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Prologue


The small, windowless office was unremarkable.

The woman behind the desk wasn’t.

Lady Illustris Tenebris Iram—Wrath of the Glorious Darkness—lounged in a highbacked chair, its dark leather softened with long use. She wore a black qipao that showed off her long legs, crossed with slender hands resting in her lap. The Chinese dress featured a golden dragon—because apparently that was everyone’s idea of what a qipao looked like these days. Either that or decorated with flowers, and she’d take the dragon any day.

The embroidered serpent snaked up, down, and around her full, voluptuous figure. Her skin was soft and pale, her face delicate and composed. It wasn’t her usual face, however. This one she reserved for only her most distinguished guests.

And what a guest, she thought with a wry grin. How long has it been since I had dealings with the Academy of Silence?

The Academy was the vampires’ answer to an important question: how best to keep various malefactors—mages or unhexed demihumans—under control? That answer took the form of the deviant hunters: elite vampires specially trained to kill the hardest of targets. The Academy was part school, fortress, and command center all wrapped in one, and though she knew where it was located—and couldn’t deny the allure of its many secrets—she also knew that some things were best left alone.

The wooden door to her office creaked open, and a tall, handsome man stepped in. Everything about him was dark, from his short, curly hair to his complexion and the long trench coat emphasizing his broad frame. He closed the door and approached the desk, every motion measured and precise. He reminded Iram of a coiled spring, full of pent-up energy, ready to explode into action at the slightest provocation.

The man removed his sunglasses and pocketed them, revealing dark eyes, piercing and patient.

They were the eyes of a predator.

They had to be, for this man hunted only the most dangerous of prey.

The lines of his face were sharp, yet youthful, but those eyes hinted at a cold, ancient truth. An aura of magic followed him into the room, partially obscured by a well-crafted Concealment spell, but not good enough to shroud all his power. Not from her.

She sensed the iron in that aura. Strong and pungent, even in its occluded state.

It left the taste of blood in the air.

“Lady Iram.” His voice was deep and resonant.

“Dorian,” she replied, her tone light, almost musical. This wasn’t her usual voice, either. She gestured to the only other chair in the office, and Deviant Hunter Dorian Alant sank into it.

“It’s been a while since I saw that face. I thought we agreed to leave it in the past.”

“I was feeling nostalgic this morning.”

“Then there’s no hidden message you’re trying to convey?”

“None.”

“I somehow doubt that. Nothing is ever so simple with you.”

“You know me so well, then?”

“I know your type.”

“My ‘type,’ is it now?” Lady Iram cocked an eyebrow. “How long has it been, Dorian?”

“At least ten years. Perhaps longer.”

“And in all that time, you never so much as sent me a letter.”

“My work keeps me busy.”

“No phone calls either.”

“Very busy.”

“Not even an email. You know that’s a thing nowadays, right?”

“I’m aware.”

“Got to stay current, Dorian. Can’t let the latest human trends slip by you.”

“I understand you have a little deviancy problem, and that you requested me personally.”

“May have one. And is that all you have to say? Just straight to business as if we only saw each other yesterday?”

“Is there anything else but the Academy’s business?”

“Of course, there is. For one, how’s Bel, and have you spoken to her recently?”

Dorian’s lip twitched. “Our Great Mother graced the Academy with her presence last year. And yes, I was granted the honor of speaking to her, if briefly.”

“She have anything interesting to say?”

“She expressed her pride in the Academy, and in a few of my own accomplishments.”

“Pride, is it?” Iram chuckled. “I thought sloth was more her style.”

“You haven’t changed at all. Must you always speak of Mother so casually?”

“Kid, let me explain something to you.” Lady Iram sat forward. “I was old long before you were born, and Bel is far older than me. You think either of us care for your stuffy formalities?”

“Respect is due to the mother of all vampires.”

“She’s not my mother.”

“That much is self-evident, but would it trouble you to show her a little deference? At least while I’m here. If you were anyone else, I would have ripped your throat out by now.”

Iram rolled her one eye. “You mean you would have tried.”

“Would it help if I said ‘please’?”

“All right, all right.” She flashed a sudden smile, cold but polite. “I’ll behave myself. But only because you’re my favorite hunter.”

“Thank you.” Dorian relaxed, if only by the tiniest of fractions. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to discuss why I’m here.”

“The reason you’re here is simple: local vampires keep turning up dead, and I don’t know why.”

“When and how many?”

“Five so far. It started about three months ago with a vampire named Heinrich. He used to work at Chester Creek University as a math professor.”

“Pureblood?”

“No, risen.”

Dorian snorted. “Hardly a concern of ours.”

“Trust me, it gets better. I don’t know who killed Heinrich, but it had the appearance of typical risen infighting. Two other risen vampires moved in to claim Heinrich’s territory shortly afterward: Plainsborough and Rost, CCU’s head librarian and head football coach respectively. They clashed several times—destroying each other’s property and thralls—until their petulant spat culminated in a duel at the stadium.”

“Who won?”

“Neither. They both snuffed it.”

“An unusual outcome for a duel.”

“That’s what I thought at the time, but there’s more. It turns out a third vampire was present that night. I don’t have any information on this one, but the amount of structural damage suggests a very powerful pureblood. Too powerful to ordinarily be concerned with a pissant town like this.”

“Then that’s who killed the others?”

“No. He’s dead, too! As in, his guts were splattered all over the stadium!”

“I see.” Dorian lowered his eyes. “That’s four dead so far. Who’s the fifth?”

“Olcott, a necromancer some dumbass elevated into a risen.”

The hunter looked up sharply. “Someone turned a mage into a vampire?”

“Correct.”

“That couldn’t have ended well.”

“It didn’t. There’s a cemetery on the campus grounds. The original name is unimportant; nowadays it’s called Old Chester Cemetery. It’s part of the old church the place got built around. Someone used Olcott’s body to paint it red.”

“And that someone is …”

“Wouldn’t I like to know?” Lady Iram leaned back in her chair, and the leather sighed.

“Five vampires dead,” Dorian said. “Three of them risen nobodies, but two that weren’t: one a pureblood and the other a risen mage. Quite the impressive pile of corpses.”

“You see why I called you here.”

“I do.” He let out a slow sigh. “Could the mage clans be behind this?”

“Dorian, the mage clans are always up to something. You might as well ask me if the sky is still blue.”

“Point taken.”

“Sure, they could be behind the killings, but every mage knows to stay clear of vampiric business.”

“Lest a d-hunter be called in to perform a little housekeeping,” Dorian added, his cruel grin revealing his fangs.

“Precisely. And the same goes for the demihumans in this city. They all know not to mess with you vampires, because there will be consequences. Personally, I’d say we’re dealing with a group and not an individual. Perhaps mages. Perhaps unhexed demihumans. Maybe a mix of the two. We could have a team of uppity idiots on our hands. People trying to make the world a ‘better place’ or some dreck like that. But there may be another motivator at work here, one that’s drawing powerful individuals to this area.”

“Do you have any idea what that might be?”

“Not really.”

“Then it seems my task is twofold. Objective One: Find and eliminate whoever’s killing vampires in this city. Objective Two: Uncover what in this area makes the killings worthwhile.”

“That about sums it up.” She pushed a manila folder across the desk. “Here’s all the information I’ve compiled on the victims. Also, I recommend you take a close look at the university grounds. All the recent excitement seems to involve that place one way or another. Hell if I know why, though.”

“Then I’ll have a look around, starting with the stadium and the cemetery.”

“Are you settled in yet?”

“No. I still need a base of operations while I’m in this area.”

“I can arrange one for you, if you like.”

“This place?” Dorian made a circular gesture, indicating the business Lady Iram ran.

“No, no. Too public. I have a better location in mind. One with all the amenities of home. It’s scheduled to be renovated soon, anyway, so you’ll have the whole place to yourself. It’s in downtown Chester Creek, tucked into a corner that doesn’t see a lot of foot traffic, and it even has some existing Wards for protection, though you may wish to reinforce those yourself.”

“Acceptable.” Dorian pushed his chair back and rose.

“Don’t you want to stay a little longer?” Lady Iram’s tone bordered on a pout.

“The sooner I get started, the better.”

“Always duty first when it comes to you. It’s a shame, really.” Lady Iram retrieved a chilled wine bottle and two empty glasses from underneath her desk. Moisture clung to the bottle and traced down its sides. She set them down on the desktop. “I suppose I’ll have to drink this myself.”

Dorian turned the bottle. His eyebrows rose when he read the label.

“Virgin werewolf blood. If any of your customers saw you with this, they’d rip your throat out.”

“They’d try.” Lady Iram opened the bottle of bloodwine and poured two full glasses. “Fortunately, I have nothing to fear. Ignorance is bliss, as the humans are so fond of saying.”

Dorian raised his glass and breathed in the aroma.

“Exquisite,” he sighed, fangs lengthening.

Lady Iram found her gaze drawn to the four obsidian rings glinting on his left hand.

“Another one?” she asked.

“Pardon?”

“You had three rings last we met.”

“I’ve served the Academy long enough to receive my fourth. Our Great Mother granted it to me herself.”

“My, how time flies. Has it really been that long?”

“You growing senile in your old age?” Dorian asked, quirking a smile.

“Hardly.” Lady Iram raised her glass. “To the success of your mission.”

“To success.”

They drained their glasses.


One


“Here we go again,” Sammy sighed more than said.

J.B. Clarke gave the young woman a look of mild reproach.

“What?” She shrugged her shoulders.

Today, Samantha “Sammy” Eloise possessed a slender figure. Clarke had to add that mental “today,” because Sammy was a slime girl, capable of adapting both the shape and appearance of her body to suit a wide range of situations and threats. She wore a black leather jacket and tight black jeans, her motorcycle helmet slung under an arm. The helmet was splashed with a riotous rainbow of colors.

She’d formed her bright red hair into a pixie cut with purple highlights and would have appeared wholly human if not for her eyes. Those were twin swirling pools of orange and red.

Clarke turned back to the construction office and adjoined warehouse. A large cemetery neighbored the property.

“I was hoping for a bit more enthusiasm. Olcott’s grimoire may be inside, and finding it will bring us one step closer to figuring out just what the hell is going on.”

“I know that,” Sammy replied. “I’m just sick of fighting zombies.”

“Come on, Sammy.” Brooke punched her fist, a wide grin revealing her wolfish fangs. “The undead are fun to fight!”

Clarke glanced at the tall, athletic, busty wolf girl smiling with almost manic glee. Brooke Hawthorne was a werewolf through and through and had been anticipating a chance to “wolf out” all morning. She wore a loose gray tank top and yoga pants that were stretchy enough to not be destroyed when she morphed into a full werewolf.

Her wolf ears stood high atop her head, and her tail wagged as she bounced lightly on the balls of her feet. She’d bound her long chestnut hair into a ponytail that reached the back of her hips and wore a black collar around her neck with a single metal ring hanging off the front. Clarke had to force himself not to think of it as a dog collar.

“I like how they go crunch when I snap them in half,” Brooke added, her yellow eyes bright and eager.

“Yeah, but fighting them is so messy.” Sammy placed a hand on her hip. “They burst when I smash them, and their fluids squirt everywhere. All you have to worry about is blood matting your fur, but my skin absorbs all the grossness, and that just leaves a foul taste in my everything.”

“You could try leaving your clothes on this time.”

“Nah. I need to be able to morph freely. Clothes just get in the way.”

“But what if⁠—”

The two demihumans bantered on about the finer details of monster hunting while Clarke studied the location. Raising Standards had once been the roadwork construction company of Sebastian Olcott, a necromancer who’d employed his talents to create his … employees. He’d built a business around a workforce that didn’t eat, sleep, or care if they were crushed under a compactor.

But that double life hadn’t been enough; Olcott had conspired with a pureblood vampire named Otto Heinrich, and as part of their deal, Heinrich had turned Olcott into a vampire. The pair’s ultimate goal remained shrouded in mystery—something about a search for a “Portal of Gold” and attaining incredible power—but what mattered most was both men were dead.

The building was now a lifeless shell. More lifeless after Clarke and the others slaughtered the zombie workforce during their last visit. The parking lot was empty, all the trucks and construction equipment gone, and the tattered remnants of yellow police tape hung from the door, flapping in the cold morning breeze.

Clarke wondered what the humans who knew Olcott had thought of his death. Or if they even remembered the man at all. Vampiric control spells could distort people’s perception of reality, bending minds to keep the supernatural hidden in plain sight. The carnage at Raising Standards had appeared in the news as an unfortunate “animal attack” before it had vanished from the headlines entirely.

Clarke had become aware of this hidden world about five months ago, and he’d quickly recognized the terrible injustice being inflicted upon humanity. He couldn’t sit by and do nothing, and so he’d joined Broken Fang, a small but ambitious team seeking to stop the vampires who secretly ruled the world.

Now he was Broken Fang’s leader, which suited him just fine. He was a blood knight, after all, descended from a nearly extinct line of vampire slayers—the greatest the world had ever seen—and he had embraced that heritage with open arms.

He would fight these monsters until either humanity was free or the vampires killed him first.

Those were the only possible outcomes.

But before I can run, he told himself, I must first learn to walk.

“No, I like leaving my panties on,” Sammy continued, responding to a comment Clarke hadn’t heard. “It gets breezy down there when I fight completely naked.”

“Ladies, let’s focus on the job.”

“Right.” Brooke snapped to attention. “Sorry, Clarke!”

“We done waiting?” Sammy asked.

“One moment.” Clarke keyed the radio on his belt and heard the channel open in his earpiece. “You read me, Emma?”

“Loud and clear,” replied the succubus, hanging back out of sight. “I’ve got you and the entrance in my scope.”

“Keep an eye out for uninvited guests.”

“Will do. I’ve got your back.”

Clarke unkeyed the radio and drew the revolver from his shoulder harness. He opened the cylinder and verified it was fully loaded. His fingers brushed against the backs of the six cartridges, and he perceived the Break spells on each bullet as a collection of sensations: a shattering presence of ruptured stone coupled with vines and a gentle rain of flower petals.

“Get ready, ladies.” He closed the cylinder and fitted his gun back into the harness. “We’re going in.”

“Yes!” Brooke kicked off her sandals as rich, brown fur sprouted from her bare skin. Her arms lengthened, and her feet turned into muscular digitigrade joints. Her hands grew, fingernails extending into vicious scythes. The tank top strained against her broadening chest, and her face extruded into a long, toothy snout.

She clapped her powerful jaws, shook out her head, then retrieved the revolver hanging from her shoulder harness. She double-checked its readiness then returned it to the holster.

Sammy slipped out of her shoes—no need to unlace them when she could shrink her feet—then let her jacket and jeans drop to the pavement. She stood there in only a black bra and panties, her skin altering to a glistening bubblegum pink. She stabbed a hand into her chest and pulled out a revolver, then checked the gun and stuffed it back inside.

The weapon floated within her chest as a murky silhouette. Concealed carry had a very different meaning when it came to slimes.

“Ready, Clarke,” Brooke growled, her voice deeper now. The werewolf cracked her knuckles, then angled her neck to either side.

“Me, too.” Sammy pantomimed crackling her knuckles, but no sound came out.

“Do you even have knuckles to crack?” Brooke asked.

“Hold on. I’ve got this.”

Sammy shook out her hands then repeated the gesture, but the only sound produced by her efforts was a sad, musical fart.

Clarke and Brooke turned slowly toward the slime girl, their faces neutral.

“That was air.” Sammy flashed a quick, apologetic smile.

“Did your knuckles just fart at us?” Clarke asked.

“Maybe?”

“How’s that even work?”

“You know how the finger-cracking sound comes from little air bubbles?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I tried to emulate that by creating air pockets at the base of each finger.”

“Sure sounded like a fart,” Brooke said.

“Yes. I know! Thank you, Captain Obvious!”

Brooke’s ears wilted and her tail hung limply.

“Game faces, ladies.” Clarke strode toward the office. “We’ve got a job to do.”

He cast Sanguine Shield. Red lightning snapped across his clothes briefly, then vanished as the magical barrier settled around him. He marched up to the front door, the werewolf and slime girl close behind.
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The main office was a dead end. Someone—probably the police—had cleared out the dismembered zombies, but the place was still a mess with dented and cracked walls, busted cubicles, and office debris strewn across the floor.

They took a covered path over to the warehouse and searched it with more success. Most of the heavy equipment was gone, but a conspicuous pallet of cement mix remained, and when Clarke approached it, he realized why. A combination of Conceal and Obfuscate had been placed over it, which may have led the police to unwittingly ignore the pallet sitting in plain sight.

Brooke shifted the heavy bags of cement mix aside to reveal a metal hatch in the floor. She tested the handle.

“Locked. Want me to open it?”

“Not yet. Let me try first.”

Clarke knelt beside her and spread his hand over the hatch. He cast Minor Telekinesis, and the crude lock unfolded within his mind. With a simple thought, he nudged at the bolt. It clanked into the open position, and he swung the hatch up.

“Nice!” Brooke said. “You’re getting better with that.”

“Thanks.” Clarke flicked on a light switch and started down the stairs. The path opened to a wide room at the bottom.

Olcott’s lair was clean and well-constructed. Clarke had searched lairs that were nothing more than trap-laden holes in the dirt. This one, by contrast, was a genuine space for living and working. The design was simple and utilitarian but spacious with plenty of furniture: workbenches, storage racks, bookshelves, two refrigerators, a sink, coffeemaker, and a leather recliner. Pipes and cable trays ran across the ceiling, providing power and plumbing to the other rooms.

“Something stinks down here,” Brooke grumbled, then rubbed her snout.

“Zombies?” Clarke asked.

“Yeah.” Brooke sniffed the air. “But there’s something else. Similar, but not quite a zombie.”

“Could be another kind of undead. Stay alert.”

Clarke started for the leftmost of the three doors, intent on conducting a circuitous search, when the center door opened. A fat zombie in an orange safety vest shambled toward them.

“Not master?” the zombie groaned.

“Can I?” Brooke brandished her claws. “Please?”

“Knock yourself out,” Clarke replied.

“Yes!” Brooke dashed forward, ears flattened.

The zombie belched long and loud, expelling a thick cloud of greenish gas. Brooke rushed into the cloud, which billowed around her. She’d nearly reached the zombie when she suddenly coughed and backpedaled, waving her hands desperately.

“Oh, God! What the fuck?”

She turned away, coughing. Her eyes watered, her snout dripped with mucus, and she staggered back into the clear.

“You okay?” Clarke asked.

Brooke dropped onto her hands and knees, chest heaving with each desperate breath.

“Olcott left us a fart zombie.” Sammy said, engorging one of her fists into a pink bowling ball.

“I believe the technical term is ‘ghast’.” Clarke cast Summon Thirstblade, and a scarlet sword ignited into his hand. “You going to be okay there, Brooke?”

“My eyes are watering so bad I—huk—can’t see.”

“Then stay back. We’ll handle this.”

“He’s all—hurk—yours.”

“NOT MASTER!” The bloated ghast shuffled toward them, chest ballooning for another attack.

The edge of the expanding cloud reached Clarke.

“God, that is rancid!” He took a step back and pulled his shirt over his nose.

“Don’t worry!” Sammy raised her enlarged fist. “Slime girl’s got you both covered!”

She charged in and punched the ghast’s head clean off, which bounced deeper into the lair. Green gas spewed from its neck stump, adding to the fumes. She threw a sharp uppercut into the ghast’s belly, and its neck turned into a noxious geyser.

The gases spread until the entire room was fogged green from end to end.

“Why’s it stink worse now?” Brooke cried, rubbing her eyes. Her chest shuddered with a dry heave.

“Almost finished!” Sammy kicked the ghast, and it flew back, fumes pouring out of its deflating body, thickening the air with even more filth.

“I’m not sure that helped.” Clarke dropped his shirt collar with a frown. It wasn’t doing any good anyway.

“I took care of the ghast, didn’t I?”

“That’s beside the point. Brooke, you hanging in there?”

“I think I’m going to⁠—”

Her chest heaved, and she spewed bilious chunks all over the floor. Pale fluid dripped from her snout.

“Is there a restroom nearby?”

“Actually …” Clarke looked around, waving away the stink cloud. “I think one of these side rooms is one.”

“Can you guide me to it? I’m—huk—not finished.”

“Sure.” Clarke helped the werewolf to her feet and guided her to the door. She burst through, and the door rebounded shut behind her.

A toilet lid banged open.

“Huk … huk … hu-u-u-u-urk!”

Clarke frowned at the restroom door, then faced Sammy when she joined him.

“I’m glad I’ve absorbed some of your resistances,” he said quietly. “But Brooke isn’t so fortunate.”

“Sorry. I didn’t expect him to outgas quite that badly.”

“You learn something new every day.” Clarke glanced around. “Have you spotted a fan or ventilation controls? Something to get the air moving?”

“No, but I’ll have a look around.”

“BLEARGH!”

“Damn, girl!” Sammy said. “How much did you eat for breakfast?”

“Too much!” Brooke spat in reply, followed by a long splashing sound.

“Let’s look around,” Clarke said. “She could be in there a while.”

Sammy found the controls first and switched the ventilation over to CONTINUOUS. Industrial fans had cleared the air to a thin, smoky fog by the time Brooke shuffled out, eyes reddened and snout raw.

“Okay,” the werewolf huffed in a defeated, nasal voice. “I’m empty now.”

“How do you feel?” Clarke asked. “Still up for this?”

“My nose is stuffed, and I have a strong urge to kill something.”

“That may be a problem. All we’re bound to find down here are zombies.”

“Kill it again.”

[image: ]



Clarke led Brooke and Sammy through a methodical sweep of Olcott’s lair, but no matter how many rooms they searched or bookshelves they emptied, the grimoire was nowhere to be found.

“You sure he had one?” Sammy asked after a while, open books scattered around the bookshelf she’d emptied.

“It’s not a guarantee,” Clarke replied, “but it seems likely. We know he used at least one vampiric spell when he summoned the terrorgeist, and since we haven’t come across any spell books—let alone one with that summon—it seems reasonable he wrote it down in a secret grimoire.”

“Sure, but he also could have used Heinrich’s, right?” Sammy pointed out. “Heinrich’s grimoire has the terrorgeist spell.”

“True, but Heinrich didn’t strike me as the type to share power, so it’s more likely Olcott came across the spell independently. Either way, let’s keep searching a little longer. It doesn’t hurt to be thorough.”

They continued their sweep, combing through each room until they reached the far end of the underground complex.

“Well, that’s that.” Sammy kicked a pebble across the floor. “No grimoire.”

“At least not here.” Brooke said, then rubbed her swollen nose.

“Maybe he kept it at a different location.” Clarke glanced around.

They were in a large room tucked into the far end of the complex. It was unfinished and didn’t seem to have a purpose, which was why they’d saved it for last. The concrete floor gave way to dirt walls and a ceiling shored up with wooden beams.

“Could we have missed something?” Sammy asked.

“Sure, we could have.” Clarke rubbed his hand across the wall, and granular bits of red clay crumbled away. He wiped the hand on his jeans. “A Concealment spell in the right place. Maybe a hidden compartment built into the walls or floor. It could be tucked away in any number of places.”

“Should we keep looking, then?”

“I’m not sure what else we can do. If Olcott had a second lair, there’s no way we’d find it on our own. The grimoire’s either here, or we’re out of luck.”

“Hey, you smell that?” Brooke bobbed her head to sample the air.

“You mean besides the lingering eau de ghast?” Sammy asked.

“Smells like …” Brooke walked up to the far wall and ran her claws lightly over the red clay. She sniffed her claws. “Something’s up with this wall. It smells off.”

“Can you be more specific?” Clarke asked.

“Not with my nose like this.” Brooke placed her ear against the clay surface, then wagged her tail. “There’s a chamber on the far side! I can hear air circulating!”

“Seriously?” Sammy shook her head. “How big a lair did this guy need?”

“Wait a second.” Clarke glanced back the way they came and tried to visualize the lair. “We’re maybe a hundred yards from the stairs. Given where the warehouse sits, that’s got to place us off his property.”

Brooke’s ears stood up. “And there’s a cemetery right next door.”

“You mean we’re underneath that?” Sammy asked.

“Seems so.” Clarke turned back to his companions, then grinned. “We knew Olcott was poaching corpses from his neighbors, but I didn’t expect him to have built a tunnel network!”

“Then why’s there a dirt wall here?” Sammy asked.

“As an extra security measure.” Clarke placed his hand against the wall. “Yeah, there it is. It’s subtle, which is why I missed it before, but there’s a Shaping spell buried in the wall. Olcott may have used it to shift the earth aside at will.”

“You think the grimoire’s on the other side?” Brooke asked.

“Let’s hope so.” Clarke backed away and pointed at the wall. “Brooke, clear us a path!”

“You got it!”

The werewolf ripped into the wall with her claws, and clay chunks fell to her feet. It didn’t take long before she tore open a small hole to the next chamber.

“Hold up, Brooke.”

She backed away and picked at the clay clinging to her claws.

Clarke peeked through the gap. He unclipped the small flashlight on his belt and shined it through the opening.

“Can’t see much yet, but the chamber’s big and might branch out in a few directions.”

“Makes sense if Olcott was pilfering corpses,” Sammy said. “He’d want access to as many graves as possible.”

“Yeah. And with zombies excavating these tunnels, he had plenty of⁠—”

Green lightning flashed across the next chamber, and Clarke backed away from the hole in the wall. More energy zipped back and forth, quickening and brightening until the hole shone like an evil, green spotlight.

The air thickened with sensations of magic: bone, stone, and the taste of iron.

This was vampiric magic.

“Get ready!” Clarke snapped out his thirstblade. “Olcott left us a surprise.”

“Suits me just fine,” Brooke growled, spreading her claws. “He owes me breakfast!”

“You still hung up about that?”

“It was a really good breakfast! Emma made me crepes.”

“What?!” Sammy faced the werewolf sharply. “When did crepes happen?”

“Focus, ladies. Here it comes, whatever it is.”

Green energy danced over the wall, and they backed away to the far side of the room. Dozens of unseen objects rolled across the ground, clacking together into a single mass on the other side of the dirt wall. Sounds grated out, like stone against stone, and a hulking shape rose to block the green light.

The wall exploded toward them, and a massive humanoid stomped out. It stood on two legs, but those limbs were stocky amalgamations of several skeletal legs. Its arms were equally bulked up, with whole hands acting as “fingers.” The torso was a random collection of ribcages, and several skulls formed the “head,” glaring at them with green fire burning in empty eye sockets.

“Bone golem,” Sammy breathed. “Looks like five or six corpses went into this thing.”

“Just gives me more bones to break!” Brooke snarled.

Green light scintillated up and down the monster, and plates of polished obsidian formed over its limbs and chest.

“Scratch that,” Sammy said. “Armored bone golem!”

“We’ll take it together.” Clarke raised his thirstblade. “Now!”

They charged the golem. Sammy smashed her fists into one arm, and Brooke’s claws sparked against the other. Clarke dashed straight in and swung through the middle.

All their attacks rang harmlessly against the obsidian plates.

The golem opened its many mouths and expelled a plume of green flame. Clarke bolted to the side, and the corpse fire scorched the ground where he’d been. He rounded the creature, and it turned ponderously to track him, heads creaking on disjointed necks.

Brooke slashed across the back of its torso, tearing shallow grooves in the vampiric obsidian. Sammy joined both hands into an oversized mallet and brought it crashing against the golem’s knee, but all the impact did was ring back through her slime as if she were a cartoon character.

The golem swung at Sammy, but Clarke spent a portion of his own life force and cast Sanguine Prison. Scarlet chains materialized out of thin air, ensnaring the limb and giving Sammy enough time to scurry away from the attack.

Clarke released the spell, and the golem slammed its fist into the ground.

“That armor’s tough!” Brooke backed away next to Clarke. “I’m having trouble finding an opening.”

“Then we’ll make one.” Clarke drew his revolver.

“Hell yeah!” Brooke pulled out her own weapon. “Sammy?”

“I see you!” Her revolver slithered up her arm and then popped out of her palm. She snatched it out of the air and took aim.

“Fire!” Clarke ordered, and all three unloaded their weapons into the golem.

The staccato roar of their guns was like rolling thunder, even with the Muffle spells enchanting their barrels. The fusillade pounded the golem from all angles, and Clarke’s shield shimmered protectively, saving his ears from the worst of it.

All eighteen bullets—twelve .44 Magnums and six .38 Specials—hit their mark, each loaded with armor-nullifying Break spells. Vampiric obsidian shattered like black glass, and then raw physical force splintered the bones underneath. The golem reeled under the onslaught and dropped onto its hands and knees.

Brooke stuffed her gun back into its holster and leaped onto the golem’s back. She chomped into its shoulder, bones crunching under her viselike jaw. She snarled with her mouth full and then—with a sharp jerk of her head—ripped the arm clean off.

Sammy smashed her fists into the golem from the other side, shattering bones, and Clarke lopped off three skulls with a single clean stroke. His thirstblade autocast Drain, and a portion of the golem’s life became his, replenishing what he’d spent in the battle.

The three of them slashed, ripped, stomped, stabbed, pounded, and pulverized the golem until nothing remained but broken bits of bone atop black glass splinters.

“Job good and done,” Sammy declared, wiping off her hands.

“What?!” Brooke stuck a finger in a tall wolf ear and wiggled it around.

“You going to be okay?” Clarke asked, speaking up and enunciating each word with care.

“My ears are ringing something fierce! But it’ll pass!”

Clarke nodded. Brooke had once regenerated a lost eye in a matter of days. Compared to that, stunned eardrums were a minor inconvenience.

“All right, then.” He turned back to the gaping hole in the wall and the expansive tunnel network behind it. “Now, let’s see if we can find that grimoire.”


Two


“Here’s another grimoire for the collection.” Clarke set the hefty leatherbound tome onto the tailgate and stepped back. All five of Broken Fang’s field team members had gathered behind the huge black BMW X7.

Ashley Smith ran delicate fingers across the leather binding. The rising sun caught her long blonde hair, framing her face with a brief, golden aura. Her deep blue eyes and pale, flawless skin added to the sense of surreal beauty, as if she were too perfect to exist in real life.

Which, to a certain degree, was true—because Ashley was an angel. One who didn’t know why she was on Earth.

Her halo had been damaged during her transit to this plane of existence, which had apparently cut her off from some other aspect of herself, leaving her incomplete and confused. She’d been using the broken halo as a hairband ever since. The plunging V-neck of her white sleeveless shirt offered a generous view of her firm cleavage, and a pair of tan slacks completed the ensemble. She didn’t seem to notice the chill in the air.

Emmaline “Emma” Rose walked up beside her.

The succubus presented a sharp contrast to the angel with free-flowing raven-black hair and a burgundy jacket barely restraining all her feminine assets. Tight black jeans enhanced that contrast, and a pair of horn-rimmed glasses framed her rich, brown eyes. That last part granted her an air of geeky sexiness, while the AR-15 assault rifle hanging from the strap around her neck enhanced that to deadly sexiness.

Her hand rested on the rifle’s grip, safety on and trigger finger outside the trigger guard.

“Brooke, what the hell happened to you?” Emma gave the wolf girl a concerned frown. “You look terrible.”

