still itching?”

I grinned and hugged her, leather creaking. “Alyssa worked magic. Still itches sometimes, but no more puppet strings. We just keep adding more ink to hide the scars.”

Roxie shouldered in, boots thudding. “So, where is this Rick guy? For real, he’s an incubus? Sign us up.”

Blaze laughed, red hair whipping. “Need a good railing to wash the road off ya, Rox.”

Sheila smirked and passed around her flask. “We can be patient. Well, I can. You know Blaze is a horny bitch.”

Brooke laughed and waved us toward the door. “Come on. How about a tour of the rooftop pool? You’ve got your swimsuits?” She nodded at the saddlebags slung over Blaze and Roxie’s shoulders.

“We can’t skinny-dip?” Sheila asked with a wink.

“Well, it is a rooftop,” Brooke said as she guided us into the elevator. “And there are taller roofs around us.”

“We don’t mind the lookie-loos,” Roxie laughed.

“We won’t make trouble,” Sheila assured our host. “We’re just thrilled not to have a vibrating machine between our thighs. Wait…”

We all cracked up as the elevator chimed and Brooke led us out onto the rooftop terrace. She opened the gate to the pool deck with a little flourish.

The roof overlooked the Embassy hotel next door, with the Seaport Village mall a block away. Another building half hid the aircraft-carrier museum, but the view was still amazing—bay glittering, masts and cranes stabbing the sky, city noise softened by height and distance.

For a second, it was easy to imagine this place full: music low, lights on the water, people laughing around the pool. A good place to let the bad memories soak out and something better take root.

“Nice,” Blaze said, low and appreciative.

“Yeah,” I agreed, fingers scratching some ink at my wrist. “Not a bad spot to start over.”

“Aly and J are tied up, but we’ve got brunch set up and the pool’s reserved for us until the afternoon.” Brooke swept a hand over a spread of covered dishes and platters—croissants, fresh fruit, eggs, meat, tortillas. Salsa and cheese for garnish, a coffee urn, and flasks of orange juice. “Eat up,” she said, waving us ahead of her.

We tossed our saddlebags onto a chaise lounge and dove in. Roxie bit deep into a croissant, crumbs tumbling, her eyes rolling back at the taste.

“This beats truck stops,” she said around a mouthful. “When’s playtime?”

Brooke leaned a hip against the bar, aura earthy-warm. “The Venue’s got its soft open tomorrow. But around here, Rick won’t mind entertaining. He’ll be back after the big meeting, and he’s looking forward to meeting y’all.”

Sheila swigged from her flask and wiped her pierced lip. “He’s the inky?”

She was ready to go all-in on this fae stuff. I’d seen enough not to totally dismiss the stories, but an eight-foot-tall scaled demon still sounded a little over the top. Give me a little danger and a vampire nibble, and that might be fun. Full monster cosplay? Jury’s out.

The sun was warm, and the bay breeze was light enough that the pool was looking better by the minute. After finishing off my plate, I was ready to get wet. I nudged Roxie and tipped my chin toward her saddlebags.

“Want to take a dip?”

Roxie nodded, grabbed the bag, and stood. I followed her to the small dressing area near the elevator. We stepped inside and stripped down, more than comfortable being naked around each other. I pulled on my bikini and, as I adjusted the straps, flashes from that wild summer at the lake with Jeremiah and the girls flickered at the edge of my mind.

Roxie’s suit was black, mine blue-and-white stripes—both skimpy as hell. We each had tattoos tucked near the cups, wired straight into our libidos. I still owed her for the jab on the ride into town, so as I turned to go, I reached out and tapped her tat with one finger.

“Fuck,” Roxie hissed—not angry, just a curse of welling desire I knew all too well.

I rushed out in my bikini, carrying my road clothes, and smacked right into the towering form of Brooke. Roxie was right on my tail, and when I slammed into the willowy pixie-cut beauty, she plowed into both of us. The momentum pushed us all into the pool’s cool water. The impact jarred my tit tats, and my nipples burned with desire. One look at Roxie’s soaked bikini revealed her amped up arousal. Brooke popped up and shook water from her hair, then looked at me with shock.

I was too amped up from the physical contact and the burning of my nipples to resist any longer, and I wrapped my arm around Brooke and pulled the younger girl into a deep kiss. She held firm for a second, then melted into my kiss as I felt Roxie press her voluptuous body against both of us. Roxie and I worked as a team to pull Brooke’s t-shirt off, exposing her full breasts and her stiffening nipples.

We continued to playfully wrestle, stripping off Brooke’s cut-off shorts, then we all started making in earnest. Running my hand up her thigh, I cupped her bare pussy, and she moaned into my kiss. I heard a splash, and when I turned, Sheila and Blaze were jumping into the pool as bare naked as Brooke.

That was the last of any resistance, and Roxie stripped off my bikini as she did the same for me. The five of us started making out and groping each other in the shallow end of the pool. Eventually, we moved out of the water and sprawled across two chaise lounges, naked and horny. Brooke was under me as our pussies ground together, our legs tangled as we kissed hungrily, pushing ourselves to our peaks.

As I moaned into Brooke’s mouth, overcome by the sensations of her fingers digging into my breasts and stimulating my tat, I glanced up to see my three gal pals in a daisy chain in the shadow of the dressing rooms. The five of us were past the point of any shame or any ability to halt the erotic mosh pit of horny tattooed women.

I was right on the edge of the first of what I hoped would be many orgasms when Brooke growled something under her breath and then just vanished.

One second, all long limbs and warm skin. The next, nothing.

“Dammit,” I snapped, breath catching as the moment shattered. I shifted my grip, riding out the last waves on my own while my brain scrambled to catch up. Where the hell had the tall, willowy fae girl just poofed off to?


CHAPTER 16
CARMEN
ESTATE KITHEN - LA JOLLA CLIFFS


I looked around my kitchen, steam rising from the pots on the stove, and felt a deep contentment settle in my bones like a lover’s warm hand on my thigh. My kitchen was the beating heart of our family Estate, humming just right, everything in its place, mi equipo perfecto working like we’d been born to it. Dishes from brunch were cleaned and stacked in the drainer, counters wiped spotless, and the air was thick with garlic, cilantro, lime, and Maria’s chile verde bubbling on low. Lunch salads chilled in the fridge, carne asada was marinating for dinner—sí, flawless.

Celia, my new hermana in the crew, fit in like a cog I hadn’t realized was missing. No more rushing solo or dragging tired feet—only lively singing and conversation. She chopped onions beside Maria without missing a beat, curves swaying happily, laughter spilling easily in our Spanglish rhythm.

Pop—Jess materialized by the pantry, all brownie sparkle and flour-dusted apron, fresh from poofing brunch to our other properties.

“Miss me, chicas? Brunch delivered hot and perfect to the Venue and the Fairview.” She grinned, almond eyes dancing as she shook out her silky black hair.

I tugged her into a quick hug, her warm body pressing mine, nipples perking through thin fabric, porque así somos. “Mija, you’re always right on time. Taste this,” I said, dipping a spoon into Maria’s verde and lifting it to her lips, slow, watching her moan like it was my tongue instead of green chiles.

Celia laughed richly, wiping her hands on a towel slung low on her hips, and pulled Jess closer. “We have the spiciest team, no? Hotter than habaneros.”

“Smooth as silk, puta,” I purred back, swatting Celia’s ass playfully, feeling the family mesh pulse with our shared heat—love, lust, familia.

Maria nodded, stirring her pot, eyes gleaming. “Con Celia, we conquer any meal. Dinner’s gonna make them beg.” We tightened our little circle—shoulders brushing, hands lingering on hips and waists—prepping for the hungry horde who’d descend at the end of the day. This was my heaven: my kitchen, my crew, everything running hot and right.

“I need to pop over to Chet’s and grab some cervezas for dinner,” Jess said.

I nodded. “Take them a container of Maria’s mole. Chet said they were getting low.”

The tiny Filipina-masked brownie grinned, reached into the chill box, and grabbed a quart of mole in a plastic container. She held it up for my inspection, then poofed out of the kitchen. She couldn’t poof straight to Old Town from here, so she’d pop to the foyer first and walk out like a normal guest. A heartbeat later, the front door chime rang, and I smiled at my diminutive helper’s craftiness.

The rest of us went back to work, humming and dancing to the music from Maria’s Bluetooth speaker. Tonight was going to be a Jackson family classic—fajitas of all kinds of spiced meat. We had grilled skirt steak, chicken, and Baja prawns, of course. Over time, we’d added pulled pork, smoked brisket, chorizo, and blackened salmon to keep our family’s taste buds buzzing and happy.

It was still a few hours before we needed to start grilling. Maria had gotten the brisket and pork butt smoking early that morning in our in-kitchen smoker that vented out the roof of our big-ass resort kitchen. We’d start the charcoal about an hour before serving, then slice the meat and present it with peppers and onions on cast-iron griddles set on hardwood platters. Simple food—but a lot of coordination and prep.

“Let’s get the knives sharpened,” I said to Celia, then turned to Maria. “Start pulling the cast-iron and wooden serving plates. We need all our ducks in a row before we start grilling any protein.”

Celia reached under the counter and pulled out a knife roll while I grabbed two steels to hone the butcher knives. One knife would have been easier, but with the variety of proteins, I was not about to cross-contaminate brisket juice into the salmon and listen to Alyssa’s food-safety lecture again.

I slid beside Celia as she unrolled the canvas and started pulling knives from their sheaths.

In a lull between songs, I heard a commotion from outside the kitchen.

“Do we have any guests?” I asked. Celia just shrugged.

“Not that I know of. Something happened last night, and Rick came back late, all flustered,” she said, testing a blade’s edge on the pad of her thumb. “Naomi and I took care of his stress, but you know how he is. He didn’t tell us what was bothering him.”

“Must have been fun,” I laughed, knowing what Naomi could get up to in a bedroom.

The next song kicked in, and we went back to sharpening and swaying to the beat. Maria came in with an armload of heavy skillets and dumped them with a clatter onto one of our stainless prep tables.

“I’ll go get platters now,” she said, swaying that fine bottom as she headed back into the supply room.

Celia settled into the rhythm of draw and test, draw and test. The work was monotonous, but the music and company kept it light. I was starting to look forward to seeing the whole family for dinner.

The front door chime rang again. Jess, back from Chet’s.

Then she screamed.

“Get the fuck back, weirdo!” Jess yelled as she bolted into the kitchen, skidding across the tile on quick little steps.

Hot on her heels was a redhead I’d never seen before, eyes wild, fangs bared, bloodlust rolling off her like freezer-burned meat. Behind her, a tall man strolled in, all casual, with pointed ears, red eyes, and sharp fangs glinting.

“Vampire?!” I hissed, half whisper, half shout, as the redhead lunged for Jess, yanked her close, and sank her fangs into my helper’s neck.

Maria, hearing the commotion, burst out of storage and hurled a wooden platter at the demon sucking down Jess’s blood.

“The fuck!” I snapped and shoved an emergency shout through the family mesh. “Vampires at the Estate. We need help!” I hated how scared I sounded.

Jess’s skin was already paling in the redhead’s grip, her little body twitching. Maria and Celia flanked me, each grabbing a knife, blades outstretched and pointed at the tall vamp and the crazy freak gorging on my brownie.

“Where the fuck did they come from?” I demanded.

“Otay,” Celia muttered, eyes narrowed. “I think this is what Rick was up to last night. He dated that redhead before me.”

“A vampire?” I asked, watching the two monsters carefully. “Really?”

Maria crossed herself and waved her knife at the bastard who’d just strolled in on any Tuesday and watched my brownie twitch her last in his companion’s arms, a little smirk on his face.

A pop of golden light and a whoosh of air, and a golden lioness exploded into my kitchen with a roar.

“Kelly?” I managed, an instant before she slammed the vampire dude against the wall with a snarl.

“Not today, fucker,” she growled.

Another flash, and Brooke—naked as the day she was born—appeared in the kitchen. She grabbed the redhead, tore her off Jess, and pinned her against the wall beside the male vampire, whose bravado evaporated at the sight of Kelly’s teeth.

Jess sagged to the floor, skin chalky, blood slick on her neck.

Relief and terror crashed together in my chest—my heavy hitters were here, but so were fangs and blood on my tile.

In the confusion, the redhead went berserk. She twisted out of Brooke’s grip and bolted out of the kitchen. I heard the bell at the front door, then the poofing started in earnest.

“She’s getting away!” Brooke yelled as Rick and Lexi poofed into the room, followed by Alyssa and Jeremiah. Rick and Lexi took off after the redheaded bitch while Leah popped in and started assessing the scene.

“What the fuck is going on?” Leah demanded.

Alyssa stared at me for a heartbeat, eyes flat and furious, then snatched the wooden platter from the floor and snapped it in half. One more vicious hack, and she had a jagged stake in her fist. She stalked toward the vampire pinned to the wall by snarling, half-shifted Kelly.

“Vlad, you should never have come back to my town,” Alyssa spat.

Sammi poofed between her and the silent vampire, palms out.

“No, Alyssa,” she said. “Staking won’t help him. We need to take a beat.”

“She’s right,” Jeremiah said, running a steadying hand through Kelly’s fur.

“Fine.” Alyssa shoved the stake into the waistband of her skirt, then uttered a spell. The vampire froze in Kelly’s grip, expression locking as the stasis took hold.

“Find Rachael,” she said, voice sharp. “We need to hear her side to figure out what the fuck we did.”

I clutched my knife tighter, heart hammering in time with the spell. My perfect heaven was gone.

My kitchen was now a war zone.


CHAPTER 17
RICK


I didn’t wait for orders.

One heartbeat, I was in Carmen’s ruined heaven of a kitchen—blood on the tiles, Vlad frozen in Kelly’s grip, the copper tang of Jess’s blood thick in the air. The next, cliff wind clawed my face, lungs searing as I bolted after the red blur.

Rachael’s trail felt like a hooked wire in my chest. I shouldn’t have known where she’d gone, but every turn felt inevitable: left at the cypress, down the switchback, toward the crashing Pacific like I’d run this route a hundred times in my dreams.

Except it wasn’t a blank, faceless victim at the end of the wire.

It was Rachael—the lingerie-store flirt, the woman I’d fucked in her bathroom while her roommates chatted oblivious outside the door, the wild-eyed redhead in the playroom as my hand closed around her throat.

The sharp memories slipped away as fury rode me hard—at her, at Vlad, at myself for caring. Underneath the anger, something hot and magnetic tugged me forward.

Behind me, paws scrabbled on dirt. Lexi in fox form streaked past, nose to the wind, then veered, lost the thread, and circled back with a frustrated yip. I didn’t slow down. I didn’t think. I just followed that invisible string pulling me straight toward the edge of the world.

My mask shattered as I pushed out from behind it. Burgundy scales blossomed, wings snapping wide—daylight be damned, the mist cloaked my demon rise. With a beat of leathery wings, I lifted into the air, red eyes raking the cliffs for a flash of red hair.

A fog bank hugged the coastline, turning me into a smudge to any mundane eyes below. I didn’t care about Lexi’s frantic mesh-yips—Rick, daylight demon, abort now! People have cameras, asshole. The pull in my chest had me hooked like a kite on Rachael’s string. Every wingbeat followed her invisible line, a compass needle locked on her feral pulse, yanking me south along the cliffs.

Lexi’s fox form streaked below, zigzagging and circling back from another lost scent trail. You burgundy-scaled idiot, you can’t fly over La Jolla at noon. People have phones. Her mental snarl mixed fury and fear.

I ignored her, eyes locked on the lone redhead ahead, swerving through scrub at the cliff’s edge, hair whipping like blood through the mist.

Jess’s body flashed in my mind—slumped and grey on Carmen’s tile, blood staining her neck where Rachael had torn in. My friend was dead, and I should’ve been thinking only of vengeance. But my rage kept bleeding out, replaced by a strange, ugly want.

She’d slayed Jess and drained her, yet still moved feral and crazed along the cliff. Fae blood must not hit the same as human, just like fae sex—good, but never quite enough to keep a feeder sane. We all knew the truth: feeders couldn’t live on fae alone. We needed human magic to stay balanced.

The thought made me sick.

And didn’t stop me.

I dipped low, skirting the lip of the cliffs, air tearing past my ears as I closed the gap. Then I flared up, stalling myself, dropping hard onto the dirt in front of her.

Rachael stood at the world’s edge, wind whipping her hair, fangs glinting as she watched my dive. No fear—just recognition, sharp and hungry.

I landed ten feet back, claws gouging earth, wings folding with a snap. My tail lashed behind me, as off-kilter and wired as I was.

Up close, she was wrong—too beautiful, too broken. Feral eyes. Lips red. Blood on her chin.

Her gaze tracked over me slowly: horns, scales, the nightmare she’d survived once already. I couldn’t stop the ghost of earlier times—her cramped bathroom, the lingerie store, the dungeon—flickering through my thoughts.

Was it just incubus reflex, wanting anyone with a pulse? Or was there something about her in particular? Something dangerous. She recognized me without my mask and still wasn’t afraid.

“You never could resist me, Rick.”

Her fangs flashed. Her eyes were hungry—not with fear, but with the same dangerous lust that had always sparked between us.

She was right.

That only stoked my fury.

She took a slow step closer, shoulders rolling loose, like we were about to start another scene instead of finishing a chase. “Can’t you feel it?” she breathed. “The pull. We’re meant to be.”

The words hit the same place the wire was hooked, deep under my ribs. For a heartbeat, the world narrowed to red hair, sharp teeth, and that sick, shared gravity.

Then the ground crumbled.

Dirt sloughed away under her boots. Her eyes widened, shock slicing through the feral mask as she dropped. She pitched backward over the edge, manic laugh tumbling with her for forty feet of empty air toward white water and rock.

I snarled and lunged, claws swiping at nothing as she fell. My muscles coiled to dive after her, wings half-spread—Fox’s jaws clamped around my ankle. Lexi’s teeth sank into my scales, yanking me back from the brink with a feral growl.

She dragged me back from the edge, scales catching in the dirt as I stared at the churning foam where she’d vanished. Chest humming—slack but alive. No flash of red hair in the froth. No splash that I could swear to.

Did she hit the waves—or did she disappear mid-fall?

Lexi scrambled up onto my back and wrapped her arms around my neck, still half-shifted.

“What the fuck, Rick? Do you have a death wish?”

“I have wings, Lex,” I grumbled, still seeing Rachael’s last look burned into my vision.

“Put your damn mask back on.” Her voice shook with anger and fear. “We need to get back to the Estate before someone films you.”

I poofed. She popped a beat later beside me on the steps of the Estate entrance. Only then did I shrink back into my mundane form. My body felt too tight, humming with unburned aggression, as I yanked the door open and stalked inside.

I nearly walked straight into Jake’s back—solid stone blocking the entry. De stood beside him, eyes wide.

“Did you catch her?” she asked.

I shook my head and slipped past, boots thudding down the stairs.

“She’s gone,” Lexi said from behind me. “She went over the cliff into the ocean. I didn’t see her red head pop back up.”

“Who was she?” Jake rumbled. “Y’all act as if you know her.”

“One of lover boy’s dates,” Lexi said lightly, catching up to me. Her tone dropped as I slowed and turned toward her.

“I didn’t see a splash,” I said. My eyes unfocused, trying to replay the moment. “She disappeared. I’m not sure she hit the water.”

Lexi’s eyes widened. “So where could she go?”

“Anywhere.” I scrubbed a hand down my face. “She could have poofed. I still feel this… pull. She’s still alive.”

Lexi nodded, gaze dropping to the floor before she looked back up. “We’ll keep looking. But not right now. We need to be smart, not just run on instinct and hunches.”

We pushed through into the kitchen, expecting to see everyone still milling around. It was empty. Just a small, darkening puddle where Jess lay under a sheet.

What the fuck. They just left her here?

“Move over, Romeo.”

Celia’s calm cut through my nerves like cool water as she leaned past me and pulled the sheet up over Jess more fully. “Had to get this from the linen closet,” she said quietly.

I pulled her into my arms, lifting her in a tight squeeze. “Are you okay?” I growled as I set her back on her feet.

“Other than shock? I’m fine.” Her eyes met mine steadily. “Are you? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Did you catch her? The vampire freak that killed your friend?”

I shook my head.

“She dove off a cliff,” Lexi supplied. “Jess will pop up again. We’ll find her.”

I nodded grimly. “It wouldn’t be the same story if she’d gotten to you.” Panic gripped my chest at the thought of Celia under that white sheet instead of Jess.

“Pft.” She put on a brave face. “They found us sharpening knives. I’d have turned her into a knife block. She’s lucky the rest of you showed up when you did.”

My smirk wasn’t happy, but her bravado lifted something in me.

“Speaking of…” I started.

“Alyssa called everyone to a meeting around the firepit,” Lexi said, eyes going a little distant as she tuned into the mesh. “We’d better go. You coming, Celia?”

She shrugged, glancing at the sheet now soaked red at the edges. “I don’t want to leave her alone. Maria will be back. Go. I’ll be fine.”

Celia stared down at Jess for a long moment, then lifted her brave eyes to mine. I pulled her into a quick, fierce hug, then kissed her, letting her taste drown out the lingering echo of Rachael’s pull for a heartbeat.

“Meeting time,” I murmured, stepping back.

She nodded, fingers brushing her lips. “Love you.”

“Love you too, babe,” I said, meaning it more than my light tone showed.

Lexi grabbed my wrist and tugged me out of the kitchen.

We hurried down the stairs to the circle forming at the bottom. Kelly had her mask back on, but a snarl of fury marred her beauty. Alyssa stood at the window looking out at the ocean, combing her brown hair back while Jeremiah rubbed her back. Brooke came down the stairs in clothes that weren’t hers, yoga pants stretched over her muscular thighs, a band T-shirt hanging loose.

“Shut it—I grabbed Shannon’s clothes.” She caught Lexi’s look and flushed. “I flashed from the pool. I was…” she glanced away.

“Oh?” Lexi smirked, remembering Brooke’s assignment. “Yeah, Jenn is fun, isn’t she?”

Brooke rolled her eyes and tugged at the shirt’s hem. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Lexi’s giggle died as Alyssa turned from the window, and everyone closed in, forming a loose ring. She glanced at Jake, who still had one heavy hand on stiff, frozen Vlad’s shoulder, and nodded.

“Okay, everyone.” Alyssa lifted her hand. “Vlad is frozen. I’ll get back to him in a moment. Any other injuries? Did you catch Rachael?” Her gaze hit mine, then shifted to Lexi.

“She’s vanished,” Lexi said with a shrug. “We chased her to the edge of a cliff, and she went over.”

“She’s not dead,” I growled, gnawing my lip. “I can still feel her. I don’t have proof, but the pull’s still there.”

Alyssa nodded once, then looked down, lips moving silently as she counted. Her eyes tightened as she took a mental roll, scanning faces.

“Is anyone missing?”

“Zac, Beth, and Lily are at the Venue,” Kelly reported, arms crossed under her breasts. “I need to get back to them.”

“Uhm, we’ve got your mundane wild girls at the Fairview,” Brooke added, still tugging at the borrowed clothes. “They appreciated the breakfast Jess brought…” She shook her head and went quiet. Lexi slid to her side and rubbed her back.

“Shannon, Megan, and Naomi are at the Enclave,” Leah said, twisting to check the rest. “It’s in lockdown. No one in or out until I lift my wards.”

“Okay. Thank you,” Alyssa said, pausing. “Go clear the wards and stay with your team, Leah. De, Jake—wait for the all-clear, then transport Vlad to the Enclave and find an empty room. Everyone else—debrief in the bullpen in thirty. Don’t be late.”

Her gaze swept over us, hard and bright.

“Vamp hunt starts now.”


CHAPTER 18
JEREMIAH
ENCLAVE BULLPEN - BALBOA PARK


After the meeting in the atrium, we had a moment of silence in the kitchen for Jess. Carmen hugged me tight, fingers digging into my back, and I held her as steady as I could. When the crowd started to disperse, I turned to her.

“Can you hold it together and call in a cleaning crew?” I asked. “Get Jake’s contact—whoever handled the cleanup at the Fairview after Vlad’s first spree.”

“Okay, I’ll talk to Jake right now.” She shook her head and looked up at me, eyes bright. “This is fucked up, Master.”

“I know. It’s a shock.” I squeezed her again. “If there’s a silver lining, we know Jess will pop up again. We just need to be on the lookout. She loved working with you. We’ll find her.”

I hated leaving her with everything this raw, but we had to keep moving. We had a rogue vampire in the wind and another frozen in the atrium. Jake and De were working with Alyssa to poof him somewhere else, probably the Enclave. With wards failing here, we couldn’t keep him on ice at the Estate.

“You need to stay focused on what’s important, Master,” Carmen said, squeezing me back. “Maria and I will handle what needs doing. Celia’s still in shock, but we’ll put her back together. She’s softer than you think under that bravado.”

I kissed her forehead. “You have all my trust. I’d be right here beside you if I could, but I need to help Alyssa sort out next steps. I’ll be back tonight.”

I stepped into the stairwell just as Alyssa arrived on the landing.

“Ready?” she asked.

I pulled her into a quick hug before answering. She was upset behind the cool mask of her CFO—Chief Faerie Officer—persona. Through our private mesh, I could feel her taking responsibility for things far beyond her control.

“Yeah,” I said, bracing myself for the inevitable magical inside-out. “Driving to Balboa Park would take too long.”

Alyssa shrugged like there was nothing to be done about it and wrapped her arms around me, murmuring a spell. A golden sphere surrounded us. In a blink, reality folded, twisted, and snapped back into place on the Enclave landing pad.

My head hummed with stress and disorientation. We were lucky to have only one casualty; it could have been much worse. It also could have been nipped in the bud if we hadn’t been scattered across half the city. Nothing to do about that now except learn the lesson.

Leaving three mundanes alone with a brownie as the only fae protection had been naive.

Too many things were swirling at once. We needed to get it together.

Alyssa took my hand and led me down the corridor toward the R&D conference room where we’d been when everything went sideways. Leah and her team had cleared away the lunch we’d been enjoying. Rick, Lexi, and Sammi appeared on the pad behind us and jogged to catch up.

Everyone was rushing.

We needed to slow down and think.

“We’re playing defense,” I said quietly to Alyssa as we walked. “We need a way to take the initiative back. Stop just reacting.”

“You’re right, love,” she said, glancing up at me. “This is beyond me. My wards evaporated—that never happens. Our mind-wipes of Rick and Rachael? Gone. We need to know why before we do anything else.”

“We need to feed Vlad,” Sammi said, falling into step with us. “He can hold hunger off better than a baby vamp like Rachael, but vampires have limits. We can’t just hope the freeze spell holds.”

“She’s got a point,” I said, hearing another pop behind us.

Jake’s hulking form emerged on the pad, Vlad’s stiff body slung over his massive shoulder, De walking beside him.

“Where are we going to put him in the meantime?” I asked.

Alyssa arched a brow toward Sammi, who nodded decisively.

“Room eleven,” Sammi said. “I called Ozug in to back up Bailey at the front desk. He and Jake can get Vlad into place. I’ll see if Ozug’s rancher friend has a problem cougar we can cull.” She spun on her heel and clacked down the path to fall in with De and Jake.

Rick and Lexi joined Alyssa and me, and we continued to the R&D conference room. Leah and her team had cleared away the food and were already seated. On the holo-board, Leah’s shard diagram flickered—a jagged crystal linking FAIRVIEW → RICK → RACHAEL → VLAD, with question marks pulsing over OTAY and NEW ORLEANS.

Molly strode in and dropped into a chair.

“Pixie swarm confirms no body in the water,” she said, cutting through the hum. “No sign of our rogue vampiress. We can’t cover the whole damn coast. We need intel.”

“Get them back in their nests for a well-earned rest,” Alyssa said with a nod. “Can you stay and help us debrief?”

Molly nodded and leaned back. “Border patrol last night, then an emergency SAR today. We can handle it, but this tempo can’t last for us wee pixie types.”

Leah tapped the board, and the lines brightened, drawing our attention. We took our seats.

“There’s no doubt Rachael was human—Rick’s playroom date, pre-wipe,” Leah said. “Scans after the incident showed no fae signatures other than our team’s.”

“LoreDB hits on humans being turned into vampires are really scarce,” Megan added. “My money says Hollywood made it up.”

“We think Vlad’s venom hit her and the shard—lack of a better word—and that combination activated, protecting her from death,” Leah said, recapping. “We believe that bloom of magic resonated back to the shard’s origin point in the Fairview playroom. The vibrations weakened protective wards nearby and, via magical residue from our normal activity, propagated back to the Estate. It was Rachael’s presence, more than Vlad’s, that destabilized things and allowed their escape. From the photos Celia texted from their rooms, it looks like normal vampire strength that busted down the doors.”

“The connections seem logical,” I said, glancing at Alyssa, who was rubbing her temples and staring at the table. “What level of confidence do you have? Anything in LoreDB to back it up?”

“We have plenty of instances of geo-locked magic,” Leah said. “We need more field study to lock down this area specifically. Did Kevin’s staking of Vlad activate a nexus? Jess and Rick were both trapped fae in that apartment. After whatever happened with Rachael, Vlad shows up here, in the region where both have been reborn? Feels like more than a coincidence.”

“But Rachael never met Jess,” Rick argued.

“Rachael snapped from hunger. Jess was the closest warm body,” Naomi said, waving off the objection. “We’re not dealing with clean empirical proofs here. We have to start with what we know and cross-reference LoreDB to look for patterns. There isn’t a reliable written record of magical history.”

She was frustrated, but I was proud she didn’t stay silent.

“I can see it,” Lexi said, glancing back at Naomi. “The Fairview playroom is the geo-locked source. Add Rick’s incubus pheromones lingering in the air that night? Boom—shard forms. Magical feedback loop. It explains the pull he felt while we were hunting her.”

Megan looked up from her tablet. “That syncs with what we know of genius loci. They lock monsters into a physical location. Our theory is that this shard split between Rick and Rachael created mini, mobile genius loci within each of them—bound together and calling them back to the source. On top of that, there are citations about past-life links between entities. Fated mates.”

Rick growled low, fists clenched. “What. The. Fuck. Fated? Gaia shoves us together, and suddenly she’s my problem now?”

Naomi squeezed his arm, voice soft but steady. “Ours. She’s our problem. I felt the hole in your head light up after you saw her. After you came back from Otay. We’re saying this shard is bridging whatever Alyssa and you walled off in there.”

Before he could snap back, Jake’s granite rumble came from the doorway. “Update, boss. Vlad’s secure in the Enclave, south wing, room eleven. Ozug’s at the desk, and Bailey’s glued to the security cam like it’s a telenovela.” He glanced at Sammi. “De and I have a plan to feed him. We’ll poof out to a ranch owned by a guy I know, get the location of an encroaching cougar. We’ll be back within the hour with fresh meat.”

I nodded; Alyssa caught the cue and spoke.

“Thanks, Jake. Keep us updated.”

Molly pushed to her feet. “Cougar hunt sounds fun. I’ll gather the girls. Just send me a beacon, and we’ll meet you there.”

The door clicked shut as the trio left. Sammi stood and spun to face us.

“That’s my cue,” she said. “We thaw him. Now.”

Alyssa’s brow arched. “He’s not fed, Sammi.”

“Oh, poo. Vlad’s been whining about hunger for decades. He’s not going to love cougar blood either. But he’s not feral like baby vamp Rachael.” Sammi’s voice sharpened, hands slicing the air. “Look, I know I was late to the chaos—poofed in post-Jess and stopped Alyssa from staking him. Staking just resets his clock; it’s jail, not reform. We need him to answer some of these questions.”

Lexi stopped pacing. “Jake said Vlad asked for you by name in Otay.”

“Exactly.” Sammi jabbed a finger at VLAD on the board. “He brought her here to me. Shard or not, he has insight into how this started—New Orleans timing, what triggered the turn. Thaw him first, feed him, and earn some trust. Maybe we can get the truth. Leave him on ice and starving? We get nothing but fangs and claws.”

Shannon snorted. “Okay, but how do we keep him fed? Mundane volunteers? After PB? After Jess?”

“Animals. Cougars, specifically.” Sammi shot back. “Jake’s rancher friend always complains about problem predators. Keep ogre muscle on watch here.” She swept the room with a look. “We can always stake him again and make him someone else’s problem—worse than before. If he works with us, answers questions, and sits through a conversation? We have a shot at rehabilitation.”

Rick’s eyes narrowed. “Rehabilitate a blood feeder? I’m no role model, but you trust him not to bolt and go on a bender the first chance he gets?”

“I trust that hunger makes liars,” Sammi said. “A fed Vlad will talk. We might not get him to shut up. Starved? He’ll fight and escape, and then we get another Pacific Beach.” She turned to me. “Your call, J.”

I rubbed my chin, weighing it. Jess’s blood still ghosted my vision. Carmen’s shout still echoed in my head. But Sammi was right—stasis only bought time, not answers. If the shard theory had any merit, we had two soul-tangled fae who were both potential disasters if they went feral. Ignoring it wouldn’t make it go away.

“I’m for it,” I said to Sammi, then turned to Alyssa. “But it’s her call.”

She nodded once, then looked around the room.

“We need answers, and questioning Vlad is the first step,” she said. “Phase one: Jake preps the cougar. We move Vlad to the holding bay near the transport pad under full guard—no solo heroics. Thaw him slowly and watch him on the feed.” Heads nodded. “When he’s able to talk, Sammi leads the questions. Find out why he asked for you. Ask him about Rachael. What happened in New Orleans? Naomi, J, and I will monitor from here, but we’re staying at the Enclave. Everyone else—work out containment plans. If this fails, we’ll have a hungry vampire in the heart of Serra Bay.”

Sammi’s shoulders eased a fraction. “Thank you. Vlad’s not the monster today. Not yet.”

I met her gaze. “Then let’s make sure he stays useful. And starts to like the taste of cougar blood.”

Data first. Answers second.

No more bodies.

Rick stood, anger etched into his features. “If nobody’s going to look for Rachael, I guess it’s up to me,” he said. He glanced at Lexi. “You coming?”

“Let’s grab Brooke at the Fairview,” Lexi said, winking at him. “You sound grumpy. When’s the last time you fed?”

“Last night,” he said, very obviously eye-fucking Naomi.

“Brooke said four of the JACKL hostess humans arrived,” Lexi said. “How about a snack before we start hunting?”

Rick looked at her, then at Naomi, then let his gaze skim over Alyssa and finally land on me before he squared his shoulders and answered Lexi.

“I could eat.”

“Atta boy,” Lexi said, and the two of them walked out of the briefing room.


CHAPTER 19
LEXI
FAIRVIEW PENTHOUSE - DOWNTOWN


We’d barely touched the Enclave launch pad before Rick poofed us both to Fairview’s rooftop pool. Four beauties in bikinis were lying in the waning sun, and Rick stopped and stared at their luscious curves. Brooke hopped up, having found the clothes she’d left behind, and waved the girls to their feet.