“We ran into a fart zombie.” Brooke rubbed her reddened human nose, back in her hybrid form.

“A what?”

“A ghast.” Clarke stowed his gun and other gear into the SUV. “The stench hit Brooke hardest.”

“It’s my own fault for having such a sensitive nose.”

“Is that vomit on your shirt?” Emma asked.

“Probably.” Brooke tugged her shirt out and inspected the front. “Yep, I missed a spot.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t eat such heavy breakfasts before work.” Sammy grabbed her pants off the tailgate and shook them out.

“I regret nothing.” Brooke pulled the shirt off, letting her high and heavy breasts bounce freely. She grabbed her gym bag from the BMW’s trunk. “Those were awesome crepes. Even if they didn’t taste so good going the other way.”

Emma made a sour face.

Ashley opened the grimoire and leafed through it. The pages were all blurred beyond recognition.

“Naturally, the book is protected,” the angel said. “A Concealment spell at the very least.”

“Any other protection spells?” Clarke asked.

“None that are obvious, but that doesn’t mean they’re not present. Hepatica and I will need time to study its defenses.”

“Hopefully this one isn’t as protected as the last two,” Emma said. “It’d be nice if we could read one of these things without monsters pouring out.”

“We’ll see,” Ashley replied indifferently, and closed the book.

“Speaking of Hepatica,” Clarke said, “let’s finish up here and head over to the Greys. Everyone okay with that?”

“I’d like to head back home and clean up, if you don’t mind.” Brooke pulled on a fresh shirt featuring a cartoonish boob window. “Maybe dunk my head in a bucket of ice water.”

“Okay. We’ll drop you off first.”

“And I have a few errands to run.” Sammy pointed a thumb over her shoulder. “That’s why I brought the bike. Shouldn’t take me more than a few hours. I can tag along if you need me, though.”

“That’s all right,” Clarke replied. “Emma, Ashley, and I can handle it. We’ll see you back home later today.”
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Sammy donned her helmet and climbed atop her Kawasaki Ninja, then zipped off down the road at high speeds. Everyone else piled into the X7, and Clarke drove them home.

“Home” had changed for the better in the past few months. For Clarke—and for most of Broken Fang’s ladies—home had once been cheap apartments scattered around the city of Chester Creek. The only exception had been Sammy, whose parents had earned their fortune in real-estate and just so happened to have a vacant property near the college.

Clarke used his keycard to buzz through the ornate iron gate then drove halfway through the turnabout. He stopped in front of the sprawling two-story mansion, and Brooke grabbed her gym bag and climbed out.

“Thanks! See you later!” She kissed him through the window then headed inside.

Clarke pulled out of the driveway and drove away from the city. He took narrow, winding backroads until he came to a development nestled deep within a dense forest. The home of Hepatica Grey was off a cul-de-sac all the way in the back.

The two-story house possessed a picturesque quality with a lush lawn, white siding, and elegant dormer windows facing the street. It looked as American as apple pie. What it didn’t look like was the den of a powerful witch and her three daughters.

But, Clarke reminded himself, if the last few months have taught me anything, it’s that I should never judge people and places by appearance alone.

Clarke parked the vehicle and stepped out. He paused there, studying the house, letting its powerful magics soak into his senses: harsh edges and stone surfaces mixed with vines and flowers.

“They’ve strengthened the Wards since last time,” he said.

“Yes.” Ashley closed her door, the grimoire tucked inside her leather satchel. “And quite a bit, too.”

“I’ve never felt them this powerful,” Emma agreed.

“Can’t blame them, given what the terrorgeist almost did.” Clarke led the way up to the front door and hit the buzzer.

The door opened less than a minute later.

Hepatica Grey of the Ashen Flower coven had once been a stunning beauty, and in many ways she remained one, though that beauty had been ripened with age and motherhood. Clarke didn’t know how old she was—and he wasn’t about to ask—but he guessed the witch to be in her late thirties or early forties.

Hepatica wore a purple blouse so dark it was almost black, her long platinum braid draped over one shoulder. She raised her halfmoon glasses up to violet eyes and studied each of them in turn. Then she smiled with warm recognition and let the glasses fall, hanging from her neck by a strap.

“Clarke.” She greeted him with a nod. “And Ashley and Emma as well. I hadn’t expected you so soon.”

“We finished early,” Clarke replied.

“And was your business successful?”

“It was.” Clarke glanced back to Ashley, who patted her satchel.

Hepatica smiled thinly and swung the door open.

“Head on down. I’ll be with you shortly.”

Clarke led the way across the house and down into the basement where two of Hepatica’s daughters stood hunched over one of the workstations lining the wall. A thin, blue liquid percolated in a beaker, the contents glowing faintly as the flames of a Bunsen burner licked the bottom. Chalked segments of two magic circles had been drawn across the floor.

Both daughters were about Clarke’s age and wore heavy aprons, rubber gloves, and safety goggles over their matching gothic attire: tight T-shirts with runic symbols on the backs, cropped short to leave their midriffs bare, black jean shorts, spiderweb stockings, and high buckled boots. Silver jewelry adorned their necks, ears, and eyebrows.

“Oh?” Dahlia pushed her safety goggles up over her brow. Her hair was a short, wild frizz of platinum blonde that resembled an open flame. “Hey there, Clarke!”

“Hello.” Hyacinth smiled and gave him a shy little wave. She’d dyed her hair black, leaving a single blonde streak, and had pulled it into twin pigtails.

“Ladies.” Clarke gave them a curt nod and pulled out his chair at the conference table. Ashley and Emma sat down beside him.

“Aw, you shouldn’t have!” Dahlia exclaimed, switching off the burner.

“Shouldn’t have what?”

“Come all this way just to see me!”

Hyacinth nudged her sister, then poured the beaker into a rack of vials.

“See us,” Dahlia corrected. “Come here to see us.”

“We’re here to see your mother, actually.”

“Right, right. I get that’s the official reason you’re here.” Dahlia gave her hips a playful smack. “But why did you really drop by?”

Emma cleared her throat.

“Yes, Emma,” Clarke said, perhaps a little tiresomely. “I know they’re flirting with me.”

“I just wanted to let you know these advances are genuine. I can feel their arousal from over here. They’re both practically dripping⁠—”

“Yes. Thank you. I get the picture.” Clarke turned in his seat. “Dahlia, I appreciate the sentiment, but I’m already in a committed relationship with your sister.”

“So?” Dahlia shrugged. “I’m a witch. You think something like that would stop me from jumping your bone?”

“Uh, well …”

“You want to do both of us at the same time? Or perhaps that wouldn’t sate a stud like you.” Dahlia threw her arm over Hyacinth’s shoulders. “In that case, why not go all in and get the full Ashen Flower Triplet Experience! No holes barred!”

“Don’t you mean no ‘holds’?”

“I know exactly what I said.” Dahlia winked salaciously, and Hyacinth’s cheeks turned a fierce shade of red.

“This a business proposal?” Clarke asked pointedly. “Or something more personal?”

“Why can’t it be both?”

“I already have one coven contract to deal with, and it cost me my firstborn. I’d rather not deal with two.” He paused and glanced to Hyacinth. “Or three.”

“Or four.” Hepatica walked down the creaking stairs wearing a sly, seductive smile. “I’d offer to bear the fruit of your lions personally, but I hear you have a strict ‘no mothers’ policy.”

Now it was Clarke’s turn to blush. He turned to Emma.

“Yes, I told them.” The succubus smiled proudly. “It seemed like good information to pass on, given their interest in you.”

“Thanks, I guess.” He faced Hepatica. “Are we really having this conversation?”

“Clarke, you’re a blood knight. You have any idea what your mere presence can do to women with magical affinities?”

“Well …” Clarke glanced around the room.

To the succubus who’d promised herself to him and him alone.

To the angel who’d join him in bed … if the act wouldn’t kill him.

To the three witches, all willing to bear his children.

“I have some idea.”

“Clarke, you’re a rare and exceptional individual,” Hepatica said, sitting down. “But I can see this discussion is making you uneasy.” She snapped her fingers.

Her daughters removed their goggles and gloves, hung their aprons, then headed for the stairs.

“The offer stands open and ready.” Dahlia leaned in as she passed and whispered into his ear. “As do other parts of me.” She winked and followed her sister upstairs.

Clarke sighed and rubbed his aching temples.

“It’s probably for the best,” Emma said, her voice tinged with mild regret. “At a certain point, harems just become unwieldy. My dad says a good rule of thumb is never have more women than there are days in the week.”

“That’s …”

“It’s good advice to live by.”

“Sure.” Clarke lowered his hand, though his temple still throbbed. “We’ll go with that.”

“Now”—Hepatica knitted her fingers—“what have you brought for me this time?”

Ashley retrieved Olcott’s grimoire from her satchel and set it on the table. Emma passed it over to the witch.

“My, my.” Hepatica put her glasses on and flipped through the book. “Protected, of course, though the spell architecture is completely different from Heinrich’s. More straightforward, at least at first glance. That should make it easier to crack, but time will tell.” She closed the book. “With your permission, I’d like to keep the grimoire here, at least initially. Give me some time to probe its magic before Ashley and I try to crack its defenses. Now that the house Wards are back in order, I have more free time to devote to our research.”

Clarke turned to Ashley.

“I’m fine with that,” the celestial said. “I’m still plenty busy with Heinrich’s two grimoires and the Scepter of Bone.”

“Have you made any progress on that front?” Hepatica asked. “I’ve so wanted to study those with you, but I just haven’t had the time!”

“Not much progress, I’m afraid. Most of what I’ve learned recently only confirms what we already knew or suspected. Heinrich was aware of the Portal of Gold—whatever it may be—and he believed the Scepter of Bone can open a path to it. That’s why he brought it to this area, though it’s still unclear where Heinrich learned this information or how he came to possess the scepter in the first place.”

“What about the scepter itself? Anything new to share?”

“Very little, but what I have learned is interesting, if somewhat esoteric. The scepter is an actual bone, not material crafted to look like one. A right leg femur from a male human, to be precise.”

“It’s not from a demihuman?”

“No. I was able to rule out that possibility. I thought identifying the origin species might tell us something about the scepter, but with it belonging to the most populous humanoids on the planet, I’m not sure how helpful this information is.”

“Perhaps it belonged to a mage. That could narrow it down.”

“Perhaps,” Ashley admitted cautiously. “The runes etched into the bone are also unusual. Some are similar to recognizable runes, but most don’t correlate to anything I’ve encountered. They could be part of a custom cypher, though to what end remains unknown. As for the magic embedded within the bone, I can only say that it appears benign.”

“What you mentioned about a cypher makes the scepter sound more and more like a key,” Hepatica said.

“If so, where’s the lock?” Clarke asked.

“If there is a lock,” Ashley said, “then both Heinrich and Olcott believed it’s in this area.”

“And past the lock, this mysterious Portal of Gold,” Hepatica said, somewhat whimsically.

“Presumably so,” Ashley continued. “But nothing I’ve come across makes it clear what the Portal of Gold is, or why both men were searching for it in and around Chester Creek University. Adding Olcott’s own notes to our understanding may shed more light on the situation.”

“We can certainly hope.” Hepatica leaned back and drummed her fingernails on the table. “Anything else?”

“Not in terms of my research.” Ashley retrieved a Ziploc bag from her satchel, full of white, perfect feathers that gave off a gentle glow. She and Emma passed the bag over to the witch.

Hepatica unzipped the seal and took out a single feather. She brushed her fingers across the vane.

“Still warm,” she said softly, her tone almost reverent.

“Another ten, as agreed,” Ashley said.

“Thank you.” Hepatica put the feather back in the bag, sealed it, then passed Emma an envelope. “And here’s your payment.”

Emma took the check out and smiled.

“Oh, yeah. Look at all those tasty zeroes.”

She passed the check over to Clarke. He set it down, keeping his face neutral.

The check was for thirty thousand dollars.

“Payment accepted.” He handed the check over to Ashley, who placed it in her satchel. “Do we have any other business to take care of?”

“Just a few odds and ends. With no vampires active in the area, things have been relatively calm, so the coven’s work has slowed down. I’m using the lull to reach out to some of the other mage clans. We Ashen Flowers have good relationships with several clans within the state, and most of those would make excellent allies. Granted, I can’t just go up to them and say ‘Hey, I know this blood knight. You want to help him kill more vampires?’”

“Naturally.”

“The need for discretion will make the process of building alliances a slow one, but I have a few promising leads.”

“What about Emma’s parents? Any word from them?”

“They’re keeping their eyes and ears open and are passing me a steady stream of intel. The deaths of so many vampires—and the resulting improvement in demihuman safety around Chester Creek—has not gone unnoticed. There are a few groups within the demihuman community we may wish to reach out to eventually, but it’s all very tentative at the moment.”

“Sounds like slow but steady progress is being made.”

“Pretty much. I’ll pull you into the conversation if things start to move more briskly.”

“Sounds good. Anything else?”

“Just one last thing.” Hepatica flashed a crooked smile. “Do say hello to Ixia for me.”
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Ixia Grey had moved into the Eloise mansion less than a month ago, joining Clarke and the other ladies of Broken Fang. Sammy had sectioned off several rooms above and adjacent to the mansion’s expansive garage, and Ixia had converted some of that space into her arcane workshop.

Clarke knocked on a door with a huge Dead Space poster.

“Come in, Clarke!”

He eased the door open and stepped into her workshop. The space resembled the Greys’ family basement with magic circles drawn on the floor, some glowing with power, and workbenches for brewing potions.

Ixia was a slender young woman who preferred the gothic style of her fraternal triplet sisters. Today she wore a black hoodie with white runes along the sleeves, a tight pair of black shorts, and striped stockings. Her inquisitive eyes were a dark violet, and her long hair was bleached to a ghostly white.

“How’d you know it was me?” Clarke asked, joining the young witch by one of her workbenches.

Ixia laughed. “Because you bothered to knock.”

“Ah.”

“Sammy and Brooke both just barge in whenever they want. Ashley hasn’t paid me a visit yet, and Emma’s knocks are more delicate.”

She set a box of ammo on the bench and hurried over to him. He threw his arms around her, and they kissed. Clarke had expected a quick peck, but Ixia went all in with an aggressive tongue, devouring his mouth as if he were the last man on the planet.

She broke the kiss only when the need for air became overpowering.

“How’d it go out at Olcott’s?”

“Not too bad.” Clarke held her at arm’s length. “We had to deal with a ghast and a golem, but other than that⁠—”

“What kind of golem?” she asked excitedly.

“Bone, but with armor plates of vampiric obsidian.”

“You took down an armored bone golem?” Her eyes widened in awe. “Did it give you much trouble?”

“Not after we pumped it full of lead. Your Break spells worked perfectly. Ripped it a new one, and after its armor was in tatters, we had no trouble taking it down.”

“Nice! That’s what I like to hear!” She stepped away from him. “Here, let me show you what else I’ve cooked up.”

Ixia jogged over to her primary workbench, and Clarke joined her there. This bench featured a small magic circle on the surface and was situated next to a rack of guns, ammunition, and what looked like grenades.

“Are those things live?” Clarke asked, pointing at the grenades.

“Yeah, but they’re mostly smoke grenades and flashbangs. Still great mediums for delivering spells, but with fewer friendly fire concerns.”

“Mostly?”

She winked at him coyly.

Clarke picked up a cylindrical device, the arming pin dangling off the top. Ixia had helped Broken Fang arm up after they started working with the Ashen Flowers. The result had been a selection of pistols and rifles for Clarke, Brooke, Sammy, and Emma. Later, Ixia had added her own—not inconsequential—collection to the arsenal. Clarke knew she’d brought over an array of pistols, rifles, and shotguns, but the grenades were a surprise.

He set the ordnance back on the rack.

Maybe later, he thought with an inward smile.

“Are the grenades loaded with spells?”

“Not yet. I’ve focused on prepping more bullets for you. And speaking of which …”

She pulled a long case off the shelf, popped the locks, and swung the lid back. The foam interior contained several speedloaders and magazines set in recesses, each with a strip of tape labeled in permanent marker.

Clarke ran a finger across the labels.

“Break, Cripple, Paralyze. Track?”

“For when you want to follow the target home.”

“Immolate?”

“For when collateral damage isn’t an issue. Dahlia helped me with those.”

“When did you have time for all this?”

“Oh, you know how it is. When you’re passionate about something”—she flashed a quick smile—“or about helping someone special, you find the time.”

“This is really impressive, Ixia. This must have been a ton of work.”

“Emma helped out, too. I still perform the actual enchanting, but she’s almost as good at creating the magic circles.”

“I’ll have to thank her, too. This is great!”

“My goal is to stock the X7 with these cases, one for each of you. Once these are in place, all you’ll need to do his grab whichever spell bullets fit the situation. I can still customize spell loadouts for specific jobs, but that’s a slower process, and we might not always have the time. This stock is meant to give you and the team the options you need for most foes when and where you face them.”

“What about incorporeal enemies?”

“Got you covered there, too.” She tapped the CRIPPLE label. “These will dispel a target’s incorporeal status, same as when you faced the terrorgeist.”

“Sounds like you thought of everything.”

“I try my best. The terrorgeist caught us all off guard, and I don’t mean for that to happen again. I’m no frontline fighter, but I can and will help by making sure you have the tools you need to take on anything. I want to set you up with as large a stock as possible before …”

Ixia hesitated, her lower lip trembling.

“Hey.” Clarke took hold of her shoulders. “You okay?”

She hugged him close, pressing her cheek against his chest. He placed his hand on the back of her head.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Just worried.”

“About?”

“You. Me. Our unborn child. The world and everything in it. I … I don’t want you to die, Clarke.”

“That makes two of us.”

“Come on.” She pulled back and gazed up into his eyes. “I’m being serious here.”

“So am I, believe me.”

“You know what’s coming. You know the bargain you made.”

“Yeah,” he replied softly. “I do.”

His firstborn in exchange for aid from the Coven of the Ashen Flower.

A lot had changed since then, but that first contract still stood, and Hepatica wasn’t about to amend it, alliance or no. She wanted to preserve Clarke’s bloodline should the worst come to pass, and that meant keeping Ixia’s unborn child safe.

His child.

Their child.

“Once my baby bulge starts showing, it won’t be long before I’m forced to leave,” Ixia said, eyes moistening. “I’ll be sent to another mage clan so our child can be delivered in secret. While I’m away, I won’t be able to help you against the vampires, and that’s going to make all my worrying that much worse.”

“Have you talked to your mom about this? Let’s face it, there are a lot worse places to have a baby than this mansion. Ashley’s Wards keep most trouble away, and you’ve got all of us to stop anything that makes it through.”

“I’ve tried that argument, but she just points out you’re a lightning rod for trouble.”

“Well, she’s not wrong.”

“I don’t want to lose you.” Ixia hugged him again, tighter than before, as if she feared he’d disappear if she let go.

Clarke squeezed her close and kissed the top of her head.

“This is the bargain I made,” he said. “Willingly, and with eyes open to what it meant. I wasn’t tricked into this; we needed the coven’s aid, and I bought it with what little coin I had. And not everything from that deal came out bad.”

“Like what?”

“I met you, didn’t I?” He tilted her head up with a finger under her chin. “And eventually, I fell in love with you.”

Her eyes pooled with tears, and glistening trails ran down her cheeks.

He bent down, and their lips met softly.


Three


“Clarke?” came the soft whisper in the dead of night.

“Hmm.” He rolled over in bed, tugging the comforter tight.

“Clarke. Psst!”

He let out a long exhale, then grumbled something unintelligible.

“Clarke.” Someone shook his shoulder.

“Hmm …” He smacked his lips and burrowed his head deeper into the pillow.

“Clarke?” The shaking became more insistent.

“Uhh … whah?”

“Clarke?”

“Yeah?”

“You awake?”

He opened one eye. Ixia sat on her knees beside him on the bed.

“I am now,” he replied groggily.

“I can’t sleep. I’ve been⁠—”

“Hold that thought.”

Clarke rubbed his face then sat up in bed and took a swig of water from the glass on the nightstand. He blinked his eyes into focus and faced the young witch.

“Okay. What’s going—” He paused to yawn into a fist. “What’s this about?”

“I’ve been tossing and turning all night. Haven’t gotten a wink of sleep.”

Clarke checked the clock on the nightstand. It was half past two.

“Any idea what’s keeping you up?”

“My brain won’t shut off. It’s been going nonstop since I crawled into bed.”

“Something worrying you?”

“Us. You. The kid.” Ixia shrugged. “Everything and anything.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“Maybe, but right now I just want to be with you. Can I spend the night?”

“You know you don’t have to ask.” Clarke raised the comforter with a grin. “Come here, you.”

“Thanks.”

Ixia slipped inside, and he slid down to lie on his back. Ixia snuggled up beside him, an arm draped across his chest, her legs wrapping around his. She nestled her head atop his shoulder.

“This feels good,” she said quietly, eyes closed. “Just being close to you helps. Sorry about waking you up.”

“It’s all right. If my arm around you is enough to help you get to sleep, then I’m more than happy to oblige.”

“I like falling asleep beside you.” She let out a long, content sigh. “While we still can.”

“Shh. Let’s have no more of that. You and I are together right now; that’s what matters most.”

“You’re a good man, Clarke.”

“I try to be. You deserve a good man.”

“Mmm.” She smiled against his chest, eyes still closed. “It makes me happy to hear you say that.”

Ixia breathed with the rhythmic rise and fall of Clarke’s chest, and her breaths soon became soft, pleasant snores as she drifted off into a peaceful slumber.
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Clarke woke up before Ixia, who still slept on his chest, her limbs wrapped around him. He tried to disentangle himself from the young witch, but that only prompted her to embrace him more tightly, so he resigned himself to resting in bed a bit longer.

The morning sun peeked through edges of the room’s blinds, and the sounds of burgeoning activity echoed through the mansion: the flow of water through pipes, the soft thuds of steps down a hall, and the distant clink of pans and utensils.

Ixia began to stir, and Clarke stroked her hair as she blinked her eyes open.

“Morning, Lover,” she murmured.

“Good morning. Sleep well?”

She drew in a deep breath and let it out, then blinked again. Her violet eyes caught the light.

“Well enough once I got to sleep.” She rubbed her cheek against his chest. “You make a great pillow.”

“Always happy to be of service.”

He took hold of her wrist and attempted to peel her arm back, but she wriggled out of his grasp and latched onto him once more.

“Ixia, we need to get up eventually.”

“Not yet.”

She ran her hand across his pectoral muscles, down his firm abs⁠—

—and then lower.

“Mmm. Hard already, I see.”

“Can’t be helped. It’s morning and I have a beautiful witch draped over my chest.”

“Then how about I do something about that?” She stroked his bulge nice and slow, urging him to greater hardness before she slipped her hand inside his boxers. “Does it feel good when I touch you like this?”

“Very.”

Clarke sat up, intent on pulling Ixia into his arms, but she placed a hand against his chest.

“No, no.” She pushed him back down onto the bed. “You made me feel better last night, even after I woke you up. Now let me show you a witch’s gratitude. Just lay back and enjoy this. You earned it.”

She tugged his boxers down low, freeing him from the constraining cloth. He sighed as her slender fingers glided up and down his shaft. She puffed the comforter out, then pulled it over her head, shifting her position until she knelt between his legs.

Her lips found his tip, and Clarke let out a content sigh. He placed his hands behind his head and savored her skillful oral attention.

He considered himself fortunate to have experienced so many great and varied blowjobs; most mornings began with one, and he didn’t mind this one bit. Each of his lovers pleasured him in a different manner, and he enjoyed each unique experience. Emma would take him down to the root, her throat hot and tight, squeezing his member to greater heights of arousal. Sammy would often do the same, but the slime girl could deep throat a telephone pole and didn’t need to come up for air.

Brooke’s technique was the most energetic, often bobbing up and down with speed and ferocity that mirrored their lovemaking when she decided to “cut loose.” She couldn’t take more than half of him without risking her gag reflex, but her enthusiasm counterbalanced her lack of technique.

In contrast to those, Ixia’s mouth was a feast for the senses. The witch made love to him not only with her body, but through her magic as well, letting her mana unfold to caress his ethereal self, just as her hands and mouth pleasured his rod.

Her magic opened to him like a flower greeting the sun, entwining with his, mingling like two paints being mixed together, the borders between them growing indistinct as the shared essence merged.

Her magic was a thrumming engine: powerful, full of dangerous potential, even as it sat idling. It met his—a beating heart fueled by life and blood—and some of her raw power seeped into him, invigorating him, suffusing his body with rich mana that heightened the experience.

Ixia gripped his base with one hand and cupped his balls with the other, her head bobbing up and down with greater speed. He grunted as her efforts intensified, the sensations of the flesh taking precedence over their mingling auras. His balls contracted, and his cock twitched, blasting his seed into her mouth.

She pulled back until just the tip lay in her mouth, spurting with each pulse. Her jaw was stretched by even that much of him, and she let the product of their lovemaking pool in her mouth. When his climax began to die down, she pulled off the tip and sat back on her legs, a greedy smile on her face.

She swallowed noisily.

“That felt great,” Clarke said, sitting up. “The day is already off to a good start.”

“I would have gone longer,” she said with a brief laugh, “but my jaw was starting to tire. You’re a lot to handle!”

“Sorry?”

“Don’t be.” She stroked his member. “I love how you stretch my limits.”

She continued to stroke him until his hardness began to return.

“Ixia?”

The witch flashed another smile. “You didn’t think I’d stop there, did you?”
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Clarke and Ixia eventually made it down to the mansion’s massive kitchen where the others had gathered. Emma stood by the stovetop wearing her “Kiss the Cook” apron, while Brooke and Sammy devoured the most recent round of breakfast. Ashley sat beside them with an untouched glass of orange juice, engrossed in one of Heinrich’s grimoires.

“What smells so good?” Clarke asked.

“Crepes!” Emma pointed to the other ladies. “I received a very impassioned request for more.”

“That was me!” Brooke raised her hand. “Had to make up for yesterday’s loss.”

“That makes both of us,” Sammy added. “I missed out last time. Not sure how food happened in this place without me knowing about it.”

“You left early, remember?” Brooke said. “You just mixed a box of cereal with a gallon of milk, chugged it, and ran.”

“Ah. Right, right.”

“Brooke, you’re looking a lot better,” Clarke said.

“I feel better!” She tapped her nose. “My sense of smell is back to normal. Hearing, too. I’m good as new!”

“Glad to hear it.” Clarke joined the wolf girl by the kitchen table. “You still up for some training today?”

“Absolutely! As soon as I’m done fueling up for the day.”

“I hear that. Emma, you need a hand with anything?”

“Don’t you worry about me, Clarke. Just have a seat, and your food will be out shortly. What kind of crepes would you like?”

“Depends on what my options are,” he replied, sitting down.

“I’m offering a mix of sweet and savory. You can choose from maple syrup, Nutella with sliced bananas, ricotta cheese with smoked salmon, and finally an omelet-inspired mix. That one has bacon, eggs, and mild cheddar cheese. I could also whip up something special if none of those catch your fancy.”

“All of those sound good. How about a variety plate? I could use the calories before Brooke and I head out.”

“Gotcha! One variety plate coming right up!”

“How about you, Ixia?”

“A cheese and salmon, please.”

Ixia sat down next to Clarke, and everyone settled in while Emma cooked their meals.

“What are you and Brooke up to today?” Sammy asked.

“Boost spell practice,” Clarke said.

“Is that the one you absorbed off Ixia with your Power Graft?”

“That’s right. I’ve managed to cast it twice now: once when fighting Heinrich and again when I faced Olcott. Both times, I was able to combine Boost with Sacrifice, which is fortunate because their effects stack. Sacrifice converts life into mana, enhancing my next attack, and I can stack Boost on top of that, multiplying the benefits from Sacrifice. With those two spells, I can end just about anything we’ve faced in a single attack. The problem is I can’t cast Boost on demand, and Sacrifice costs so much it leaves me drained and vulnerable. It’s a trump card, and a potent one at that, but I need to learn to control it better.”

“Can you try using Boost with a different spell?” Sammy asked. “Something less taxing like Blood Freeze, maybe?”

“That’s on the list of things to try today, but I’m not sure how successful I’ll be.”

“Why? Isn’t it all the same?”

“The problem he’s facing is Boost isn’t blood magic,” Ixia explained. “My spells are fueled by mana, his by his own life force. Now, granted, his body converts health into mana later in the process, but the issue seems to be how his mana gets immediately spent. Because of that, the Boost spell doesn’t have a resource pool to tap, which seems to be why Sacrifice works with it. Sacrifice creates a glut of spare mana in his body, which he’d then normally spend on his next attack. So, under those specific conditions, Boost has enough mana to be cast.”

“Which is why I’ve only been able to cast it when I’ve been desperate enough to go all-in with Sacrifice.” Clarke sat back. “What I’m wondering is if I can use a lesser cast of Sacrifice to generate enough mana to then cast Boost on top of another blood magic spell.”

Sammy frowned. “That … sounds complicated.”

“We’ll see how it goes today,” Clarke replied with a shrug.

“Okay, but why bring our resident werewolf along?”

“I’m there for when he gets dizzy.” Brooke flexed her biceps. “I’m his health battery for today.”

“Sacrifice works best when I take down a foe with my thirstblade,” Clarke said. “That allows the sword’s Drain to replenish the health I spent. It’s a difficult spell to practice without something to siphon vitality from.”

“Fortunately, I’m chock full of vitality.” Brooke beamed a proud smile. “Clarke can suck on me all day, and I’ll just keep on regenerating!”

“You have that first part backwards.” Sammy flashed a lopsided grin, but the werewolf wagged her tail happily.

“Nope! That part will come later. And then so will I.” Brooke blushed, fingering her collar. “If my alpha permits me to.”

Sammy rolled her eyes, and Clarke cleared his throat.

“Anyway,” he said. “What are the rest of you doing today?”

“Studying.” Ashley looked up from the grimoire for the first time since he arrived. “Trying to fit all the pieces together.”

“You going to drink that?” Brooke pointed at the angel’s orange juice.

“No, you can have it.”

“Don’t mind if I do!” Brooke grabbed the drink and gulped it down.

“I’m taking a lazy day,” Ixia said. “Enchanting all those bullets took the wind out of my sails. I might relax with some video games.”

“Oh?” Sammy raised an eyebrow. “I was thinking the same thing. Want to chill together with some games?”

“Sure. Anything specific you had in mind?”

“There’s the latest Armored Core release. How about that?”

“Its campaign isn’t co-op.”

“So?”

“You mean you want to play PvP? You sure that’s how you want to chill?”

“Afraid you’ll lose?”

“Uh, no.” Ixia shook her head. “It’s not that. It’s just …”

“Careful, Sammy,” Clarke said. “You may not realize what you’re getting into.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve done my homework. I’ve got a really good build.”

“Okay. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Round four is served!” Emma exclaimed, delivering their plates in two trips.

“This is round four?” Clarke glanced to Sammy, then to Brooke. “How much have you two eaten already?”

“Not enough,” Sammy replied, and dug into her crepes.
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Clarke and Brooke grabbed their jackets and exited out the back of the mansion. They crossed the expansive flagstone patio, its swimming pool shimmering from the rising sun. The property around the mansion was flat and freshly mowed back to the dense tree line.