“Ladies, meet Rick.” She said and pushed open the door to my penthouse. “Everyone inside, you’re going to love this.”

I paused by the door, greeting faces I’d not seen since the last JACKL orgy after Zac had been born. “Roxie, looking hot, new ink?”

“You bet, babe.” Roxie purred, eyes fixed on my sleeve. “You finally got some ink, looks great. The fox motif fits you.”

Rick walked past, his pheromones nearly made my eyes cross, and the other pair swept past me in a daze. I grabbed Jenn and climbed onto her back. “Jenn, you’re in for a thrill, babe. You think you can handle his demon dick?”

“I’m more than ready.” She said as I licked her cheek. “He’s the incubus? I was hoping for a vamp.”

“Movies lie, incubi wreck. Once you go demon, you don’t go back.”

We were barely inside the penthouse when Brooke pulled the door closed behind us and turned the deadbolts. Rick dropped his mask and loomed over the four tattooed biker babes, wings extended and tail flicking behind his maroon-scaled flanks and muscular body. He wasn’t wearing trunks, so his thick cock rose menacingly from his groin as his four woman snack peeled off their bikinis.

His pheromones were thick, making the room feel like a dank den of desire, and I quickly shed my clothes as was only fitting in the presence of a sex demon like Rick. Brooke pulled me onto the love seat, also naked, and we snuggled with a front row seat to the debauchery just kicking off.

Rick coiled his tail and whipped it out at Blaze’s backside. The redhead yipped and danced forward as he wrapped his wing around Sheila and guided her in front of him. Roxie was already on her knees, eyes crossed as she tried to focus on Rick’s rising cock. Jenn was right beside her, her eyes black with lust as she reached for the scaly demon dick. She lapped at the oozing precum from the tip and moaned at the taste.

“God, I do love the taste of his cum,” Brooke moaned in my ear as she cupped my pussy with one hand and squeezed my tit with the other. I arched back, and she lowered to kiss me. The room pulsed with red in the pheromone haze as Rick swept the six of us into his aura’s sphere.

I broke the kiss and turned back to the five in the center of the room. “Don’t you want to watch?” I asked my looming willowy partner.

“I want to watch the monster fuck you until you walk funny, then make him do the same to me.” She bit my ear, but relaxed back as we fondled each other, letting our guests take their first turn on Rick’s magic dick.

The four of them were taking turns trying to take him down their throats. I watched as they used their tongue studs to tease his frenulum, eliciting a shiver from the sex demon. One pair traded his massive meat back and forth while the other pair arched back between his spread wide thighs, licking and sucking his heavy balls. As they played with his monster, his wings flapped lazily, stirring the pheromone-thick air while making their hair fly like they were in a music video. His tail snapped and cracked in circuits around the writhing foursome at his feet.

The air seemed to glow scarlet, and I knew that Rick’s batteries were getting charged with the lust flowing in waves around the luxurious penthouse. Their charmed tats, once thought dormant, bloomed dark black under their painted coverups, glowing in the heady atmosphere of unabashed lust. His aura shimmered in pulses as he fed his energy back to the swaying ladies who worshipped him with their mouths, staring at him worshipfully as they trailed fingers along each other’s bodies.

Rick's tail snapped out, cracking across Blaze's ass—a sharp red line blooming on pale skin. She yelped and stumbled forward into his grip, green eyes wide as his wing curled around her waist, pulling her close. Sheila was already on her knees, hands braced on scaled thighs as her mouth stretched around his flexing cock. Roxie knelt beside, tongue working around the base where skin met scales, slurping up drool and precum like it was candy. Her new ink glowed as the cursed ink darkened, and her desire mounted.

Jenn pressed in from the side, licking a bead of precum from the tip as Sheila pulled back, gasping. "Tastes like sin," Jenn muttered, black eyes locked upward. Rick's hand tangled in her hair, guiding her down. She stretched her lips around his girth, and I watched as his prehensile shaft worked its way into her throat—slow at first, then deeper, her throat working visibly. The air hung heavy, cinnamon-thick, every breath pulling more haze into lungs. Her nostrils flared as she took a breath, her eyes slanting shut as she got a fresh dose of his intoxicating smoke.

Brooke shifted beside me on the loveseat, fingers slipping between my thighs, but her eyes stayed fixed. "Watch him work," she murmured, breath hot on my neck. I nodded, heat building low as Rick's wings stirred lazy gusts, tousling sweat-damp hair. His tail found Roxie next, tip probing slick folds before pushing in—steady thrust, her gasp muffled against Sheila's thigh. Pulling back shiny with her need, then a snap of the leathery tail across her ass before the tip found her opening again and edged her further up the stairway to heaven.

Blaze recovered, crawling under to lap at his balls, nails dragging light scratches into his scaly flesh. The gouges healed pink, then disappeared before she could add more of her marks. The four moved like a unit now, passing his cock hand-to-mouth, tails and fingers filling gaps—Jenn's pierced tongue catching ridges, Roxie's hips grinding back into the air, teasing the demon until his tail cracked across her ink black tramp stamp. Pheromones pulsed visible scarlet, dimming the room to their glow; moans layered, bodies slick with shared spit and sweat.

I felt the pull—Rick's aura sweeping us in. Brooke's vines crept across the floor, coiling around Jenn’s ankle, spreading legs wider for our incubus lover. I watched his cock throb as he pulled his length from Blaze’s lips and teased the tip over Jenn’s flowered lips. My own hand joined Brooke’s between my legs, but our eyes stayed on the center stage as Jenn’s pussy stretched around the incubus’s cock. Rick fed patiently, steadily, as his thralls for the moment danced in a writhing pile of female flesh. Their desire and lust fed him wave by wave, and he cycled the power back, feeding their desire. Their climaxes built, crested, and crashed in waves as they fed on his cock and leaking pre.

“Heads down, asses up.” His command was met with instant obedience as they turned away from him, lifting their flowing pussies like an offering to the sex demon. As Rick pressed into each of them one by one, they faced each other, kissing as they rode the steady punches of his cock.

“On top, face to face.” Rick snarled. “Pussy to pussy, I want to fuck you two at a time.”

They swiveled, Jenn, facing Sheila as Rick lined up behind them. Blaze and Roxie mirrored their pals, grinding their needy cunts while waiting for their turn. I watched Rick’s tip press into Jenn and heard her keening sigh as he stretched inside her. Sheila ground herself against the scaled rod as it sank into her partner’s depths. He stroked steadily, his cinnamon sulfur essence pushing them to a screaming peak. Then he moved to the next pair.

I patted Brooke and tipped my chin to the open space beside Rox and Blaze. She grinned, and we spilled from our cushions onto the floor. Brooke reclined on her back, turning to kiss Blaze lying beside her. I fit myself between her thighs, my slick petals sliding along her mound as I turned to stare at Rick. He nodded as he upped the pace, causing our neighbors to howl in delight, then scream as they shattered around his cock.

I stared into Brooke’s blue eyes as I felt Rick shift between our spread thighs. I felt the heat of his flared head as he swiped it between our needy cunts. When he pushed the monster inside of me, I keened at the intense stretch. A face appeared as I was nearly lost in bliss. Jenn’s face hovered, and I leaned to kiss her as Rick started to fuck me hard. I cried out into her mouth as her hands gripped my breasts, twisting my nipples.

We pushed each other, two pain sluts feeding our respective beasts as the sex demon railed into me, before moving to fuck Brooke below me just as hard. The friction of his scaled shaft over my sensitive clit made my head spin in lust. Jenn smacked my ass after Rick notched his cock back inside me, and I heard her growl. “Fuck this foxy bitch, demon. Make her shatter.”

Rick roared, and I felt the blast of his hot breath as I shattered into pieces. A few moments later, I tripped into another peak as Rick’s hot seed billowed into my clenching pussy. He pulled out, and I felt five bodies scrambling over me trying to catch a drop of incubus seed. Then the six of us were kissing, swapping our treasures between hot lips and lingering tongues.

When I could think straight, I was leaning against Rick as he relaxed against the sofa. Jenn straddled him reverse, pierced pussy sinking hilt-deep with her back against his chest—slow grind, tattooed ass flexing while turned to the side and tongue fucking Blaze. We could do this for hours, mind-blowingly wonderful hours. But we had a vamp to catch.

“Batteries charged?” I asked Rick.

Rick exhaled slowly, scales softening to a human-smooth sheen as his mask fit into place. “Batteries full." His deep voice was rough as gravel. “Our Rachael hunt starts now."


ACT FOUR
CHOSEN LEGACY
ESTATE - LA JOLLA CLIFFS



CHAPTER 20
VLAD
ENCLAVE R&D LAB - BALBOA PARK


Well, at least this wasn’t Siberia. The foul tang of cougar blood clung to my mouth, but my hunger was, technically, sated. The half-dead cat Jake had dropped into my holding pod was everything I’d expected—dank, gamey, barely dulling the gnawing hunger I’d lived with for far too long.

If I were honest with myself, and really, where is the fun in that, the hunger was constant, and even the joy of gorging on human blood was short-lived. A momentary high, in an endless valley of need. I often reflected on that fact during my trek with Rachael from New Orleans.

Sigh

Newborn and hungry, it was kind of cute at first. But she never really felt true hunger. And her complaining while sipping her way through containership crews and one midnight black panther got boring fast. Part of the reason I hoped to ship in La Paz was that the car trip up Baja would cut at least a week of bobbing up the coast of Mexico on that rancid ship.

Why the hell did she go berserk and kill that poor brownie? Bleh, brownie blood? Bright and sweet, but like a Pixie Stick, nothing substantial. That older Mexican chica, that would’ve been my first choice, rich and full of spice. Gaia, that would’ve been glorious.

But, no, Rach had to ruin the fun by killing and sucking the syrup out of a tiny little fae that would pop back into existence in a heartbeat. I barely caught a sniff of the señora’s coppery human blood before I was pinned to a wall by a lioness with wings.

A Succubus. A feeder like me, looking like she was about to rend me from chest to balls with her dagger-like claws just for breathing the same air as her.

And that Amazonian dryad poofing in right behind her, completely naked. Holy fuck, where did she come from? She wasn’t willowy and sweet like Jake’s squeeze, De. Full of fury and power, she yanked Rach from that brownie’s neck and nearly put her through the wall beside me. Rach was gone in blood lust, which is laughable. Who got blood drunk over brownie juice for fuck’s sake?

Jake appeared at the door to my… what was this, a holding cell? If I’d really wanted out, I could’ve shredded the plastic walls in a heartbeat. But I knew the wards were fresh, unlike the weakening ones Rachael and I had ripped through when the stasis spell failed. How did that happen?

“C’mon, Vlad. The boss wants to talk to you.”

“Kevin can eat a bag of dicks,” I groused, rubbing the spot he’d staked me years ago. That shit hurt. “No, thanks, pal. I’m on a strict diet. No more stakes, brother. I’m going cold turkey with that shit.

“You’re in luck, Kevin’s not here. Alyssa’s the boss now and runs a completely different organization. You might get a break. Kevin was past caring.”

On a sigh, I stood and waved him ahead of me. But Jake knew me too well and grabbed my collar, foiling my chance to hightail it from this dark cavern. I hated the park, too many lights and first responders to get away clean.

I didn’t like being dragged, so I shook off the ogre’s grip and walked a step ahead of him up the ramp. This was new. No longer dusty old crumbling catacombs, replaced by a modern human-like hallway. Jake pointed me to a doorway that appeared to lead to a standard corporate meeting room. Inside, it was a mash-up of Rebel Alliance war room and librarian heaven.

Oh, what do you know, the head librarian was a blonde with a banging set of knockers and a sweet little heartbeat. Wait—I knew that rhythm. Same girl from the bus before Kevin’s stake in Pacific Beach. Coincidence or fate?

I slumped in the chair Jake pushed me toward and couldn’t help but relive that sexy surfer chick I’d drained that started this whole damn mess.

A nubile brunette stood, her ponytail swinging behind her head, her face clinically calm behind those glasses.

"Vlad. I’m Leah—JACKL research director. My team cleaned up your Pacific Beach mess." She gestured around the table. “Shannon,” a gorgeous blonde, just out of school. “Megan,” the bus riding heartbeat. “Naomi,” younger than she looked, was a halfling. “They’re on my team. Sammi, I think you know, leads activation." Nod to the blue-eyed nereid busybody. A sixth woman loomed in the shadows, her aura flashing like a Texas thunderstorm. She was at the cliffside place, cracked that cutting board in half to make a stake before Sammi cut her off.

“You’re the new Kevin?” I addressed the silhouette, and she stepped into the light.

“Don’t think I won’t drive this through your sternum, Vlad.” She said evenly. “I’ve been cleaning up your mess since I got here. My patience for fuckery is razor thin.”

Leah stepped in front of her, turning to push her back into the shadows as they traded a silent conversation in mage. “Let me handle this, Alyssa.” She nodded, and the youngster stepped back into the shadows.

“Tell us about New Orleans,” Leah said, turning back to me, pacing on the other side of the table while the rest clung to their tablets and notebooks, poised to take notes.

“Wild place.” I drawled, dragging the point of my thumbnail under another fingernail. “Jazz scene can’t be beat. Pretty fun if you don’t mind the high blood alcohol level.”

“We know about Rachael,” Leah said. “We know she was a human before she crossed your path. How is she now a vampire?”

“Ask Gaia,” I snipped. “All I wanted to do was drain her. Fuck, I was hungry. I was waiting for Etienne’s stake—then she woke up like me instead. Freaked me out to be honest.” I slanted a look at Sammi. “I decided I needed help. Etienne’s a crazy fucker.”

“You asked for me,” Sammi took over. “Why?”

“You’re a bleeding heart, babe,” I said. “You were always trying to save me. Told me to reform. Warned me about Kevin losing his patience. Guess he did.” I rubbed my chest again.

“Gaia’s losing patience, too,” Sammi said, then nodded at the hot blonde librarian. “Tell him, Megan.”

She stared me dead in the eye and didn’t blink. Avoided my trance like brushing an ant off a picnic basket.

“We’ve combed through the lore,” she nodded at her teammates. “Found very few references to humans turning into vampires. Maybe there were some a thousand years ago. Because we found a scrap that seemed to indicate…” she looked down at her glowing tablet. “Turns are an anathema to Fae. We are Guardians, not a horders. Excessive turners will be cast out, annihilated, destroyed.”

“What do you make of that?” Leah asked, pushing her glasses up her nose. She didn’t wait for me to respond. “You’re on thin ice with Gaia, Vlad. We don’t know what rises to the brink of excessive, but the lore doesn’t use words like anathema lightly. She has you in her cross-hairs. You fuck up, you are no more. Not staked. No pitchfork justice. Just poof, gone.”

Okay, I’ll admit it—I shivered at her intensity.

“Vlad,” Sammi said, pulling a chair beside me. I managed not to roll my eyes at her sincerity. “Let us help you. We’ve done it twice to other feeders since you were staked. They’ve joined the light and turned away from the dark.”

I sniffed. “We’re they feeders? A darkside pixie isn’t a threat to humans.”

“Yes, they were,” Sammi said, nodding. “Two sexual feeders, an incubus and a succubus. Newly reborn. You met Kelly, the succubus that didn’t kill you when she desperately wanted to. Being a feeder isn’t a curse.”

“Pft,” I snorted, leaning my head back. “Feeders are dark, Sams. That’s Fae 101. It’s our curse, our destiny.”

“But what if it wasn’t?” Sammi said. “What if you can live beneficially among humans. Sharing your magic and feeding on their blood. In nibbles, but enough to quench?”

“Sounds like a fairy tale.” I glanced at the librarian and cycled back through that word. “Anatha-what?”

“Anathema.”

I blinked and focused on Alyssa in the shadows, arching one brow. I watched her push off the wall and take a step toward the table.

“Hatred.” A click of her heel.

“Abomination.” Another step, her pace slow and patient.

“Detested. Cursed. Condemned.” She was in the light now, the bright spot light above her making her hair shine like an aura.

“Set apart. Cast out.” She stopped beside me, her arms crossed in front of her, holding her makeshift stake.”

“I can’t destroy you, Vlad.” She said, holding my gaze as I helplessly looked up at her. “Honestly, it’s not our style. We want to make you a better vampire. A better Fae. A better person. But you have to want it. You can’t change by fear. Change comes from hope.”

“H-how,” I asked, feeling like a thrall under her intense gaze. “I don’t want the stake. No pitchforks. Oh fuck. Gaia.” I paused, shaking my head, feeling the weight in the room. “This is all I know. Thirst and destruction. How can I be anything else?”

“You give, Vlad.” Sammi stood up beside Alyssa.

The quiet brunette sat up straighter and looked at me. It felt like she was crawling into my mind. “Give and take,” she said, then paused, looking into forever at something unseen. “If you take, you give back; if you give, you get more. That’s magic, Vlad.”

“What are you, twelve? This isn’t Bible camp, sweetheart.”

“I love an incubus. A feeder like you.” She said, and, for the fourth time, one of these women met my stare, immune to my glamor. “He feeds from me, but he also feeds me. It’s a partnership.”

I closed my eyes and bowed my head. If I had tears, they’d be flooding my cheeks. “I need h-help.” I finally managed to grind out. “I’m alone, and I need help. I’m tired. So fucking tired.”

Alyssa crouched, set the stake on the table in front of me, and held out her hand. ‘Let me introduce you to some friends of mine.


CHAPTER 21
CELIA
ESTATE KITCHEN - LA JOLLA CLIFFS


I stared at my phone, looking at the last message from Rick.

Rick: Hunting Rachael with Lexi, be home late.




I panned down and looked at my reply, still unread 15 minutes later.