“Think we’ll get any snow this winter?” Brooke asked, jogging alongside him across the huge back yard.

“I hope not. People around here forget how to drive every time it does.”

She chuckled. “So, what are we looking for?”

“A tree no one will miss. Something dead and dried out.”

They marched through the woods, keeping their eyes open for a suitable specimen. The trees formed a dense canopy of oranges and reds. The chill deepened in the shade, and their boots crunched through beds of shriveled leaves and fallen twigs.

Something rustled to their left, and Brooke turned sharply, ears rising to erect points.

“Something wrong?” Clarke walked up beside her.

“Squirrel.” Her tail wagged, and her nails lengthened into claws.

“Come on.” He patted her shoulder. “Let’s leave Chip and Dale alone.”

The first dead tree they came across was old and rotted out, but the second one was a towering dry husk with the reedy debris of dead branches scattered around it.

“How about this one?” Brooke knocked on the trunk’s brittle bark.

“Should do nicely.” Clarke snapped out his thirstblade and cleaved through the base in a single smooth stroke. He nudged the trunk with a finger, and it teetered over until it thumped onto the ground. He then stripped the trunk of the largest branches but made sure to leave two slender stumps near the top as handholds.

Brooke grabbed one, he grabbed the other, and together they dragged the tree back to the mansion. Between his enhanced strength and the wolf girl by his side, the task was almost effortless.

They dropped the trunk off behind the mansion, near a door that granted easy access to the gym and basketball court. Clarke chopped the trunk up into logs each about a yard in height, and Brooke helped him carry the first load of wood inside. They repeated the process until the logs were all inside, stacked by the basketball court’s entrance.

Padded gym mats across the floor protected the polished wood from Broken Fang’s energetic sparring matches, and more mats had been rested against the walls. White stuffing spilled from several ruptured pads.

Brooke wheeled a cart into the middle of the court and positioned the first log vertically on top. She backed away.

“Good luck.” She gave him a thumbs-up.

“We’ll see how this goes.” He didn’t know if he could make Boost work with any of his other spells, but he wouldn’t discover the answer unless he tried. He needed to become more proficient with his powers, both for his own safety and for the sake of the women who depended on him.

He knew the general trajectory of his life by now, how it would thrust them all into greater and greater peril, and he needed the strength to face those rising threats. The potential resided within him; he was a blood knight, a slayer of vampires, but one who still needed to hone his growing powers.

“Which spell are you starting with?” Brooke asked.

“Scarlet Slash. I know it’s a costly spell, but it’ll work on a nonliving target.”

“You got this, Clarke.”

“Thanks.”

He spread his feet into a low, stable fighting stance, thirstblade held back. He started by casting Sacrifice, draining a portion of his own life to fuel his magic. Stars danced across his vision, and he experienced a brief flash of lightheadedness, but he gritted his teeth and pushed through.

The spell primed his body with mana, and he cast Boost, followed by Scarlet Slash.

Or tried to.

He swung his sword, and the air split into a pulsating red wound. An identical cut cleaved diagonally through the log. The top half slid off and clonked onto the ground.

“Was that it?” she asked.

“No, Boost didn’t trigger. I mucked up the timing. Let’s try again.”

Brooke removed the hewn pieces and placed a fresh log on top. She hurried out of the line of fire.

“Go for it, Clarke! I believe in you!”

“Here comes number two.”

He repeated the process, splitting the log in two and clipping the edge of the cart.

“That looked about the same,” Brooke said.

“Because it was. Can you bring out another …” He dropped to one knee, his head swimming.

“Hey there!” She jogged over and helped him back to his feet. “Don’t push yourself. I’m right here for you.”

“I know, but I should be able to handle this much on my own. My spellcasting is way more efficient nowadays.”

“Maybe so, but you’re stacking Scarlet Slash with Sacrifice and you’re trying to cast even more on top of that. Here.” She stuck out her arm. “Top off. I insist.”

“Maybe you’re right.” He stuck the tip of his thirstblade into the meat of her forearm. Life and vitality flowed from her body to his, and the dizziness vanished.

Brooke shivered and massaged the shallow cut.

“That sent chills down my spine.”

“Sorry.”

She jogged over to the stack of logs, grabbed one, and placed it atop the cart.

“You’ve got this!” she cheered, backing away.

“I’ve got this,” he replied with less enthusiasm.

He began by casting Sacrifice once more, draining his body to power his magic. He overfed the spell, letting it gorge itself on life and vigor, and this time, he sensed the Boost spell’s potential pulsing on the edge of his thoughts. It glowed like a rune burned against the inside of his skull. He touched that rune with his mind, and then cast Scarlet Slash.

The energy within him flowed along multiple paths, each feeding off each other, resonating toward a violent climax. His thirstblade turned from crimson to sun-white edged in red lightning, and he swung the scintillating blade, cutting a gash through reality that echoed itself across the log.

The strike landed with a crack of thunder, and the log exploded into splinters. Clarke flinched from his own handiwork. Brooke shielded her face with a forearm, and bits of wood pattered off her. She flicked her ears, then brushed a woodchip off her shoulders.

“That had to be it!”

“It certainly felt like—” Clarke staggered back, clutching his head as the room spun around him. He fell back, but never landed on the floor, because Brooke caught him.

At some point, she’d rushed over. He looked up into her worried yellow eyes.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Never better.”

“Come on.” She helped stand him up, bracing him with an arm across his back. “What was different that time?”

“I cast a stronger Sacrifice. I’m guessing the more deeply I commit to that spell, the easier it is for me to trigger Boost. I …” He placed a hand over his forehead, his head swimming.

“Come on. Here you go.” Brooke stuck out her arm. “Drink up.”

“Thanks.”

The first cut was already healing, now reduced to a reddish line. Clarke pricked a new spot and siphoned more of her health.

“Whew!” Brooke shook her head. “Now it’s my turn to feel a bit woozy.”

“I’m sorry about this. I wish we had another way I could practice.”

“There’s nothing to apologize for.” She smiled at him, soft yet sincere. “You’re my alpha and my lover. My place is by your side, always. If you ever stumble, I’m here to catch you.”

“I just don’t want to be a burden.”

“Clarke, a tiny cut like this is no burden at all, not for you. You’re not bumming around the house, drinking beer and eating Cheetos; you’re striving to improve yourself, to forge yourself into a better fighter. A better man. You’re our pack’s protector, and you take that role so seriously.” She leaned in to rest her forehead against his. Her next words were low and husky. “Do you have any idea how sexy that makes you? Why, if we weren’t in the middle of practicing, I’d⁠—”

The doors flew open, and Sammy barged in.

“What the fuck is going on in here?! That shook the whole building!”
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Clarke and Brooke spent the next hour blowing up logs with Scarlet Slash, ripping logs apart with Sanguine Prison, shattering logs against the walls with Telekinesis, and somehow liquefying logs with Blood Boil.

“That’s a new one on me,” Clarke said, inspecting the puddle of wood.

“How’d you do that?” Brooke stood beside him, staring at the same puddle in disbelief.

“Not sure. I tried Blood Boil that time.”

“Wood doesn’t have any blood. It also doesn’t melt.”

“I know, but …” He gestured to the puddle.

“You think I should grab a mop?”

“Well, we can’t leave it here. It might leave a stain.”

They found a mop and cleaned up the puddle. Brooke asked to take a breather, and they retreated to the game room where Sammy and Ixia were both hunched in front of separate screens, headsets on as they madly clicked the buttons on their dual axis controllers. Their screens were blizzards of missiles, cannon fire, and overcomplicated HUDs while their mechs zipped back and forth over a ruined cityscape.

The two women glanced briefly his way but otherwise stayed focused on their pitched battle. Emma stood behind the pair, arms crossed under her breasts.

“Hey, Clarke,” the succubus said. “Sounds like you and Brooke have been busy. I felt some of those booms in my chest.” She added a jiggle for emphasis.

“Busy in a good way. How are things over here?”

“Sammy’s a braver woman than I am.”

“What’s that mean?”

“You’ll see. This shouldn’t take long.”

It didn’t.

Clarke had barely settled in before a hail of missiles converged on Sammy’s mech and annihilated it. The slime girl pulled off her headset off and huffed out a breath.

“You sure missile spam doesn’t need to be nerfed?”

“Says the girl playing a meta build with dual Zimmerman shotguns,” Ixia replied smoothly.

“Well, I need something to keep up with you. I thought rushing in would work, since your mech is built from wet tissue paper.”

“Got to catch me first. Otherwise, I’m going to keep the range open and pepper you to death with missiles.”

“Don’t I know it. Hang on. I’m going to change up my build.” She gave the newcomers an absent wave. “Hey, Clarke. Brooke. Welcome to the party.”

“You having fun?” Clarke asked.

“Fun is a relative term.” Sammy narrowed her eyes and began swapping out parts on her mech. “This is more in line with a challenge. Like swimming the English Channel while wearing lead sneakers.”

“I’m having fun.” Ixia held up her controller. “Emma, you want a go at this?”

“Oh, no. You keep playing.” Her eyes gleamed with sultry mischief. “I enjoy watching.”

They waited for Sammy to finish her new mech, which now featured dual Gatling guns with dual shoulder-mounted grenade launchers. It proved only marginally more effective than her previous shotgun-centric build.

During their third match, Clarke caught sight of a slender pink pseudopod snaking its way across the floor. He traced it back to one of Sammy’s bare feet, which she’d extended toward Ixia. The witch hadn’t yet noticed the clandestine attempt to make physical contact. Given that even a casual brush from the slime girl had been known to cause vomiting and explosive diarrhea, he knew this could end badly.

“Sammy?”

The pseudopod froze.

“Yes, Clarke?”

“Would you please not do that?”

“Not do what?”

“That.”

“Not sure I follow what⁠—”

“Please recall that Ixia is carrying my child. I’m not sure what your toxins would do to a pregnancy, but I’d rather we not find out.”

“Oh, shit!” The pseudopod schloorped back into Sammy’s foot. “Sorry! I didn’t mean—I was only going to jostle her controller.”

“Let’s play fair. It’s all fun and games until someone has to puke. Besides, there’s already been enough vomiting for one weekend.”

Brooke nodded in vigorous agreement.

It didn’t take long for Ixia to destroy Sammy’s mech with another swarm of missiles. The slime girl set down her controller and flopped onto her back.

Clarke stood over her, looking down.

“Have you considered something more casual?” he asked. “Mario Kart, maybe?”

“She’d whip my ass at that, too.”

“Then perhaps a cooperative game? I know Ixia’s fond of the Monster Hunter series.”

“Ooh!” Ixia’s eyes lit up. “Can we?”

“Wait a second.” Sammy sat up. “You play Monster Hunter?”

“Sure do! All the time! It’s my go-to chill series.”

“What do you main?”

“Charge Blade. You?”

“Switch Axe.”

Emma raised her hand. “Heavy bowgun, all the way.”

“Dual Blades!” Brooke exclaimed, raising both arms.

“Wait a second.” Clarke swept his gaze around the room. “Does that mean I’m the only Monster Hunter beginner in this house?”

“What about Ashley?” Ixia asked.

“She’s not big into video games,” Emma said. “She sticks mostly to pen and paper RPGs.”

“Ah.” Ixia glanced over at Clarke. “Then, yeah. Looks like you are.”

“We can have four players in a hunt.” Sammy looked around the gaming room. “Or I can run out and buy another console so we can have five players and split off into two hunts.”

“You four play.” Emma settled into a chair and crossed her legs. “I’m still in the mood to watch.”


Four


Clarke, Sammy, Ixia, and Brooke spent most of the day playing video games. They changed up the game a few times, though they always stuck to the cooperative side of multiplayer entertainment. A pleasant air of relaxation and comradery settled over the room, bringing a smile to Clarke’s face.

Sometimes they had four consoles going at once, though Clarke and the ladies would bow out and watch whenever they grew bored or frustrated with a particular game. Even Emma joined in a few times, despite her declared preferences as a spectator.

They took a longer break around lunchtime. Emma prepared Italian subs with sliced deli ham, salami, and pepperoni topped with provolone cheese while everyone else pitched in for food prep and the eventual cleanup. Sammy broke out a new steamer, and Emma steamed the meats and cheeses together before piling on tomatoes, onions, banana peppers, spicy mustard, and mayonnaise.

Many more hours of frenetic but fun gaming followed.

Ashley joined them late that evening for their scheduled session of the Titan Mage RPG, and everyone gathered their pens, stat sheets, and reference books for a different kind of gaming. Sammy wheeled out her latest terrain table, which featured a desolate, dry wasteland dotted with cacti. She’d added a small camp to one corner, partially reclaimed by the desert, and a lush oasis opposite that. Clarke cracked open the model case and everyone grabbed their miniature mecha from the protective foam.

“I’m going to take a look at the nearest building,” Sammy said, moving Titan Slippery Vixen up three hexes.

“Give me a perception check,” Ashley said, eyes flitting across the open book behind her gamemaster screen.

Sammy rolled a D20.

“Twelve.”

“The structure is a module from a prefabricated base. The door is closed and the windows shuttered. Sand has piled up on one side, likely from the storm you witnessed on the flight over. You notice the insignia for the NQA Exterminators mercenary company emblazoned on the side, scratched and peeling.”

“What’s NQA stand for again?”

“No Questions Asked.”

“Right, now I remember. Do I see anything else?”

“No.”

“Nothing?”

“Not for a roll of twelve.”

“This place is shady as hell. I look harder.”

“You can do that during your next turn. Any actions to declare?”

“Yeah, I’m going to spend three Fuel and cast Create Swiftmetal Greatsword.” Sammy removed three coin-shaped tokens from the stack beside her character sheet.

“The mercurial fluid flows out of your titan’s wrist, weaving itself into a massive silvery sword.”

“Okay. That ends my turn.”

“Ixia, you’re next.”

“Titan Effervescent Glitch is going to shoot one of the buildings.”

“What did the buildings ever do to you?” Brooke asked.

“It’s not what they’ve done,” the witch said, readying her dice. “It’s what I guess they’re going to do.”

“But shouldn’t we check inside for survivors first?”

“You can. I’m going to play it safe. I spend one Fuel to cast Arctic Beam.”

“Roll to hit the broadside of a building,” Ashley said.

Ixia’s metal D20 clattered across the terrain.

“Seventeen.”

“That’ll do. Roll for damage.”

Two more dice clattered across the terrain.

“Four points of cold damage.”

“The doors and windows fly open, and a horrific screech pierces the air. The building undulates in response to the attack, and the doorjamb and windows distort, becoming rounded. Teeth form around each opening, and a multitude of eyes blink wide across the walls and roof.”

Ashley exchanged the building model with an amorphous blob of tentacles, eyeballs, and mouths. She rolled a die behind her screen.

“The mimic turns its many-eyed gaze toward Titan Slippery Vixen and advances, lashing out with its tentacles. The titan is now Grappled.”

“Seriously?” Sammy asked. “Now the buildings are trying to eat me?”

“I don’t know why you’re surprised.” Ashley stored the building model back into its foam case. “You painted all the monsters I’m using.”

“And did a great job, too, by the way,” Ixia added. “That mimic model looks sick! I love the shiny ooze effect.”

“It’s not the surprise that bothers me,” Sammy explained. “It’s this whole scenario. Every fight is mimics, mimics, and more mimics. It’s like the writer fell asleep at the keyboard and the word ‘mimic’ got pasted into the script a zillion times.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Brooke said. “I like fighting mimics. They’re cool enemies. Never know when they’ll jump out at you!”

“Yeah, but what’s next? We’re heading for that cave to find the missing airship crew, right? Is the whole cave going to be a mimic?”

Ashley paused, a much larger model halfway out of the carrying case. She quietly slid it back in.

“Oh my God, it is!” Sammy exclaimed. “The boss is a giant mimic!”

“Again, why are you surprised? You painted it.”

“Yeah, but it’s not like you tell me which scenario the models are for.”

“Can we move the game along, please?” Ixia asked. “And maybe cut down on the spoilers for the rest of us?”

“Fine, fine.” Sammy glowered at the mimic model. “I’ll put a lid on it for now.”

Sammy ceased her griping, even though half the buildings turned out to be mimics, and the pace of the game picked up. The party finished off the building-sized mimics and moved on to the cave system which did indeed turn out to be one giant boss mimic.

They finished off the creature without losing a single titan, and Ashley brought the scenario to a close. Clarke suggested they break out the celebratory ice cream, in recognition of them completing a Titan Mage scenario with no losses, and not a soul objected. Even Ashley opted to stay downstairs for a small bowl.

Emma heated up a jar of chocolate fudge, and together with Clarke, they assembled everyone’s sundaes with hot fudge, peanuts, maraschino cherries, and dollops of whipped cream. They sat around the gaming room, eating and chatting as evening turned to night.

Ashley left first, followed by Sammy and then Ixia, each woman giving Clarke a kiss before retiring. Emma grabbed the empty bowls and kissed him more thoroughly than the others before heading for the kitchen.

Which left him alone with Brooke.

Clarke knew the full moon was nearly upon them. Werewolves experienced a heightened state of restlessness—and sex drive—during that time of the month, so he assumed the other ladies had left Brooke alone with him on purpose.

But the wolf girl only smiled with an oddly shy glint in her yellow eyes, then gave him a quick peck before heading for her rooms.

Which left Clarke alone.

And slightly confused.

Not that every night needed to end with sex.

Most did, especially since they’d all moved into the mansion, but it wasn’t a rule or anything like that. Sometimes Broken Fang business got in the way or their schedules didn’t align or they wanted to give Clarke time to recover from a grueling job.

But he was well rested tonight, which only added to his confusion.

Were none of them were in the mood?

That seemed unlikely. Possible, sure. But unlikely.

Still, Clarke rose with a mental shrug. If none of them were in the mood, he could—and absolutely would—respect that.

He headed for bed, but that sense of confusion dogged him.
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Clarke got as far as stripping down to his boxers before someone knocked at the door. He paused with a thin smile and reached out with his magic.

Each woman in his life possessed a unique magical aura. His sensitivity toward the arcane wasn’t as strong as Emma’s or Ashley’s, nor as practiced and well-trained as Ixia’s, but he’d made significant strides in the months since Emma cleared the Antimagic Hex warping his perception of reality.

If an area lacked strong ambient magic, he could often figure out who was nearby simply by feeling their magical presence. He took this opportunity to practice that skill, but what he detected only heightened his confusion.

As always, his mind interpreted magic as a collection of other, more mundane sensations. The aura outside his bedroom was potent and excited, throbbing with heat and desire. That had to be Emma, since the sexual nature of her succubus magic made it resonate with his mind in, well, sexual terms. Her aura possessed a certain slickness to it, tight and inviting.

But that wasn’t all he sensed.

Another presence eclipsed the first with its raw, panting power. This one was hungry and feral, like a slathering beast, its ferocity barely constrained.

“Emma?” he said at last. “And Brooke?”

The knock repeated, more insistently this time.

He strode to the door and swung it open.

What he found on the other side took his breath away.

“I’m surprised you picked both of us out.” Emma tilted her head, her eyes dark and steamy behind her glasses. She licked her lips. “You’re becoming … more sensitive.”

Clarke swallowed, his throat suddenly dry, his eyes soaking in the visual feast before him.

Emma’s dark, batlike wings flexed behind her back, and her smooth, prehensile tail curled itself around Brooke’s inner thigh. The succubus wore high heels and black stockings held up with a lacy garter belt. Her firm, bountiful breasts hung bare over the top of her tight corset, nipples hard with anticipation. Long black gloves completed the look, which put Clarke in mind of a succubus dominatrix, come to prey upon an unwitting male’s carnal desires, intent on draining his life force to the last drop.

Real succubi didn’t do that; their sex magic was far more consensual, energizing both themselves and their partners with their lovemaking. But vampire propaganda often distorted demihumans into dangerous caricatures of their true selves.

Emma’s glasses conflicted with her winged seductress look, but also enhanced it in some ways, coloring it with her natural air of sexy geekiness. She raised a gloved hand, the end of a leash resting casually in her palm.

That leash led to Brooke’s collar, the cord dipping in between the wolf girl’s large breasts. Her eyes were covered with a blindfold, and her mouth gagged with a bright orange ball. She was naked except for the cuffs binding her wrists behind her back and two more unconnected around her ankles.

“I brought a present for you.” Emma gave the leash a tug, and Brooke took a cautious, blind step forward.

“That’s, uh. That’s some present.”

“We thought you’d like it.” Emma draped a wing around him and rubbed his bulging crotch. “Seems we were right.”

Brooke moaned incoherently through her gag.

“Shh,” Emma scolded softly. “Don’t use words when you can express your love in better ways.”

Emma placed a hand on Brooke’s shoulder and guided her to her knees. Her tail pulled Clarke’s boxers down while she removed Brooke’s gag and aimed the wolf girl’s head at his raging erection.

Brooke opened wide and took the tip into her mouth. She licked around the glans, then swallowed a third of him before settling into a slow, steady rhythm. Clarke sighed contently.

“You hear that?” Emma cooed into one of Brooke’s wolf ears. “You’re making him feel good. But don’t you want him to feel even better? You know he likes it nice and deep, don’t you?”

Emma placed a hand against the back of Brooke’s head and urged her deeper. The wolf girl managed to swallow half of him before her throat twitched and she came back up with a gasp. She took a few deep breaths then went down on him again, trying to force more of his girth into her throat with each plunge.

She rocked back and forth, slowly picking up speed. Clarke rested a hand between her tall ears, fingers lacing through her long, silken hair. He closed his eyes, letting his world contract to the simplicity of Brooke’s mouth on his cock.

“Can’t you go any deeper?” Emma asked softly. “I know you can do better than this.”

Brooke pulled back, his cock popping free of her lips.

“I’m sorry,” she panted. “It’s just too big.”

Emma let out a short, disappointed sigh.

“Then, I suppose you’ll have to sate him some other way.” The succubus rose, leash in hand. She gave the end a tug, and Brooke climbed to her feet. Emma guided her to the bed where Brooke dropped to her knees again. She draped her chest over the bed, ass out, tail up, legs spread wide for him.

“He’s enjoying the view.” Emma sat down beside the wolf girl. “I can feel the desire coursing through him. Aren’t you glad you have his full attention now?”

“Yes …”

“Now what do you say?” Emma brushed her fingers across Brooke’s back.

“Please, Clarke. Take me. I want you to make me feel good.”

“You know he will. Clarke always takes good care of us. But how do you want him to take you?”

“In my …”

“Come on. How will he know where to stick it if you don’t ask?”

“I want it … in my butt.”

“There’s a good girl.” Emma kneaded Brooke’s shapely behind. “And we got that part of you nice and clean for him, didn’t we?”

“Yes …”

Emma leaned over and spread Brooke’s ass cheeks. Brooke shuddered, mouth open and panting.

What could he say to an invitation like that?

Clarke stepped up to Brooke’s ass and decided words would only get in the way. He pressed the head of his cock against the tiny bud of her hole, then pressed in. Brooke let out a long exhale as he opened her up, feeding her the first few inches. Her breath turned into a quiet wheeze as her lungs emptied out, then she clenched her teeth and sucked in a quick breath.

Her ass was so tight. Hot and smooth, yet comfortable thanks to the generous lubrication. He began stroking in and out of her, pushing deeper each time, stretching her out. She grunted with each deepening plunge, arms flexing against her restraints.

Emma climbed off the bed. She pulled a chair over and sat down, leaning back with her legs spread.

“Yeah, that’s it.” She slipped a finger inside the glistening folds of her sex and began to pleasure herself, each dip eliciting a vulgar squelch. “So hot.”

Clarke barely heard her. He grabbed Brooke’s waist and bottomed out in her ass, his crotch pressed against her ass cheeks. He pulled out, leaving only the tip inside to keep her hole stretched open. Then he plunged back inside, burying his cock inside her.

“Oh, God!” Brooke cried.

He drew his cock out, and she hissed through clenched teeth. He slammed deep into her once more, and she gasped.

“Yes! More! Harder! Don’t hold back!”

He obliged, fucking her ass with deep, full strokes, slamming into her with each hard, complete thrust. He knew Brooke could not only take it hard and deep but would love every second of it, and he fulfilled her request by not holding back. He rammed his cock into her, again and again, coaxing squeals and bestial grunts out of her.

Her body shuddered with each thrust, and her mouth hung open, drool soaking the sheets. She lost herself in a sea of pleasure as he ravished her from behind, propelling both of them toward the heights of pleasure. She lay on the bed, accepting all he offered, relishing this act of submission to her alpha.

Clarke pulled out, and Brooke let out a brief, quiet whine, almost doglike in pitch, but he wasn’t done with her yet. He flipped her onto her back and shoved his cock back into her ass. Her breasts heaved with each thrust, and he took hold of those firm mounds, his hand barely able to encompass them.

He pinched her nipples and rolled them between thumb and forefinger, coaxing delightful squeals from her lips.

“Yes! Like that! God, I’m so close!”

She wrapped her legs around him. Her back arched, and her body convulsed. She threw her head back and cried out.

“Yes! YES!”

Clarke pounded her with abandon, even as the climax wracked through her. Every muscle in her body clenched in shared bliss, and the sudden tightness around his member pushed him over the edge. His lust boiled up from his balls, and he spurted his load deep into her colon.

He leaned forward and kissed her full on the mouth. Their tongues dueled each other, the heat of their passion still fresh and fierce. He slipped a hand behind her head and eased her blindfold off with a thumb.

She gazed up at him with her yellow wolf eyes.

“I love you,” she sighed breathlessly.

“I love you, too.”

“Fuck, that was hot!” Emma drew her fingers out from between her legs. Two of them were drenched in her juices. She rose and removed her corset with a steamy grin. “Just to be clear, I’m officially done watching for the day.”
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Clarke swept Emma off her feet and carried her to the bed. He then proceeded to make a meal out of her, which ended in her screaming orgasm. By that point, Brooke was squirming on the bed, begging for more. The pair had staged Brooke’s “safe sex” bag outside the room, and Clarke used the contents to restrain her more thoroughly.

Both Clarke and Emma worked her over after that, with Emma focusing on her breasts while Clarke fucked her from the front. After that, he took the succubus from behind while she ate out Brooke. Eventually, the succubus unclasped Brooke’s restraints, and the two monster girls tag teamed Clarke for several more sessions. They fell asleep sometime after midnight, all three of them thoroughly sated.

Clarke awoke to find himself the meat in the middle of a monster girl sandwich, Emma to his left and Brooke to his right, his arms around each. Both were already awake, heads resting against his shoulders, eyes on him.

“Good morning, Sexy.” Emma gave his pectoral a light kiss.

“Morning. You two been awake long?”

“We didn’t want to disturb you.” Brooke gave his neck a playful nibble. “But you’re up now!”

Her hand found his crotch and stroked him to greater firmness.

He raised an eyebrow. “In more ways than one, it seems.”

“Would you like us to do something about that?” Brooke asked.

“I think we should.” Emma smiled and ducked under the covers.

Brooke joined her underneath, and Clarke rested his head back and closed his eyes, reveling in their attention. The two women started by licking either side of his cock like a large lollipop before they took turns deepthroating him. Emma managed to finish him off, taking his full length down her throat, and they all rose to greet the new day.

Brooke stuffed her scattered bondage gear into her gym bag and pranced out of the room.

“Breaking the rules!” She intoned in a singsong manner. “Breaking the rules!”

The door closed behind her.

“Breaking what rules?” Clarke asked, pulling on his boxers.

“The ‘no nudity outside our rooms’ rule,” Emma replied.

“Right. Forgot about that one.”

“It doesn’t apply to you anyway.” Emma slinked over to him. “So tell me. What’d you think of last night?”

Clarke chuckled. “Do you really need to ask?”

“I just like to make sure you’re comfortable with a bit of group play.”

“You’re the empath. What did you sense?”

“Not a hint of hesitation or discomfort.” Emma shrugged. “Well, except when we untied Brooke and she decided to cut loose.”

“Yeah.” Clarke rolled his left shoulder and rubbed the muscles. “She can get a little feisty in bed.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed last night.” Emma shifted closer to him, the heat of her body pressed against his arm. “But I also want to make something crystal clear for you.”

“What’s that?”

“As a succubus, I’m more open sexually than anyone else in the household. That means I do find the other women in your life attractive, even though I prefer sex with men.”

“I figured, given the way you worked Brooke over last night.”

“And I did enjoy that. But you’re the one I’m in a committed relationship with. Yes, you have a harem, and I love that the others are involved. I care about them, but I’m not attached to them the same way I am with you. Does that make sense?”

“I believe so.”

“You’re the one for me, Clarke. I found Mr. Right, and here he is.” She patted his thigh. “Naturally, I don’t mind the chance to eat out a werewolf’s pussy, but I’m only interested in sex with the others if you’re involved. And, most importantly, as long as you’re into it.”

“I figured it was something like that. And, yes”—he flashed a quick smile—“I’m into this.”

“Wonderful.” Emma pressed a thoughtful finger to her lips. “I wonder what Ixia’s doing tonight.”

Clarke shook his head and stood up. “You’re incorrigible!”


Five


Sammy and Ixia were starting breakfast when Clarke made his way to the kitchen. Ixia grabbed an apple and a banana out of the fruit basket and sat down at the counter. She thumbed through the messages on her phone while Sammy cut the tops off two cereal boxes: one Cocoa Puffs and the other Golden Grahams. She dumped both into a wide punchbowl, doused the cereals with whole milk, then stirred her creation with a ladle.

“Wow.” Ixia gave the slime girl a forlorn look. “I wish I had your metabolism.”

“You say that, but you actually don’t. I need to eat like this just to keep going. If I don’t take in enough calories, my goo starts to congeal, and I’ll be stuck in my current form. With the way Brooke and I train, I need all the carbs I can get.” Sammy waved at him. “Morning, Clarke!”

“Morning, ladies. How are things?”

“Just about to eat.” Sammy raised the punchbowl. “You want some?”

“No thanks. I’ll have some toast. You enjoy your breakfast.”

“Oh, trust me, I will.” Sammy began to chug her concoction.

“Ixia, you sleep well last night?” Clarke asked, opening a bag of cinnamon raisin bread.

“I did. Thanks for asking. By the way, did you hear the news about Studio Nightshade?”

“Must have missed it.”

“They’re closed for the foreseeable future.”

“What happened?” Clarke furrowed his brow. “They didn’t go out of business, did they? I thought that place was hopping almost every night.”

Studio Nightshade was an exclusive club for demihumans and mages situated in downtown Chester Creek. It had become one of Clarke’s favorite places for when he and the ladies enjoyed a night on the town.

“The studio hopped too hard, apparently,” Ixia replied. “Dahlia wasn’t there at the time, but she says a shifter party let the full moon get to them, and they ended up wrecking the place.”

“That’s a shame. How long are they going to be closed?”

“Not sure, but the studio was looking to renovate anyway.”

“Sounds like now is as good a time as any.”

“Yeah. Hopefully, it won’t be closed long.”

“Ahh!” Sammy set the empty punchbowl down. “That hit the spot!” Milk dribbled down her chin, then vanished as she absorbed it through her skin.

“Still jealous.” Ixia took another bite from her banana.

“We still planning to meet at the library today?” Sammy asked.

“We are.” Clarke slotted eight slices of bread into one of the toasters. “Though I won’t be able to make it until after lunch, so you and the others can start without me.”

“What’s going on at the library?” Ixia asked.

“We’re trying to figure out what’s driving all this supernatural interest in the university,” Clarke explained. “We know Olcott was snooping around the admin building when we confronted him, and that place is a converted church. It’s older than anything else on campus, and the library may have some records from that far back. Finding those could help shed light on what’s going on.”

“Sounds like a solid angle to explore,” Ixia said.

“There’s also the cemetery to consider,” Sammy added. “It’s technically on campus property, and it’s got to be around the same age as the old church. Both of those are worth looking into.”

“Do you think it’s still worth your time to attend classes?” Ixia gave him a shrug. “Seems like a time sink when we’ve got bigger concerns.”

“We’ve talked about that,” Clarke replied. “With the end of Fall semester, everyone’s already cut back on their class schedules. That’s freed up more time for Broken Fang business, but we still want to maintain appearances as students. Having easy access to the campus has too many advantages, at least until we have a better handle on what drew Heinrich and Olcott here, beyond the vague mentions of a ‘Portal of Gold.’”

His toast popped in rapid succession. He buttered up all eight slices and took a crunchy bite from one that got a little burnt.

“Morning, everyone!” Brooke jaunted into the room with Emma close behind. “Ooh! Toast!”

Clarke offered her the slices on his plate.

“You sure?” Brooke asked.

“I made extra, just in case.”

“Aww, thanks!” Brooke grabbed a slice and started munching.

“You want any, Emma?”

“I’ll pass.” The succubus patted a spot below her stomach. “I’m still stuffed from last night.”

“Ah.”

“You were very filling.”

Clarke shrugged, not sure what to say.

Sammy frowned, her eyes tracking from Emma to Brooke and back. The change in her expression was both sudden and severe. All she needed was a gloomy cloud over her head to complete the look, perhaps with tiny lightning bolts and a small downpour.

Sammy stood up, and her eyes fell on his.

“Clarke, can I have a minute of your time?” she asked, her tone as uncertain as the emotions behind her eyes.

“Always.”

He followed Sammy out of the kitchen. The others must have picked up on the slime girl’s mood swing because Emma watched them leave with a creased brow, Ixia wore a contemplative look with her chin resting on a fist, and Brooke made a point not to gaze their way, though one ear tracked their departure like a furry radar dish.

Sammy led him into the garage and stopped next to her motorcycle.

Clarke closed the door.

“Seems like something’s on your mind.”

“You can say that again.” Sammy raked her fingers back through her hair. “It’s like this. You spent last night with both Emma and Brooke.”

“I did. Is that the problem?”

“No, not really.” She crossed her arms and seemed to struggle with her own thoughts. “But also yes. I know it shouldn’t bother me, but it does, and I just need to talk about it with you.”

“All right,” he replied, his voice both quiet and serious. “I’m listening. What about it bothered you?”

“It’s nothing you or the others did. The problem’s me.” She sniffled, and her eyes moistened with pink tears. “The problem’s always me.”

“Hey now. Don’t be like that.” He took hold of her and hugged her tight. “You’re not a problem.”

“But I am. I’m a monster, Clarke.”

“No, you’re not. Don’t say things like that.”

“I am, whether you and the others admit it or not. I can’t even touch the others! What almost happened with Ixia is a perfect example. I got all wrapped up in the game, and I didn’t think! I almost poisoned a friend of mine, and she’s with child!”

“I’m pretty sure she would have been fine. She’s a witch, after all. A simple cast of Purify would have cleared out the worst of it.”

“But the problem shouldn’t have come up in the first place. I should be better at this by now, especially now that we’re all living together. And then I heard about you, Brooke, and Emma, and I realized I won’t be able to join in like that. I’m stuck in my own little slime category, and it just hit me hard for some reason.”

She let out a shuddering breath, then continued.

“I haven’t been able to hug my parents in years because the last time I got close to my father, I almost killed him.” She sniffled again, pink trails tracing down her cheeks. “You’re the only one I can be close to, and that’s only thanks to your blood magic.”

“I get why all this bothers you. But we do have each other, and I’m not going anywhere. I love you, Sammy, and I promise you we can make this work.”

“Thanks. It feels good to hear you say that. Do you think I’m overreacting?”

“No. You’ve been through a lot, more than any of the other women in my life, and that’s left you with scars on the inside. Sometimes those old wounds are going to smart, but I’m here for you, always. Never forget that.”

“I won’t. Thank you, Clarke.”

She squeezed him tight, her body pressing into his, conforming to his chest. She sniffled once more, and he held her close, a hand stroking her head.

His mind fell back to memories of their nights together, to the first time where even kissing her had numbed his mouth. He no longer had to worry about that thanks to the resistances he’d absorbed from her, but that drew his thoughts to the feel of her magic, so full of contradictions: hot and cold, smooth and rough, soft and solid.

But one aspect of her magical being had always stood out to him: a sensation like liquid death, lonely, yet still yearning for its opposite.

He pondered the memory of this sensation and wondered, not for the first time, how deep Sammy’s wounds truly went.

And if there was any way for him to help her.

The spell Power Graft allowed him to absorb magic from others, though the circumstances of how he’d been unhexed had fused that spell with Emma’s magic. Still, it was a powerful tool in his arsenal, and he wondered if he wasn’t using it to its full potential. Could he do more with the power? Could magic be made to flow in the opposite direction?

“Sammy, something’s been bouncing around in my head since our first night together. I’ve been hesitant to bring it up before, but I think we should talk about it now.”

She looked up at him, fresh worry in her eyes.

“The reason I haven’t brought this up is I didn’t want to give you false hope. But … maybe there’s a solution to your toxin problem. One that will help you control it better.”

Her eyes widened, excitement eclipsing anxiety.

“There may be a solution,” he stressed. “When I perceive your slime magic, it comes across as pairs. Different extremes, like sharp and smooth, which makes sense given your morphic abilities. But it always feels like there’s a piece missing. There’s an aspect of your magic I associate with your toxins, but it’s all on its own. It lacks a … counterbalance, maybe? Does any of this make sense?”

“You know …” Sammy took a step back and crossed her arms. She stood like that for a while, deep in thought. “You know, you could be on to something. Thing is, I’ve never heard of another slime having these sorts of control problems. I thought I was just naturally more toxic than most, but maybe there’s a more fundamental problem.” She looked up, her eyes full of fresh hope. “And if there is—if I’m not actually meant to be this way—then that means a solution may exist as well!”

“Again, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

“You already have a solution in mind, don’t you?” Her smile was like the rising sun.

“Sort of. It deals with my blood magic and how Power Graft has allowed me to absorb some of your powers. I’m wondering if we can make the magic flow in the opposite direction. If, maybe, I can give you something, and if that something could help heal the void in you.”

“You came up with this all on your own?” She hugged him. “Clarke, you are just the best! How do we start?”

“Let me talk to Emma first. I want to bounce my theory off her, since she’ll have more insight on the magical particulars involved. If she believes it’s possible, then you and I should try to experiment with Power Graft. See if we can find a way to reverse the flow.”

“Oooh.” She snuggled up to him again and threw a leg around his hips, her body conforming to his every contour. “And by experiment, you mean have lots of sex, right?”

“Basically. My Power Graft spell is still entangled with Emma’s sex magic, so that’s the only time I can cast it. Sorry.”

“Clarke, this is a feature, not a bug.”

“I suppose that’s one way to look at it.”

“The correct way.”

“You feeling any better?”

“Do you even need to ask? This is the best news I’ve heard in years! Even if this doesn’t work out, the mere fact you put so much thought into helping me has made my day. Hell, scratch that. You just made my fucking year! It feels like I fall in love with you more every day!”

“Glad to hear it.” He bobbed his head toward the door. “Shall we head back? We need to leave soon anyway.”

“Sure. One second.” She sucked in a sharp breath, and her tears flowed back into her eyes. She smacked her cheeks. “Okay. Good to go.”

Sammy led the way back with a noticeable spring in her step. Emma looked up from the counter when they returned to the kitchen.

“Anything the matter?” the succubus asked, a hint of worry in her voice.

“More an opportunity than anything else.” Clarke flashed a grin. “A good one. I’ll talk to you about it later.”

Emma nodded and her shoulders relaxed at his assurance.

“Are we all heading to the university together?” Brooke asked.

“Yep, as soon as Ashley joins us.” Clarke checked the wall clock. “And she should be here⁠—”

The angel swept into the room, her satchel slung over a shoulder.

“—right now, actually. Punctual as ever.”

“Always,” Ashley replied with a prim smile.

“All right, everyone.” Clarke clapped his hands together. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
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“Check this out.” Emma slid a blueprint out of the stack of old documents and laid it out on the table.

Clarke and Ashley craned over the blueprint, standing beside the long table on the library’s third floor. Sammy and Brooke were elsewhere in the library, hunting down other relevant documents to add to the growing pile of old drawings and historical records. The blueprint was for the church from before it had become the heart of the existing admin building.

“See this?” Emma tapped a small side room on the blueprint. “The drawing labels it as an ‘antechamber.’ That means it should be a small room that leads to a larger one, right? I mean, that is the definition of an antechamber. But there’s no larger room. It’s an antechamber that goes nowhere.”

“Interesting.” Ashley shifted one of the other drawings until the two were side by side. “And that antechamber doesn’t appear in the more recent floorplan for the admin building. Curious.”

“That room is close to where we found Olcott,” Clarke said. “In the back, where all the executive offices are. Definitely worth a look.”

“I’ll add it to the list.” Emma jotted down another line on her notepad.

“There seem to be a lot of discrepancies between the old church and the current building,” Clarke said.

“There certainly do.” Ashley sighed. “Under normal circumstances, I’d chalk that up to floorplan modifications made during construction or perhaps historical errors. Changes made to the original that were never recorded properly. However, given present circumstances …”

“It all stinks to high heaven,” Clarke said.

The angel frowned at him.

“Sorry. Just an expression.”

“It is suspicious.” Emma leaned over the drawings. “And the cemetery has some odd errors, too. There are mismatches between the burial records and the current layout of the graves, which makes me wonder if some of them are fake.”

“Again, under normal circumstances,” Ashley replied, “that could be explained away by what we know from the public record. The church was abandoned about a hundred years ago, during the Great Depression, and the reasons are pretty ghastly: murder of the priest followed by arson, and a great many dead parishioners. The community at the time decided to rebuild elsewhere, and the church was left to be reclaimed by nature.

“The property exchanged hands several times until CCU acquired it forty-three years ago as part of a larger purchase to expand the campus footprint. Even then, the church and cemetery were left as is while other plots were developed. There were plans to raze the church entirely and start over, but that changed twenty years ago when a very large and anonymous donation—at least in terms of the public record—was made to CCU on the condition that the existing structure be preserved. This led to the construction of the hybrid admin building we have⁠—”

“Anything I can help you students with?”

Clarke, Ashley, and Emma looked up from their work.

A tall, statuesque woman stood on the opposite side of the table. She was a wood elf, judging by her fair skin and the sharp points of her ears, perhaps in her mid to late twenties. Her honey brown hair was tied back into a chignon bun, and she sported a pair of rectangular glasses over vivid green eyes.

Her outfit consisted of a white blouse and gray pencil skirt, accented with a neck scarf patterned after a bed of autumn leaves. She’d left the first three buttons of her shirt undone, which granted a glimpse of her deep cleavage.

A magical aura radiated off the elf, strong enough for Clarke to detect without even trying. It felt … woodsy, for lack of a better term, which seemed appropriate.

The woman smiled pleasantly, her eyes lingering on Clarke. There was a flash of something … hungry in her green eyes, and they stayed on him just a little too long for comfort before flicking away.

“Quite the project you three have going on here. Need any assistance?”

“And you are?” Clarke asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Oh, my apologies! I’m still new at this.” She extended a delicate hand. “Natalie Marsh. I’m the new head librarian.”

“You are?” Clarke failed to contain his surprise as he shook the woman’s hand. “I mean … aren’t you a bit young to be head of the library?”

“Wow, aren’t you a charmer!” Marsh finished shaking everyone’s hands. “I recently took over the post Head Librarian Plainsborough vacated a few months back. Still getting settled in, though I have to say I’m super excited to have landed a job at this university.”

Clarke exchanged a quick glance with Emma, whose eyes were guarded. Plainsborough was the vampire librarian they’d killed, creating the opening Marsh now filled.

That doesn’t mean anything sinister is going on here, he thought. Not necessarily. Her appearance threw me off at first, but she may be older than she looks. Don’t elves age slower than most demihumans? Not sure if Emma mentioned that or if I’m just remembering my Tolkien.

There’s still the matter of why she’s talking to us at all, though. Head librarians don’t typically approach students without a reason, and normally that reason is the rules they’re breaking.

“Is there a problem?” Clarke asked at last. “We’re not causing a disturbance, are we?”

“No, no. Nothing like that.” Marsh glanced over the piles of blueprints and stacks of old books. “I’m doing a little research of my own, as a bit of a personal side project. Old buildings fascinate me, and I’d heard the administration building has a rather colorful past. But when I went to pull the documents from our archives, I found they’d already been checked out.”

“That would be us.” Clarke shrugged. “Sorry.”

“No need to apologize. Anyway, I saw all the drawings you had laid out, so I thought why not introduce myself? Nothing more to it.” Marsh ran her fingers over the church’s old blueprint. “What sort of project are you working on?”

Clarke glanced to Emma, then to Ashley, wondering how best to deflect the elf.

“My friends are lending me a hand.” Ashley stood a little straighter, all poise and confidence. “History is one of my two majors, and I decided to dig through local history for my next paper. And yes, some of the buildings around here have some very interesting pasts.”

“Ah, I see.” Marsh’s green eyes gleamed. “Well, don’t be shy if you need a hand with anything. I’d be more than happy to help, given my personal interest in the topic.”

“Thank you. That’s most generous of you. I’ll keep that in mind.”

Marsh nodded and then left.

They waited until the mysterious elf was out of earshot.

“That was … odd,” Emma said quietly.

“Tell me about it.” Clarke gave Ashley a nod. “Thanks for the save. That was quick thinking.”

“It has the advantage of being true. If Marsh asks around, she’ll discover it’s a real assignment, though I only just came up with the cover story. In any case, my response should shield us from … whatever the true purpose behind her inquiry was.”

“What do you think she was really driving at?” Emma asked. “No way she only wants to help a bunch of student nobodies like us.”

“Whatever’s going on, I don’t like it.” Clarke closed one of the old books. “Let’s pack up and find the others.”
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They met up with Brooke and Sammy then headed for the university’s food court to discuss this new development. The lunch rush had passed, and they picked a quiet table in the corner to have their discussion.

“To summarize,” Clarke said, “we were approached by Plainsborough’s replacement, an elf named Natalie Marsh. On the surface, she merely offered to help a group of students who were researching a topic she’s interested in.”

“I don’t buy it,” Emma said bluntly. “That’s too many coincidences for my tastes.”

“Agreed.” Clarke glanced around the table. “But if her story isn’t the real deal, then what’s the explanation? Is she interested in us? Our activities? Or perhaps the Portal of Gold?”

“You think she knows we killed Plainsborough?” Brooke asked, her ears partially flattened.

“It’s a possibility.” Ashley leaned in with a sigh. “We did what we could to cover our tracks, but we also left a lot of craters and body parts lying around the stadium. Marsh is a demihuman, which means the vampiric control spells aren’t optimized for her. Those spells will prevent humans from perceiving vampires and the supernatural, but she’d see things for what they are, including evidence of our activities. On top of that, I’m not sure she’s hexed.”

“What makes you say that?” Clarke asked.

“The strength of her magical aura. Which could mean she’s allied with a mage clan.”

“I felt it, too,” Emma said. “Very potent, bordering on exceptional for a wood elf. You could be right, Ash. No way she’d read that strong if she was hexed.”

“So, what do we do about her?” Sammy asked. “She’s nosing around our business, so that’s already one strike against her in my book.”

“You think we need to …?” Brooke gestured with a finger across her throat.

“Let’s not jump to conclusions.” Clarke spread a cautioning hand over the table. “Right now, all she did was offer to help us with a school project, even if we believe that offer was disingenuous. Yeah, she’s hiding something, but so is every demihuman in the city.”

“Clarke’s right,” Ashley said. “If Marsh is out to get us, she’s going about it in a rather unusual way. Her introduction alerted us to her presence and put us on guard, which is the opposite of what someone wishing us harm would do.”

“Maybe she was trying to lure you guys into a trap?” Brooke asked.

“What sort of trap?” Ashley countered. “And to what end?”

Brooke gave the angel an indistinct shrug.

“Emma, did you pick up anything from her?” Clarke asked.

“Just surface emotions. She seemed genuinely interested in what we were doing.” The succubus let a smile slip. “And she thinks you’re hot.”

“She’s got good taste in men, at least,” Sammy murmured. “Was she undressing him with her eyes?”

“Not exactly.” Emma tapped her cheek with a thoughtful finger. “It was only the briefest flash when she looked at Clarke, but I did pick up a strong preference for bondage. The ‘tie him to the bed and ride him all night’ kind.”

Clarke grimaced. He knew he should be used to this by now, but Emma’s frank nature still caught him off guard from time to time.

“You picked up all that from a brief emotional blip?” Sammy asked. “How?”

“It’s a gift.” Emma shrugged, her eyes laughing.

“It’s something, all right.” Sammy put her hands behind her head. “Back to the big question: what do we do about the Bondage Librarian?”

All eyes turned to Clarke, and he nodded, recognizing they were once again looking to him for leadership.

“We’ll play this cautiously. An unknown factor has just stepped onto the field, so we’ll curb our activities until we know more. Ashley, you’ll continue looking through the library’s archives since you have your history class to use as cover.”

“Understood. I can also try to monitor her movements with careful use of Scry, though I’ll need to be careful of any Wards she’s set up. With your permission, of course.”

“Go ahead. Everyone else, we’re suspending our current plans. That means we stay clear of the admin building and the cemetery until further notice. We need more information on Marsh first. And on that note, Emma, get in touch with your parents. See if they know anything about the new librarian.”

“Will do. If Marsh has made any sort of impression with the local demihumans, my parents will have caught wind.”

“That’s what I’m hoping for.” Clarke pulled out his phone. “Meanwhile, I’ll give Hepatica a call and ask her to do the same. We’ll decide our next course of action once we know more.”


Six


Hepatica Grey, Fiona Rose, and Oliver Rose all said they needed time to conduct their inquiries—thoroughly but discretely—and hoped to have feedback for Clarke’s team by the end of the week.

Tuesday came and went without incident, and Clarke found time to discuss his theory about Sammy’s magic with Emma. The succubus gave his idea a tentative thumbs up, tempering her response with the fact that very few people properly understood how blood magic worked. Still, a “maybe” was better than a “no,” and that was enough motivation to start exploring possibilities with Sammy.

They explored it that night. Three times, in fact.

The slime girl altered her appearance and dressed up as 2B from NieR: Automata, donning one of her many elaborate costumes, which didn’t stay on her for long. Even though they enjoyed each other’s bodies immensely, no magical progress was made. Still, the mere fact that they were trying brightened Sammy’s mood and lowered her stress level.

Clarke settled in for a week of waiting and magical “testing.” But then Wednesday arrived, and with it a fresh surprise.
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Clarke and Emma were in their Calculus 3 class, seated next to each other near the front, when a woman neither recognized entered the room. She was shockingly beautiful, with pale—almost white—skin and long hair so dark it was difficult to pick out individual strands. She was short and slender—perhaps no older than thirty—and dressed in a pale blue business suit.

The woman walked smartly across the front row, heels clicking on the tiles, almond eyes locked forward. A potent magical aura rippled through Clarke as she passed, and he shivered from the sudden chill. She set her laptop down on the podium and faced the class.

“Greetings everyone.” Her Rs carried hints of a Japanese accent. “My name is Megumi Shimoda. Professor Shimoda. I’ll be taking over from Mr. Mosby for the rest of the semester.”

A hushed murmur spread through the class.

“If you have something to say”—Shimoda swept harsh eyes across the class—“then I expect to see a hand. Otherwise, you will respect me and your fellow classmates by keeping noise to a minimum.”

Most of the commotion died down, but not all of it.

“You two in the back,” Shimoda snapped, pointing at them with a long blue nail. “Keep talking if your goal is to fail this class. I have no issue deducting points for disruptive behavior. If you’re actually interested in learning something, then I suggest you shut your mouths and pay attention.”

The room became deathly quiet.

“That’s better. Now, are there any questions?”

No hands went up.

“Very well. We’ll proceed with today’s lesson.” Shimoda plugged her laptop into the podium and shared her screen with the class. “Resuming the lesson Mr. Mosby began with chapter twenty⁠—”

Clarke glanced over at Emma, who gave him a quick, confused shrug.

He sent her a quick text: She a mage?

No, demihuman, Emma texted back. A yuki-onna, I think. Snow woman.

I’m not familiar with the species. What kind of powers do they have?

Limited flight, the ability to turn incorporeal, and a whole host of ice-based magic.

That explains the chill in the air, Clarke thought. Feels like the room dropped five whole degrees. But what’s going on here? First an unusually powerful demihuman takes over Plainsborough’s old job, now another demihuman—also a strong one by the feel of her aura—starts teaching Heinrich’s class, kicking out the previous substitute.

Is there some connection to the fact that both Plainsborough and Heinrich were vampires we killed? Is some group moving into the power vacuum we created?

And if that’s the case, whose side are these women on?
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“What the hell is going on here?” Clarke asked, sitting down with Emma in the food court.

“I wish I knew.”

Emma pulled two boxed lunches out of her bag, and Clarke opened his. One layer was packed with sushi nigiri: BBQ eel, tamago, smoked salmon, and seared tuna. The second layer contained sealed compartments for a seaweed salad and miso soup along with soy, ginger, and a generous dollop of wasabi.

“Have I told you recently how much I appreciate your meals?” Clarke asked, splitting his chopsticks.

“You have.” Her eyes twinkled at him. “But I don’t mind the extra compliment.”

“Then I’ll keep them coming.” Clarke paused and sighed. “I don’t know what to make of this. Do you?”

“You’re assuming Marsh and Shimoda are connected somehow?”

“We need to treat it that way for now.” Clarke took a bite of his seaweed salad. “Mm. Two dead vampires. Two mysterious women to take their posts. Marsh was suspicious on her own, given her behavior, but now this? You felt the aura coming off Shimoda?”

“Hard to miss it. She must be unhexed, too.”

“Which is another link.” He shook his head. “I’m going to assume those two are working together until someone proves me wrong.”

“I wouldn’t bet against you, that’s for sure.”

“But if some new group is moving in on CCU, who are they, and what are they after? And what’s next? Another demihuman swoops in and claims Rost’s head coach job? Olcott rises from the grave to restart his construction business?”

“Given that you bloodsploded his guts all over the cemetery, I don’t think⁠—”

Clarke’s phone vibrated, and he pulled it out of his pocket.

“Message from Brooke.” He expanded the notification then stared at the text message for long seconds, his expression growing darker and more serious with each passing moment.

“You have got to be kidding me,” he said at last.
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Clarke had avoided CCU stadium ever since Broken Fang fought and defeated three vampires there. Their battle had left enough scars for the place to be closed temporarily for “renovations.”

He made his way through the tunnel leading out onto the field, passing huge paintings on the concrete walls depicting the team mascot.

“The Chestnuts,” he muttered with an inward eyeroll. “Seriously. Who thought that was a good idea?”

He passed the cartoonishly goofy mascot with its too-wide grin and Steamboat Willie eyes then cut to the left, following a path outside the running lanes that looped around the main field.

No evidence remained from the battle. The craters blown in the field had been repaired, and all the blood, gore, and golem bits had been cleared out. The stadium appeared normal again, though Clarke hesitated to take anything on campus at face value. Brooke, along with the rest of the track and field team, were running laps around the football field, where the coach led part of the football team through warmups and stretches.

The new head coach.

Clarke was too far away to get a good look at her.

Brooke caught sight of him and gave him a quick wave. He grabbed a seat near the bottom of the stands.

The low sun ignited part of the sky with a blaze of orange. Shadows cast from the high press boxes stretched across one side of the field. He checked on Brooke’s progress—now pulling ahead of her fellow runners—then turned his attention to the new head coach.

She was a young woman, tall and athletic, with bronze hair in a neat bob. Her blue eyes were bright and sharp, and her long-sleeve turtleneck—striped red and white for the team colors—was tight enough to show her every contour. Two vertical creases in the back made Clarke wonder if she could manifest wings at will.

A succubus, perhaps? Or maybe a dragonkin? Some shifters could form wings as well, both in their hybrid and full werebeast forms.

He needed to get closer without being obvious about it. Fortunately, Brooke provided the necessary excuse. She finished her laps and waved him over, then grabbed two bottled waters from the barrel-shaped cooler. He joined her on the field, accepted a bottle, and twisted the cap off.

“What do you know?” he asked quietly, positioning himself so he could keep an eye on the football practice.

“Her name’s Talia Faraday. She’s taking over as head football coach.”

“The same position Rost held.” Clarke frowned. “That makes three demihuman newcomers replacing three dead vampires at pretty much the same time. Something’s up.”

“Three?”

“Emma and I had the pleasure of meeting Heinrich’s new replacement. A yuki-onna named Megumi Shimoda. Strong, too. Probably unhexed.”

“Oh, wow. This is getting interesting.”

“That’s one way to put it. Have you gotten close enough to Faraday to sense her aura?”

“No, but I doubt I’d be much help there. I’m rubbish at detecting magic.” She flashed a guilty grin. “I’m more the rip and tear sort.”

“We all have our roles.” He surveyed the field. “Okay, I want to get close to her without looking suspicious. We need to know what we’re dealing with, and that means sampling her magic. You think the two of us can cross the field and exit through the gate on the far side without drawing attention to ourselves?”

“Should work as long as we don’t try to cut through the team. Give me a moment.” Brooke gulped down her water, crushed the plastic bottle, and tossed it into a recycling bin. She shouldered her gym bag. “Okay, ready.”

“Then let’s go.”

Clarke followed Brooke across the field as she took an arching path around the football team⁠—

—and directly behind the new head coach.

Faraday gave them a quick glance, but nothing more substantial as they passed. She raised a whistle to her lips and blew out a sharp note.

“All right! On your feet! Time to do some laps.”

The football team let out a collective groan and climbed to their feet.

“I’ll hear none of that manbaby whining,” Faraday added sharply. “You want to win, you got to put in the time. Now let’s see some hustle!”

Clarke opened his senses to the ambient magic, but that effort proved unnecessary, because Faraday’s aura blasted into his mind like a peal of thunder, full of rushing wind and torrential rain. He caught a flash of leathery wings and the rough texture of hardened scales.

Dragonkin, he thought. Good to know.
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That evening, Clarke and all five ladies of Broken Fang met with Hepatica Grey and Emma’s parents over at the coven’s home. They convened in the basement, where Hepatica’s daughters had set out pitchers of coffee and tea alongside several snack platters stocked with assorted fruit, cookies, sliced meats, cheese, and crackers.

Sammy grabbed a fistful of cookies and shoved them directly into her neck. Clarke gave her a mild look of reproach, but she only shrugged.

“What? I’m hungry.”

“Quite a curious turn of events.” Hepatica drummed her nails on the hardwood tabletop. “Three demihumans—a wood elf, a yuki-onna, and a bronze dragonkin—pop up out of nowhere to claim the vacated posts of three dead vampires. And all of them are unhexed?”

“We believe so,” Clarke replied. “Each woman possesses a strong magical aura. At least on par with you and your daughters. Perhaps even stronger.”

“Which means they’re not bothering to Conceal their power.” Hepatica nodded thoughtfully. “I wonder how significant that fact is.”

“I’m curious as well.” Clarke leaned in, forearm across the table. “These three—whoever they are—aren’t doing a good job of hiding their abilities or blending in. They’ve taken all three vacated posts within a matter of days, which already looks suspicious, and on top of that, they’re radiating a ton of magic. They might as well have shot a flare into the sky and shouted ‘Here we are!’ It’s like they’re trying to draw attention to themselves.”

“You think that’s their goal?” Ixia asked. “Or one of them, anyway.”

“Maybe, but if so, the question becomes why. What’s the benefit of getting people to notice them? What do these three hope to gain?” Clarke looked over at Hepatica. “Have you uncovered anything so far? At least with Marsh.”

“Not yet, though I still have several open inquiries.” Hepatica gave them a small smile. “So far, she doesn’t appear to have any obvious affiliations with the mage clans. I will, of course, be asking the same questions when it comes to Shimoda and Faraday.”

“Fiona and I haven’t discovered anything of note, either.” Oliver Rose sat forward and flexed his muscular incubus wings. “Marsh is new to this area, that much we can say. Moved into a modest apartment along the south side of Chester Creek a few days ago. Other than that, she hasn’t made herself known to the local demihuman community in any meaningful way.”

“I Scried her apartment after the Roses sent us her address.” Ashley shook her head, and her hairband dimmed. “It’s Warded.”

“Naturally.” Clarke let out a weary sigh. “Of course she’d protect her apartment.”

“No way I can see inside without giving myself away.”

“Then hold off on the more invasive probing. At least until we’ve exhausted other quieter options. But keep at it with the low-power Scrying, and add Shimoda and Faraday to the list. I expect all of them to have defenses against casual snooping, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

“Understood, Clarke. I’ll keep at it.”

“Three women.” He tapped a finger on the table. “Three mysterious, powerful women. What is going on here?”

“There may be more than three,” Emma said. “We should consider the possibility these women aren’t the only people involved.”

“You’re absolutely right.” Clarke swept his eyes around the table. “And there’s also another wrinkle to keep in mind; the chance these three women are vampires, and they’ve come here to claim the territory we freed from Heinrich, Rost, and Plainsborough.”

“A possibility we can’t ignore, certainly.” Hepatica’s violet eyes were cool and cautious. “Though their lack of subtlety leads me to believe that isn’t the case. If so, perhaps the opposite is true?”

“That they’re potential allies in our fight against the vampires?”

“We should analyze the situation from all possible angles, lest a golden opportunity slip through our fingers.”

“Oh, boy.” Brooke’s ears drooped. “Talk about two extremes. Are they vampires or not? Are they allies or not?”

“What we need is more information.” Clarke sat back. “So that’s our next objective. Hepatica, Mr. and Mrs. Rose, please keep at it. Find out what you can. Meanwhile, Broken Fang is going to do some investigative work of our own. We need to get magically sensitive members close to Marsh, Shimoda, and Faraday. Close enough and for a long enough time to sniff out any vampiric magic. And it wouldn’t hurt for us to get a good look at their offices, if we can swing it.”

“That means me, Ashley, or Emma,” Ixia said.

“I would appreciate it if we kept my pregnant daughter in a support role,” Hepatica said, her words soft yet carrying a great deal of force. “You understand, of course. Don’t you, Clarke?”

“I do. And I agree with you there.”

Ixia shrugged. “Ashley or Emma, then.”

“Actually, Clarke would be perfect for this,” Emma said.