Celia: Can you pick me up?




I sighed and returned to polishing the prep table. Maria and Carmen worked beside me. The three of us were all past fear and well into frustration. The trauma of Jess’s death was still raw, but we rallied with a mission to feed the family even as Jake’s clean-up crew erased the trauma from the tiles. This is what we did: we served the family. But today it was met with silence.

“No one is coming?” Maria asked Carmen again. “Why? What will they eat? Everyone needs to be fed.”

“Take out, pizza, fuck if I know,” Carmen grumbled. “They’re all in a mad, crazy fairy hunt, trying to track down that redhead vamp.”

“Rick said she jumped off a cliff,” I remarked, using my nail to peel off a sticky part of a label. “But he can feel her.” Puta. I cursed under my breath.

“I love my magical family, but sometimes they act so fucking loco.” Carmen continued. “If they took a breath and thought things through instead of poofing here and there, trying to solve the world’s problems. Dios mia.”

The front door chimed, and we all froze until we heard Jeremiah’s attempt at whistling. The man was many things, but a whistler he was not. The world was strange.

“So no dinner tonight?” he said, cruising into the kitchen and wrapping Carmen in a hug. She tilted her head up and smiled as they kissed. “Not for the rest of them. But for you, Papi? I saved some carnitas for a sandwich.”

“Wonderful, thank you.” He spotted me. “You’re here late. Where’s Rick?”

“Good question.” I groused with a sigh. “He’s on a hunt, and can’t spare the 30 seconds to poof here, grab me, and poof back home. So I’m stuck until he decides to check his phone.”

“No mesh?” Carmen asked, cocking her eyebrow.

“Shut down to prioritize the vamp hunt.” I rolled my eyes.

“Well, the freeway is a mess,” Jeremiah complained. “I had to Uber up from Balboa because the mage council is interviewing Vlad. I’d rather drive my car, but Aly poofed me down after everything happened, and then I had no way back. Ride sharing can be fun, but not when the freeway is a parking lot. It’s just now starting to clear out from rush hour.”

“Want to stay with us?” Maria waggled her eyebrows, and for a moment I considered taking her up on the offer. Carmen laughed and gave me a wink.

“No. Thank you.” I said on a sigh. “I really want to sleep in my own bed, with my monster, my mermaid, and my lover. Too bad they’re all on this crazy vamp hunt.”

Carmen slid Jeremiah his sandwich, a bag of chips, and his favorite beer, then wiped her hands on a towel. “Come on, chica, I’ll give you a ride.”

“Oh, can I come?” Maria asked, looking at the ground where Jess died. “I just need a breath of air.”

“You don’t have to,” I said, grabbing my purse. “I can call an Uber.”

“Of course, we don’t have to,” Carmen said, shouldering her purse. “We want to. One thing we all need right now is a reminder that we’re not alone.”

“Except for me,” Jeremiah said, taking a bite of his sandwich. “I enjoy staring at the ocean all by myself. Drive safe, ladies.”

Carmen wrapped him in a hug and whispered something in his ear that made the tips of his ears red. She kissed his cheek, and they looked at each other with their special smolder. It was sweet, but it made me miss Rick even more.

The three of us piled into Carmen’s SUV with little joy. The sky was blue, hardly a cloud; the sun hung low, dipping toward sunset in the amazing multicolored way only found in Southern California. Maria took shotgun and, by default, got control of the stereo, plugging in her iPhone and flicking through her Spotify playlists.

“I’m just gonna go random.” She said, staring blankly at the phone’s screen.

Music flowed out of the speakers in a slow dance beat, but none of us were feeling like singing along. Maybe the fairy types in our family handled death differently. We all knew that Bailey was a brownie, but the trauma of seeing her lifeless body still stung. We’d all heard Molly tell her story of her unfortunate crushing, death, and then popping into the world again as a video store clerk. But those were stories. Might as well have been about Little Red Riding Hood.

Traffic wasn’t terrible going into downtown. We were reversing the heavy northbound traffic, so while it was congested, it flowed steadily just below the posted speed limit. Getting off at our exit and veering onto Harbor made me smile, as this was home now. That sometimes magical feeling of returning to your nest started to well in my chest, but then dropped when I realized it would be empty.

“You two want to come up?” I asked as Carmen pulled into the underground and parked in a JACKL reserved space. Perks of owning the building were plentiful. “Think there is a new thing on Netflix that looks fun.”

“Anything is better than driving back home at the moment.” Carmen shifted into Park and turned off the car.

“¡Bueno!” Maria said, scrambling out of the passenger seat and pulling my door open. “Come on, chicas, ¡ándale!”

We hooked arms and plastered smiles we didn’t entirely feel across our faces and headed to the elevator. After tap of my keycard and a press of the button, we began rising to the penthouse level. When the doors opened, we all inhaled a lungful of incubus pheromones that hung in the air like a cloud.

“What the fuck, Rick!” I said, as arousal flooded my senses. My nipples perked to points, and I shifted my thighs together. Carmen and Maria were in a similar state as if an inner vibrator had been pushed to eleven. “Who was he fucking?”

I grabbed my crotch, needed to rub it as I cast my purse aside. Carmen and Maria’s purses slid along the foyer with mine as they started scrambling out of their clothes.

“Fuck, JACKL bitches.” Carmen moaned as she pulled me close, staring into my eyes, then kissing me hungrily.

Maria wrapped her arms around me, grinding her pussy on my ass as we rid ourselves of clothes and moved to one of the sofas.

“Jenn came for a visit, with Roxie, and… oh fuck, yes, lick my pussy, Maria.” Carmen grabbed a handful of Maria’s dark hair as she ground her cunt into her lover’s hungry mouth. “They’re all fucking horny all the time, those fucked up tattoos.”

She gasped and dove between my thighs, as I spread them wide for her. I gripped and squeezed my breasts in a strange mix of lust and anger. Rick was an incubus; he did what he did, and I accepted it. But I expected him to be honest.

“So he fucked these bitches instead of going on the vamp hunt?” I growled, grinding my needy cunt into Carmen’s mouth. She shook her head and lifted her head enough to talk.

“No, it was just before the vamps got out. Remember, Brooke flashed in naked? She was with the JACKL bitches.”

Something didn’t make sense, but I was too far gone to care deeply, and with Carmen glued to my snatch, having a conversation was impossible. I grabbed her hair and pulled her head up, then pinned her to her back. Maria fell back in surprise as I swung around and straddled Carmen, scissoring our legs and grinding my pussy into her.

“But he responded to the …” I couldn’t find the right words. “Then he flew out of here, and after that, vamp puta.”

“Oh fuck,” Carmen said, holding Maria to her breast with one hand as she groped mine. “Yeah, she dove off a cliff, and he didn’t catch her. Oh fuck, I’m gonna…”

I hit a peak simultaneously, and we shuddered in orgasm while continuing to grind our needy pussies together. My mind went blank as we undulated in bliss, three brown bodies writhing through heady peaks. We were just coming down when two pops sounded, and in the haze of the incubus funk, Sammi and Naomi appeared. I moaned as I watched the thick, dank atmosphere be sucked into their noses. They turned to each other, kissing and stripping like needy thralls.

They pulled from their kiss and strode toward us, pupils dark with pointed nipples. “Who did Rick do now?” Sammi said, latching onto my hardened rocks. Naomi nudged me to the side, then sealed her lips around Carmen’s slick folds.

“Oh fuck. JACKL cunts.”

“What?” Sammi said, then moaned as I pushed two fingers into her tight, slick pussy.

“No. Who!” Carmen moaned, grinding her hips into Naomi’s mouth. “Jenn and the… oh fuck. That’s it. Lick my clit.”

“JACKL hostess,” I filled in while fingering my sexy nereid lover. “The tatted biker whores.”

“Oh yeah,” Sammy said, leaning and sucking on my nipple. “They’re fun. I’m glad Rick got to charge his batteries with humans.” She closed her eyes and rode my fingers while sucking my tit.

In the midst of the sapphic mosh pit, I found some clarity. Rick was probably wiped after everything that happened. I wasn’t available. Sammi and Naomi were at the Enclave. Lexi was with him, but a Fae fuck wasn’t as powerful as four humans.

It clicked that he needed to fuck them, and fuck them hard. Lexi understood and probably pushed him into their willing arms. A fuck was just a fuck to an incubus. I was his lover, and somehow, within the dank pheromone soup of the penthouse, it made sense. So I reclined back and just enjoyed the ride as we burned off the remnants of the fuck frenzy our poor penthouse had to endure.

When we’d wrung the supernatural arousal out of our system, we were lying in a sweaty pile of female flesh across the large square ottoman. Naomi’s head rested on my hip as she idly played with my nipple. Sammi nuzzled into my neck, looking across at Maria and Carmen’s cozy embrace, hazy-eyed and satisfied.

“Mmmm, nothing like a good frusta-fuck.” Naomi said, then giggled. I laughed, and we kissed as I pulled her warm body into mine, absorbing comfort from our connection.

We hugged and caressed, pulling Sammi into our arms, when Naomi’s eyes twitched, a tell that she was active on the mesh. “They’re on their way back. They didn’t find her.”

“Who?”

“Rachael,” Naomi said, then bit her lip. “I hope she’s okay. Poor thing.”

“Poor thing?” I nearly screeched. “She killed Jess.”

“She…” Naomi shook her head and then nodded. “You’re right, killing Jess wasn’t right. It’s just… There are powers at work around this that I can’t make sense of. Rachael isn’t dark. She’s confused and alone.”

I exhaled a sigh. “Well, if it weren’t for y’all, that would make two of us.

“Celia,” Sammi said, nuzzling her cheek. “You’ll never be alone. You’ve got us, and we don’t give up.” She kissed me with sincere devotion, and I felt a pang of regret about feeling sorry for myself. And it hit me squarely that Naomi was right. Rachael was completely alone.

I relaxed into my harem lovers and closed my eyes. That’s when I heard my phone buzz.


CHAPTER 22
BROOKE
SEAPORT QUAY - DOWNTOWN


Rick tapped hastily on his phone, cursing as he backspaced and typed again on the ridiculously tiny phone screen. “Fuck, I missed Celia’s message. It was two hours ago, and there was no response from me. I’m such a bonehead.”

Lexi leaned against him on the other side as we walked along the bayside walkway of Seaport Village. “She’s okay.” She glanced at him, then over at me. “She’s up in the penthouse with Naomi, Sammi, Carmen, and Maria.” Then she giggled.

“What?” He said, blowing out a breath of frustration.

“Naomi sent thanks for the pheromone soup. With taco and peach emojis.” Lexi waved her phone screen so he could see.

Rick slapped his hand to his face with one hand and pocketed his phone with the other. “Dammit, we left without airing out the penthouse. After … fuck that was wild.”

“You needed it,” Lexi patted his chest. “You were running on empty and needed a Snickers bar.”

I snorted. “Or a second orgy with some crazy ass biker chicks.”

“Same thing,” Lexi erupted into giggles.

We crossed the street at the light at the edge of Seaport and headed toward the Embassy hotel. The bustling crowd of mundane shoppers parted before us, giving Lexi odd looks. I glanced at her, then smacked her lightly behind Rick’s back. “Your ears!”

“Oh,” she quickly pulled her anamorphic form behind her mundane mask, folding away her fox ears as she blushed. “Forgot about my extra strength sonar.”

I rolled my eyes. She was so weird how she melded her Kitsune quirks with reality, like everyone was magic. Honestly, I admired that about her. She owned everything about herself. Endurance athlete, poly sub, slut, JACKL team leader—the list kept growing. I loved her, but we’d never put a label on our relationship or place any restrictions on it. She was free to slide into Jeremiah’s bed, or mine, or Ricks. Lexi was Lexi, a truly unique gem.

The mesh buzzed to life for the first time since the chaos at the Estate. It had been on tactical lockdown while remaining open for coordination between teams hunting Rachael. We’d given up as dusk approached, calling off the search. The way the mesh hummed with Leah’s energy felt like tuning into a podcast.

“Update. Okay, busy day, and I have a lot to share, so I’ll go in chunks. Vlad has surrendered himself and is under protective watch at the enclave. De, Jack, Tiff, and Ozug have the watch. Blood units from the surplus on hand.” Leah’s mesh voice went silent.

“That was fast,” Rick said, shaking his head. “I didn’t expect him to just up and surrender. I thought we’d be hunting two hungry vamps for a while.”

“I think he’s just tired of the bullshit,” Lexi shrugged. “Sometimes a comfy prison bed with three squares isn’t a bad thing.”

“Update two.” The mesh lit up again as Leah continued. “Services for Jess will be held on the La Jolla Cliffs outside the Estate at sunrise. A moment of silence will be observed on the mesh. Contact Carmen if planning to attend the service so she can have a count.”

The mesh went silent again. I looked over at Rick and cocked my brow. “Are you going?”

“Yeah.” He shrugged. “She and I share a past. I’m still discovering parts of it, beyond being rebooted and stuck together.”

“We’ll join you,” Lexi agreed. “You’re not going alone, bud.”

“I’ll get with Carmen after the announcement,” I said, making a note to catch her later when the mesh was quieter.

“I’ll check with Zac and Beth.” Lex continued. “Their rehearsal is at the Venue tomorrow evening, but they should be able to make a sunrise service.”

“They’ll have to drive in the morning traffic.” Rick reminded.

“Between us three and Sammi, we can handle travel for the mundanes,” Lexi said. “Don’t make this difficult.”

“Update 3:” Alyssa’s voice took over the mesh. “Rachael is at large and is considered dangerous. Feeding status unknown. Approach with numbers and caution, and mesh for backup at first contact. Exercise extreme caution and keep your mundane neighbors safe. The mesh is open, thank you.”

“I wish we could have caught her,” Rick grumbled as we walked along the side of the hotel. “Did we waste too much time fucking around charging my batteries?”

“You were dead on your feet, buddy,” Lexi said, punching his shoulder. “Tired, grumpy, and hungry incubui aren’t safe—ever. Besides, you tracked her right alongside me. She’s very lost and very confused, always doubling back and forth in circles. The chick’s pissed off, hungry, and dangerous. I just hope she burrows in for the night.”

“Yeah, because sleep, vampires, and night are conducive to a restful sleep,” I snorted derisively. “Today was long and sucked. Something tells me tonight’s gonna be worse. She’ll pop up again, and we’ll need to be ready.”

We got to the end of the block, turned, and walked behind it, then angled across the street toward the Fairview lobby.

Rick let out a deep sigh. “So how much trouble am I in for ghosting Celia?” He asked, shoving his fists into the pockets of his jeans. “I mean… I’m such a fuck up. She gets home and walks right into a fog of my pheromones from the ad hoc orgy. I’m gonna be up for boyfriend of the year, after that.”

“Dude, stop it,” I said, squeezing his shoulder. “It’s been a rough day for everyone. I’m sure she’s fine. She’s probably eating popcorn and watching telenovelas with Carmen and Celia in the penthouse, waiting for you. I mean, after they got done having all those incubus-induced orgasms from your pheromones.”

He grunted and adjusted the front of his jeans, giving me a side eye.

Lexi laughed. “You like the idea of those five chicas enjoying a little salsa on the side?”

He held open the elevator door for us, then tapped his card and jabbed his thumb on the penthouse button. We looked at him, staring at the wall, before we glanced at each other and giggled. His snarl only made us laugh harder.

The elevator hummed upward smoothly as Rick's jaw ticked with tension. As if staring at the floor numbers would make them climb faster. "Seriously, though. Two hours completely ghosted. And she walks into that pheromone fog? I'm in deep shit."

Lexi squeezed his arm reassuringly, her touch light but firm. “Give yourself a break, she knew what she was getting with you. Poly is hard, but you both lean into talking it through. She knows the score, and you already sent the apology text, and your phone didn’t blow up. She’s with Naomi and Sammi, and they’re probably laughing about it. It’ll be fine—Celia's tougher than she looks."

The doors dinged and slid open, revealing the atrium and the penthouse living area past that. It was still dank with the lingering incubus pheromone fog, but the scene was serene and calm. The couches sat rumpled from the earlier chaos, throw pillows and blankets scattered. Celia looked up and set her popcorn bowl on the coffee table as she rose, her cheeks still carrying a subtle flush, but her grin came easily and was genuine. "Finally. Pizza's en route—should be here any minute."

Sammi sprawled on the sectional nearby, one leg draped over Naomi's lap while the younger woman curled contentedly against her side. They both looked up at Rick, smirking, but their eyes were hazy, and they had trouble focusing.

"Fog's mostly vented now. Welcome home, bonehead." Naomi cracked, her affectionate nickname carried no real bite, just their usual teasing laced with affection.

Rick crossed the room in three strides and knelt in front of Celia, his hands framing her face gently as he searched her eyes. "I'm sorry. I needed the recharge badly today. And I fucked up by not checking my phone. Are you okay? Really?"

She leaned into his palms, her forgiveness warm and immediate as she pulled him closer by his shirt collar. "I needed you too. The fog was... Intense, and in a way, it was just what I needed if I couldn’t have you. We're good, babe.” They kissed gently, and he stood up, lifted her like she weighed nothing, and sat down, pulling her into his lap.

I grinned at Lexi as we settled into the third sectional. My mind flashed back to the wild orgy with the JACKL chicks as I looked over at Sammi, whose cheeks were still rosy and flushed.

“Where’s Carmen?” Lexi asked. “I thought she and Maria were here.”

“They left just before you guys came up. Driving back to the Estate to sleep before they have to start breakfast in the morning.” Sammi said, combing her fingers through Naomi’s hair.

“Oh, speaking of… I need a lift in the morning, babe,” Celia nuzzled against Rick’s ear. “We’re doing a spread for Jess’s memorial.”