“You sure?” He gave the succubus a doubtful look. “You and Ashley are much more sensitive than I am.”

“True, but your blood knight abilities grant you a natural sensitivity to vampiric magic, which is what we need. Plus, your ability to detect and analyze magic has come a long way; you’re already close to my level, and I’d say you surpass any of us when it comes to sniffing out vampires.”

“She’s got a point,” Ixia agreed. “I hadn’t considered the blood knight angle.”

“All right, then.” Clarke nodded. “We’ll work to get me into close proximity with each woman.”

Sammy snorted and grabbed another handful of cookies.

“Not that close.” He gave the slime girl a fierce side eye.

“Why not?” Sammy organized the cookies into a stack. “If they’re vampires, then that’ll be the perfect time to stick ’em with the old thirstblade. And if they’re friendlies, well, they’ll end up in the sack with you eventually.”

Emma’s eyes lit up and she did a little bounce in her seat.

“I’m not investigating these women by trying to have sex with them.”

“Suit yourself, Clarke.” Sammy drove the stack of cookies into her neck. “Just saying you should play to your strengths.”

“Is this a serious suggestion?”

“Maybe.” Sammy winked at him.

“All joking aside,” Brooke cut in, “how are we going to do this?”

“Let’s consider our approach to each woman in isolation,” Clarke began. “Emma and I are already in Professor Shimoda’s calc class, so that gives us a ready-made excuse. We’ll request a private tutoring session. That’ll place us close to her for an extended period and may give us access to her office, if we’re lucky.

“Coach Faraday is going to be more difficult. I don’t have any involvement in the sports curriculum, and neither do most of us. Brooke, you’re all we’ve got. Think you can find a way to maneuver Faraday close to me and hold her there for a while?”

“You mean without knocking her out and dragging her over?”

“Preferably.”

“I’m sure I can come up with something.” Brooke lowered her head and rubbed her chin. Her ears perked up suddenly. “Here’s an idea. The football coach is a kind of first among equals amongst the other coaches, so I can try going to Faraday with a complaint about the track and field staff. Maybe I can ask to speak to her off to the side, close to where you’re sitting, and then just run my mouth.”

“I like it. We’ll go with that.”

“That only leaves Librarian Marsh,” Ashley said.

“Bondage Queen Librarian Marsh,” Sammy corrected, grabbing more cookies. “Got to get her title right.”

“Whatever.” Ashley sniffed and raised her chin. “Clarke, want me to ask her for assistance on my paper? She did extend the invitation, after all.”

“We could, but I’d like to avoid drawing attention to our interest in the university’s history, and I want you to stay focused on your Scrying. Sammy?”

“Hmm?” The slime girl pushed another stack of cookies into her neck, and the bulge traveled down her throat. “Yeah?”

“How’s a bit of polymorphic reconnaissance sound to you?”


Seven


“That concludes the lesson for today.” Professor Shimoda surveyed the class with a cold gaze, her mouth a thin, severe line. “Are there any questions?”

No one raised a hand.

“Very well. Class dismissed.” The yuki-onna unplugged her laptop and placed it in her computer bag.

The class began filing out the door. Emma approached the podium while Clarke hung back.

“Professor?” Emma asked, her tone both nervous and respectful.

“Yes, Miss …?” Shimoda slung her computer bag’s strap over a shoulder, eyeing the succubus carefully.

“Emma Rose. I was wondering if I could have a minute of your time.”

“That’s about all I can spare. I’m due to attend a faculty meeting in ten minutes. What do you need?”

“I’m having a bit of trouble with the current chapter on partial derivatives.”

“And yet you didn’t ask any questions during class.”

“Yes, well …” Emma flashed an apologetic smile.

“Did it occur to you that other students might have the same questions and might benefit from the answer?”

“To be honest, I think the issues I’m having go a bit further than that. I was hoping you’d be available for a private tutoring session.” Emma cringed a little. “Please?”

“Hmm.” Shimoda frowned and adjusted the strap over her shoulder. “You’re sure this isn’t something we can review in class?”

“I suppose we could, but I have a lot of questions.”

Shimoda pursed her lips doubtfully and pulled out her phone. She opened a faculty webpage and scrolled through several spreadsheets.

“I’m rather surprised by your request.” The yuki-onna looked up from her phone. “Your grades have been excellent so far.”

“That’s only because of the tutoring I received from Professor Heinrich. Math is actually one of my weaker subjects.”

Not true on both counts, Clarke thought, but Shimoda has no way of knowing that. Nicely played, Emma.

“Very well. I suppose this is part of my responsibilities here as well.” Shimoda opened her calendar app. “I have an opening at six today. Will that suffice?”

“It will. Thank you, Professor.”

“Meet me at my office. I expect you there when I arrive. If you aren’t, I’ll lock up and go home. Understood?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be there. Also”—Emma gestured back to Clarke, who stepped over—“would it be all right if my boyfriend joined us?”

“Whatever for?”

“I wouldn’t mind listening in,” Clarke said. “I’m not struggling as much as Emma, but a little reinforcement wouldn’t hurt.”

“Fine,” Shimoda sighed more than said. “But I expect you to pay attention. If you start playing on your phone, we’re done. You hear me?”

“Loud and clear, ma’am,” Clarke replied. “You’ll have no issues with me.”

“That remains to be seen.” Shimoda regarded them both with hints of a frown. “But I suppose I can appreciate your initiative. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m needed over in the admin building.”
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“How do I look?”

Sammy spread her arms, approaching Clarke on the library’s second floor. Her current form was tall, lanky, and awkward. The long sleeves of her tan sweatshirt covered her arms up to the fingertips and her faded blue jeans were ripped at the knees. Her narrow face, sunken cheeks, and aquiline nose added the effect, as did her flat, lifeless head of dirt-brown hair.

“Wow,” Clarke said. “I hardly recognize you.”

“What do you mean, ‘hardly’? I was going for ‘not at all’.”

“Your eyes and voice are still the same.”

“Whoops! Let me take care of that.” She closed her eyes, and something squirmed behind her eyelids. When she opened them, they were as brown and dreary as the rest of her. She cleared her throat several times, and the pitch turned scratchy. “Thanks for the reminder. Those parts are easy to miss. How about now?”

“Perfect. Even I wouldn’t recognize you like that, and I know your body better than most.”

“That you do.” Sammy gave him a smoky smile with her new face.

“Ready for the next step?”

“Almost. Where are you going to wait?”

“Over there.” Clarke pointed. “At the table on the other side of those shelves.”

“And all I need to do is track down Marsh and get her over there. Got it. Be back, uh … when I’m back.”

She returned twenty minutes later and guided Marsh to the target shelves.

“But, Mrs. Marsh,” Sammy complained in her new, nasal voice, “I already checked the stacks. It’s not here!”

“It’s got to be. No one’s checked it out in months.”

“But it’s not! I looked all over the place and⁠—”

Clarke filtered out the conversation and focused on the magical presence behind him. He detected Sammy first, with her web of contradictions, and then focused on the presence beside her.

The magic radiating off Natalie Marsh possessed a woodsy, earthy quality, similar to what he’d detected during their first meeting, but those sensations had been collected without warning or effort—just random spillage that tickled his arcane senses.

Now, with greater focus and preparation, he picked out the finer details within her aura. There was chaos and sharpness within her—prickly barbs, too—along with a wild potential lingering beneath the surface. That aspect poked out at times, like a hand under the bedsheets stretching upward, huge and raw but impossible to observe directly.

He’d sensed magic like this before. Not identical, but close enough for him to make the connection.

Natalie Marsh wasn’t just a wood elf.

She was also a shifter.

He couldn’t discern what kind; the most common shifters around Chester Creek were werewolves and werebears, and she didn’t strike him as either of those. But beyond those two possibilities, there were a lot of different shifter variants, and he’d only met a handful since he’d become aware of their existence.

Still, the realization she was a shifter paled in comparison to what he didn’t detect in her aura.

There were no sensations of blood or iron.

Nothing that would indicate she was a vampire.

No subtle leakage or blurring from a Concealment spell either.

And no signs of a vampiric hex of any kind.

She was, as far as he could tell, just another demihuman. Unhexed and powerful, but otherwise normal.

“See?” Sammy whined. “I told you it wasn’t here!”

“All right. I believe you now. Let’s check at the front desk. Maybe someone pulled it off the stacks and didn’t put it back once they were finished. If so, then a page may have already collected it; it just hasn’t been put back here yet.”

“You think so?” Sammy’s nasal response turned hopeful.

“Only one way to find out. Come on. Let’s have a look.”

Sammy returned to Clarke about fifteen minutes later. She dropped a massive treatise on Roman aqueducts onto the table.

“Was that long enough?” she asked, her voice back to normal.

“Plenty. Where’s Marsh now?”

“She left the building. Won’t be back for an hour.”

“Then now’s our chance.” He rose and handed her a gym bag stuffed with her disguises.

They made their way to the first-floor restrooms. Clarke waited outside, and when Sammy emerged, it was in her Natalie Marsh disguise, dressed in a cream blouse and gray pencil skirt. The outfit didn’t match Marsh’s attire exactly, but they hoped it would be enough to avoid casual scrutiny.

“This way, Mr. Clarke.” Sammy fitted on a pair of fake glasses and winked at him. She led the way to the head librarian’s office, and the few pages and assistant librarians they passed didn’t give them a second glance.

They reached the door, and Sammy made a show of fumbling for her keys.

Clarke cast Minor Telekinesis on the lock, and it clicked open.

Sammy pantomimed unlocking the door, and they were in. She shut the door quietly behind them.

The office was a work-in-progress with boxes piled up next to a wide, wooden desk. Framed portraits of previous head librarians adorned the walls (Plainsborough was notably missing), and a fake potted plant sat in one corner.

Clarke began a slow circuit of the room, brushing his hand across the walls, boxes, and limited furniture. He detected the Ward embedded into the walls—a simple yet strong deterrent meant to blind magical eyes peering in from afar—but that was the only arcane element in the room. The walls held no other secrets, and the boxes were devoid of any hint of magic. Whatever they contained, he wasn’t interested in them.

He completed the lap in a few minutes.

“Nothing besides the Ward,” he declared. “Let’s get out of here.”
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“You ready, Clarke?” Brooke leaned over the low wall at the base of the stands, her heavy breasts resting atop the edge.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” He reclined in the bleachers, a foot over his knee as he tried to appear casually bored.

“Okay! Here goes.”

Brooke scampered out onto the field. She approached Coach Faraday, who was monitoring the team’s exercise progress but was otherwise unengaged. The two exchanged words, Brooke wearing her best “sorrowful puppy” expression while Faraday appeared both confused and somewhat irritated. Brooke gestured to the stands several times, and Faraday eventually relented and followed her over.

The pair stopped between the track and field lanes and the stands.

Not as close as I’d prefer, Clarke thought, but I can work with this.

“You see, Coach,” he heard Brooke begin, “it’s like this⁠—”

He tuned out the conversation and closed his eyes, devoting all his focus to parsing through the magic around him. He sensed Brooke’s magic—hot and powerful, panting with latent energy beneath the surface. He consciously set those sensations aside, differentiating them from the magic radiating off the dragonkin.

Faraday’s aura was like a thunderstorm, full of roaring wind, lashing rain, and deafening cracks of thunder encompassing the harsh touch of scales and the flapping of wide, leathery wings. She was a dragonkin through and through. A bronze dragonkin, with affinities for water and lightning magic. All the elements of the storm were hers to command, and those elements suffused her rich, potent magic.

More importantly, her magic carried not the faintest hint of blood or iron. Like Marsh, she was just one more demihuman. Powerful and unhexed, but devoid of the sinister edge he associated with vampiric spells.

I’m beginning to wonder if these women really could become our allies, he thought. They’re not lacking in the magical department, that’s for sure.

He opened his eyes and listened in.

“I understand your concerns,” Faraday said, her tone edging toward exasperation. “Look, I’ll talk to Coach Nelson. That’s all I can promise right now, all right?”

“Thanks, Coach! I really appreciate this!”

Faraday headed back onto the field, and Brooke came over.

“What did you tell her?” he asked.

“That the track and field coach is a pervert.”

“Ouch. Is he?”

“He likes to check out my butt when he thinks I’m not looking, and he’s been known to get a little too touchy-feely with us ladies.”

“Is this a problem we need to deal with?”

“Nah, I’m good.” Brooke spread her hand over the wall’s edge, and her nails extended into claws. She made a fist, and the razor-sharp edges scratched narrow grooves in the concrete. “Looks are free, but if he ever gets handsy, I’ll deal with him.”

“You wouldn’t kill him, would you?”

“Oh, no no. Nothing like that. But he may lose the use of that hand.”

“Hmm.” Clarke rose and shrugged. “Sounds fair. Keep an eye on Faraday. Let us know if she heads back to her office early.”

“Will do.”

Clarke made for the closest stadium restrooms and found Sammy outside, already in her Coach Faraday disguise. She tugged on her too-tight Chestnuts turtleneck.

“Good enough?” she asked in the dragonkin’s voice.

“Perfect. Let’s go.”

They cut through the stadium’s inner passages and made their way to the offices. Only a few lights were on, and the coaches inside were engrossed in the daily grind. Sammy led them to Faraday’s office, and Clarke magicked the lock open.

Historic team photos covered one wall, and the shelves behind the desk were stocked with trophies and memorabilia. Other than that, it reminded Clarke of Marsh’s office, with stacked boxes and a newly-installed desktop computer.

The only magic he detected was the Ward, a strong yet basic variant of the core spell. Besides that, nothing remarkable.

Faraday and her office were both clean with not a whiff of vampiric anything.

“We’re done here,” Clarke told Sammy after a few minutes.
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Clarke had to hustle to make his appointment with Shimoda. He arrived with only three minutes to spare.

Emma looked up from her watch. “Cutting it a bit close.”

“Sorry. Couldn’t be helped.”

“Find out anything interesting today?”

“A little, but nothing alarming. I’ll tell you more once we’re not in public.”

Emma gave him an understanding nod, and they waited for Shimoda to arrive.

The yuki-onna proved as punctual as Ashley.

“Good. You’re both here.” Shimoda unlocked her office and headed in, not bothering to hold the door for them.

Clarke did hold the door for Emma, who flashed a quick smile as she slipped inside the office. The room was much the same as the others, with a stack of boxes and a desk uncluttered by papers, knickknacks, or personal effects. The only difference was the docking station for Shimoda’s laptop versus the desktops in the other two offices.

Emma sat down on the stool opposite Shimoda and pulled out her laptop. The yuki-onna slotted her laptop into place and waited for her monitor to switch on. There weren’t any other seats, so Clarke leaned against the back wall. He shivered when his back touched the cold surface, then crossed his arms and gave his shoulders a quick rub.

How low did she set the temperature? he thought, wondering if his breath would start to fog.

“Now”—Shimoda knitted her fingers—“what seems to be giving you trouble?”

“I guess my biggest issue is with …”

Clarke let the conversation fade into the background. He kept his eyes on the pair, feigning interest in the tutoring session, but it was all for show. Emma knew the material better than he did, which actually gave her the advantage in stringing Shimoda along with their little farce.

Meanwhile, Clarke focused on the yuki-onna’s aura, powerful and frigid and uninviting. Sensations of harsh, cutting wind that stripped the heat from his bones and images of deep snow crunching underfoot filled his thoughts alongside sharp edges of ice and an ethereal sense of weightlessness.

Shimoda’s aura was everything he’d expected it would be. And, like the other two, devoid of vampiric influence. No signs of vampiric hexes, either.

He expanded his focus to the room itself, scanning across his surroundings. He would have preferred to make physical contact with each wall and box, but Shimoda would have kicked them out if he tried.

The power radiating off Emma and Shimoda partially blinded him, like trying to pick out stars next to the sun, but he managed to filter both sources out with slow, careful concentration. The room itself held no surprises. Just the simple Ward he’d expected to find, and nothing else.

Shimoda was clean, as far as he could tell.

And so were Marsh and Faraday.

Could these three really be the allies we need? he wondered. Maybe not, but at least they don’t appear to be our enemies, and that’s good enough for me right now.


Eight


“Let’s recap what we’ve learned.” Clarke stood at the head of the mansion’s kitchen table, the ladies of Broken Fang assembled with him. “We have three powerful demihumans on campus now. Marsh is an unhexed wood elf shifter, Faraday is an unhexed bronze dragonkin, and Shimoda is an unhexed yuki-onna. None of them show any signs of vampiric magic, either on their persons or in their offices.

“About the only surprise we came across is Marsh’s shifter nature. I don’t know what kind she is, but she’s not a werewolf or werebear. I have enough experience around those kinds to have spotted the tells.”

“What did Marsh’s shifter magic feel like to you?” Brooke asked.

“It was sort of prickly.”

“Hmm. Prickly, you say. Prickly, prickly.” Brooke crossed her arms and frowned. “Nope. Got nothing.”

“All three of them being unhexed bothers me.” Sammy tore open a box of Chips Ahoy! and shook the contents into a bowl. “My question is who unhexed them and why?”

“You going to eat all that?” Brooke asked.

“Was planning to. Why? You want one?”

“Just the one.” Brooke made a shy reaching gesture toward the bowl. “If you don’t mind.”

“Here.” Sammy offered the bowl. “Help yourself.”

“Thanks!” Brooke picked out a single cookie.

“Anyone else want some?” Sammy swung the bowl around the table, her arm stretching to reach the others. “Grab them while you can.”

Both Ixia and Emma selected a cookie each, after which Sammy opened wide and dumped the rest down her gullet, not bothering to chew or swallow.

“Back to my point,” the slime girl continued, “who set these three up? They in tight with a mage clan or something?”

“I highly doubt that,” Ixia said. “My mom has been asking all the right people within the mage community. None of them have heard about these three. Either one of the clans is keeping their patronage a secret, or they have no affiliation with any of the clans.”

“It may be Faraday who handled the unhexing.” Emma nibbled on her cookie. “Unhexed dragonkin aren’t unheard-of. Take Linda Sarkany, for example.”

“You mean the owner of The Establishment?” Ixia asked. “The place in downtown Chester Creek that caters to the shifter crowd?”

“The same,” Emma replied. “There isn’t a hex on the planet that could touch Sarkany. Granted, she’s an exceptionally powerful dragonkin, but my point is people like her exist. Dragonkin also enjoy a number of natural resistances, which adds to the difficulty of hexing them. Given how powerful Faraday is, it’s reasonable to assume either she’s never been hexed or hers took hold in a weakened state and she found some other means to dispel it.”

“Makes sense.” Ixia nodded. “And if we assume that, then Faraday may have cleared the hexes on the other two.”

“Okay,” Sammy said. “Let’s say you two are right. What does that really tell us? We still don’t know why they’re here or what their objective is. They’re drawing attention to themselves by taking the jobs of dead vampires and parading around unhexed, and yet they’re not reaching out to the city’s demihumans. Right, Emma?”

“That’s right. My parents haven’t turned up anything on these three, other than that they all live in fairly modest apartments. Nothing unusual there. I was expected to find all three clustered together, but their apartments are spread around town. Also, one more note about Shimoda: while she was tutoring me, I tried to redirect the session to different topics, but she declined to bite each time. My guess is she wasn’t prepared to teach those topics, which is another sign she’s play-acting as a math professor. Granted, she’s doing a very convincing job, but there are cracks in the performance if you look hard enough.”

“Ashley,” Clarke said, “have you had any luck with your Scrying?”

“No, I’m afraid. I poked at the other two apartments after Mr. Rose sent me the addresses, but they’re both Warded. I’d need to push harder to bust through those defenses, and that opens us up to my spells being backtracked. Would you like me to ramp up my efforts?”

“No. We’ll continue to keep a low profile.” Clarke rested his fingertips on the table. “The good news is we do not have three more vampires to kill. Yes, they’re powerful, and they’re up to … something. But they haven’t taken any hostile actions toward us or anyone else in this city. Are they potential allies? Possibly, yes. Is it worth the risk for us to find out? Maybe. So, if we wanted to reach out to them, how would we do it while minimizing the risk?”

“Whoever acts as our liaison would need a means of escape.” Ixia flexed her hand, and arcane energy crackled between her fingers. “I could probably come up with an emergency Get Out of Jail Free card. Load a spell or two onto a delivery device. Not a bullet, obviously. Maybe use a variant of Concealment mixed with low level Invisibility.”

“You going to use those grenades I saw in your workshop?” Sammy asked.

“Maybe.” Ixia flashed a mischievous smile. “A smoke grenade would make distributing the spell a lot easier.” She faced Clarke, her expression turning serious. “Let me think on it and get back to you.”

“Sounds promising. Looking forward to what you come up with.”

“I can help out as well.” Sammy pointed a thumb at her chest. “I’m the logical choice to contact our mystery trio, since I can keep my identity hidden. No need for us to reveal more to them than we have to.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Clarke nodded. “That was some good work out there, Sammy. You juggled three different disguises and made it look easy. You’re absolutely the right person to make contact with them.”

Sammy blushed at the praise, her exposed skin and hair all reddening briefly.

“Is this our next objective, then?” Emma asked. “Making contact with Faraday and the others?”

“Not yet,” Clarke replied. “We’ll continue to keep an eye on them, but at the moment, I don’t see any clear threat to our own activities. We held back our campus investigations this week, but it’s time to move forward with them. Starting Monday, we’re back to it. Ashley, I want you to keep hitting the archives. Find out everything you can about the admin building and the cemetery.”

“You’ve got it, Clarke.”

“Meanwhile, Sammy and I will see what we can learn at the admin building. We’ve identified several discrepancies in the drawings, and I want a closer look at each of them.”

“I’ll pick one of the administrative assistants and put together a disguise.” Sammy wiggled her fingers. “I can always force the poor soul to take a restroom break while we’re snooping around. Also, if you’re going to join me, I have some thoughts on how we can keep your identity hidden as well.”

“Let’s hear them.”

“The thing is, I weigh around a hundred and twenty pounds. To a regular human, that’s a lot of weight to be lugging around. However, to a human with shifter magic coursing through his veins, a hundred twenty is a minor nuisance.”

“You want me to carry you?”

“More like you’ll wear me. As a fat suit.”

Clarke raised both eyebrows.

“Here’s what I’m thinking.” Sammy leaned in. “We pick someone roughly your height, and I … flesh out your figure. That means we go in as one ‘person.’”

“Wow, I hadn’t thought of that.”

“It would certainly reduce his chances of detection,” Emma said. “And, if the situation demands it, this allows us to move two combatants into position more discretely.”

“That, too.” Sammy leaned back. “Now, I can’t pull this off with anyone else thanks to my toxins, but with the way Clarke’s magic detection skills have improved, he’s the ideal partner, anyway.”

“Sammy, this is a great idea,” Clarke said. “Stellar thinking. We’ll pick sometime this weekend and practice the technique.”

“You’ve got it, boss.”

“All right, ladies.” He pushed off the table and stood up. “I know this is a bit of a contradiction, given what we’ve been discussing and everything we need to accomplish, but let’s try to rest up this weekend. I have the feeling next week is going to be a busy one.”
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Clarke popped into Ixia’s workshop that Saturday morning after breakfast. He’d expected to find Ixia on the floor etching out a new magic circle, and she was, but Ashley and Emma were with her, loading runic arcs along the circle with their magic.

“Ladies.” He greeted them with a nod. “Looks like progress is being made.”

“It definitely is.” Ixia pushed up off her knees. “Here, let me show you what we’re working on.”

Clarke joined her by the equipment rack. She picked up a matte gray cylinder.

“A civilian smoke grenade modeled after the M18 from World War II.” Ixia handed it over. “Pull pin and throw. Smoke pours out the top. Easy peasy, and you even have a choice of color. How’s red sound to our resident blood knight?”

“Works for me.”

“We load this sucker with our combo-spell, and the magic infuses both the starting mixture and the filler. The smoke that pours out will carry the spell with it, spreading its influence.”

“What’s the spell?”

“A combination of Concealment and Invisibility, like I suggested. Now, it’s not like these spells will turn you into the Invisible Man or something, but they will make detecting you difficult. The Invisibility portion of the spell also gets finicky when you come into contact with other objects, but you can get around that by grabbing Sammy and Flying away.

“We’re going to tune this first one to you and Sammy, but I may make the others more generic so any of us can use them. Those will be harder to enchant, but the upside is they’ll be more flexible in the field. For this first one, I want to make sure it’s ready for you by Monday.”

“Sounds good,” Clarke said. “How do I deploy the spell itself? Do I just make sure the smoke touches both me and Sammy?”

“Pretty much. The magic in the smoke will have an affinity for your auras and will latch onto you and no one else. That’s important, because it means you don’t have to worry about turning whoever you’re trying to run from invisible. Smoke them up all you want; it won’t cause any problems.”

Clarke turned the grenade over in his hands. “A getaway in a bottle, then.”

“That’s the goal. The overlapping spells mean this thing has a shelf life of a month or two before the magic degrades, but that’s my only concern right now.”

“Easy enough to work around. Great job, Ixia.” He handed the smoke grenade over. “Keep it up.”

“Will do!”
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“Oh, like this is fair.” Ixia crossed her arms.

All six members of Broken Fang had gathered in the basketball court. Brooke and Sammy had already cleared away the padding on the floor and walls, and everyone had changed into T-shirts and shorts except for Sammy, who wore her biking leathers and helmet, covering every inch of her skin.

“Why do I have to be one of the team captains?” Ixia continued. “Clarke’s going to cream me!”

Sammy snorted out a laugh, and Emma waggled her eyebrows. Ashley stared at the others as if she didn’t get the joke, which was probably the case.

“I mean—” Ixia made a shooing gesture at the other women. “Oh, never mind! Let’s just get this beatdown over with.”

“I’m not sure there was any fairer way to do this.” Clarke dribbled a basketball next to Ixia with the others lined up, ready to be drafted. “We drew straws, and this is what we got.”

Sammy snorted again.

“It was random,” Clarke asked. “Wasn’t it?”

“Eh. Sort of.”

“Sammy.”

“Hey. All I did was make sure you were one of the team captains. Otherwise, we all know who’d get drafted first.”

All five ladies nodded in unison.

“Ixia just happened to draw the short straw,” Sammy added. “Literally this time. Besides, isn’t she juiced up on potions?”

“To manage my pregnancy,” Ixia snapped back. “The regimen I’m on basically makes my womb the equivalent of Fort Knox. It’s almost impossible for me to have a miscarriage.”

“So?”

“So, that means I’m not loaded with performance-enhancing effects. I’m literally just a regular human, and look what I’m dealing with! Two of you have superhuman strength. Three of you can fly, and one of those is a freaking blood knight!”

“You can still use your magic,” Sammy pointed out.

“Most of my magic is support-based. You going to hold still while I draw out the circle?”

“Hmm. Yeah. Guess you’ve got a point there.”

“Can I at least draft first?”

“Go right ahead,” Clarke said. “Ladies first, after all.”

“Thanks. Always the gentleman.” Ixia stepped forward and surveyed her options.

“Ooh! Ooh!” Brooke threw up her hand. “Pick me!”

“You don’t want to be on Clarke’s team anymore?” Ixia asked.

“Got a different idea now! I’m more likely to bump into him if I’m not.”

“Damn, I didn’t think of that.” Sammy raised her hand. “Pick me instead. I’m the better choice.”

“I’m faster and stronger,” Brooke countered.

“Yeah, but I can reach the hoop with my feet still on the ground.”

“Why not let Ixia pick the first two, then?” Emma asked, eyes alight with mischief. “That would be fair, don’t you think?”

“Hold up.” Sammy glared at the succubus. “I’m sensing a trap.”

“What do you mean?”

“If Ixia, me, and Brooke are all on the same team, that means Clarke’s entire team can fly!”

“Oh, drat.” Emma snapped her fingers. “You saw right through me.”

“We going to pick teams or not?” Brooke bounced on her heels. “Come on. Let’s get to the good part!”

“All right, all right.” Ixia reviewed her choices once more. “Brooke, you’re with me.”

“Yes!”

“Sammy, over here.”

“You got it, Clarke!” The slime girl jogged over and joined him.

“Emma, with me.” Ixia waved the succubus over.

“It’ll be my pleasure.”

“Uh. Why’d you have to say it like that?”

“No reason. Am I making you uncomfortable?”

“A little.”

“Ashley, you’re with me,” Clarke said.

“Remind me again why I’m here.”

“Because the six of us make an even number,” Sammy said. “This is an important team building exercise.”

The celestial sighed. “If you say so.”

“You know how to play, right?” Clarke asked.

“I read through the rules. The basics seem simple enough to grasp. Acquire ball. Put ball through hoop.”

“We ready to play?” Ixia asked.

“Ready.” Clarke stepped up to the middle of the court.

“Brooke, you’re on.” Ixia motioned the wolf girl forward.

“Hell yeah!” Brooke punched her palm and met Clarke in the middle.

“Game on, chumps!” Sammy dropped her visor with a loud click.

Clarke tossed the ball high into the air. Both he and Brooke leaped for it at the same time, but then a golden, pearly glint flashed out of the corner of his eye. Ashley shot by overhead and slammed the ball through the hoop. She hung on the rim, swinging back and forth, then dropped to the floor, wings folded, halo glowing bright.

“Two points for Team Clarke.” Ashley summoned the ball to her hand with a Telekinesis spell.

“Well, that was anticlimactic.” Sammy planted her hands on her hips. “Ash, I’m not sure that’s the best approach.”

“Why? Should I have gone for three points instead?”

“What you should do is dribble up to the hoop.”

“The rules say otherwise. I only need to release the ball to start my dribble after my second step. I took no steps to reach the hoop. Therefore, it was a legal move.”

“Yeah, but …” Sammy gave Clarke a helpless shrug. “Help me out here.”

“Ashley, perhaps it would be best if you and I limit the flight time.” Clarke accepted the ball from the angel.

“That’ll place our team at a disadvantage. We might not win.”

“Winning isn’t everything.”

“It’s not?” Ashley’s face creased in confusion. “But the rules say otherwise. The entire premise of the game is to score more points than your opponent. I can help us do that.”

“I know, but⁠—”

“It’s all right, Clarke,” Ixia said. “Let her play the way she wants. We’ll just have to adapt. Won’t we, ladies?”

“That we will.” Emma spread her wings and took to the air.

“Time to get serious.” Brooke’s voice deepened, and her limbs lengthened. Fur sprouted from her skin, and her snout extruded. “‘Adaptation’ is my middle name.”

“I thought it was Fuzzball,” Sammy quipped.

“Technically, yes. But I was speaking metaphorically.”

“Wait a second.” Clarke gave the werewolf a curious look. “Your full name is Brooke Fuzzball Hawthorne.”

“Yep! Fuzzball’s the wolf name from my mother’s side. I got Hawthorne from my dad.”

“Huh. You learn something every day.” Clarke raised the ball. “You ready?”

“Toss it!”

Clarke launched the ball high into the air, and Brooke leaped immediately, but not at the ball. Her feet landed on Clarke’s shoulders, and she catapulted herself upward with a second thrust of her legs, throwing him to the floor. He skidded across the hardwood and scrambled back to his feet.

Brooke reached her zenith near the rafters, clawed hands reaching for the ball. She’d nearly touched it when Ashley snatched it away and zipped around her. The angel’s wings folded in, and she dove toward the hoop.

“Not this time!” Ixia shouted, and violet energy snapped down her arm. “Let’s see how you like being Dazed!”

Light exploded out of the witch’s palm. The spell blinded Clarke and filled his ears with a loud ringing. Emma fell onto her butt, clutching her head, and Brooke crashed on top of Clarke while Sammy flopped over and oozed outward into a wide, pink puddle, her biking leathers floating in the center.

Clarke blinked the harsh afterimages away, disorientation clouding his thoughts. The court spun around him, but he forced the two images back into focus⁠—

—only to see Ashley divebomb headfirst into the floor, her neck contorting with a loud crunch!

“Oh, shit!” Ixia gasped.

The angel slid across the polished hardwood, and the ball bounced out of her limp hands.

“Ashley?” Clarke pushed Brooke aside and struggled to his feet. He crossed the court, still blinking. “You okay?”

“What happened?” Ashley sat back on her legs and looked around, her expression confused rather than pained. Her neck was in perfect alignment, and her head and face were unblemished. “Where’s the ball? I know I had it a moment ago.”

“Are you injured?”

“I …” Ashley inspected her arms and legs then patted down her chest. “I don’t believe so.”

“Good thing Ash is tougher than she looks.” Emma pushed off the floor and rubbed her temples. “Oh, my head. What the hell was that?”

“A Daze spell,” Ixia said, shrinking back from the admission.

“Good grief! Did you Boost the sucker, too?”

“I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean for it to come out that potent. I was trying to even the odds, but … I’m sorry. I really screwed up here!”

“Sammy? Brooke?” Clarke called out. “You two with us?”

“My ears are ringing!” Brooke shouted, her ears flat. “Besides that, I’m fine!”

“Sammy? How about you?”

“Give me a moment. I need to get my bearings.” A pink hand rose from the slime and extended two fingers. Eyeballs formed on those fingertips, and the hand swung around like a strange, slimy periscope. “Where the hell did all my bits go? I had them ordered so nicely a moment ago.”

“Look down!” Brooke shouted. “You’re all in a puddle!”

The periscope swung down.

“Ah. And so I am.”

Sammy schlurped back into her biker leathers and climbed to her feet, helmet slung under an arm. Her skin was a shiny pink, and her eyes swirled with reds and oranges.

“Ixia”—Emma planted a hand on the witch’s shoulder—“I appreciate you wanted us to win, but please don’t ever do that again.”

Ixia lowered her head and replied with a defeated nod.

“It’s all right,” Clarke said. “At least no one was hurt badly.”

Ixia looked up and her lips curled into a tentative smile.

“But we should probably scale it back before someone does get hurt.” Clarke waited until everyone had gathered near him. “Ladies, I’m just going to throw this one out for a vote. I’d like us to continue playing, if you’re all up to it, but perhaps—just perhaps—it would be best if we tried this again without our powers.” He paused to gauge their responses. “What do you all say?”

No one objected.
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Clarke joined Sammy in her room that night, and she’d dressed for the occasion.

The lights were low with a few spotlights shining on the highlights of her extensive stuffed animal collection: a Moogle from Final Fantasy, a chibi version of Rathalos from Monster Hunter, and a huge Charizard from Pokémon that took up the better part of a shelf. She kept her X-rated body pillows off to the side to avoid “traumatizing the more innocent plushies.”

Her new form was tall, slender, and busty with a teal-and-white striped bikini top, low-hanging blue jeans, and sandals. Her hair was a shower of bright orange, and she wore a gold bracelet and a strange three-part compass on her left wrist.

“I feel like I know this character,” Clarke said, evaluating the slime girl’s latest cosplay.

“Seriously?” Sammy quirked an eyebrow. “This is like the easiest one in my whole collection.”

“Is she from …” He wracked his brain, trying to remember where he’d seen the character.

“Yes?”

“From … One Piece, maybe?”

“Bingo!” Sammy ran both hands down her impressive bust. “This is my Nami costume, though I can do Robin or Boa Hancock and a few others if you like them better. A lot of Oda-san’s female characters have very appealing designs, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Never seen the show, actually.”

“You’ve never seen One Piece?” She sounded scandalized.

“I almost tried it a few times, but whenever I saw the thousand-plus episode count, I’d get intimidated and go watch something more manageable.”

“Okay, yeah, that’s fair. There are marriages that involve less commitment than watching all of One Piece. But honestly, you can start anywhere. It’s a shonen anime. Problems get solved with shouting, punching, and friendship—in that order. Also, lots of crying, but that’s optional.”

“I’m more of a mecha guy, myself.”

“Mecha certainly has its charms, but the women of Gundam don’t have boobs as big as these.”

“Is Nami the character whose breasts kept getting larger as the series went on?”

“Yeah, that’s her.” Sammy chuckled. “That’s why I picked her! Now, why don’t you come on over and give them a feel? I paid extra attention to the balance of squish and firmness.”

Clarke did just that, crossing the room to the bedside and taking hold of the slime girl’s narrow hips. He pulled her close, and they kissed, his hands tracing up along her sides. He slipped them under her bikini top and gave her breasts a squeeze.

“Yeah,” Sammy breathed, their mouths close and her eyes shut. “That feels nice. You’re so good with your hands.”

Clarke slipped an arm behind her back and lowered her to the bed. He kissed down her neck and chest, then suckled one of her nipples and teased the other between two fingers.

Sammy sucked in a sharp breath and ran her fingers through his hair, holding his head against her chest. He teased her nipple with his tongue, then licked around her areola. He pushed her bikini top up further and switched to the other breast.

“Your mouth, too.” She giggled. “Damn, you’re good.”

He rose from her chest and gazed into her eyes, now starting to show the colorful swirls of her true form.

“Practice makes perfect,” he said with a greedy smile.

“And you’ve had a lot of practice, haven’t you?”

“Maybe. But there are always greater heights to reach.” He slipped a hand down the front of her jeans, and his fingers slid across her hot, dripping hole.

“Yeah.” Sammy chewed on her lower lip.

Clarke unclasped the front of her jeans and pulled them off. He kissed down her belly, and she placed her legs on top of his shoulders.

“Do you think this’ll work?” Sammy asked suddenly. “You, me, your magic?”

“Shh. Don’t think about that. Just relax and enjoy the moment.”

“I can’t help but think about it a little.”

He grinned up at her. “Then I’ll need to work harder to distract you.”

“Ooh. I like the sound of that!”

He cupped his hands underneath her butt cheeks, shifted the angle of her hips, then bent down and licked up her slit.

“Yeah,” she sighed, her voice little more than an exhale.

He teased her with his tongue, up and down in slow yet firm motions. She squirmed underneath him and crossed her legs behind his back, keeping her thighs wide, welcoming him deeper. She ran her fingers through his hair and let out a cute squeak of pleasure.

He opened himself to her magic and felt it caress against his, almost like a ghostly kiss. Her aura was so full of contradictions, each sensation paired off with its extreme opposite: heat and cold, soft and solid, and so many more. A swirling maelstrom of possibilities and permutations.

And residing within that magical storm was her poison, potent and dangerous, like death refined and boiled down to a thick sludge.

It alone lacked a counterpart, and yet it yearned for one.

Could he provide that missing piece?

He didn’t know, but he believed the possibility existed.

And so he would try.

Again and again, if necessary. As many times as it took.

Until he succeeded.

Or he discovered success was impossible.

He loved Sammy. Loved her with all his heart. Loved her, flaws and all, for what was life and relationships without imperfections to make them interesting? And yet, deep down, he sensed this wasn’t a natural flaw, nor an innate characteristic of her nature as a slime.

It was a wound, deep and stiff with old scar tissue.

Or some arcane equivalent thereof.

He wanted to help her. To heal her.

If that was within his power, he would do so, without question or hesitation.

He only needed to find the way.

He rose from between her legs and gazed into her eyes, now fully swirls of red and orange.

“No more teasing,” she uttered breathlessly. “Please. Let me feel you inside me.”

He smiled at her, unbuckled his pants, and stepped out of them. He pressed the tip of his erection against her⁠—

—and pushed in.

“Yes!” she hissed.

He drove himself into her sopping sex, penetrating her deeply and fully until his hips pressed against her.

And then he began stroking in and out, picking up speed until her breasts shook with each hard, firm thrust.

“Oh, God!” she cried, arms spread in surrender, orange hair tousled about, framing her face.

The intensity of her magic climbed with her arousal, meeting his, mingling with it, intertwining and interlocking until the boundaries between them evaporated. They became one body.

One mind.

One magic.

He sensed the deathly knot within her reach for him, and he refused to shrink away from it. He let that aspect of her touch the arcane heart of his magic. It hungered for something, and he offered his energy freely. A portion of his life force bled away, converted by his blood magic into mana, and then that power coursed into her body.

Her eyes flashed wide, startled by the unfamiliar sensation, but then the ecstasy of the moment took over and she shuddered under him, mouth agape even though no sound came out. Her whole body quaked from her orgasm, harder and rougher than any in recent memory. She wrapped her legs around him, squeezing him tight, urging him to practically split her apart, and her sex clenched and pulsed around his member.

He reached the peak of his own pleasure and shot his load deep inside her.

“Fuck!” she gasped, then laughed boisterously. “What was that?”

“Not sure.” He stroked her hair, and they kissed. When their lips parted, he took a long look at her eyes⁠—

—and realized they’d changed.

They were still swirls of red and orange, but a slender ribbon of luminous blue had laced itself amongst the eddies.

“Sammy, your eyes.” He brushed a lock of her hair aside. “Take a look in the mirror.”

He climbed off her, and she rose to inspect a body-length wall mirror. She tugged at her eyelids with a finger and watched as the blue swirls faded into obscurity.

“I felt … I don’t know.” Sammy frowned, struggling with her words. “Like a part of you shot through me.” She paused, then flashed a quick smile. “Not like that. Not sexual.”

“I felt it, too.”

“Do you know what it means?”

“I can hazard a very good guess.” Clarke stepped over and took hold of her. “It means I can give you some of my magic. It means Power Graft can flow in both directions.”

“But that light in my eyes. It faded so fast.”

“Then we treat this as just the first step. The road may be long, but don’t you see?” He gave her shoulders a warm squeeze. “This means we were right! It means you and I can make this work!”

Sammy’s face lit up, full of hope and elation. She stood up on her toes, and they kissed once more.


Nine


The admin building still showed signs of their battle with Sebastian Olcott, the necromancer-turned-vampire. The two stone horses that once guarded the wide, stepped entrance were gone, having been animated by Olcott’s magic and then smashed to bits by Brooke and Sammy. Inside, an observant individual could find bits of buckshot lodged in the tables and chairs as well as divots in the stone walls and floor.

Olcott had been escorted by two zombie-like wights armed with shotguns. Sammy had spent days picking the tiny lead balls out of her slime.

The study hall was a long, echoing chamber with a high, arched ceiling. The space had once served as the nave of the old church, but now it had become an interstice between the modern and the antiquated. The stained-glass windows were gone, replaced with staircases leading up to a new balcony, and the old altar now served as offices for the administrative staff, separated from the study hall by frosted glass.

That barrier had been repaired, though the doors and windows were now mismatched with different styles of glass and off-color sections of wood.

Clarke glanced up from his phone, positioned at a table near the hall’s main entrance, his eyes alert for their target. Sammy waited nearby, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed.

Their target was Alfred Divverson, an executive administrative assistant who should be returning from his lunch soon.

Their target pushed through the doors to the study hall a few minutes after one. He was tall and heavy, but not disastrously unfit. His face and gut were rounded by the accumulation of fat, and his hairline was gray and receding. He wore a tweed business suit accented with a blue bowtie.

Sammy saw Divverson enter the hall, and she glanced over to Clarke. Clarke gave her a subtle nod, and she pushed off the wall. She put her head down, acting as if lost in her thoughts while she homed in on the man like a heatseeking missile.

The two collided, and Sammy caught hold of Divverson’s outstretched arm to steady him. Her hand made direct contact with his.

“What the hell?” Divverson barked, jerking his hand back. “Watch where you’re going!”

“I’m very sorry, sir!” Sammy made a show of smoothing out Divverson’s suit. “I didn’t see you there!”

“I can’t imagine how you could possibly miss me. You should⁠—”

Divverson’s eyes bugged out. Clarke heard the man’s gut gurgle from all the way over at his table.

“Is something wrong, sir?” Sammy asked innocently.

“Uh. I need to go!”

Divverson hustled toward the nearest restroom. His gait turned into a jog and then a full run, and he shoulder-checked the door aside at considerable speed on his way out of the hall.

Clarke pocketed his phone and grabbed the gym bag at the foot of his chair. He followed Divverson through the side door while Sammy took a more circuitous route to the same location.

“For fuck’s sake, out of my way!”

Divverson rammed his way between a pair of young women, throwing one to the ground. He leaned forward, clutching his rumbling gut, then teetered until his shoulder struck the wall, barely holding him up. His pale skin glistened with a fresh sheen of sweat.

“Fuck me! I’m never eating there again!”

He scrambled forward, driving himself across the wall until he ducked into the restroom.

Clarke offered the fallen young woman a hand and helped her to her feet.

“What the hell?” She dusted herself off. “Any idea what that was about?”

Clarke shrugged. “When you got to go …”

The two women left, and Clarke checked both ways to verify he was alone in the hallway outside the restrooms. He unzipped the gym bag, placed an Out of Order sign across the entrance, then slipped inside.

One of the stall doors swung shut.

The sound that came from inside was … unpleasant. Desperate and pained with a fluidic yet chunky edge. It went on for a full minute with groaning and heaving and splashing, punctuated at the end with a loud, almost musical dong!

Clarke pulled the stall door open.

Divverson was passed out next to the toilet, his forehead sporting a red welt from where he’d clonked against the edge of the bowl.

“You think I overdid it?”

Clarke glanced back to find Sammy standing by the sinks then returned his gaze to Divverson, who’d begun to twitch and foam at the mouth.

“Maybe a little. How long is he going to be unconscious?”

“A few hours at least. After that, he’ll need to stay close to a bathroom for the next week or so.”

Divverson trembled next to the toilet, then let out a long, wet fart.

“Ew.” Clarke grimaced. “Let’s change and get out of here.”

He retrieved a tweed suit from the gym bag and began sliding on the oversized articles. The suit wasn’t the right shade—more greenish than the tan of Divverson’s attire—but the original was soiled by vomit down the front and who-knew-what along the seat of the pants.

The color is close enough, Clarke told himself, trying to ignore the stench emanating from the administrative assistant.

Sammy stripped naked and stuffed her clothes into the bag.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Coat me.”

He held out an arm, and she liquefied, flowing up the limb to wrap around his torso. She then spread herself out between his clothes and the oversized suit, fleshing it out until he possessed the required paunch.

Pink slime oozed up his face, and he held his breath. He felt a pang of anxiety as Sammy smothered him with goo, but the sensation passed, aided by the holes she opened for his mouth, nose, ears, and eyes. Slime flexed and squirmed around him, solidifying into his new disguise.

“How’s it look?”

The words vibrated out of the slime coating his ears.

He faced the mirror and examined the new him.

“Very close to the original.”

“The shape of your face isn’t a perfect match, so I can’t mimic him precisely. You have a much more heroic jawline, for one.”

“Should be good enough for our purposes. Nicely done. Now for my part.”

Clarke removed a bottle of peppermint breath spray and squirted his mouth three times. He swished and swallowed, then cleared his throat.

“How do I sound?” he asked in a new voice thanks to Ixia’s Concealment spell.

“It’s not perfect, but close enough I think.”

“We’ve come this far. Might as well give it a go. If things go south, we pop our smoke grenade.” He stashed the bottle and Sammy’s clothes in the gym bag, scrunched it into a ball, and fitted it inside his shirt. Sammy flowed around it and squished the bundle against his stomach. It wasn’t the most comfortable of locations, but it was hidden.

“Now, let’s see what we can find,” Clarke declared in his “close enough” Divverson voice.

He ducked underneath the Out of Order sign outside the restroom and then proceeded down the corridor leading back to the study hall. His movements were slow and awkward at first, not so much due to Sammy weighing down his limbs as the resistance her body created. She had to force herself to relax, allowing his movements to carry her along while also maintaining enough rigidity to hold Divverson’s face, hands, and overall body shape. It was a balancing act, one they’d practiced over the weekend but hadn’t yet perfected.

Still, the illusion held up, and they reached the door to the administrative offices without any fuss.

Clarke gripped the doorknob and twisted it.

“Ouch,” Sammy whispered in his ear. “You pinched me against the knob.”

“Sorry,” he whispered back. “I’ll be more careful next time.”

He swung the door open and stepped into the administrative block.
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Clarke cut through several offices on his way to the closest discrepancy in the building plans. Their first stop was to head down a flight of stairs and check out this mysterious “antechamber” that only existed on some drawings and didn’t lead anywhere. He’d made it halfway to the antechamber when a middle-aged woman bolted upright in her cubicle.

“Alfred!”

The woman was an explosion of teal: teal sleeveless pantsuit with thick teal glasses, teal eyeshadow, teal fingernails along with beaded teal necklaces and bracelets. She rounded her desk and stomped toward them.

“Shit!” Sammy hissed into Clarke’s ear.

“Don’t worry,” he whispered. “I’ll handle this.”

He stopped and turned to face this new, mono-colored obstacle.

“Where the hell have you been?” the teal woman demanded.

“On the pot,” Clarke grumbled in an effort to mask any imperfections in his voice. “Lunch didn’t agree with me.”

“Well, while you were busy, Markus started screaming about your tuition and admissions analysis. He’s got a meeting at four and needs to know how much we can soak the sheep next semester.”

Clarke blinked. “The … sheep?”

“The students, Alfred.” The teal woman rolled her eyes. “The more money we help rake in, the more heads our department can add. What, did you poop your brain out or something? You and I both know this building is staffed with nothing but useless overhead, so we need to find ways to justify our existence.”

“Wait a second.” Clarke’s modified face crinkled in confusion. “You mean we’re not doing what’s best for the students?”

“Oh, please!” The teal woman laughed. “When did you develop a sense of humor? If we actually cared about the students, we’d hire more professors, not worthless bureaucrats like you and me.” Her face turned serious. “Now, how soon can Markus expect that report?”

“What the hell is this?” Sammy hissed in Clarke’s ear. “That’s it! Give her a taste of the toxins!”

The woman’s brow furrowed. “Did you say something?”

“Nothing. Just my lunch disagreeing with me.” Clarke smiled broadly and patted her on the bare shoulder. “I’ll have the report to Markus within the hour. Don’t you worry.”

“Good. I’ll expect⁠—”

The woman’s jawline flexed and her eyes widened.

“Is something wrong?” Clarke asked, his tone full of fake concern. “You look pale all of a sudden.”

“I …” The woman’s cheeks bulged and she held a hand up against her mouth. “I need to go!”

She crossed the office, almost knocking a coworker aside, and barged into the women’s restroom.

“What a wretched human being,” Sammy spat.

“Not every villain has fangs, I suppose.” He sighed. “And not every thief wears a mask. How bad did you hit her?”

“She won’t die from it, if that’s what you’re wondering.” The slime girl chuckled, the sound soft and sinister. “But maybe she’ll wish she had before the day’s out.”

Sammy and Clarke navigated the offices without further incident and arrived at their first destination: a large janitorial and maintenance storage room. Clarke magicked the lock, and they slipped inside. He flipped the light switch, and fluorescent panels flickered on across the ceiling.

“Access to the antechamber should be somewhere in here,” he muttered.

Cleaning supplies, old computers, and spare parts for HVAC units cluttered the rows of metal racks. Clarke walked them down one of those rows, his eyes scanning back and forth. He opened himself to the room’s magic, but nothing unusual jumped out besides the tingling ambient.

They reached the far wall.

“Can you free one of my hands?” he asked.

“Sure thing.” Slime peeled back from his right hand, forming a pink doughnut around his wrist.

“Thanks.” He spread the hand against the wall and began a slow walk from one side to the other, fingers tracing over the stone blocks.

“Anything so far?” Sammy asked after he’d completed one side.

“Nothing magical, but …” He frowned and returned to the center.

“But what?”

Clarke gave one of the blocks a hard push. It shifted inward by a hair, but the neighbor to the right didn’t. He traced a finger along the seam.

“Secret door?” Sammy asked.

“Maybe? If so, we may be dealing with a physical mechanism instead of a spell.” Clarke placed his hand over the seam. “Care to take a look?”

“On it.”

Slime oozed over his hand and seeped into the crack. More of Sammy flowed from his torso and down the arm, pushing into the wall’s unseen recesses. He stood there, perfectly still, waiting in silence for long minutes until something heavy and metallic shifted within the wall. Sammy slurped back into her disguise, and the center of the wall gave way, swinging out along a smooth arc.

Clarke pushed through and stepped into a small stone chamber, dark and foreboding. Sammy retrieved a flashlight from the gym bag and slid it down his sleeve and into a hand. He switched it on and cast the narrow beam across the walls, finding a passage at the far end that led down into unseen depths.

“The antechamber that doesn’t exist,” he said.

“And a path,” Sammy added. “Shall we see where it leads?”

“Let’s.”

They took the stairs down through the long, dark shaft. The air was cool and dry, and the path leveled off after what had to be a hundred steps, opening into a wide circular chamber with a green door upright in the middle.

There was nothing behind the door, nor any obvious supports holding it up.

“What the hell?” Clarke stepped closer.

The door was constructed from smooth wooden boards coated with green lacquer, each fitted precisely together with thick brass straps binding the whole. A simple brass lever served as the knob. In any other setting, it would have appeared utterly unremarkable. Old-fashioned, sure, but not out of place in a historical structure such as this.

The door was … boring.

Except it wasn’t.

Clarke circled around the upright door and found the back identical to the front. He reached out for it with a splayed hand, not daring to touch it yet, and opened himself to its magic.

He didn’t detect anything at first, but when he took a step closer, the artifact’s aura blasted him in the face like a rancid wind.

The stench of blood, he thought, his lips curling in disgust. And the taste of iron. Like licking a rusty nail. This thing is drenched in vampiric magic.

And yet …

He closed his eyes and concentrated, arm still outstretched.

That’s not all. There’s more here. A warmth underneath the vileness. Strong and pure and strangely welcoming.

He opened his eyes and studied the mysterious door.

“What is this thing?”

“Is it safe to touch?” Sammy asked.

“One way to find out.”

He inspected the door’s aura, but as deep as he peered, he couldn’t sense any traps. He reached for the handle, touched it tentatively, and when nothing happened he gripped it with his hand and tested it.

The lever wouldn’t move. He applied more strength, then more. Then all of it.

The lever refused to wiggle. The door seemed completely solid, despite its mundane appearance. He circled around to the front and tried that handle. It, too, wouldn’t move so much as a millimeter.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?”

Clarke whirled around and faced the stairs.

Natalie Marsh stepped into the open, dressed in a pale green blouse and tan pencil skirt. She pushed her rectangular glasses up her nose and smiled warmly.

How’d she sneak up on us? Clarke thought. Did she make it all the way down more than a hundred stone steps without making a noise? In high heels?!

“Alfred Divverson?” Marsh cocked an eyebrow. “Now this is a surprise. You’re probably the last person I expected to find down here.”

Marsh stepped closer, heels clicking across stone as she appraised the combined form of Clarke and Sammy. Clarke held his ground, meeting the elf’s inquisitive gaze.

“No, not him.” Marsh’s smile grew. “You’re just pretending to be him. A slime, maybe? Mind sharing who you really are?”

“You first,” he growled in Divverson’s voice.

“Sounds like you don’t trust me.” Marsh sighed with a slight headshake. “Well, I suppose that can’t be helped. Neither of us is what we appear, and look at where we’ve met! Down underneath this old church, in an unmapped chamber before a door that shouldn’t exist.”

She walked past him and drew a finger down the door’s frame. Clarke remained silent, alert to any sign of aggression.

“This door is what brought us here,” Marsh said.

“‘Us’?”

“I have a few friends on campus. Would you like to meet them? We’ve been on the lookout for other interested parties. That’s one of the reasons why we’ve made our presence here … a bit less than secret. Surely, someone who’s made it this far also noticed how we’ve taken the posts of those three dead vampires.”

Clarke didn’t respond.

“Of course you have.” Marsh turned to face him. “We know there’s at least one other group operating in secret around Chester Creek. Those vampires didn’t kill themselves, after all. You wouldn’t happen to know who they are, would you?”

“And what if I do?”

“My partners and I would like to meet them.”

“What for?”

“To discuss a mutually beneficial relationship.” Marsh chuckled pleasantly. “Them killing those vampires allowed us to proceed with our research. Whoever offed Plainsborough, Rost, and Heinrich are the people to know around these parts. We’d like to open a dialogue with them, see if our goals align and if there’s any benefit in our cooperation.”

“But what are your goals?”

“You’re standing in front of it.” Marsh patted the side of the door. “Tell you what. How about I share with you some of what we’ve learned? Not all, mind you. But some. Consider this an appetizer of sorts. A demonstration of our goodwill.”

Marsh crossed the chamber and started up the steps. She turned back after the first three.

“Well, come on, then.” The elf smiled. “Do you want to see the other door or not?”
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Marsh led Clarke up the stairs, and they left the admin building through a faculty exit along the back. He followed the elf across the parking lot and over a familiar hill.

Old Chester Cemetery sprawled out beyond the foot of that hill, bordered by a tall fence of wrought iron and gray stone that formed an uneven loop around a mishmash of grave markers, monuments, and weathered statues. Parts of the cemetery were laid out in neat, orthogonal rows, sectioned off with inner walls. Other areas were a chaotic mess of graves and old growth trees.

Marsh stopped at the hill’s crest and waited for Clarke to join her.

“This other door is in the cemetery?” he asked.

“Underneath it, but yes.” Marsh tilted her head. “Would you like me to show you where it is?”

Clarke nodded, and the elf made her way down the hill.

They circled around to the main entrance, open wide for the general public. Vines had overtaken the gate ages ago, and the hinges must have been rusted solid, anyway. Marsh led them down a large, central path, then turned off into one of the more organized areas. They rounded a high stone wall and came face to face with a large grave, the statue of a kneeling angel draped over it in mourning. The grave was in a quiet, secluded corner of the cemetery, surrounded by high walls on three sides.

Marsh rounded the grave and a hint of magic splashed the air.

Telekinesis, Clarke recognized. Is she activating a hidden mechanism?

A sharp click answered his unspoken question. Part of the stone pad the grave rested atop sank into the ground in a segmented pattern, forming a flight of steps that connected to an underground passage leading deep into the earth.

“The door is down this way.”

“At the bottom of these stairs?”

“Not … quite.” Marsh snapped her fingers, and a ball of Illumination flickered to life above her palm. The ball settled into position a few inches over her shoulder. “I must warn you, we’re not sure if the path to the door is entirely safe. We believe we’ve cleared out all the defenses, but we may not have caught everything.”

“Defenses?”

“This door, unlike the first, is surrounded by an underground complex which was clearly built to protect it.” Marsh shrugged. “Not that it needs protection. The door is impervious to all physical or magical influence, as far as we can tell. It just … stands there, inert. I wonder if even a nuke or the vampires’ Throne of Shadows could scratch it.”

Marsh took two steps down and then turned back.

“I’m not trying to scare you off. Just want to be upfront with you about the risks. We don’t need to go any further if you’re not comfortable with it.”

“No, I’d like to see this door, too.”

“I thought you’d say that.” Marsh flashed a bright smile. “This way, please.”

Clarke followed the elf down a staircase at least twice as long and deep as the one beneath the old church. Her Illuminate ball cast long shadows that deepened when the path branched in three directions. The corridors to either side curved to form one large, continuous bend, perhaps circling some unseen central chamber. The path ahead was a rubble-strewn mess blasted through the wall.

Marsh stepped through the shattered stone, amazingly surefooted. More curving passages branched to either side.

“It’s a maze?” Clarke asked, watching his step as he followed the elf.

“Technically a labyrinth. There’s only one path forward. Well, was before we got here. This structure forms one big circle with the door at the center. The intended path winds back and forth over and over again, and a lot of that is filled with traps. We, uh, decided to create some shortcuts.”

They proceeded forward in a mostly straight line through one broken wall after another, past blasted rock, bent metal spikes, blackened earth, puddles of water, and the glowing residue of broken magic circles.

“We passing what’s left of the traps?” Clarke asked.

“That’s right. Dangerous enough to keep most people out, but not us.”

“Impressive work. Some of these circles were quite potent.”

“I’m glad you noticed. Whoever crafted them knew what they were doing. Only a few showed any signs of deterioration.”

“Any idea how old this place is?”

“Not really. The door itself has been the focus of our attention. The rest is merely an obstacle. Not of interest to us.”

“I see.”

“And speaking of which …”

Marsh stepped aside and gestured for him to proceed.

Clarke walked over another pile of loose rubble to find himself in a circular chamber almost identical to the one underneath the church, except this door was painted white instead of green, and its silver handle gleamed under Marsh’s Illuminate spell.

“The second door, as promised.” The elf walked over to the door and ran a finger across the front.

“So there are two of them,” Clarke said.

“At least.”

“What do you mean? There are more of these doors?”

“We believe so. We suspect these two are part of a larger set; how many in total, we have no way of knowing. But with access to these two, we’ve been able to begin studying their magic. The doors are connected; of that we’re certain. And they don’t lead to each other. Our theory is all the doors lead to the same place, and all need to be opened to reach it. What that destination may be, who can say, but we’re dealing with powerful magic here. What’s on the other side has got to be good, wouldn’t you say?”

Could that be the Portal of Gold? Clarke wondered. “A pathway to unimaginable power,” Olcott had called it.

Marsh raised an eyebrow. “You know something, don’t you?”

“We all have our secrets,” Clarke replied, dodging the question, “and you’re keeping plenty yourself.”

“True, but you have to start building a foundation of trust somewhere.”

“And that’s what you’d like to build?”

“Let me put it like this.” Marsh stepped up to him, a hand on her hip. “Someone killed those vampires, and I think you’re connected to that group. You’re either a member or in league with them in some manner.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because I found you next to one of the doors, of course!” Marsh laughed, her voice pleasant and musical. “What else is around this dump-of-a-campus that’s worth killing vampires over?”

“Let’s say you’re at least partially correct. What then?”

“I’d like to meet with the leader of this group to discuss an alliance. We’re both interested in the same thing. Why not pool our resources and share in the rewards?”

“Just you?”

“Just me. Alone.” She raised a hand, and flickers of light danced up her fingers. “I’d say unarmed, but we both know that’s not true. Still, if this group is capable of slaying vampires, I’m not going to be much of a threat. Certainly not alone!”

Clarke considered the elf’s proposal, studying her and her words for any signs of deception. He failed to spot any obvious falsehoods, and she’d already shared a wealth of valuable information: her group’s analysis of the doors, the existence of more than one, and—most importantly—where to find the second.

Sure, she’d asked for information in return, but she hadn’t demanded anything. Nor had she threatened him in any way.

“Very well,” Clarke said at last. “I will convey your offer to the appropriate individuals. If they decide to meet with you, you’ll be contacted. Will that suffice?”