“I was already planning on going. I got you, babe. Naomi can ride with Sammi.”

“So Lex and I will take Zac and Beth.” I glanced at Lexi, who nodded, then sent a private ping to say she’d arrange it. Fae communication was so easy sometimes.

The elevator chime cut sharply through the lingering penthouse haze, pulling us from the couch's comfort with the promise of grub. Rick tapped his card to tip the driver while I grabbed the pizza boxes. Lexi and Naomi collected drinks from the kitchen, and everyone headed poolside. Celia and Sammi trailed behind us, leaning against each other affectionately.

Steam rose thick as we cracked boxes at the table by the edge of the infinity pool. I snagged a pepperoni slice, stretching the gooey cheese from the edge as I leaned in, mouth open. I was hungry and a little put off, feeling the bay’s pull only a few blocks away. My dryad nature had my toes curling hard against concrete, with root-hunger gnawing with a desire to sink into real soil. I’d go to the park later.

Shadows twisted in the pool lights, as reflections weaved like camouflage in the twilight, and a tall figure lurched from a dark corner near the roof’s edge. Wild-eyed and disheveled, the woman’s crimson locks whipped back—her dark features highlighting her vampire form—Rachael.

The mesh sparked with her name as everyone recognized her and sounded the alarm. Then her name echoed back like an old mic feedback whine as the message rippled out across our families’ psionic mesh. Images from Lexi's security tape flickered in my head, then paired with my memories of the event.

Rick exploded to his feet. Face darkening into a maroon thunder as he dropped his mask. "You killed my friend!" His demonic form erupted into the once peaceful space and loomed over the manic vampire.

Lexi and I latched onto his arms. But it was like nothing as his arms levitated us into the air, before our soles scraped the concrete in an attempt to hold him back. Gaia, if I could touch grass, I’d plant my legs and entwine him with vines. But on the rock-like deck, there was no holding back his incubus surge. Lexi twisted in front of him and slammed her palms against his heaving chest.

"Easy, beast," she soothed—ears twitching.

She glanced back at the redheaded vamp. “You are surrendering, right?"

Rachael straightened, her jaws opening as her fangs caught the light. The next moment, her eyes dropped to the deck, resigned. “I can't run. I tried… All day,” she waved her hands around. “The pull just drags me back here." Her voice was cracked and raw—hunger and thirst clashing with something deeper. “This is the last place I want to be. But I can't fight it."

Rick snarled free of our arms as his strength overpowered us. His wings spread wide, blowing air behind him, tail cracking in the air as it whipped in agitated arcs. I released my vines, spooling the tendrils toward him, wrapping around his bulging, scaled biceps. Flashbacks from the playroom hit in series in my head: Her slap. His crush. My taser’s fizzing was worthless until my log strike stunned him. But the new flash zeroed in on her eyes. There was a longing look in her eyes under his chokehold. It hit me. She loved him. Or, at least thought she did.

“Stand down, Rick," I growled. Earth-calm pushing into my voice to steady him. “She’s new. Still feral. All instinct and impulse—like you were at first. Fucking your neighbors senseless in PB.”

"Kite on her string, you said.” Lexi jumped in. “You feel it, the draw. Something has its hooks sunk deep. In both of you."

He locked down, bowing his head as spotlights painted shadows across his dark features. Red pupils locked into her eyes, furious at first, then softening as he could see what was behind her emerald rings. Rachael edged closer—not defiant, but resigned. Her lips parted as she inhaled a ragged breath.

“It was you. I thought you were a dream-demon. The feel of your fingers crushing my throat. A glorious demon, just like now—wings wide, whipping tail.” She stopped talking, and they stared at each other, breathing in tandem huffs. “I knew you wouldn't hurt me, even after I slapped you. You didn’t. Not really, I felt it then. Did you feel that burn in your chest? The pull I felt whenever you were near. But it ended in blackness.”

Rick nodded, his expression softening. Opening his mouth to explain then struck dumb before finding her eyes again. “The pull, if that’s what it was. Yeah. Then mistakes. I wanted you too much.”

Lexi's ears perked up, her sharp eyes flicking between Rick and Rachael. “Wait. You remember? Both of you? You’re not talking about the tape. These are fresh memories, of everything?"

Fists unclenched slowly. Cinnamon haze spiked—then banked as Rick nodded. Jaw clenched steel, as he glanced at Lex, gritting out his uncertainty. “I can still smell Jess's blood on her fangs. I should rip her open." He shook his head as his arms dropped to his side. Then he bowed his head, lifting his arms and raking maroon talons over his bald head. Then he pulled his mask back on and looked at Rachael. "Fuck. That… tug… it hits me too as it did then. Now what?"

Celia froze, her slice dangling in mid-air. Brown eyes widened as shock collided with jealousy. Her pizza dropped to the deck, cheese first. "Rick? Her? That pull?—what the hell?" She moved toward him, maybe a different type of pull, but no less strong.

The anger in her voice pulled him away from Rachael’s emerald gaze to lock into hers. Rick shook his head. “Doesn’t change that I love you, babe. But…”

Her fury damped under his honest loving expression. She let out a sigh, part resignation, part longing. “Yeah. I know. Incubus.” She closed her eyes and exhaled. When she opened them, her anger and pain fled as she stared with love at her monster. “I accept you for what you are. Always will. Even if it’s hard to do.”

Rachael swayed, staring at him until he faced her again. Her eyes traced his face, the mundane masking of his demonic truth. It didn’t matter. Her expression melted from defiant snarl to submissive devotion. “I can’t fight it, Rick. The pull is too strong, you bind me without ropes.” Palms rose and cupped his cheeks, leaning in, cool breath ghosting lips over her cracked lips. “We never had a chance. All I want is a chance, Rick. With you."

Rick fought it, whatever that pull between them was. He forced himself to look away from the blazing green rings and center on the calm brown of his human lover. Celia’s eyes softened, then she nodded, granting him permission. Releasing him to the gravitational pull between the two feeders. He faced Rachael again as his hand lifted and curled his fingers around her neck, cupping her cheek with the other.

The air crackled as magic bloomed between them. Sparks flowed from fingers as they touched each other. Their bodies shimmered in a purple-red glow that bloomed—expanding rings of light wrapped around them, pulling them closer like traces of leather. Their lips crashed together as they kissed hungrily. Tongues tangled in desperate swirls.

Celia gasped sharply. Anyone else would’ve turned away, but she couldn’t stop staring. She took in the shock of Rick and Rachael, and the look of love for her monster never wavered as he kissed another woman. A glowing aura seemed to emanate from Celia’s core, like she was pushing light at him.

Something pulsed in the air, as their bodies glowed with ripples of warring colors, like flashing sirens in the night. Then, a bright light detonated, the pulse hurling them apart. We gasped in shock as their bodies were thrown back and skidded to a stop on the ground. The echoes of the magic rippled outward through our mesh.

I heard it first—a purple-red stone, familiar yet alien, clanked onto the pavement, its hue echoing the auras of the prone vampire and incubus. The heavy hum of the magical release faded as the sounds of the harbor district returned. The two star-crossed Fae lay still from the blast.

To the side, a silver flash and pop echoed quietly as Alyssa stepped from the aether onto the concrete. She glanced at Rachael’s prone form as Sammi knelt at the vampire’s side. She turned to focus on Rick, as Celia clung to him, kissing him softly, whispering soft words. Moments later, she tilted her eyes toward Lexi and nodded at the odd stone.

Stepping between the two bodies, she moved to the stone, and Lexi met her there. Alyssa lowered to one knee, and she reached out and picked up the stone between her fingers and thumb. She examined it, with Lexi sharing an awed smile. There was nothing special about it to me. Maybe an agate? Maybe it had a slight glimmer in the artificial light. The two lifelong lovers grinned at each other as Alyssa dropped the stone into her other palm and made a fist around it, and popped back to the aether.


CHAPTER 23
NAOMI


The Fairview penthouse thrummed as our little harem pyramid pulsed with new tension in Rick’s clinging cinnamon haze. Perched on the edge of the sectional, legs tucked under me, I felt my sub-mesh strain—a chaotic heartbeat of unstated emotions streaming through our minds: Rachael’s manic emerald chain, Celia’s masked caramel keel, Sammi’s patient bay anchor. Across the rug, Rick paced, shoulders taut, steps echoing the pulls.

Plural.

Rachael wasn’t the only tug on his heart—but to her, that didn’t matter. With Celia’s primacy listing and Sammi’s servant-mentorship adrift, it fell to me to navigate this storm. Our found family needed to share hang-ups willingly and calmly. No deep probing necessary—their emotions bent to his magnetic soul like iron filings, manifesting through my lens. My unrest in our silent, overactive huddle mirrored theirs—no different in my own demon-yearning.

Ramrod straight, Celia sat beside me, fingers twisting the hem of her top—Rick’s chosen first, foundation of his lovers’ circle, grounding him mind and soul in this mundane world. Fae weren’t the only ones who wore masks; her practical aloofness hid fragile fears, and her calm façade barely contained suffocating dread. Her spinning thoughts echoed mine: He’s mine. Human aches—valid, troubling—shared between frail mortals.

Not just her thoughts, either. Emotions streamed unconsciously from all three. As observer—the fourth—I held an outsider’s lens. My ebbs and floods rode different currents; I needed that distance amid the thrumming heartbeats of our magical, chaotic love for the pacing beast.

Rachael formed a new node in my circle of minds—four extraordinary hearts now linked through my inherited gifts. Her fiery hair burned vibrantly, nothing like the ghosted tapes or disrupted memories of their doomed date. A fang peeked from her tightened lip as she glowered at a blank patch of wall, arms crossed, emotions shuttered tight.

Sammi leaned against the kitchen island, arms crossed under her pert breasts, blue eyes serene as deep bay waters. Her thoughts flowed placid and tidal—steady, sure. Always aware and considerate, as light-side aeternal fae should be: supportive, never demanding privilege. They circled Celia, whose mortal timeline ran short and deserved Rick’s throne. Fated or not, his pull bound us—and Sammi’s patience wrapped the room like kelp around her cabin’s pilings, yielding yet unyielding.

By contrast, Rachael slouched like a petulant infant, emerald eyes half-lidded but ravenous—always hungry. Clothes askew since Vlad’s bite couldn’t dim her entitled beauty. Beneath the fury simmered deeper currents: That chokehold in the playroom? Fate, not force. He’s dragging me from Vlad’s shadow. Mine to claim. Share? Fuck no. Fuck patience—I need him now.

Her vampiric selfishness spiked, honed by the brutal trek from New Orleans to Otay just to slake her thirst. Yet an echo thrummed underneath—shards yearning to reunite, craving Sammi’s ethical steadiness for balance. What we’d just witnessed on the pool deck proved it: shard wholeness was never in question. Nor should Rachael’s integration be. Nor Celia’s, Sammi’s, or even my own with this stubborn demon. My insight had to peel back those layers without judgment, creating space for true feelings to breathe if she was going to join his harem.

Rick paced back from the far wall, head down, mundane fists jammed in pockets one moment, raking through his hair the next. Frustration fueled his internal engine, clashing against unsteady sparks from his chosen mates. Fate. Will. Little difference in this unstable churn—it exploded in our minds like an engine cough. Silence thickened.

I exhaled slowly, letting my words echo the map in my head. “We need to talk this out. All of it.”

Heads turned—Rick halted, Celia uncrossed her ankles, Rachael straightened. My nudge toward resolution surfaced my own buried insecurity: the confession I’d held since molding Celia’s poly bisexuality, without her knowledge or consent.

“I’ll start,” I said, voice steady. “Jeremiah molded my bisexuality post-trauma—magical aging skipped my childhood joy, puberty angst, and dropped me fully grown into this family with a pop. I’m still learning the line on consent. But chasing atonement for pushing into minds without explicit permission opened me to this circle we share.” I locked eyes with Rachael until she met my gaze. “We choose transparency now, or we fracture.”

Celia’s brown eyes softened first, her hand finding my knee. “You nudged me, too, Mi. That night at the Estate—polyamory, bisexuality. Things my upbringing buried. Your shift let me accept my love for Rick alongside my growing feelings for Sammi. It felt right, not forced.” Her moral curve eased as fears of mortality surfaced. “But her fated pull?” She flicked a hand toward Rachael, voice thick. “I’m Rick’s chosen here. He could’ve enthralled me, but instead, he pulled back. I’m loyal because he earned it—and my clock’s ticking. I claim this fate just as fiercely.”

Sammi nodded and glided over, squeezing Celia’s shoulder. “Your place beside Rick is secure, love. I’ve got eternity’s abundance with his soul—like the bay never runs dry. But your clock ticks; I surrender my claim to his side. Love is patient, kind—that’s fae light, hope unbound. This selfish struggle? Not us, babes. We’re about love. Always love.”

Rachael growled low, but I wove their truths into our private five-way mesh and nudged it her way. Celia’s mortal agency ache echoed love’s fragility. Sammi’s ethical retreat curbed a selfish grab for the man we all shared—bound by love and fate.

“Fate’s no promise of priority,” I said. “It’s our group strength. Your pull ignites Rick. Celia grounds us. Sammi’s grace accepts our differences. Sharing is our path to light—together we thrive.”

Rick’s gaze locked on mine, then swept across all of us as he exhaled roughly. The mesh steadied, moral curves aligning. My core thrummed—disclosure as bridge, fate as strength. We wove tighter.

“Sharing?” Rachael scoffed, shaking her head. “I’m starving, and you want me to share? I thirst endlessly. But I can’t drink—that’s darkness in your fairy-light world. I’m dark. I can’t do this.”

“You’re right,” Sammi soothed, sitting beside her. “None of us can. Not alone. That’s why we’re a we, love.”

Another snort. “An us? Don’t be silly. You’re you guys; I’m outside. Rick has to choose.”

“You don’t tell me what I must do,” Rick growled, facing her, fists clenched at his sides. “We are a we. That’s the line. You with me—us—or out there, dark and alone?”

Rachael shot to her feet, emerald eyes flashing. “You’re dark too, demon. You feed—promise that thrilling edge. Vlad said all feeders are alike: greedy, sucking thralls dry to hoard power. You’re no different, Rick. Don’t fool yourself.”

Rick’s face hardened. I felt the three of us—Celia, Sammi, and me—draw tighter around him in a mesh. Our fourth stayed fractured—afraid, terrified of what fate and unwanted magic had made her. I nudged that impression gently toward Rick. He sensed my touch, a snarl flashing across his aura—but he held, eyes locking with mine. In the silence, his stare softened. He nodded once, then turned to the vampire.

“You’re right,” he said. “I’m dark by my line. A feeder. I know that thirst—endless, insatiable. Lifetimes chasing more, more, more. The feeder’s curse.”

“I didn’t ask for this,” Rachael said, eyes shining. “I wanted something different for us, but I was afraid—even before the playroom. That I’d never be enough for you.” She spun, scanning us, a manic laugh bubbling. “Still true. I can’t match these…” Her gaze fixed on me, narrowing. “You’re not fully fae.”

“I’m not.”

“What are you?”

“I’m Mi.” I couldn’t resist the pun; Rachael’s lips curled in an impatient snarl. I stood, stepping between her and Rick—forming a triangle. Celia rose with Sammi, closing ours. Two triangles, with me as nexus. “Halfling. Father halfling, mother fae mage. They say I shouldn’t exist—an impossibility. I say miracle.”

Rachael growled.

“Like you. Like Rick. Like Celia. Like Sammi. Miracles.”

“Hmph. Do you thirst?” Rachael sneered. “Ache from emptiness? Long to be whole?”

“I want to be me.” I lifted my wrist. Her eyes snapped to my pulse. “I want to share. Drink.”

“I’ll drain you.” She licked her lips, gaze flicking between my eyes and my wrist. “I’m unstable. Ask Vlad.”

“You won’t.” I held her flickering gaze. “I won’t let you.”

Bravado, but I’d probed her mind enough to know where the failsafes might be. I hoped.

Rick growled, eyes flicking from her to me to Sammi, one brow cocked.

She smiled at him, then at me; I nodded. “We won’t let her either.”

I pushed my arm toward Rachael’s face. Her hands—ice-cold, iron-hard—closed around my wrist and elbow. Eyes shifting, she bowed her head, jaws parting. Venom glistened on her fangs. I shivered.

I steeled myself as she inched closer. Then—snap—fangs sliced skin. Her venom zinged through me, and a euphoric shock bloomed—almost bliss from the concentrated magic. Dreamy and half-gone, I focused on her throat working, the steady suck-and-pull as her lips worked my skin.

“Mi!” Celia lunged behind me, grabbing a fistful of crimson hair to yank Rachael back.

“It’s okay,” I slurred, slow and hazy. “Feels so good.”

“She’s sucking your life away, for God’s sake!”

Crimson orb snapped around us; eyes rolled back as fresh euphoria flooded in when Rick’s aura enveloped all four. Rachael wrenched free, whipping defensively toward the demon as he leveled his gaze.

“I’m fiiine,” I blinked through the drug-like haze of venom and pheromone.

Sammi stepped into the protective orb, folding Celia and me into her arms. She smiled at Rick, then peeked at Rachael before nodding to our monster. “Feeders don’t just take—they give too. Show her, Rick.”

His eyes steadied on mine, then locked onto Rachael’s. Her mania ebbed to raw hunger under that look. He nodded toward my wrist. “Feed. I’ll keep her safe till you’re sated.”

Magic whirled in the crimson sphere as Rachael leaned against me, cold breath ghosting my cheek. I tipped my head back; Celia gasped at my dark invitation. Rachael’s fangs slid in again—just skin-deep. Euphoria shuddered through me; my vision went white at the edges. But Rick’s surplus surged, magic swelling inside me. Two blinks, and I fought the darkness off.

Senses returning, I felt wild emotional currents in our pentagram. Sammi leaned in, jaws parting—fangs pierced my shoulder, bright, clean magic lidding my eyes. “I’ve got you, Mi,” she murmured, licking punctures closed.

I steadied, arm wrapping around Rachael, drawing her cold body into my warmth. Green eyes hidden against my shoulder, I met my demon’s red pinpricks, feeling her steady draws as she fed.

“Enough!” Celia cried, panic sharpening her voice. “Mi, stop!”

“Your turn, hermana,” I slurred, turning toward Celia, focus swimming as dark fed from light. “Our monster protects.”

Rachael pulled back, wiping a dribble of blood from her scarlet lips. Green eyes met mine—soft for the first time—as she leaned in and pressed her mouth carefully to mine. I kissed her back, drawing a startled moan and deepening the sudden, intense intimacy. Rick’s magic pulsed, feeding through that ice-cold make-out—so hot I hoped she felt the warmth.

Rachael broke away, eyes flicking between mine. “I hunger for that too. Thank you,” she whispered.

Celia pulled me back, stepping between us. I swayed from the triple magic shot teeming inside, leaning into Sammi. Celia straightened, facing our fourth. They studied each other for a long beat; then Celia tilted her head, baring her neck.

“Aliméntate, hermana.”

Rachael’s smooth ivory cheek brushed along Celia’s brown jaw as her fangs sank in, mouth sealing tight. Celia’s sharp gasp faded into a sigh of euphoria. Crimson and azure energies swirled through the cinnamon haze of Rick’s orb—as five became one.


CHAPTER 24
ALYSSA
LA JOLLA ESTATE - ALYSSA’S PRIVATE BEDROOM


Beams of sunlight streamed through the bay windows overlooking the Pacific, painting the room in bands of light and dark. Jeremiah’s warmth draped behind me, his arm heavy over my waist, anchoring memories of our intimate night after yesterday’s chaos. My ward flickered around the raw deep purple-red stone on the nightstand—Rick’s incubus maroon fused with Rachael’s vampiric obsidian, pulsing like a live mesh node. Lips curving, I stitched yesterday’s echoes into today’s strategy.

Jeremiah stirred behind me, his arm pulling me closer as he woke. I pressed back into him, slow and deliberate, rewarded with a sleepy, rough-edged moan. Heat coiled low as his hand slid over my side and cupped my breast, fingers squeezing with familiar confidence. Our solo night had felt decadent, with everyone else dispersed after the chaos—tucked into private suites or tangled in the communal beds on the lowest level. It echoed the selfish indulgence of that Idaho lake house, when the five of us had rotated nights alone with him.

I rolled toward him, bringing my hand to the scruff of his unshaven cheek, savoring the rare, quiet intimacy. We kissed, unhurried.

“Do you remember that lake house?” I asked softly when we parted. “Two weeks just indulging in our new circle.”

“With Jenn,” he growled, his hand sliding from my breast to my ass, pulling my core firmly against him. “Core memory. Special mornings like this. Just you and me.”

The mesh carried the sentiment wordlessly between us, but saying it aloud sparked action that kept us tethered. I shifted over him, straddling his hips as the covers fell away in a soft puddle. Rising slightly, I guided him inside and sank with an indulgent moan as our bodies became one.

“I still need you, lover,” I murmured, hips rolling in slow waves as I leaned in to brush my lips over his. “In all this chaos, you’re still my rock. I don’t show you that enough.”

His hands slid up my sides, then tightened on my hips, guiding my slow rhythm as the Pacific waves set a heartbeat beneath the brilliant sunrise. A glint from the stone caught my eye, sparking a quiet thought amid our deepening kiss: I want you, Jeremiah Yeqon… and Adiliah Penemone still needs her anchor.

His eyes searched mine as his mind rifled through our shared memories of the ancient angelic lines tied to the twelve stones. His gaze flicked to the nightstand while I moved against him, the motion almost automatic now, body and mind tugged in different directions.

He focused on the new stone, then back on me as our rhythm built. “You think that’s⁠—”

“One of them,” I breathed, my words tangling with a soft moan. “Stones crafted from… the joining of fated souls…”

Jeremiah’s hands tightened on my hips; then he surged up, arms wrapping around my back as he rolled, pinning me beneath him. The rough shift of control sent a thrill through me. He was my soul mate, and the idea that those stones were born from such joins—that this one pulsed with Rick and Rachael’s collision—made me shiver.

He pushed me over the brink and followed me into it. Waves of passion crashed together as our bodies shook in unison. I clung to him, hands gripping his shoulder and hip, riding the last tremors. For a breath, I just wanted to pull him fully into myself and never let go.

We parted slowly, and I sprawled over his chest, indulging the skin-to-skin contact for a lingering moment. But through the mesh I could feel the family stirring—from sleep, from shock, from last night’s experiments.

“I love you, Jeremiah. You’re my soul mate. Always.”

“I love you too, Adiliah.” He grinned as I rolled away and swung my feet to the floor. Hearing my birth name on his lips still made me blush. “Go solve the mysteries of our legacy.”

I showered quickly, dressed in comfortable work clothes, and poofed to the Enclave, the raw purple-red stone secured in my pocket. Jeremiah would anchor Jess’s memorial at the Estate while I took the nascent artifact for initial study. Leah’s R&D team—Megan, Naomi, Shannon—would join me soon, but I craved a few quiet moments to process what I’d witnessed on Fairview’s pool deck: Rick and Rachael’s shard detonation, their auras fusing in chaotic harmony into that all-too-familiar pendant shape.

I placed the stone in the center of the lab’s conference table, its pulse steady under the containment field amid humming scanners and LoreDB terminals. Mulling over Leah’s shard theories and my own growing hypothesis, I retreated to the hospitality wing to brew tea—needing the ritual to center my thoughts before diving in.

Bailey padded through on one of her front-desk circuits, antennae bobbing faintly.

“All secure?” I asked, stirring cream into the steaming mug, hoping Vlad had rested without incident. Another vampire hunt would derail wedding prep and Venue rehab.

“Yes, ma’am—nothing but silence from our guest.” Bailey nodded, antennae twitching. “Monitors show he rested, but didn’t sleep. Can vampires ever truly sleep?”

“It’s difficult for them,” I said, catching the faint thirst-hum from his room like a distant dripping faucet. “The constant hunger disrupts it, perhaps.”

The brownie shrugged cutely and padded back to her post. I trusted her, Jake, De, and the ogre network to keep Vlad contained until we finalized an ethical feeding strategy—with consenting JACKL hostesses and mundanes only.

Sipping my tea, I returned to the lab, the stone’s glint drawing my eye to its familiar silhouette, haloed in the hanging lamp’s glow over the conference table. I left my cup there, then went to my office and opened a file cabinet to retrieve the wooden box inside.

Back in the lab, I set the box beside my tea and felt the ripples from Leah’s team arriving at the landing pad. I flicked through old scanned-in notes on my tablet until a scanned page of lecture notes in my handwriting popped up: “Aisha Sharma – Vedic Artifact.”

Months before we left Oregon, Leah and I had sat in a dingy coffee shop after Aisha’s lecture about a sub-continent artifact—two incompatible minerals fused into one piece, one layer warding and another blooming a specific class of magic.

After that, the day had gone chaotic—our circle pairing up, Zac stumbling back from his senior-year orgy in Megan’s classroom with four suddenly mind-meshed lovers. The next morning brought the pool-poof fiasco, then the urgent need to catalog my artifacts and move them to California. Aisha’s theory got shoved to the back of my mind.

Zac hadn’t meshed them. He doesn’t have that class of power—neither does Jeremiah. We’d simply conflated my mesh with his presence that night in the Columbia River hotel.

We never asked how four new people joined Zac’s mind. So we didn’t develop a theory; we just accepted it, since my mesh had been used continuously for 20 years.

Until now, this new purple-red shard stone sat under my ward field—two dissimilar minerals in one crystalline matrix, two dissimilar magics fused: incubus and vampire. Not a random rock, but another entry in the secret we’d been circling for years. A live demonstration of the ward-and-bloom dynamic that Aisha had only theorized.

Blocking and blooming feeder magic. What the hell kind of engine had we been living with, tucked inside blood and sex all along?

Leah led her team into the room, her eyes widening in brief surprise that contrasted with her usual sharp awareness—a deliberate camouflage to keep her mundane teammates feeling like true peers. Naomi trailed in last, the youngest of the group, attempting a neutral expression, but I caught her gaze locking onto the stone as she rolled her chair from her workstation to join me at the center table.

As the others rolled in from their cubicles, I tilted my head at the stone, then glanced at Leah. “Do you know what that is?” A question she’d already answered in her mind moments after seeing it. Naomi’s sharp focus confirmed she understood as well, having witnessed its birth firsthand. This was all subtle theater to keep Megan and Shannon comfortable.

“Another lost stone?” Leah mused, playing along as her eyes flicked to the box on the table. “Did it drop out of the box again?” Her tone carried just enough dry amusement to remind everyone that letting ward-stones fall loose in the lab wasn’t best practice.

“It’s new,” Naomi said, her eagerness trumping our feigned mundanity as she nodded toward the box. “You think it’s the same as those?”

The Socratic method was less fun with mind-readers, but I persisted for Megan and Shannon’s sake. I opened the box and revealed the ten necklaces inside.

“How many stones are in the box, and how many are missing?”

Megan pulled the box closer and counted while Leah and Naomi traded a silent debate over my human-teaching methods.

“Ten,” Megan said at last, blue eyes flicking up to meet my gaze.

“Two are missing,” Shannon added. “Zac’s ring and Kelly’s necklace. They never use them anymore, do they?”

I nodded. The mother-son pair kept theirs as keepsakes rather than control toggles—a nod to their legacy as descendants of Deborah through Kelly’s mother, Betsy. “So all are accounted for?”

“Yes, Mother,” Naomi sighed, impatience edging her tone. My arched brow kept her silent. I sent a soothing note to encourage her. She’d solved it; the others need to put the pieces together.

I glanced around at my team, indulging a bit of dramatic flair. “So what is that?” I leveled a finger at the dark stone under the lamp, glimmers of light threading through the mineral like veins. I nodded toward my daughter to give her the spotlight.

“It’s the shards,” she said, standing and pacing. “It dropped out of the air after Rick and Rachael clashed. I think the magical residue—or whatever we want to call it—fused into a stone.”

I nodded, proud of her insight, then tilted my head at Leah, who added the more measured conclusion.

“You think that’s how these formed?” Leah said. “Artifacts from other magic-infused events. Fused energies, not naturally occurring.”

I shrugged non-committal in this teaching moment, then turned to the mundanes. “It’s a hypothesis. I want to nail it down as a magical truth. What do we know of the stones?”

Megan leaned forward, fingers tracing the edge of one necklace. “From Deborah’s notes, all the stones stem from the UP breastplate. We know the brown stone absorbs magic from Kelly’s line—Baraqiel.” She held up the violet Penemone stone, the link to my line. “All the stones mute magical energy, light and dark. Even yours, if you hold this.” She reached across the table, dangling it in front of me.

I extended one finger and touched the stone, watching its glowing veins flare. The mesh dropped—sudden silence in our constant emotional threads, drawing shocked sighs from the others, though at least two of them knew what to expect. I pulled my finger back; the amulet swayed as the pulse faded, and the mesh resumed.

“But we’d concluded the angelic lines were a farce,” Shannon said. “UP fantasies made up to control humans. You’re saying they’re real?” Confusion creased her brow.

“I’m saying the stones are linked to fae classes and magic,” I replied, leaning back and sipping my tea as I watched understanding click into place. I pointed to the one under the spotlight. “I’m saying the stones—like that one, which fused incubus and vampire shards into a singular artifact—are amalgams of fae energies.”

Leah picked up the thread. “They absorb magic. So they’re unstable? Trying to suck in the energy released in the violence of their formation.”

“A flash of light,” Naomi said softly.

I nodded, then looked at Megan. “Do they only absorb?”

“That’s all that’s in the notes,” she answered. “Seelie, unseelie, light, or dark are warded by touch.”

I raised an eyebrow at Leah, pushing the forgotten effect from our coffee conclave after Aisha’s talk, which we’d both forgotten in the confusion after the lecture.

“They amplify.” Leah caught up quickly. “Zac’s mesh after the classroom thing. He doesn’t have that class of power. That’s Penemue, mage class. Not Baraqiel.”

“Wait,” Megan asked, searching her past. Her classroom shame. “Zac’s powers didn’t create that mesh? Then what?”

“You were there, Shannon,” I asked, drawing them down the past. “When did you first feel Zac’s mind? Before or after. Was he wearing the ring?”

Megan and Shannon shared a look, blushes rising at the memory of that afternoon.

“Don’t get distracted,” I prompted. “That part doesn’t matter; we don’t judge. But Zac wasn’t wearing the ring during that part, was he?”

Shannon shook her head, and Megan’s eyes widened.

“After he put on the ring. Then the mesh formed.”

“So…” I led, looking at the other blonde.

“The ring. It bloomed instead of warded?” Shannon paused, then went on. “It didn’t sense a mesh between Zac and us, so it created one. And it centered on the ring wearer.”

“Is there a pattern to what is blocked and what is boosted?” I tilted my head. I was curious, but I needed my team to help me recall.

“It blocks unseelie,” Megan said. “The dark shadows, Kelly’s aura… she’s a feeder, that unseelie.”

Shannon’s sharp mind caught up. “Gaia’s tipping the scales,” she blurted. “She allows dark–dampening artifacts to exist.”

“And boosts light-aligned powers.” The pair squealed and held hands. I smiled that they’d followed the muddled magic logic and reached the same conclusion I had.

“But wait,” Leah said, interrupting the celebration. “Rachael was human. Our theory was that the magic shard protected her from death and transformed her. But…”

I raised a brow. “Was she? Human?”

“Trapped fae,” Naomi replied, crossing her arms as she sat. “She was always fae. Vlad’s bite didn’t break a rule; his venom sparked her. A rebirth. Like Rick.”

Silence settled over the room, even the mesh stilling at my daughter’s flash of insight.

“If she can learn to return energy like Rick… like Kelly,” Megan said slowly, “then Vlad can too. Feeders aren’t fated to the dark. They can choose to serve the light.”

“The stones… they can block the dark, and boost the light. Shielding humans from possession, enthrallment, and darkness.” Leah rattled off her intuitive insight.

“Fuck,” Shannon hissed, shaking her head. “Gaia’s cooking the books. This is her plan all along. Sammi only pushed for what Gaia already favors.”

“So…” I prompted, letting the class answer the learning objective.

“The Venue as a nexus of magic, bringing humans together. Ethical feeding. Shard stones as protective safety,” Megan said, thoughts spilling unedited into speech.

I tilted my head and shrugged. It was strong, but only a theory of our experience. We needed a test. “I say we find out.”


CHAPTER 25
SAMMI
FAIRVIEW PENTHOUSE - DOWNTOWN


Naomi had left our puddle of sated bodies in Rick’s bed, called away to a special meeting at the Enclave. Celia’s warmth pressed against my back, my arm hooked across Rick’s chest, fingers laced with Rachael’s icy hand. After we fed her and her bloodlust dulled, we kept pouring energy into her—Rick’s full batteries and our own heated libidos smoothing the jagged edges inside her.

Five of us, Rick at the center, had shared without jealousy and ridden wave after wave. Love flowed, and I’d felt how it softened the darkness in Rachael. She was still a vampire—skin cold, fangs sharp—but when her green eyes fluttered open to meet mine, they glowed with warmth.

Then it hit me—a ripple of excitement from the Enclave, like static buzzing through my nereid senses, sharp with the tang of revelation. Necklaces. Stones. The R&D team was unlocking something.

I didn’t bother with a goodbye; one blink and I poofed, mist swirling around me.

I materialized in the Enclave corridor in my full professional mask: tailored skirt suit hugging my curves, heels clicking sharply on stone as I hurried toward the R&D lab, already attuned to the puzzle unfolding inside.

The team was huddled around Megan, a box of stone necklaces in hand. I’d seen them before, but never asked their purpose. The excitement rippling through the mesh tagged them as shard stones. I slipped closer to the cluster.

“This is exciting,” I said. “Tell me about these stones.”

Alyssa brushed my mind with a blast of psionic shorthand—past use in Montana, misapplied angel lore, protective functions—all in a heartbeat. My jaw dropped.

“That’s amazing,” I blurted aloud, as if everyone had heard the same download. Four confused faces glanced at me, then went back to their work.

They’d spread the necklaces in a neat row, each tagged with a sticky note and a scribbled word. Leah tapped the purple stone, sounding it out. “Penemue?”

“Oh, no,” I corrected, connecting their mangled syllables to sounds I hadn’t used in ages. “The P is silent. It’s ‘Nuh-MYOO.’”

Alyssa tilted her head. “What was that?” Confusion and dawning awareness tangled on her face.

“Penemue. Mage-class fae,” I said slowly, like I was pronouncing it for a five-year-old. “Old Faespeak. I barely remember speaking it, but that’s what these labels are.” I waved at the sticky notes.

Leah leaned in, tapping the next stone—a deep brown one. “Yeqon?”

“Yeh-KON,” I corrected gently. “Molder magic—shapers of will and thought. Like Jeremiah’s line.”

Megan squinted at a golden stone, voice tentative. “Baraqiel?”

“Bah-RAH-kee-el,” I said, smiling. “Allure-weaver. Succubus energy. Drawing desire. Kelly’s gift.”