“It will.” Marsh reached into a pocket and retrieved a business card and a pen. “Here. Let me write down my personal number for you.”


Ten


Clarke left the cemetery and followed sidewalks into downtown Chester Creek. He took a random, winding path through the city while Sammy monitored their surroundings.

“It’s nice to have eyes on the back of my head,” he muttered, moving his mouth as little as possible. “You see anything?”

“Nope. No sign of a tail. Doesn’t mean there isn’t one, though. I’m new to this whole cloak-and-dagger business.”

“You and me both.” Clarke ducked into a local Italian restaurant called Agosti’s and headed into the restroom. A fully separated Clarke and Sammy walked out and sat down for a meal. They ordered two big plates of spaghetti and meatballs with fried calamari, garlic bread, fried mozzarella, and bruschetta.

The pair took their time eating, all while staying alert to the movements of the other customers or anyone lingering outside. No one stood out, and the patrons around them cycled through the restaurant at a reasonable pace.

Clarke gave Ashley a call. She arrived half an hour later and sat down at their booth. He placed Marsh’s business card on the table and slid it over to the angel.

“Anything on this?” he asked. “I couldn’t spot any spells, but I want to be sure.”

Ashley picked up the card with both thumbs and forefingers. She stared at it intently, and her hairband glimmered with a trace of golden light.

“It’s clean.” She slid the card back to Clarke. “Not a whiff of magic on it. Even if there is something hidden on it, it’s too weak to be a Tracking spell.”

“Good to know.” Clarke flicked the card onto an empty plate. “That’s another piece of evidence Marsh’s offer is genuine.”

He’d been tempted to ditch the card as soon as he and Sammy cleared the elf’s line of sight, but instead he decided analyzing it for any hostile magic was the better, more informative approach.

“So, what now?” Sammy asked.

“Now,” Clarke replied, “we discuss how to meet with Marsh while exposing ourselves as little as possible. Ashley, you head back first. Sammy and I are going to stall our departure with dessert.”

“Nice!” Sammy raised a jubilant fist. “Cloaks and daggers are the best!”

Clarke chuckled and shook his head.

“And after you do depart?” Ashley asked.

“We’ll make for the parking deck. Assuming we’re confident no one’s watching us, we’ll head back to the mansion after that.”

“Understood. I’ll let Emma and Ixia know to expect your delayed return, and I’ll brief them on this latest development. Call if you run into trouble.”
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They didn’t run into trouble.

“Fancy bumping into the head librarian down there,” Emma said once they’d all gathered back around the mansion’s kitchen table.

“We should have guessed something like this could happen.” Clarke glanced around the table. “There’s not much else of arcane interest around the university. With our two groups investigating the same mystery, we were bound to bump into them eventually. Plus, it seems they’ve made more progress than we have in a short period of time. Might as well see where this goes.”

“Do you intend to meet with her?” Ixia asked.

“I do, and I need to be there personally,” Clarke said. “I’m the leader of Broken Fang, so I need to be involved in any potential alliance. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to waltz into this without a plan. There are still too many unknowns for my comfort.”

“I should go with you,” Sammy said. “Marsh knows a slime is involved. My presence won’t tell her anything new, and I can mask my identity easily enough. Plus, if the meeting goes south, it’ll be two versus one.”

“Good point. Okay, Sammy. You’re in.”

“What about the location?” Emma asked. “We want to ensure we have a home field advantage without giving too much away. That means the mansion is out.”

“We could use the old steel mill,” Ashley suggested. “That place has served us well in the past, but with access to the mansion’s facilities, we can afford to abandon it if needed.”

“Using the steel mill has other advantages,” Ixia said. “The location’s isolated, and there’re a lot of dense forests nearby. That’s good cover if you need to make a quick exit. Add in one of my magical smoke grenades, and you’ve got the advantage against any pursuer.”

“Do we really think it’ll come to that?” Brooke asked. “Seems like Marsh has been awfully forthcoming about her activities on campus.”

“She has,” Clarke agreed. “I hope all this caution turns out to be unnecessary, but until we know for certain where Marsh, Faraday, and Shimoda stand, we’ll continue to treat them as a potential threat.”

“There’s another advantage we could leverage with the steel mill,” Ashley said. “The remains of the magic circle we used to crack Heinrich’s grimoire. Clarke, we can adapt the circle to give you the upper hand with Marsh. Even if she’s not a threat, she may prove to be disingenuous in other ways. Luring her onto a circle with the right spells could help you there.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“I believe a combination of Truth and Reveal would be the best option.”

“Yes!” Emma’s eyes lit up. “We could craft it so she’s compelled to answer his questions truthfully.”

“I doubt it’ll be that easy.” Ixia frowned. “If Marsh detects the circle before it fires off, she may be able to counter it. And even if she doesn’t, she’s going to realize something’s up real fast once she starts spouting information we’re not supposed to hear. You’ll get one, maybe two questions out of her before she’s on to you.”

“Wouldn’t this tick her off as well?” Brooke asked. “I know I wouldn’t like being compelled to spill my secrets. If we’re looking at them as potential allies, this is a step in the wrong direction.”

The ladies faced Clarke, once again looking to him to make an executive decision.

“We’ll use the circle,” he stated, his voice clear and confident. “Of the risks we’re considering, I’d rather deal with an insulted elf than being blindsided by something far worse.”

“It’s your call.” Brooke’s ears drooped with worry. “But if you’re that concerned about what could go wrong, why just take Sammy? Wouldn’t it be better if all of us were there?”

“The fewer people we expose,” Emma said, “the safer the team is. Unlike the Greys or the Norths or any other groups around here, this trio is a true mystery. We have zero outside information. Clarke’s choice is a sensible one, especially given it’ll be easier for two people to slip away if something goes wrong.”

“I get that.” Brooke’s ears flattened this time. “But this isn’t any other member of the team. We’re talking about Clarke here. There isn’t a Broken Fang without him.”

“I appreciate your concern.” Clarke rose and rounded the table. “It’s encouraging to hear you and the others talk about me like that.”

He rested a hand on Brooke’s shoulder, and her ears perked up immediately. She smiled at him and placed a hand atop his, giving it a squeeze.

“You’re the right choice to lead this team,” Emma said warmly. “We all know it.”

“Then I’ll do my best to live up to your expectations. Ashley, how much time do you need to prep the circle?”

“A few days. If Emma or Ixia lend a hand, we could have it ready by Wednesday.”

“I’m available to help,” Emma said.

“Me, too,” Ixia added.

“Good. Let’s shoot for Wednesday.” Clarke planted his hands on his hips. “Now we just need to let Marsh know.”

“About that.” Ixia lifted the backpack beside her chair. She unzipped the top. “There’s one extra precaution we can take.”

“And what’s that?”

Ixia tipped the bag over and spilled out a dozen flip phones.

“Using a burner phone to hide your ID.” She sifted through the collection and offered a phone to Clarke. “Red is definitely your color. Don’t you agree?”

[image: ]


“Hello?” Marsh asked over the phone. “Who is this?”

“An acquaintance of the fake Alfred Divverson,” Clarke said. “I’m calling to set up a meeting with you.”

“My, aren’t you the cagey type! Still sticking to Alfred’s voice, I see.”

“Can’t be too careful.”

“Then I’ll just have to work harder to earn your trust. When and where are we meeting?”

“Wednesday evening. You’ll be contacted again with the precise time and location. You’re to come alone or not at all. Any deviation from our instructions will be interpreted as hostile intent. Understood?”

“Perfectly. Will your leader be there?”

“Someone will be present with the authority to negotiate with you.”

“That’s it?” Her voice carried a hint of irritation. “I was expecting a little more outreach given what I’ve already provided.”

“We’re not going to rush this.”

“Hmm.” Her tone became more resigned. “Very well. I suppose that’s the best I can hope for at this stage.”

“It is.”

“In that case, I’ll wait for you to contact me Wednesday. I look forward to starting a dialogue with this representative.”
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Tuesday came and went with little fanfare. Broken Fang kept their collective eyes on the three women—Clarke in Shimoda’s class, Brooke during training at the stadium, and a disguised Sammy in the library. Ashley contributed the occasional Scry spell but focused most of her attention on reconfiguring the magic circle. Emma skipped class, and Ixia joined both of them at the old mill, which had served their organization well in the past as a meeting place and base of operations.

No one spotted any unusual activity amongst the mysterious demihumans. All three women maintained their academic facades throughout the day, and the bulk of Wednesday passed with a similar lack of excitement.

Clarke drove out to the abandoned mill that evening, winding through backroads on a black-and-green Kawasaki Ninja with Sammy seated on the tail, her arms wrapped around him. They didn’t head straight for the mill, but instead stopped at a pre-scouted point along a parallel road. They rolled the bike into the woods far enough to conceal it from the road’s sparse traffic.

Sammy left her helmet and biking leathers with the bike, leaving her with only a black bra and panties. She let her skin revert to its natural pink. Her hair turned fiery red, and her eyes transformed into bright swirls. Clarke brought his helmet along, which Ixia had enchanted with a Clarity spell to enhance his situational awareness while wearing it.

“Aren’t you cold like that?” Clarke asked, clad in a fleece-lined coat and sturdy jeans. His revolver and the smoke grenade were hidden inside the coat.

“Nah.” Sammy grabbed her own gun and stuffed it into her chest. “I ratcheted up my metabolism. If I push myself, it could be twenty below, and I’d be fine prancing around naked.”

“You speaking from experience?” he asked with a quirky smile.

“Maybe.” She winked at him.

The two crossed the forest, hiked up and down a rolling hill, then caught sight of the mill’s corroded bones. The main building was all rusted sheet metal and broken windows while covered walkways joined it with silos and smaller structures. Vines creeped up its reddened walls, but other than those plants, the back looked very much like the front.

They headed inside through an open panel in the sheet metal wall.

The expansive concrete floor was shot with cracks and blades of grass but was otherwise cleared of debris. Broken machinery, overturned carts, and miscellaneous metallic junk lined two of the outer walls, and several walkways crisscrossed overhead.

Clarke set his helmet down and met Ashley in the center of the room.

“This is some fine work,” he said, looking around. “I can’t detect a trace of the circle.”

“The core spell wasn’t hard to craft,” Ashley replied, “especially with Emma and Ixia helping out. Concealing it was the hard part, but I’m satisfied with the results. The resulting layered magic is highly unstable and will deteriorate rapidly, but we only need it to function for a short time.”

“How do we use it on Marsh?”

“She will need to cross the circle.” Ashley guided them to the center of where he remembered the circle being drawn. “Roughly here, though there’s some margin for error. I’ve tuned the spell to her aura; it’ll trigger automatically when she approaches. The epicenter covers a space roughly five yards in diameter, but the closer to the center you get her, the stronger the impact.”

“Got it.” Clarke picked up a chip of concrete shaped like an arrowhead and handed it to Ashley. “We’ll use this as a visual marker. Place it in the exact center of the circle.”

“Right here.” Ashley set the concrete chip on the ground. “Be warned, Marsh may detect the spell when it triggers, even if she missed the circle, and it’ll be possible for her to resist its effects. In a way, we’re fortunate Marsh is the one coming. If it was Faraday, we’d have her draconic resistances to contend with.”

“Harder to use magic to make her tell the truth?”

“I doubt it would work at all.” Ashley crossed her arms under her breasts and surveyed her invisible work. “Dragonkin have a lot of innate abilities that both protect them from magic and enhance their own spells. By comparison, a shifter elf is a softer target.”

“Then we’ll have to make the most of this opportunity.”

“I’ve also refreshed and reinforced the Wards protecting the mill. Should keep prying eyes away from your meeting.”

“Sounds good. Anything else for me and Sammy before you leave?”

“Just this.” She leaned in and planted a tender kiss on his cheek. “Good luck. To the both of you. Be safe.”

“We will. Thanks, Ashley.”

The angel let a faint smile slip, then turned and headed out, her high heels clicking across the floor. Clarke heard a car door close, followed by the crunch of loose asphalt under retreating treads.

“And now we wait.” Clarke turned a bucket upside-down and sat on it.

“Hey, Clarke.” Sammy crouched next to him. “Got a question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“You ever think you and Ash will … you know?”

“Take our relationship to the next step?”

“I was going to say ‘initiate aggressive horizontal cuddling,’ but sure. ‘Next step’ works, too.”

“Honestly, I don’t know.” Clarke gazed at the gap in the wall that led to the parking lot, overgrown with grass and saplings.

“She wants to. You know she does.”

“I know.”

“Worried about the hazards?”

“A little more than just worried.”

Clarke recalled the one time Ashley had kissed him full on the mouth. He’d ended up passed out on the floor.

From a kiss.

“What was smooching an angel like?” Sammy asked.

“Like flying through a tunnel constructed of light and love.”

“That’s …” Sammy scrunched her face. “What?”

“I don’t know how else to describe it. The experience was overwhelming. Like my mind lacked the bandwidth to process it all.” Clarke patted Sammy’s arm. “We’ll keep things platonic, for now. It’s safer that way.”

“You say that, but you and I found a way to make it work. I bet you’ll do the same with her.”

“Maybe.”

“And if that happens?”

Clarke shrugged. “Then Ashley and I will revisit our relationship.”

“Here hoping for you two.” Sammy patted his shoulder and rose.

“Thanks.”

He received a text on his burner phone exactly thirty minutes after Ashley left. The caller ID was from one of their other burner phones.

Everyone’s back home, the text read. Final checks performed. No suspicious activity to report.

Understood, he texted back. We’re proceeding as planned.

He handed the phone to Sammy. She cleared her throat until her voice sounded like Divverson then placed the call.

“Is this who I think it is?” Natalie Marsh asked.

“It is,” Sammy replied in Divverson’s voice. “Here are your instructions …”
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Marsh drove up to the steel mill in a silver Mazda3 sedan, alone as far as Clarke and Sammy could tell. Ashley, safely back at the mansion with the others, was Scrying the meeting and would call if she detected anything unusual.

Clarke suspected Marsh or one of her companions had inspected the mill with their own Scrying spells. It simply made too much sense for them not to, but if they’d tried, their magic hadn’t been strong enough to trigger any of Ashley’s enhanced Wards.

Just a bit of polite prodding from either side, Clarke thought. Of course, we’re about to step wa-a-ay outside the realm of polite.

Marsh crossed the parking lot, surefooted in her high heels. She stopped at the threshold, dressed in a cream blouse and sandy brown pencil skirt. Clarke stood with Sammy on the opposite side of the factory floor, motorcycle helmet on with the reflective visor down. Sammy remained in her natural pink, but she’d elongated her limbs for a taller, leggier appearance, and she’d tweaked the shape of her face with higher cheekbones and a larger nose.

Marsh pushed her glasses up and clicked her tongue with a tut-tut.

“A motorcycle helmet?” The elf’s voice carried across the factory. “Really?”

Clarke could hear her clearly thanks to the helmet’s Clarity spell.

“You alone?” Sammy asked.

“I am. I’ve followed your instructions to the letter.” Marsh took in her surroundings. “It just the two of you?”

“Just.”

“How do you want to play this? We going to stand at opposite ends and shout at each other?”

Sammy glanced at Clarke, who waved Marsh forward.

“You may approach,” he said.

The elf’s pointed ears twitched, and Clarke wondered if she recognized his voice. She’d heard him speak that first time at the library, and his vocal cords lacked the Conceal spell from when he and Sammy impersonated Divverson.

Too late now, he thought.

Marsh crossed half the floor, her heels clicking next to the concrete chip Ashley had planted to mark the circle’s center.

“Stop.” Clarke held up a hand. “That’s close enough.”

The elf spread her open hands with a friendly—if somewhat weary—grin.

“If that’s what you want.” She placed a hand on her hip. “I must say, I expected the slime, but you? Not sure what to make of you yet. A warlock, maybe?”

Time to see if the spells worked, Clarke thought.

“Why have you come to Chester Creek University?”

“My colleagues and I know at least two powerful vampires were drawn to this region. That, by itself, makes this area noteworthy. Upon investigating, we discovered the doors hidden beneath the church and cemetery. Naturally, that’s where we’ve focused our attention.”

Marsh creased her brow, as if she hadn’t quite heard her own words correctly.

Clarke frowned. Her answer told him almost nothing new besides her knowledge of Heinrich and Olcott.

She realizes something’s up, he thought, even if she doesn’t know what is wrong. I may only get one more question. Need to make it count.

“What’s the other reason for your presence on campus?”

Marsh pursed her lips on the cusp of words, but hesitated, brow creasing even further. She drew in a breath and began to speak:

“We’re searching for the people who killed those vampires.”

“And?” Clarke pressed sharply. “Then what?”

“And …” Marsh swallowed, her face a perplexed, uncomfortable mask. “And … and then we’ll kill them.”

An anxious knot formed in Clarke’s stomach.

Marsh let out a sharp, relieved exhale and bent forward, a hand against her chest. She took a few steadying breaths, but then her eyes shot wide, and she looked up.

“Oh, you clever rats.” Marsh glared at them, then at the floor. “A Truth spell? And so delicately Concealed. Seems I’ve underestimated you.”

“Yeah, sucks to be you.” Clarke snapped out his thirstblade and red energy cracked across his body. “So, you’re here to kill us? I’d like to see you try.”

“A blood knight? You?” Marsh laughed. “Oh, this day keeps getting better and better!”

A magic circle blazed around her feet, spreading outward in concentric rings threaded with glowing depictions of thorned branches. The expanding circle stripped Ashley’s spell off the floor, and glowing motes flittered outward, winking into nothingness.

“Tell me, blood knight. Have you ever faced⁠—”

“Enough!” Clarke cut through the air, and his Scarlet Slash ripped diagonally through the elf. She staggered back, and a green light flashed from her left hand. Runes lit across her body, and she grabbed the arcane gash and threw it aside. It slammed into the wall—a pulsating tear in reality—and sheet metal exploded out onto the parking lot.

The air grew heavy with the magical stench of blood.

Marsh smiled at him, but the expression was now a twisted invitation full of death and malice.

“I hope you can do better than that.”

“Challenge accepted!” Sammy drew the revolver inside her chest and emptied six shots into the elf. Every bullet swerved aside to thunk into concrete and ring against metal.

“You sad, simple fools.”

The magic around Marsh intensified, and her legs blurred, segregating. Her skirt tore open, and she grew taller atop eight legs that spread and hinged to either side, supporting her upper body like⁠—

Like a fucking spider!

Her humanoid half ended below the belly button, transitioning to pale, translucent chitin across the thorax, offering veiled glimpses of her inner organs. A bloated oval abdomen formed behind that, and she stamped out the sharp points of her hairless legs.

Marsh ripped her blouse off and sent buttons flying. She flung the tattered garment aside, and her eyes became twin pools of yellow light. She summoned an obsidian bow into her hands, and a loaded quiver materialized across her back.

“Oh, this is some Dark Souls bullshit right here!” Sammy raised her fists like a boxer. “Hey, Clarke? Should we put ‘Quelaag’ on her tombstone?”

“I’m an arachne, you twit!”

“I don’t care what you are.” Clarke pointed his sword at the monstrous woman. “We don’t have time for the delusions of thralls.”

Marsh laughed at him.

“What’s so funny?” he demanded.

“You think I’m a thrall?” Marsh placed a hand against her bare chest. “Oh, that’s rich!”

“Try to hide it all you want. That weapon you’re holding is made of vampiric obsidian. A gift from your master?”

“One of many, but I am no thrall. My master is my groom, and I serve him willingly.” Marsh raised her left hand, where an obsidian band glinted on her ring finger. She brushed the side of her neck with a light, tender caress.

Clarke’s eyes widened at the scars now visible on her neck, each a pair of narrow stab wounds, all layered on top of each other to form a thick clump of scar tissue.

“He feeds on you?” he spat, repulsed by the implications.

“You wouldn’t understand.” She touched the scar again and shivered as if on the edge of an orgasm. “To receive my master’s kiss, I would do anything, no matter how violent or debauched. His love is all that matters to me.” She lowered her gaze, eyes narrowing. “Just imagine the affection I’ll receive when I offer him your head, blood knight.”

“You want my head? Well, here I am!” Clarke gripped his sword with both hands. “Come and get it!”


Eleven


“Get in line!” Sammy enlarged her fists into pink mallets. “The only one who’s giving anyone head is me!” She pointed a mallet at Clarke. “To him!”

Clarke raised an eyebrow at Sammy.

“Seriously?” Marsh lowered her bow’s aim. “That’s the best you could up with? A lame sex joke?”

“It sounded wittier in my head!” Sammy shouted back.

“Do you have any idea how many people I’ve killed?” Marsh drew a black, glassy arrow from her quiver. “How many quippy one-liners I’ve had to endure? You’d hardly rank a footnote in the annals of my career.”

A flash of movement caught Clarke’s eye, and he looked up through the broken skylight.

“Oh, yeah?” Sammy lowered her stance. “You want to know the worst part?”

“What’s that?”

“Sammy?” Clarke called out urgently. “Above⁠—”

“That lame one-liner is how it ends!” Sammy exploded forward, huge fist pulled back, arms compacting with pent-up energy.

Marsh grinned knowingly and skittered away.

A huge mass of chitin, legs, and mandibles dropped through the skylight, falling straight toward Sammy.

Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and scarlet chains ensnared the giant spider midair. He tugged on unseen cords, and the chains slammed the hideous creature into the ground with a wet crunch. The giant spider let out a horrific, pained skreee!

Clarke chopped its head off with a single stroke.

Marsh’s grin vanished, and she loosed her arrow. The projectile struck Sammy in the chest and plooped out her back. Green energy roiled through the slime girl’s body. Her outline lost cohesion, and she splashed to the ground like so much pink punch. Her momentum carried her forward across the floor in a pink wave that left wet undergarments in its wake, and that wave rose, reconstituting into a running humanoid.

“That hurt!” Sammy smashed a fist into one of Marsh’s legs, and chitin cracked.

“Little shit!” The arachne stabbed two legs through Sammy, and green energy snapped down the limbs to shock the slime girl. Sammy juddered, impaled on the spider legs, and then a final green flash blew her back. She hit the ground on her butt.

“Oh, I’m going to make you pay for that one.” Sammy pushed herself off the floor, smoke rising from her slime.

“Sammy, watch out!” Clarke shouted. “That wasn’t the only spider! Regroup on me!”

“Got it!”

Another giant spider crashed through the wall behind them, and two more dropped from the ceiling. Marsh nocked a second arrow and aimed at Sammy.

“No, you don’t!” Clarke hit the arachne with Blood Boil.

“Gah!” Marsh convulsed, and the arrow shot from her bow. It whisked over Sammy’s head. The shaft embedded itself in sheet metal, and green lightning crackled, blasting the wall to pieces.

“Quelaag’s got some funky arrows!” Sammy shouted. “They sting like you wouldn’t believe!”

“Worry about the spiders first. Follow my lead!”

Three giant spiders converged on them, and more poured in from all directions. They chittered, legs clacking across metal and concrete, mandibles dribbling with saliva. The air thickened with the heat of their bodies and the musk of their chitinous hides.

Clarke tapped the essence of his very life, fed that essence into his magical engine⁠—

—and burned it.

Blood transformed into mana, and he cast Wide Blood Freeze. The spiders slowed, and even Marsh flinched in pain, one eye twitching.

Clarke rushed forward, and Sammy followed, watching his back as he knew she would.

His swings and footwork weren’t fancy or elegant, but they were practiced—honed from battles won and lessons learned—and his blade ripped through flesh like a soldering iron through butter. Limbs flew. Spiders screeched. Foul ooze bled across the floor, and Clarke became a deadly whirlwind of blade and magic.

His thirstblade Drained his foes, replenishing his reserves, and he spent it immediately on Blood Boil enhanced with Boost. The spider in front of him collapsed, blood weeping from its eight eyes. Sammy punched its head flat for good measure.

An arrow struck Clarke’s shoulder, and his shield flashed, sending the projectile cartwheeling over his head. He caught sight of Marsh nocking another arrow and cast Sanguine Prison. Scarlet chains looped around her arms and legs—and pulled—dropping her to the ground. She snarled, struggling against the restraints.

Clarke held the spell, even as he felt her breaking through, aware of the magic in some distant corner of his mind. His vision was a thicket of snapping mandibles and stabbing legs, and he cleaved a path through, hacking and slashing and killing with abandon. Sammy followed him every step of the way, never far from his side. She wielded her enlarged fists like the deadly weapons they were, and chitin cracked with her every swing.

Their foes were many, but they weren’t infinite, and every fallen spider was just more life force to fuel Clarke’s magic. His blade drank in the essence of his dead foes, and his magic and attacks added to their numbers.

Clarke chopped through the neck of one final spider and swept his gaze across their handiwork. Broken thoraxes, twitching legs, and a spatter of yellow fluid covered every inch of the factory floor. He turned, thirstblade held in a firm two-handed grip, the blade pulsating with an unquenchable lust for the blood of his enemies.

Marsh shattered her scarlet restraints with a strained shout, then glared at the pair.

“It seems I need to take you more seriously.”

Clarke and Sammy advanced on the arachne, and she backed up to the outer wall.

Marsh raised her left fist. The obsidian band glinted green, and a magic circle blazed around her many legs. Runes glowed across the multitude of spider corpses, and their flesh turned into a gaseous green energy that gathered before the arachne woman. That energy whirled and rippled until it coalesced into a huge red spider, its spherical thorax striped with yellow bands that tapered at the ends.

“A giant-er spider?” Clarke taunted. “This all you got, Marsh?”

“Not. Quite.” The woman’s voice was cold and clipped, bled dry of her earlier confidence. She pointed a finger at Sammy.

The massive red spider drew in a breath, held it for a brief second, then expelled a bright jet of flame.

Sammy’s eyes widened in terror, and thoughts rushed through Clarke’s mind. Sammy’s nature made her far more flammable than most, and he sprang into action. He tackled her from the side, carrying her clear of the spider’s flamethrower. Red lightning snapped across his shield, and heat scorched the back of his neck. The pair hit the ground on their sides, and Sammy flattened under his weight.

The spider stomped forward and inhaled once more.

“Fire!” Sammy cried, scrambling back from the threat. “Fire!”

“Stay clear, Sammy! Go for Marsh! I’ll handle this!”

Clarke rose and faced the spider. It vomited a jet of flames that widened into a burning wall, but he charged through it, shield flickering. He carved through the spider’s face, and two eyes burst. Yellow fluid dribbled down its twitching mandibles.

The creature stalked forward, and Clarke hit it with Blood Freeze. Its advance barely stuttered, and it inhaled once more. Clarke began to wheel around to its left, but an arrow whisked through the air. Its shaft crumpled against his chest, and fragments scattered, transforming into white, sticky cords. They landed on both arms, a cheek, several spots down one leg, and against the floor.

The tangle of webbing caused him to lose his balance. He tripped forward and landed hard on his side.

The spider loomed over him⁠—

“Aw, shit.”

—then doused him with flame.

An inferno roared around him, scorching his entire body. His head began to cook within the helmet. Red energy flickered around his body, then shattered into winking motes lost in the searing blaze.

His coat and pants caught fire, and he screamed with a mix of fury and pain, tearing free of the restraints, rising to face the heart of the blaze. He charged forward and under the spider, sword high as he carved a channel across the monster’s belly.

Its chitinous armor split open, and vile entrails spilled onto the floor. The spider shrieked, and Clarke spun in a tight circle, his blade hissing through the first joint of each righthanded leg. He ducked out as the spider toppled, then leaped on top of the monstrosity and cleaved it open from head to abdomen.

The thirstblade Drained the monster’s life, claiming it as its own, revitalizing his body as it quenched his burning wounds. His Sanguine Shield snapped back to full strength, and the fires across his clothes extinguished.

He spun to face Marsh, who Sammy had backed into a corner.

“Not so cocky now, are you?” the slime girl spat.

Clarke cast a weak version of Fly. He launched into a floating leap over the arachnid bodies and landed beside Sammy.

Marsh stabbed her legs into the ground, face twisted with a snarl. One of her legs hung limply, and fluid bled from a break in her thorax.

“Ready?” Clarke whispered.

“Ready,” Sammy whispered back.

“Now!”

They rushed in, but Marsh leaped into the air. She spun around and landed on the ceiling upside down, then skittered across, not to flee through the skylight, but to regroup. She faced them again, the black ring on her finger glowing with corpse fire.

“You have no idea what you face!” Spittle flew from Marsh’s lips. “I am bound to my master. His strength is my strength, his flesh my flesh. You face not only me, but the awesome power of an ancient pureblood!”

Green energy flashed across her body, and her broken leg snapped out, fully healed. The wound in her thorax closed, and the pain across her face subsided into a cool focus.

“I’m getting sick of that little trinket.” Sammy cracked a savage smile. “How about we take it?”

“You’re on to something. You want me to go for it?”

“No, I’ve got this. Just need an opening.”

“Then I’ll give you one. Go!”

Clarke ran forward while Sammy cut a curving path to the side. Marsh loosed an arrow, but Clarke knocked it away with his sword. He cast Fly and jumped into the air, his course leveling off until he shot straight at Marsh.

He brought the thirstblade down in a brutal arc, and the arachne woman swung the body of her bow up to meet it. Scarlet blade clashed with vampiric obsidian in a flash of green and red lightning. Marsh twirled her bow like a propeller, the top and bottom glinting with black blades.

Behind her, Sammy scampered up the wall on all fours.

Sammy only needs a few moments of distraction, Clarke thought, intent on holding the arachne’s attention. He pressed his assault recklessly, their weapons sparking with each violent clash. Marsh spun her bow in a dark blur, blocking several of his attacks, but his weapon possessed the advantage up close.

The thirstblade hissed across her stomach—a shallow wound, but one that twisted her face with mounting rage. Her ring glowed, and the wound mended. He used the opening to cleave through a spider leg, but the falling segment dissolved into green light and a replacement materialized.

She was healing faster than he could injure her!

Marsh swung the blades on her bow, and he floated back. She reached over the shoulder for her quiver, but her hand sank into pink slime. She spun, eyes wide with shock to find her hand stuck in Sammy’s chest.

“Surprise, mommy long legs!” Sammy clubbed Marsh in the head. Blood gushed out of the arachne’s mouth, and one of her yellow eyes dimmed. She dropped from the ceiling and landed on the floor in a crumpled heap of limbs, Sammy riding her thorax.

“Get off!” Marsh snarled, and the ring began to glow inside Sammy’s chest.

“Wanna see a magic trick?” Sammy flashed a sinister grin, even as green light shone through her teeth. “I learned it while watching The Thing!”

The slime around Marsh’s forearm transformed into shark teeth and gnashed through her flesh. She screamed—high and shrill and full of terror—while Sammy chewed the forearm off. It broke free with a wet, sickening snap. The severed limb sank into Sammy’s chest, and the shark teeth melted away into pink slime.

Clarke dropped down and drove his sword through the monstrous woman’s heart. Her back arched and she let out an earsplitting scream that lasted until she’d emptied her lungs. She looked down at the blade lodged in her chest, then chuckled softly. Her muscles slackened and her head drooped⁠—

—but then she grabbed Clarke’s throat with a sharp burst of speed, her eyes wide and manic. He gasped, her fingers digging into his flesh, and she brought his face close to hers, all the rage in existence burning in her eyes.