Naomi held up a jet-black one, brow furrowed. “Samyaza?”

“Sah-MEE-ah-zah,” I nodded. “Leader-class. Command presence, dark or light. Rare now.”

Alyssa exhaled. “So you’re saying these names—and these stones—are from ancient fae?”

“Exactly.” I leaned against the table, nereid senses still humming faintly from the bay. “Grih’koree—the Watchers. Ancient fae observers who blended into human realms, guiding from the shadows. Over a century ago, during that weird wave of mundane doomsday preachers, they misheard our Faespeak as ‘Grigori’ and spun it into fallen angels.”

Alyssa and Leah shared a look. “Grigori. That’s biblical, isn’t it?” Alyssa mused.

“Yeah, technically Apocrypha,” Leah said. “Pre-deluge, Book of Enoch. Watchers, wrath, flood. The whole bit.”

“Right. That story,” I said. “Mundane obsession with it kicked off dark hotspots, witch hunts, and all that ‘angelic lines’ nonsense. The version we tell?” I tapped the stones. “Watchers mated with pure mundanes against Gaia’s will. Their offspring came out dormant or reset—needing rebirth to wake. Stones like these? Tokens of that mix—fae magical types colliding.”

Alyssa pointed at the purple stone. “Tell me about mine. Penemue. If I touch it, my powers are warded.”

“Hmm.” I picked up the purple stone, turning it so the light caught the faint silver veins. “It’s not pure Penemue. It’s mixed. Mage primary, but that undertone?” I closed my eyes for a beat, feeling for the flavor. “Vahldor’kai. Paladin class. Ancient protector.”

Leah’s eyes widened. “So the stones are mixes of two ancient fae—Watcher—classes?”

“Yeah.” I snorted. “Look, the point is mundanes hear ‘watchers,’ and all they remember is horny angels, flooded cities, and everyone dies. They never write the parts where we learn from our mistakes.” I shrugged. “Frankly, we never write that part either.”

I noticed the four researchers shared a look while grinding their teeth. “We’re trying to fix that part,” Leah gritted out. “But fuck, it’s like tracing one of the paths of a scribbled line, it almost seems vague on purpose.”

I set the purple stone down and let my gaze drift to the center of the table—to the unpolished shard. Deep crimson, veined black, pulsing faintly like a bruise. “This is from last night, right? Rick and Rachael’s clash?” I tapped it lightly, sensing the dual hum: cold drain laced with hot allure. “Vrik’sylth. Vampiric drain merged with incubus feed.”

They all stared as I laid it out.

“Their core shards collided,” I said. “Magic explosion. This is slag—waste from the blast. Mundanes love these, hoard them like treasures. But to us? Just magic slag. It interferes with our gifts, so we usually toss them.”

I nodded at the sticky note with a big question mark beside the milky-white stone—humming, clean and bright. “That one’s different. Pure. No collision. Just Gaiaic magic—a spark stone. Rumor is, they used them as rebirth triggers for dormants. Honestly, just biting them is more fun. But these?” I wiggled the crimson shard. “Bigger pop.”

Leah frowned at the crimson. “Waste to fae, sure. But for mundanes? They’re protection talismans. That’s how you used them in Montana, and how Zac did when he started his rebirth.”

“Oh, yeah. Could be,” I said, shrugging. “Slag scrambles dark fae—repels nastier types, scrapes us raw if we get too close. I just avoid them.”

Naomi’s eyes lit. “It could protect mundanes from magic overloads. Or overfeeds.”

Alyssa nodded slowly, tracing the veins with a fingertip. “Like a buffer. Interference hurts us, shields them. We weren’t wrong to use them as protection. But we didn’t know their full truth until now.”

“Wait, rewind,” I said. “Zac. Was he reborn? Did he get bit?”

“We think Kelly’s aura and my meshes kicked it off,” Alyssa said.

“But he’s human, right?”

“Well, he’s a halfling,” Alyssa corrected. “Part succubus fae from Kelly. Part… whatever Jeremiah is.”

“Jeremiah, too?” I pursed my lips. “Show me the stone you associate with him.”

Leah slid the stone across the table, its deep hue sparking memories of ancient molders. The subtle silver threads underneath whispered something older, defensive.

“Yeh-KON,” I said, not needing to touch it to feel its weight. “Molder magic. Shapers of thought and body. Notoriously strong. That’s what you think he is?”

“Yeah,” Alyssa said, voice steady but threaded with mage-curiosity. “Deborah’s diaries pointed there, plus our practical tests. He can’t voice spells or poof like full fae.”

I hovered my fingers over the stone, close enough to hum but not enough to snag. “Paladin undertone again,” I said. “Mostly extinct defender class. This kind of slag screams full fae matrix—shielded dormant. Not half-ling. Half-born. Only half of him stirred awake.”

“So Jeremiah and Zac are fae?” Alyssa asked sharply, turning toward Naomi before she could speak.

Too late.

Naomi’s hand darted out, snatching the milky-white spark stone. She closed her fist around it. After a beat, a soft, clean glow bloomed between her fingers, tendrils coiling up her arm like liquid silver. Her aura sharpened, crystalline edges humming bright as her eyes flew wide.

“Mom,” Naomi breathed, awe and ache tangled in her tone. “It’s… oh shit. Quickening.”

Light flared—blinding for a heartbeat—then the room snapped back into view. The mesh flooded with her thoughts: not a hybrid of halves, but a fully formed Mage-Paladin matrix.

The room hushed. My nereid senses confirmed the pure, bright chime.

“Spark stone,” I said softly. “Gaia’s clean trigger. No collision slag. Awakens the dormant whole. No half-measures.”

“Oh, Naomi,” Alyssa exhaled, pulling her daughter into a fierce embrace before looking back at me. “We were ignorant. We didn’t question Naeme’s labels. We called it halfling because that’s what she called her. It fit Deborah’s diaries.”

“Naeme?” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “That old oak is cryptic as hell and holds grudges. Thinks all males corrupt magic, so she parcels truth stingily. Deborah?” I snorted. “The succubus from your Montana nightmares? Crazy as a loon. No idea what finally broke her.”

“She became me,” a familiar voice cut in from the doorway.

We all turned.

Kelly strode in, muted gold glow soft around her curves, Jeremiah and Lily flanking her. Lexi, Rick, and Brooke crowded behind, drawn by the mesh flare from Naomi’s quickening.

“Thanks to Lily’s probing, we discovered the truth,” Kelly said, shaking off unseen shadows. “Hidden by my fears and trauma. So much trauma.” She blew out a breath. “I had to reset. Find a clean start. Elizabeth—Betsy’s child was sickly, slipping away. I poured my essence into her, filled her with refined light. I restarted as Kelly—ignorant of Deborah’s horrors. Finally gone.”

The room held its breath as puzzle pieces clicked into place: stones, lines, watchers, rebirths, and now—Naomi’s newly bright aura, the spark stone cooling in her palm.

And at the center of it all, Rachael and Rick’s slag shard sat humming on the table, a fresh entry in Gaia’s long-running ledger.


CHAPTER 26
JEREMIAH
ESTATE COMMUNAL BEDROOM - LA JOLLA CLIFFS


The spark stone's pure spark and quickening echoed in my veins as the glow faded from my palm, leaving a crystalline sharpness that hummed through every nerve.

Eternal now—full Yeqon molder woven seamlessly with dormant paladin wards. It felt right, and I reflected that my mundane life often felt like a replay of an old VHS tape. No longer. The world appeared hyper-clear, complemented by auras and other familiar magical cues. I’d remember what they were as the quickening in my essence ran its full course.

The now-visible violet hue of Alyssa’s mesh pulsed with quiet approval from her place beside me, her hand resting steadily on my shoulder. Kelly's golden aura wrapped around us both in that maternal way of hers, her blunt whisper cutting through the lingering hum. “Forever, my loves.”

Lexi knelt close on the rug, her fox-trickster eyes gleaming with muted amusement. “All of us for now, until Carmen…” Then her smile faltered as tears welled in her eyes. She shook her head, unable to continue.

Carmen hovered in the doorway, her dark eyes brimming with happy tears she tried to blink away. “I always knew that fae shit was true, Master. Serving you for a lifetime is plenty for this chica. Forever’s too long.” She knelt by Lexi, and they embraced—sisters in life, linked forever in our hearts.

She stood, wiped her tears, and set her shoulders. “Okay, to the venue. Zac deserves his entire family present for his rehearsal.”

I wrapped her in my arms, her cheek resting on my chest. “Love you, mine,” I said as Alyssa, Kelly, and Lexi poofed away. “We are your heart’s legacy. You kept our circle tight. You are our glue.” She nodded against my chest, and I poofed her to the Venue rooftop.

She wiped her cheeks with a quick swipe before stepping back and slugging me in the shoulder. “Warn me before poofing.” She leaned against me, dizzy.

“Yeah, that sucks,” I said, holding her until steady. “Sorry.”

“I would live a longer life without all this poofing.”

“Stop—you’ve still got plenty of years to hold me accountable.”

We parted, and she turned toward the lines of tables being set up for the buffet. I walked into the interior. Vlad leaned on the bar, bracketed by Jake and Ozug, as Alyssa stood to the side, telling him how this would work.

Rick stood a few paces back with Celia at his side. Sammi, Rachael, and Naomi lingered a few steps behind, watching the vampire try to appear aloof while faking his banked thirst. I could see it in his eyes—the hunger—as he tracked humans working the final preparations.

I stepped past a column and spotted Jenn lined up against the opposite wall, watching. She turned, saw me, and hurried over, her tattooed breasts straining her low-cut top. “J! There you are—have you been hiding from me?”

I wrapped her in a warm embrace; her new spice-and-leather scent suited her after her breakup with Jerry. “Sorry, the past few days have been crazy. Even without Zac’s wedding preps. I’ll make it up to you.”

She glanced at Vlad before facing me. “I might take you up on that.” She bit her lip, and I felt her curve thrum as her gaze returned to the enigmatic vampire.

“C’mon,” I said, resting my hand safely above the remnants of her jet-black tramp stamp. “Let me introduce you.”

Vlad’s eyes locked on her as he looked away from Alyssa. Jenn’s friends paced behind us as the crowd around him parted and began drifting away. I’d talked to him earlier to read him and gauge whether we could trust him with the safety of a few of our closest friends. I’d also chatted with Blaze, Roxie, and Sheila to ensure they were fully aware of what Vlad was—and that we’d keep them safe from any danger.

“Vlad, this is Jenn, a long-time friend.”

“Thank fuck you’re not a cougar.” Vlad opened, full of grace.

Jenn’s laugh purred low as she leaned in and gave him an unexpected hug. “I’m the cougar you never knew you wanted, honey.” Her green eyes flared. “Let’s see how we fit.”

Her shard-stone necklace caught the light, the dark purple veins glowing faintly. It was an ironic ward—Fae-useless scrap turned human lifeline. Vlad's gaze lit her smile, and I could sense his focus on her heartbeat.

“So… I’m supposed to ask you,” Vlad murmured. “You’re good with this?”

Her eyes gleamed, betraying the mutual, consensual hunger—hers for his darkness, pairing with his for her blood. She nodded with clear eyes, not faded by enthrallment or mindless fog, but eager to try this edgy, crazy idea. “God, yes.”

She opened her arms to the danger, then embraced him as she angled her head to bare her neck. Vlad cupped her cheek, slipping past her beating vein to kiss her. Her eyes flared with surprise, then closed as she sank into it, deepening the first kiss. They savored the contact before moving naturally to her offering and his possession. I watched her eyes flare then close slowly, knowing his fangs had slid into her neck.

“Fuccck.” Her voice was barely audible above the bass line from the speakers.

Rachael approached the pair, her arms spreading to embrace both of them. I stiffened, hoping our plan wasn’t too reckless. Then I relaxed as a vibrant green aura bloomed from her core, enveloping them while Vlad fed with surprising control.

Vlad parted reluctantly when Jake patted his shoulder. Rachael shifted Jenn away and handed her off to Rick. His red aura bloomed around her, and she smiled knowingly up at the masked incubus.

Rachael turned and smiled at Blaze, and Roxie stepped into Jenn’s vacant place opposite Vlad. Kelly’s warm golden aura bloomed as the pair of vampires fed on the willing thralls, their expressions shifting into euphoric bliss from the venom injected into them.

The pair of redheads swayed in sapphic waves, more like a sensual makeout than feeding a vampire. Rachael parted without prompting and smiled at Blaze, her emerald aura pulsing around her thrall. She ensured clear-headed consent before turning to Sheila, inviting her close.

As Vlad pulled away from Roxie, licking a drip of blood from the edge of his lips. I blinked as Naomi stepped into his embrace. He sipped from her, eyes flicking to mine. I tensed, but felt Alyssa’s soothing mesh-touch. Vlad nodded, then stepped back with an expression of awed wonder.

I stepped toward him as Alyssa joined me. His usually sour expression curled into a slight grin. “Sated,” he said, shaking his head. “Thirst-free. I don’t believe it.”

“Now we teach you to feed it back,” Alyssa said with a knowing smirk.

Rachael stepped into our circle, wiping her lips and sucking off a droplet. “I told you,” she told the older vampire. “Light even tastes better than dark.”

Alyssa took my hand, and Kelly joined us as the vampires talked. Rick and his circle meshed with Lexi and Brooke to mingle with the newest and most surprising members of our community.

The three of us checked on the volunteers, rosy-cheeked after donating blood to the human-Fae unity. Their eyes were only slightly glassy from the euphoric venom.

“I think that seals it,” Blaze said with a throaty laugh. “No more Vegas. I’m down for spending more time with incubi and vamps. Any tips on apartments in Serra Bay?”

“Talk to Rick,” I said with a smile, hugging Jenn to my side. “I think he has rooms open at the Fairview. You should meet Lana—you two would enjoy each other’s company.”

A chime sounded, and Carmen stepped into the dim interior. “The serving line is open for dinner. Fill your plates and dine at your preferred table on the veranda. Welcome to the Venue.”

The small milling crowd filed back out into the twilight light. The sun hovered above the horizon past Coronado Island as we stepped into the serving line. Zac’s selection featured various smoked meats—brisket, baby back ribs, spicy and mild sausages—and other fragrant proteins, plus a dizzying array of sides and desserts.

Once we’d filled our plates, we settled around a round table. Alyssa relaxed on one side of me, with Lexi and Brooke beside her. Kelly and Lily took chairs on my other side. The tables around us were filled with extended family as people ate and others arrived.

When Zac and Beth arrived, Kelly and I excused ourselves to greet the couple of honor. Beth’s parents, Brad and Janice, were with them. We greeted them family-style with lingering, warm hugs. I kissed Janice’s cheek; she blushed and leaned into her husband. We didn’t see them often, but whenever I had the chance, I continued molding them toward secure intimacy. They had eyes only for each other and soon drifted to a separate table with Beth and Zac.

I spotted Kevin as he stepped onto the rooftop, escorting a beautiful older woman with silver hair that glowed in the patio lights as dusk deepened. Alyssa and I stood to greet his unexpected visit; his muted smile signaled he was here under duress.

“Alyssa, Jeremiah.” He shook hands—he never really fell into our hugging practice—while his date thrilled at our embrace.

“Hugging is important,” she said with a smile. “Touch is vital to humans and Fae alike. Good for you to keep that top of mind.”

I chuckled and shrugged. “We’ve always been huggers.”

Would it be rude to ask her name? I glanced at Alyssa, and the lady followed my gaze.

“I must say, I’m glad the gift I gave your father so long ago has served its purpose.”

“I’m sorry, you know my father?”

“Broke bread once,” she remarked, her voice dropping. “A little cafe on a lake in Oregon. I think you were just a child.”

I tilted my head, and she smiled enigmatically.

Jenn took that moment to walk up and wrap her arm around my shoulder. “Who are your friends?”

“Uh, this is Kevin, and… I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.”

“That’s correct,” she smiled, extending her hand to squeeze Jenn’s. Then she caught my eye and nodded at Jenn’s protective shard stone. “The audacity of using slag for safety disguised as style. The mark of a master designer.”

I was flummoxed at her obscure reference, and Alyssa twisted her head with a wink.

“We’re honored you joined us to celebrate Zac and Beth’s wedding.”

“The young man has a decision,” she said, leaning to kiss Alyssa’s cheek. “It’s his to make; there isn’t a wrong answer. Make sure he knows that.”

The odd couple drifted away as Alyssa squeezed my hand. “That was special.”

“Who was she?” I asked, scratching my head.

“Gaia knows.” She loved keeping me in the dark.

As the sun vanished over the horizon, the lights of Coronado Island dazzled across the bay. Taller skyscrapers and hotels lit up, and while the sky darkened, the city came alive with LED and neon glow. The party continued as a band took the side stage and started playing.

Rick held center stage on the rooftop, his maroon aura steady and controlled beneath his mundane mask. Kelly and Lily flanked him, their golden and violet auras shimmering to the beat. The sensual dancing of the mundanes thrummed, feeding the slight arousal in the air.

Rachael perched nearby, her feral edges smoothed by love of Fae and human. She watched her incubus with bright eyes, her fresh Choos gleaming. She leaned into Blaze; the pair of redheads’ sensuality drew the dark shadow of Vlad. Jenn was at his side, and Alyssa nudged me.

“They make an odd couple, but they fit, right?”

“As if designed for each other,” I smirked.

Rachael turned back to Blaze as our long-time hostess friend bared her neck. Her eyes rolled back lazily as the redheaded vamp’s fangs sank gracefully. Rick’s crimson sphere expanded, pulsing as the pair swayed in perfect sync. Rachael parted with a kiss to Blaze, and I felt the excess energy siphoned harmlessly into the stone’s veins, flaring absorption like a perfect buffer.

Beside them, Jenn arched back into Vlad, her moans joining the low chorus as Sheila and Roxie queued patiently, taking turns with Vlad and Rachael—swaying and grinding with Rick as they danced. Their once-dark JACKL tats flashed in bright colors under the lights, matching the pulsing of their slag pendants.

I watched the flow—like a well-balanced network, lights flowing in a symphony of flashes and blips. Magic balanced: feeder energy, human love, sensual lust, rich sips of blood. The big feeders didn’t hoard; they shared, cycling in harmony.

I watched the revelry from the sidelines, content. My four lovers laughed at one of Carmen’s jokes. My two children smiled, dancing side by side with their betrotheds. Reborn Fae mingled with loyal mundane beauties. Maria tangled with the younger girls, her genuine joy shining through.

The dance floor ebbed and flowed as night darkened. Carmen tugged my hand, pulling me to my feet and into the chaos. Her hips swayed into mine, our bodies pressing together—her graceful movements reminding me of when we first met, and she said she was a dancer.

“Rest of my days, Papi.” She smiled at me, though her eyes welled. “That’s all the forever I need, so long as I spend it with you.” Tears tracked her cheeks, and my vision blurred. I pulled her tight with a fierce squeeze.

“My heart is yours,” I murmured, spinning her lightly under the lights. The mesh hummed its consensus: eternity was locked for me—Alyssa, Kelly, Lexi. Naomi would walk with us. Brooke and Leah were locked in as well. But Carmen’s finite grace grounded our core.

Zac met my eye as I parted from her. Beth leaned into him, softly swaying as the music slowed. They pulled closer, and Beth wiped her eyes, meeting Carmen’s soft smile. “We’ll grow old together.” She turned to Zac. “That’s what I want. A long but finite life with you.”

His nod was resolute, hours before they publicly vowed the same. “With you all the days of this life. Forever can wait its turn. Growing old with you is the best I can ask for.”

They kissed, and I turned to kiss Carmen, surrounded by the faces of my strange and wonderful family—swaying to the music in a growing circle, me content in the center. Our ethereal legacy.


CHAPTER 27
EPILOGUE: KELLY
VENUE ROOFTOP - DOWNTOWN SAN DIEGO


The sky over Serra Bay put on a show for my boy. My Zac and his Beth were waiting hand in hand as sunset poured molten gold over the bay, streaking the water between the marina and Coronado in pinks and oranges that would’ve made any painter weep. Up here on the Venue rooftop, with the breeze lifting my hair and the scent of smoked meat and salt air wrapping around us, it felt like Gaia herself had decided Zac and Beth deserved a perfect backdrop.

I stood near the edge of the dance floor, skirts brushing my legs as I watched them at the makeshift altar—a simple arch strung with fairy lights and white flowers, nothing like the obscene pageantry of the United Priesthood that stained my prior lives. That horror was gone now; we’d found the strength and will to snuff out its filthy smudge on our origins.

Beth’s hand was tucked in Zac’s, her eyes bright, cheeks flushed. My son looked… steady. Calm. Like a man who had chosen something and was at peace with it.

Jeremiah shifted beside me, shoulder brushing mine as Carmen hovered at his other side, eyes already glistening. Lexi and Alyssa were close, fingers loosely laced, their auras a soft silver alongside a flicker of orange at the edge of my awareness. All five of us linked in ways no one could understand. Spanning three generations of a sordid legacy, until ours turned its back on the dark and pursued the light.

The officiant—a simple, kind-eyed human woman from City Hall—smiled at the couple. No robes, no chanting, no threat of divine wrath. Just a book in her hands and a blessing in her tone. It brought up memories of our wedding over twenty years ago, in our little Oregon backyard, where I pledged love and life to Jeremiah, silently including Alyssa, Lexi, and Caremn, our circle of five.

“Do you, Isaac Jackson,” she said, in a voice that echoed our officiant, Miriam, “take Bethany to be your lawfully wedded wife? To love and to cherish, in sickness and in health, for as long as you both shall live?”

Zac’s gaze flicked for a sliver of a second across the crowd—to me, to Jeremiah and Alyssa, to Lexi and Carmen, before returning to Beth. He squeezed her hands.

“For as long as we both shall live,” he said. “This life—our life. That’s what I choose.”

Beth’s answering smile could’ve powered the city grid.

“And you, Bethany?” the officiant asked.

Beth nodded, voice steady. “I take Zac. To grow old with. Sharing our lifetime is the best thing I can imagine.”

Carmen made a soft sobbing sound and buried her face in Jeremiah’s shoulder. He laughed quietly and kissed her hair. My golden aura flickered warm around us as I let it drift, just enough to cradle, not enough to enthrall, or enflame. Affection humming through the mesh, no push, no pull.

The officiant pronounced them husband and wife. They kissed, soft and sure as applause and whoops went up around the rooftop—the Jackson family entwined with the mess of Fae in its full glory—ogres, pixies, and brownies, nereids and dryads. Reborn fae and mundanes, we’d pulled from darkness into our light. The JACKL wild hostesses and old friends from Oregon. With a smile on my lips and a tear in my eye, I acknowledged the blessing of their presence.

Unbidden, Deborah’s darkness welled up in my mind—unwanted reminders of how our legacy was born. Faces of men I’d slaughtered, ending their corruption. My manic screams of terror and victory as I fled into the trees. The thrum of magic from the brownstone I’d ripped from the breastplate, clenched in my fist. My dark past was straining to swamp me in bitter guilt and regret.

But Deborah was gone, sacrificing eternity to respin as Kelly—the woman we rebuilt: golden, stubborn, defiant. We’d claimed a different destiny for ourselves and our family. With a shove, I brushed those craven echoes aside like dross from a forge and fixed my gaze on Zac as he rejected eternity for the finite blaze of a single lifetime of love.

I was so proud of my boy.

He rejected the cursed rituals of blood. Needed no stone to claim his bride. He and Beth, just two kids promising to walk the long road together, knowing there would be a finite end they’d share.

That’s the point, I thought, fingers tightening on Jeremiah’s. An end makes it honest.

The music swelled as the officiant stepped away. The DJ slid seamlessly into a bright, celebratory track. People spilled from their seats to hug the couple as they came down the makeshift aisle between the tables. Zac caught my eye and grinned; Beth’s parents beamed like someone had opened a window in their souls.

“Go,” Jeremiah murmured, nudging me.

Carmen squeezed my hand, and we followed him a few steps ahead with me. We intercepted the couple near the buffet.

“My boy,” I said, voice catching.

“Mom.” Zac folded me into a hug, taller than me now, still my baby. I let just a flicker of allure leak through—comfort, pride, no seduction—wrapping him in warmth. He laughed under his breath. “Careful, Mom. Don’t ruin Beth’s moment.”

Beth stepped in without a hint of jealousy, hugging me tight. “Never.” She lowered her voice for just the three of us. “Her magic is part of what made you you.”

I pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Welcome to the circus, my love. You sure you’re ready for this?”

“With him?” she said, eyes locked on Zac. “Yeah. I am.”

After we each embraced them, the five of us let them go, watching more hugs and toasts swallow them. The band shifted to something slower, softer. Fairy lights blinked on above us as the sun slid beneath the horizon. The air cooled, and the smoke of the long, slow brisket cook thinned as Carmen’s crew shifted from prep to service.

I took a breath, feeling the next piece of work tugging at me through the mesh.

Now, Alyssa’s thought nudged, as she turned to find her daughter, our daughter, alongside her found family. While the joy’s still bright.

I stepped toward the center of the rooftop, let a bit more of my aura show—not the full golden blaze that had once blown out a man’s heart in the midst of my dark ordination. I shook my head, ridding that flash of my past life. I wasn’t that bitch anymore; I had mastered my powers with fine control. Conversations dimmed, music dropped a notch.

“Stay with your plates,” I said, voice carrying easily. “We’re not doing speeches. Just a small recognition. For another part of our family.”

Rick emerged from the edge of the crowd with that half-awkward, half-cocky gait that said he knew damn well every eye on the roof could feel him. Mask on, aura and pheromones banked to a low maroon thrum, he still felt like standing too close to a bonfire of cinnamon. Celia walked at his right hand, her brown eyes clear and steady, a shard stone ring on her left hand, and a brilliant diamond gleaming at her throat. Sammi, Naomi, and Rachael trailed a step behind, each with a different kind of heat in her gaze. Nereid, mage, and vampire, pledging themselves to an incubus. Can you imagine?

They stopped in front of me. I felt Jeremiah’s warm hand at my back, Alyssa’s a quiet violet flare at my side, Lexi’s fox-bright attention locked on her monster and his little constellation, while Carmen dabbed her eyes from her flow of joyful tears.

“Most of you know Rick by now,” I said. “If not, you’ll feel him on the dance floor later.” A ripple of chuckles moved through the tables. “What you may not know is that he hasn’t walked this path alone. Some of us get one partner.” My eyes grazed Zac and Beth. “Some of us get a pyramid foundation of four.”

I turned to face them, focusing on their unique magic. Pushing all memories of the darkness they’d all rejected to unite in light.

“Rick,” I said. “You came to us a broken thing—a reborn incubus with stains from lifetimes spent in the dark. You scared the hell out of me.”

His mouth quirked. “You and me both.”

I paused to smile at him, the image of us locked for a moment in combat when I’d first seen his demonic truth. He nodded, acknowledging how far we’d come in so short a time.

“But you chose to learn and embrace the light. To let yourself be shaped.” I glanced at Jeremiah, then back. “To let others put walls and railings between you and the jagged cliff edge.”

My gaze shifted to Celia.

“Celia. You’re the first one he chose in this new life. Human, mortal, grounded. You tether him to the mundane world—the heartbeat of this plane. You could’ve walked away when you learned what he was. Instead, you stayed, negotiated, forgave—yelled when he needed yelling at—and loved him anyway. You are his anchor.”

Celia’s eyes shimmered. She straightened her spine. “Always,” she said tightly.

“Sammi.” I met the nereid’s blue gaze. “You’re our ethicist. You pushed for rehabilitation when staking would have been easier. You saved Rick from himself more than once. You’re the one who will look at this circle and ask the hard question, ‘Are we still serving the light?’ To keep the path clear when everyone else just wants to have fun. Rick needs that—we all need that.”

Sammi’s tone softened. “I’ll keep nagging the smelly beast,” she promised, gazing at her demon.

“Naomi.” Our daughter’s silver aura flared bright, newly sharp. “You just woke into something bigger—Mage and Paladin both. Mi, you feel what everyone in this circle feels. You see where the cracks could form. Your consent work, your transparency, your willingness to admit your own oversteps—that’s the kind of leadership we need to continue to pursue the light.”

Naomi flushed. “I’ll do my best,” she murmured and leaned against her monster.

Finally, I turned to Rachael.

“And you,” I said, letting the rooftop go silent. “You were always fae, even when no one knew it. A trapped thing, shoved into a human shape, then dragged through cycles of hell by bad luck and bad timing. You slayed someone we loved because your hunger was too much.” A murmur flickered through the crowd; I raised a hand. “Jess will be reborn, as is our way. That doesn’t erase what happened. But it means your story isn’t locked to that moment either.” I paused as my throat choked at my sordid past. “Let it go, my dear. It’s history you don’t have to repeat.”

Rachael swallowed hard. Her green eyes met mine without flinching.

“You’re dangerous,” I went on. “You’re hungry, and you always will be. But last night on the rooftop? You chose to come back. You surrendered when you could’ve run. You drank from light instead of dark, even when it scared you. That’s where your destiny lives. Never forget you have a choice in your fate.”

A quiet shiver ran through the circle around us. I let the words hang, then pulled them together.

“Fate doesn’t hand out guarantees,” I said, glancing toward the shard stone under its warded dome inside, just beyond the glass. “She hands out raw material. Excess slag, Stones. Bloodlines. Messy pulls between people. What we do with that is on us.”

I faced Rick.

“So here you are,” I said. “In front of everyone who matters. You are recognized as a leader in the family you’ve formed and in the greater family present. You’re not a predator in the dark. This is what you choose, from now until forever. You’re a partner in the light. You don’t feed alone. You don’t take without giving back. You don’t treat anyone in this circle—or in this Venue—as just a meal.”

His throat worked. “Deal,” he said hoarsely.

I turned to the women, one by one.

“Celia. Do you freely choose this circle? Knowing what he is, knowing your life will be finite and theirs might not?”

“Yes,” she said. “I choose him—all of them. Until my last day.”

“Sammi. Do you choose to keep pushing, even when it’s hard?”

“Yes,” she said simply.

“Naomi. Do you choose to hold this mesh gently and honestly?”

“Yes, Mom,” she said, rolling her eyes with a watery smile before finding her focus on Alyssa beside me.

“Rachael. Do you choose to bind yourself to this circle—not as its center, but as part of its weave? To feed when we tell you it’s safe and stop when they tell you it’s enough?”

Her chin lifted, finding Rick’s eyes. “Yes,” she whispered. “I choose him. I choose them. I choose…” She trailed off as she waved around the host of witnesses surrounding us. “This.”

“Then that’s that,” I said.

I held out my hands. One by one, they reached in, taking on their natural forms—Rick’s scaled fingers, Celia’s warm ones, Naomi’s still-tingling like a buzz of electricity, Sammi’s cool and damp, and Rachael’s icy grip completed the bond. A faint hum of emotion rose from their joined hands—no flash this time, just a steady, quiet chime that settled into the mesh like a new note in a chord.

“Witnessed,” Alyssa said softly, eyes on her daughter, then to her chosen mates, her silver aura flaring and subsiding.

“Blessed,” Jeremiah added, his own subtle imprint wrapping around the circle.

“Fed,” I said, letting a little of my Baraqiel warmth soak into them all.”

“Enjoyed,” Lexi finished with her kitsune grin, fox ears twitching.

Laughter broke the tension. The DJ, sensing the shift, nudged the volume up. The circle broke apart, flowing back into the party.

I watched them scatter—Rick drawn onto the floor by Celia with Lexi and Brooke, while Rachael settled against Blaze’s side. Sammi dropped into a chair with Naomi to watch their monster struggle to dance beside the flowing rhythm of his human wife.

On the far side of the dance floor, Vlad leaned against a pillar, Jenn at his side, both of them glowing with that post-feed buzz that didn’t read like addiction anymore. The crimson shard pendants at Roxie, Blaze, and Sheila’s throats pulsed faintly, drawing off the excess. The strangest circle of all, but it showed the hope and promise of the light.

I breathed out, slow.

A new aura brushed my senses—a soft, silver-green presence that felt like old-growth forest and fresh rain. I turned and saw an old fisherman at the edge of the lights, the woman with silver hair at his side. She smiled at us like we were her favorite soap opera.

“You’re taking risks to advance the light,” she said when she reached us, kissing Alyssa’s cheek and squeezing my hand. “Gaia thanks you.”

I wanted to ask her a thousand questions. Instead, I watched her gaze drop to Jenn’s shard necklace, to the glimmer of slag at Blaze’s throat, to the warded stone glowing faintly behind the glass.

“I thought hiding them as slag would keep them away from the dark,” she said. “Making them into amulets was a wonderful idea. Safety disguised as style.”

Then she drifted away before the scarred fisherman, paused. “I’m glad your father delivered our gift.” Then, with a wink, they left us and mixed in with the host of revelers.

“Who were they?” Jeremiah asked.

“Gaia knows,” Alyssa chirped, eyes dancing.

Of course she did.

The sun slipped fully below the horizon as Coronado’s lights blossomed across the water. Skyscrapers lit their crowns, the city’s LED and neon weaving into a carpet of artificial stars around the rim of Serra Bay.

On the dance floor, Rick held center, his maroon aura steady under his mask. Lily—my mirror, my student, my teacher—danced nearby, her violet and his red auras shimmering in time with the bass. Mundanes swayed close, drawn by their glamor, laughing, brushing against each other like we were just another nightlife crowd.

Rachael perched at the edge of the floor, her feral edges smoothed by love and feeding. She watched Rick with bright eyes, fresh Jimmy Choos gleaming on her feet. She leaned into Blaze, and the two redheads’ mirrored sensuality drew Vlad’s shadow closer. Jenn threaded her arm through his like she’d been doing it for years.

They did look like they’d been designed for each other.

A few feet away, Zac held Beth, foreheads touching as they danced slowly, unconcerned about forever. Carmen tugged my hand and spun me under the lights, her hips moving with a dancer’s grace, as she drew Jeremiah, Alyssa, and Lexi alongside her.

“Para el resto de nuestro día, mi familia,” she murmured, tears and mischief in her eyes. “That’s all the forever I need, so long as I spend it with you.”

My vision blurred. I kissed her hard, as our chosen surrounded us.

As we broke apart, hearing Naomi and Lily laughing at something Brooke said while leaning on Leah’s shoulder, Maria was spinning one of the younger mundanes with surprising lightness. Ogres and pixies, mundanes and fae, stones and sparks all humming in a loose, improbable harmony.

Deborah would never have believed this.

In her day, stones meant chains. Rebirth meant blood on the altar. Love meant bargaining power.

But her darkness had transformed into this: a rooftop full of golden light—selfless sacrifice turned into found family, monsters turned into partners, and her line of chaos bent into care.

I drew a slow breath and let my aura flare just enough to touch the edges of the Venue—a warm, wordless benediction. Awed by the journey of our lives as we watched our ethereal legacy dancing under the stars.

And for the first time in a very long time, I believed we’d earned this happy ever after.

Fin
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