“At least I die knowing your fate,” she spat, blood dribbling down her chin. “This isn’t over. Not for you.”

Clarke ripped the sword free of her chest and then beheaded her with a single clean stroke. He tore the hand from his throat and backed away. Blood spurted from Marsh’s severed neck, and her body sagged, spider limbs splayed out, torso leaning back.

“Whew!” Sammy gave her brow a dramatic wipe despite the lack of sweat. “She was a toughie!”

“Got any good one-liners for this?”

“Hmm, let’s see …”

The slime girl took on a thoughtful air, finger tapping her chin. But then her face twisted in what might have been indigestion, and she let rip a loud, rumbling belch.

“Oh, wow! Excuse me.” She thumped her chest, and a hand-shaped silhouette bobbed inside her. “I think I’ll let this one pass. I used all my brain cells on the blowjob joke.”

Clarke cracked a smile and chuckled. The chuckle turned to laughter, and Sammy joined him with a boisterous snicker of her own.

They both stopped when the burner phone rang.
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“Go ahead,” Clarke said, placing the phone on speaker.

“Clarke, this is Emma. Ashley just Scried a massive uptick in magic near your location. Whatever or whoever it is, it’s heading your way. What’s going on over there?”

“Marsh attacked us. She’s dead, but before she snuffed it, she confessed to being in league with a vampire.”

“Then Faraday and Shimoda?”

“Part of the same group, almost guaranteed.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. But better we find out now than when the knife gets driven into our backs. Where’s the threat coming from?”

“East of you.”

Clarke faced that direction. He hurried up to the opening in the wall and gazed across the parking lot to the tree line beyond.

Nothing stood out to his eyes.

Nor did he hear any vehicles approaching.

“We fighting or running?” Sammy asked.

“A balance of both.” Clarke patted the smoke grenade in his coat. “We still have our getaway spell, and it wouldn’t hurt for us to gain a better idea what we’re up⁠—”

Magic rushed through the steel mill, stinking of blood and bile. Sheet metal rattled. Dust coughed off high rafters, and greenish light snapped across the perimeter.

“What was that?” Sammy asked.

“Gotta go, Emma!” Clarke pocketed the phone. “Long-range spell, and it reeks of vampirism. Probably a high-powered Scrying. Someone’s softening up the Wards.”

Another spell shuddered through the building, and a pane of glass fell from the ceiling, exploding into glittering bits on the floor.

“And that?”

“The same. The caster is trying to peer inside the Ward. I don’t think they know Marsh is dead, only that something is wrong.” Clarke glanced back at the dead arachne, then to the stump above her left elbow. “She said she was bound to her master, but you must have broken the connection when you bit off her hand.”

“Clarke, look!” Sammy pointed across the parking lot.

He followed her gaze to two glints cresting over the treetops, one winged and wreathed in lightning, the other pale and shrouded in mist.

Faraday and Shimoda, he thought, his jaw tightening. Flying straight in without a hint of subtlety. It’s pretty far for Scarlet Slash, but I should be able to manage.

“Let’s see if I can give these two a proper welcome.”

Clarke fed a portion of his life into his magic, summoning the strength needed to unlock his more powerful spells. He conjured the thirstblade, then drew it back, readying it for a rising strike. He gauged the distance and zeroed in on Faraday. He wasn’t sure how difficult it would be to injure Shimoda since the yuki-onna could turn incorporeal. A dragonkin’s powers and defenses—while formidable—were more familiar to him.

The magic accumulated in his body, percolating in his veins with rising tension. He narrowed his eyes, shifted one foot back, and⁠—

The ground before him exploded with a clap of thunder. The force of the blast hurled him back, and his shield shimmered into a vibrant outline around his body. He hit the ground and rolled over twice, ending up on his stomach.

“Hell,” he groaned, pushing off the ground. “These ladies mean business.”

A huge spear of ice stabbed through the ceiling, and another bolt of lightning struck the outer wall. Metal turned orange before bursting apart, and more ice spears ripped through rusted sheets, exploding into icy shrapnel on impact.

“Clarke?” Sammy shouted over the magical chaos. “We have overstayed our welcome!”

“I know! Get next to me!”

Wind roared through the broken remains of the front wall, and a cold, lashing rain pelted his body, stinging his shield with each drop. The wind tore another piece of sheet metal loose, and it flew back across the factory. Two lightning bolts stabbed at either side of the gap, and another explosion blasted the opening wider.

Their demihuman foes landed in the parking lot.

Faraday shook out her bronze wings, the webbing mottled with patches of blue. Scales rose up her neck, covered the backs of her hands, and her fingers ended in long metallic nails. She wore a modern-looking armored vest and carried a two-headed obsidian axe. Her eyes shone like burnished metal with black vertical slits.

Shimoda hovered a few inches off the ground, her bare feet vanishing into translucent haze. Her long black hair flowed freely about her pale face, giving the impression of being caught in a slow-motion breeze. A gown of mist shrouded her otherwise naked body, and she glared at them with hate in her pure white eyes.

Lightning scintillated down Faraday’s arm, and Shimoda gathered icy particles above a raised palm.

Clarke retrieved the smoke grenade from his coat, and the two women stopped, perhaps unsure what kind of threat the device posed.

Clarke yanked out the pin and dropped the grenade at his feet. Red smoke plumed from the top, billowing out to engulf him and Sammy. A magical sensation tingled across his body, and his outline faded.

“Here!” Clarke held his arms open, and Sammy leaped into them. He cast Fly and together they shot through the skylight.


Hunter Interlude 1


The sun had set by the time Deviant Hunter Dorian Alant reached the steel mill. He climbed out of the black Mercedes-Benz GLB-class SUV and closed the door, his face a calm mask devoid of expression. His long, black coat billowed about his ankles as he strode to the shattered structure. Faraday and Shimoda both stood to one side of the gaping hole, tense with their gazes cast low.

Dorian didn’t fear the sun. Yes, its light could disrupt his magic to a degree; all vampires were more vulnerable during the day because of this effect, and most stayed indoors whenever possible.

He wasn’t one of them. Some of his targets had believed themselves safe during the day, and he’d proven them wrong. Fatally so, in every case. He kept the sun’s position in mind as he pursued his targets, but he didn’t let it dominate his decision-making. The sun was merely one of many factors he considered when optimizing how best to achieve his goal.

But the current situation was far from optimal, and the sun had played a small but crucial factor.

Dorian stopped at the threshold and regarded the body of his fallen bride. His dark features showed only the faintest hint of grief. He stepped through the rubble around her broken form, and the other brides followed him in.

He stopped before Natalie Marsh’s body: broken, skewered, and beheaded. He rolled one of the rings on his left hand idly, sensed the cold emptiness that occupied the connection he’d once held to the arachne. His mind ventured through memories of missions past, so many of them violent crossroads between life and death.

This was far from his first bride to fall in battle, and to a certain degree he’d grown accustomed to losing them. They were only mortal, after all, and would die eventually. Better to pass this way, upright and weapon in hand, than to wither slowly from old age. He’d seen that too, far too many times, and despised that form of death most of all.

His pureblood longevity colored his attachments, and that was one of the reasons they were brides and not wives. They were transitory parts of his life, on the cusp of becoming more but never quite achieving that goal.

In contrast, his commitment to the Academy of Silence, and the peace it enforced, was forever.

Dorian inhaled a slow, heady breath. The sweet aroma of so much blood sent a pleasurable thrill down his spine, but he pushed the sensation aside and focused on the magical residue that permeated the battlefield.

“You’re right,” he said, his voice deep and low. “A blood knight was here. A young one. Male. Still weak.” He closed his eyes. “You sure there was only the slime with him?”

“Yes, my love.” Faraday kept her head down.

“And yet I detect the faintest hints of other magic. Seems he’s absorbed some measure of power from his other allies.”

“Our deepest apologies, my love. We didn’t expect such a troublesome foe. Natalie believed it wisest to proceed alone, in order to better infiltrate the group, and so we hung back and …”

“It is what it is.” Dorian waved the issue aside without turning. “Natalie died as she lived, in service to a higher purpose. We will honor her by killing this blood knight, along with anyone and everyone allied to him.”

“That we will, my love.” Faraday raised her eyes. “I promise you this.”

“Do we have any idea what led to such”—Dorian made a sweeping gesture—“carnage?”

“We uncovered the remnants of a Truth spell. She may have been compelled to reveal some aspect of our operation.”

Dorian breathed in deeply, enjoying the scent of blood in the air. He walked a slow circle around the arachne’s body.

“Neither of you got a good look at her killers?”

“No, my love. The blood knight wore a helmet and the slime was, well, a slime.”

“Of course.”

“We would have pursued them, but they vanished after dropping that smoke grenade.”

“Enchanted smoke?”

“We believe so.”

“Then we will pick their spells apart, one particle of mana at a time. If there’s a trail to be found, we will find it and we will follow it. Tonight.”

“Yes, my love.” Faraday inclined her neck once more.

“Should we contact the Academy?” Shimoda asked, her voice as cold and harsh as the mist wrapped around her nakedness. “They’ll want to know another blood knight has emerged.”

“I’m sure they would.” Dorian stopped with the corpse between him and the two brides. “But we’ll keep this to ourselves.”

“My love?”

“We’ll deal with this blood knight on our own.” He looked up at them. “And when we defeat him, I will feed on his power and take it as my own.”

Shimoda’s frosted eyes widened.

“An excellent idea, my love.” Faraday let a cruel smile slip. “The essence of his magic will surely invigorate you.”

“We’ll take him alive if we can. If not, then I’ll be content with draining his corpse. We’ll break his body as he broke Natalie’s.”

“What of his allies?” Shimoda asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Do you wish to feed on them as well?”

“If the opportunity presents itself.” Dorian’s face twisted in disgust. “Except for the slime. We’ll burn that one alive.”

“Naturally.” Shimoda chuckled. “No point wasting your time on a bloodless freak like that.”

“And speaking of waste”—Faraday draped an arm around Shimoda’s bare shoulders—“do you need to recover your strength, my love?”

“Not at present. The sun limited what I could grant Natalie through the bond. What I’ve lost is but a drop.”

“Still, surely you could use some … refreshing?” Faraday ran a hand down Shimoda’s chest and twined one leg between the yuki-onna’s. Both of their eyes twinkled with lust for their master’s kiss.

Dorian glanced at Natalie’s corpse once more. Her head had been chopped off and her heart pierced, but not all of her blood had drained away. What remained would still hold some of the magic he’d imparted to her through the bond.

“I’ll retrieve what I can from Natalie first.” He granted the brides a faint, almost imperceptible smile. “After that, we’ll see.”

Dorian knelt beside the arachne’s corpse, took hold of her remaining hand, and sank his fangs into the wrist. He drank deeply, and the blood’s lingering magic warmed his chest.

“Watch him, Megumi,” Faraday whispered to her fellow bride. “Our master is granting Natalie one final kiss. Isn’t it beautiful?”

“It is,” the yuki-onna replied breathlessly, then licked her pale, bluish lips.

“Don’t you want him to do the same to us one day?”

“I do.”

Faraday’s hand traced down Shimoda’s belly, then slipped between her legs.

“So do I,” the dragonkin replied. “Let me taste you before our master does.”

Faraday turned Shimoda’s head with a gentle metallic nail against her cheek. The yuki-onna closed her eyes, parted her pale lips, and Faraday kissed her full on the mouth.


Twelve


Clarke flew over the treetops with Sammy in his arms. They were indistinct blurs thanks to the Invisibility spell, so he couldn’t make out her face, but he could feel the worry in her arms, wrapped tightly around him with hands clasped behind his back.

“Do you see anything following us?” he shouted over the roar of the wind.

The blurred figure in his arms shifted.

“Nothing!” Sammy shouted back. “Looks clear!”

“Keep an eye out!”

They reached the hidden motorbike and landed beside it, the Invisibility spell fizzling as soon as their feet touched the ground. They pulled the bike back onto the road, and Clarke climbed on. Sammy donned her biking leathers, then slid in behind him. She gripped him tight, and they took off down the road.

But not in the direction of the mansion.

“We’re not going home?” Sammy asked.

“Not yet. Not until we know it’s safe. First step is to put some distance between us and the mill.”

They stopped at a rundown Spinx gas station at an intersection in the middle of nowhere. Sammy, back in her human appearance, topped off the tank while Clarke placed a call. He had to dial the number three times before she answered.

“Who are you, and where did you get this number?” Hepatica demanded after the third try.

“Lady Grey, this is Clarke.”

“Clarke?” The witch’s tone changed instantly. “My apologies. I didn’t recognize the caller ID. I thought you were a scam.”

“It’s all right. I’m on one of Ixia’s burner phones.”

“I see. The girl does believe in preparedness. Well, I assume you called for a reason. What can I do for you today?”

“Sammy and I ran into some serious troublemakers. We believe we’ve made a clean getaway, but we don’t want to head back to the mansion until we’re sure we weren’t followed. Know of any places we can crash for the night?”

“Where are you right now?”

“Northwest of the old steel mill. About ten-ish miles.”

“Give me a moment to pull up a map. I’m not terribly familiar with that area.”

Clarke shifted from one foot to the other and waited, glad Hepatica hadn’t hit him with a million questions. She’d gone straight to seeing how best she could help.

Which didn’t surprise him. She was the practical sort, after all.

The phone’s speaker rustled.

“All right, Clarke. Got a map pulled up. And, yes, I do believe I know a safe house you can use. Ever hear of the Weeping Stone clan?”

“Once or twice. Ixia mentioned them to me in passing. They’re wizards, if I recall correctly.”

“That they are, and staunch allies of the Ashen Flowers, too. I’ll text you the directions to their loremaster’s home. They’ll put you up for the night, though no more than that, so don’t impose on their hospitality.”

“Understood. We shouldn’t have to. Either things’ll blow over or … we’ll think of something.”

“When you arrive, ask for Nicholas Rogers and tell him ‘Even a Grey must weep sometimes.’ Those exact words. That’ll let him know I sent you.”

“‘Even a Grey must weep sometimes.’ Got it.”

“You need anything else from me?”

“Not right now. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Good luck, Clarke. And I appreciate how you’re not leading trouble back to my daughter.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“I know. Take care of yourselves out there.”
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Clarke gave Emma a call and filled her in on their plans. As soon as the call ended, he and Sammy drove away from the gas station. They followed Hepatica’s instructions through winding sideroads until they came to a ranch house even closer to the “middle of nowhere” than the gas station. The quaint home possessed a rustic, welcoming air with clean brick walls and smoke rising from its single stack. The smoke was a boring gray rather than purple or blue or shot with sparks of arcane energy.

Clarke couldn’t help but feel a mild pang of disappointment, though the palpable aura of orderly, overlapping magics made up for it.

The property appeared to be part of an old farm, with a barbed wire fence encircling a field of tall grass and trees. A pristine white barn sat on a nearby hill, the path between it and the ranch home paved with flagstones.

Clarke wondered what sort of secrets a clan of wizards could hide in a barn that size.

Best not to ask, he thought, approaching the front door.

He pressed the doorbell and waited with his helmet slung under an arm. Sammy stood beside him, rocking back and forth on her heels.

The door opened soundlessly on well-oiled hinges, and a young man stepped forward, perhaps sixteen or seventeen years old, wearing a tired frown. He was tall and frightfully thin, as if someone had taken a better proportioned individual and stretched him an extra two feet. His T-shirt and sweatpants hung limply on a skeletal frame with slumped shoulders, and a mop of brown hair sagged over his face. About the only thing wizard-like about him was the pair of circular Harry Potter glasses, though Clarke doubted there was a lightning scar underneath his greasy hair.

“Yes?” asked the young man in a bored voice.

“I’m here to see Nicholas Rogers,” Clarke replied, his tone polite and respectful. “Is he in?”

“One minute.”

The teenager turned and opened his mouth. An invisible current of magic scintillated through the air, thick with the roar of an unseen crowd. He took a deep breath.

“HEY, DAD!”

The roof shook, and potted plants vibrated. A dog—a huge one somewhere back near the barn—began barking angrily. Clarke flinched from the sudden assault on his ears.

“What is it, Alaric?” replied a distant voice from inside the house.

“SOMEONE’S AT THE DOOR FOR YOU!”

Windows rattled.

“Tell them to give me a minute! And turn your voice down! You want to upset our guest? You know how he is with loud noises!”

“THEN WHY DOESN’T HE SAY SO HIMSELF?”

“I said turn it down!”

“FINE! I WILL, BUT NOT BECAUSE YOU TOLD ME TO!”

The teenager faced the door again. Clarke backed away out of reflex, but the precaution proved unnecessary, because the teenager’s voice returned to normal.

“He’ll be a minute.”

“Thank you,” Clarke said, then frowned at the closing door.

A thin man opened it a few minutes later. He wasn’t as emaciated as the teenager, but still quite slender with a head of bushy gray. His T-shirt said: You read my shirt. That’s enough social interaction for the day.

“Nicholas Rogers?” Clarke asked.

“That’s me.” He adjusted his circular glasses. “A warlock and a slime? What do the likes of you want at this hour? You here about the dire turtle?”

“No, sir. We’re …” Clarke paused and frowned again. “Dire turtle, sir?”

“You know. Waddle.”

“You have a dire turtle here named Waddle?”

“Of course I do. What kind of place do you think this is?”

“Well, sir, I really don’t⁠—”

“This about the unicorn, then?” Nicholas’ eyes darted from Clarke to Sammy and back. “Are one or both of you virgins? Otherwise, this won’t end well.”

“Excuse me?”

“It also helps if you haven’t masturbated in the past seventy-two hours.”

“Excuse me?”

“You know. To get Fornication to speak with you. Otherwise, she won’t give you the time of day.”

“Uh …” Clarke felt the conversation slipping further and further out of his control. “You have a unicorn named Fornication who only talks to virgins?”

“She picked the name, not me.”

“Sir, perhaps I should⁠—”

“If you’re not here to see the unicorn or the dire turtle, then what are you here for?”

“Sir, if you would just⁠—”

“Did Hepatica send you?”

“As a matter a fact, she⁠—”

“You in trouble?”

“Sir, if I could have a moment to explain⁠—”

“Good old Lady Grey!” Nicholas rolled his eyes. “Expects me to help any old stray at the drop of a hat. Hmph! The nerve of that witch! Perhaps I should throw you two back onto the street.” He leaned forward. “Wouldn’t that be a crying shame?”

“But, sir,” Clarke replied, seeing the opening at last. “Didn’t you know? Even a Grey must weep sometimes.”

Nicholas raised both eyebrows and adjusted his glasses. He and Clarke stared at each other for long, awkward seconds.

And then the wizard cracked a smile.

“Come inside. Let’s get you two settled in.”
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Clarke wheeled the motorcycle into the garage, and Nicholas passed them off to his son Alaric, who showed them to the guest bath and bedroom. Clarke and Sammy went through a whole roll of paper towels cleaning off the spider blood, then joined Nicholas in the living room.

The room was warm and welcoming with a long, comfy sofa and three recliners arrayed in an arc opposite the wall-mounted television. Framed pictures along the back wall showed a variety of slender, bespectacled men and women alongside mundane animals like cows, horses, and chickens. None of the pictures depicted unicorns or whatever the hell a dire turtle was.

“My buddy Vince will join us shortly.” Nicholas set two six-packs of chilled Coors Light bottles on the coffee table. “He’s outside burning the feisty out of his system.”

“The … feisty?” Clarke asked.

“It’s his thing. I don’t judge.” Nicholas stepped over to a nearby closet and pulled out a roll of clear plastic.

Sammy sank into one of the recliners.

“Not yet!” Nicholas whirled around viciously. “You wait your turn, young lady!” He shooed the slime girl back.

“Sorry!” Sammy leaped out of the seat. She backed away with her hands up. “What’d I do?”

“The chair wasn’t ready.” Nicholas unfurled the plastic tarp and draped it over the recliner. “There. Now you can sit in it.”

Sammy grimaced at the chair, now covered in the equivalent of a giant condom.

“Sir, I’ll have you know, I do not leak.”

“Can’t be too careful. The last slime who came through here oozed all over my favorite chair. Took forever to clean all the gunk off. I’m not going through that again!” The wizard surveyed the coffee table. “Snacks. We need snacks. Alaric! I told you to lay out the snack trays!”

No response came.

“Alaric! Alaric!” Nicholas sighed. “He’s probably playing Fortnite with his headphones in again. Give me a minute to sort this out.”

Nicholas left the room.

“I do not leak!” Sammy protested.

“It’s all right.” Clarke patted her on the shoulder. “I’m sure he didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Can I poke him?”

“Sammy.” He gave her a firm side eye.

“Just a little. Enough for him to spend the rest of the evening on the crapper.”

“Sammy, we’re guests here.”

“I know, but he didn’t have to make fun of me with … with this!” She gestured with both hands at the recliner.

“There’s still the risk of Faraday and Shimoda tracking us down. You want to fight them with a sick wizard by your side?”

“Uh, wizards!” Sammy flopped into the recliner and spread out her slime in what might have been a liquefied pout.

“You’ve dealt with wizards before?”

“Once, briefly. He was a jerk, too.”

“Just remember what Tolkien said: ‘Do not meddle in the affairs of wizards, for they are subtle and quick to anger.’”

“Yeah, you’re right. As usual.” Sammy let out a calming breath. “And if anyone would know, it’d be Tolkien.”

Clarke blinked in surprise. “Excuse me?”

“J.R.R. Tolkien. One of the most famous wizards of all time.”

“I … did not know that.”

“At least, that’s what Emma told me.” Sammy shrugged. “I’m still getting caught up on all this hidden lore business.”

“You and me bo⁠—”

“I DO WHAT I WANT, DAD!”

The house trembled, and a picture frame fell off the back wall.

A bright flash from down the hall seared Clarke’s retinas, and he blinked the afterimages away. Nicholas returned a minute later wearing a forced smile.

“Sorry about that. Alaric was getting a bit too uppity. Had to ground him.” The wizard sank into the voluminous sofa. “You two in some sort of vampire trouble?”

“You could say that.”

“Figured.” Nicholas cracked open a beer and took a swig. “Help yourselves, by the way.”

“Thank you, sir.” Clarke sat down next to Sammy, passed her a beer, and opened his own. “If you don’t mind me saying, sir, the possibility of vampire trouble doesn’t seem to be bothering you.”

“Oh, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried at all, but you can rest easy knowing this place is protected. You’ll be safe for tonight, at least.” Nicholas took another swig and then frowned thoughtfully. “Unless it’s a d-hunter after you, in which case you’re as good as dead.”

Sammy glared at the wizard and drained her bottle in one gulp.

A door opened somewhere along the backside of the house.

“Ah, that must be Vince.” Nicholas selected a second bottle and twisted the cap off.

A throaty, bestial rumble prompted Clarke to sit up, alert to any possible danger. Sammy looked up as well, but Nicholas remained perfectly relaxed. A heavy presence stomped through the halls, reeking of magical musk.

“Werewolf,” Clarke whispered to Sammy, who nodded.

A huge, brown-furred werewolf trudged into view, hunched over to clear the house’s low ceiling. His sleeveless flannel shirt hung open, exposing his muscular chest and bulging biceps. His Bloat’s Bullets hat featured two cutouts for his ears, both partially cocked backward.

Clarke looked up at the immense werewolf.

He’s quite a bit larger than Brooke, he thought.

The werewolf’s yellow eyes darted to him, then to Sammy, and his lips curled back in a wet, toothy snarl.

“Hey, Vince!” Nicholas offered the werewolf a beer. “How was your zooming tonight?”

“So-so.” Vince pointed a clawed finger at Clarke. “Who the hell are they?”

“We have two guests with us tonight, courtesy of Hepatica. This is Clarke, and that’s Sammy.”

“Clarke?” the werewolf blurted, all menace evaporating. His ears perked up in bright curiosity. “You wouldn’t happen to be J.B. Clarke, by any chance?”

“I am, sir. A pleasure to meet⁠—”

“Well, hot diggity dog!” The werewolf snapped his clawed fingers. “What are the odds?”

Vince morphed into his hybrid form, wolf ears peeking through his cap, tail wagging. He grabbed the beer, folded his tail around his hips, and sank into the sofa.

“You know each other?” Nicholas asked.

“Not formally.” Vince took a swig from his beer. “But I’ve heard a lot about them.” He gestured to Clarke. “Especially this kid.”

“Then I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage, sir.”

“So polite, too!” Vince chuckled. “Nick, this is the Clarke! The one I told you about!”

“Wait a second.” Nicholas regarded the visitors more critically. “You mean he’s your daughter’s alpha?”

“Yep!” Vince grinned wide enough for his fangs to show.

“Your daughter …” Clarke sat forward. “Then you’re Mr. Hawthorne?”

“Nice to meet you! Put it there!” Vince extended a hand, which Clarke shook. His grip was firm and his palm rough. The wolfman nodded to Sammy. “I’d shake your hand, too, but …”

“Yeah, yeah.” Sammy waved the matter aside. “I’m used to it.”

Vince sat back and took another sip.

“Wow, I feel like I already know you guys. Clarke, I don’t know if you realize this, but Brooke is picky about the kinds of men she hangs out with. Especially after, well …”

“The incident where she hurt her boyfriend?”

“Yeah, that. Been a bit shy around boys ever since. Or maybe ‘shy’ isn’t the right word. Cautious, then. Got to admit, I worried Brooke would never find a worthy alpha.” Vince gestured with an open palm. “But then you showed up!”

“I’m glad you approve of our relationship, sir.”

“Approve? Hell, I’d be a fool not to! I’ve never seen my daughter this happy, this content. You can’t put a price on that.”

“A witch could.” Nicholas drank from his bottle. “Covens’ll put a price on anything.”

“And don’t you feel left out either, Sammy.” Vince waved his beer at her. “Brooke values you as a true friend. You’ve been good for her. And, I hope, the opposite has been true as well.”

“It has.” Sammy smiled shyly, and her skin reddened from a mild blush.

“Clarke …” Nicholas tapped his bottle with a thoughtful finger. “I take it you know Ixia Grey.”

“I do, sir.”

“An interesting young witch. Sharp as a tack, that one. Asks the most fascinating questions. Why, just the other day, we were going back and forth about how mana generation can interact with spellcasting, even interfere with it under certain circumstances. Really had to wrack my brain to answer some of her questions. Even had to dig out my records on blood magic, of all things, if you can believe it!”

Clarke kept his expression neutral and sipped his beer.

“That’s a fascinating topic in and of itself,” Nicholas continued. “Both vampirism and blood magic. The disease and the cure, you might say.”

“We wish!” Vince exclaimed.

“True.” Nicholas gave them a little headshake. “Blood magic is all but extinct these days. But the origins of both share some curious parallels.”

“How so?” Clarke asked.

“Well, two powerful forms of magic sprang up at the same point in history, roughly a thousand years ago. Very close to one another. Suspiciously close, if you ask me, as if vampirism was the question and blood magic the answer. Plus, neither one is a species. Any human or demihuman can become a vampire or, theoretically, inherit blood magic.”

“Nick, please!” Vince slumped against the sofa. “You’re boring the kids. Get to the point already.”

“My point is both vampires and blood knights may not have emerged as some natural evolution of magic. Instead, they may have been created.”

“By whom?” Clarke asked.

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Nicholas’ eyes lit up. “If we assume both vampires and blood knights were magically engineered about a thousand years ago, who could have pulled off such a feat? And, more interestingly, why go through all that trouble? The motivation behind blood knights would be obvious, but why create vampires at all? Did mages do it? Or was this the work of some other, external factor?”

“You’re not going to ramble on about your Belphegor theory again, are you?” Vince asked wearily. “They’re just kids. Show some pity.”

“Why not? It’s a good theory.”

“It’s loony! That’s what it is!”

“Belphegor?” Clarke asked.

“Oh, now you’ve done it!” Vince laughed. “I need a second beer for this.”

“Help yourself.” Nicholas passed him another bottle. “Belphegor is a title amongst the vampire elite. ‘The Great Mother.’ It’s a ceremonial position at the highest levels of their clandestine society. We within the mage clans know very little about the position or who holds it, but I have a theory.”

“Here it comes.” Vince shook his head.

“I believe Belphegor isn’t a title at all, but an individual, and it’s been the same individual for the past thousand years. I believe the reason this woman is called ‘the Great Mother’ is because she is exactly that—the mother of all vampires.”

Vince let a raspberry rip.

Nicholas frowned at the wolfman. “Or, at least, she’s responsible for the creation of the original purebloods. Either through some arcane method or perhaps magically augmented births.”

“Then you believe this Belphegor was …” Clarke paused in thought. “Or rather is a mage.”

“One of the strongest ever to walk the Earth.”

Vince snorted.

“Vampires came from somewhere,” Nicholas protested.

“Whatever you say.” The wolfman tipped his beer back.
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The night came and went without the Rogers’ home falling under attack. That morning, Clarke called Emma and let her know they were heading out soon. The succubus put Ashley to work Scrying the path home and said they’d call if they spotted any trouble. Clarke pulled the motorcycle out of the garage, and he and Sammy hit the road, wary of any signs of suspicious activity.

They pulled into the mansion’s turnabout without any incidents and parked the bike in the garage.

Emma and Brooke rushed to embrace Clarke before he’d finished dismounting from the bike, and Ixia wasn’t far behind. Ashley hung back, smiling pleasantly at their return.

“I was so worried about you!” Emma declared, squeezing his left arm.

“We were worried!” Brooke corrected, embracing him from the right.

“Glad to see you made it back in one piece,” Ixia said. “Both of you.”

“Glad to be back,” Clarke replied.

“Hey, don’t I get a hug?”

Everyone faced Sammy, who held her arms wide.

“Well …” Brooke’s face twisted, as if the mere memory of Sammy’s toxins could make her hurl.

Sammy laughed. “I kid, I kid.”

“Actually, there is something.” Ashley approached Sammy and looked her up and down. The celestial held out an open hand and passed it across the slime girl’s torso.

“Problem?” Sammy asked.

“Not sure.” Ashley’s hand settled near the slime girl’s stomach. “Your magical aura feels different somehow. As if it’s being contorted by some outside influence.”

“That doesn’t sound good.” Clarke joined the pair. “Ashley?”

“There’s definitely something here. A magic that’s not hers. Very weak, though. Too weak to be any sort of threat, unless we’re dealing with a very sophisticated and well-hidden spell.” The angel tilted her head. “Sammy, did you, by any chance, eat something weird recently?”

Sammy and Clarke turned to each other, and realization dawned on their faces.

“The ring!” they said in unison.

Sammy cocked her head back and wiggled her hips. She rolled her neck and thrust out her chest, grimacing with effort, then swished a small object around in the back of her mouth.

“Hol’ ouh your han’,” Sammy said, keeping her mouth partially open.

Ashley sighed and did so.

“Bleh …” Sammy let the obsidian ring drop onto the angel’s hand.

Ashley grimaced and picked up the small artifact with thumb and forefinger. She held it up to the light and gazed through the loop.

“My, my.” A smile slowly crept onto her lips. “Where did you get this?”


Thirteen


Ashley stayed home with Ixia to study the ring while Clarke and the others headed for the university. The immediate threat of an attack may have passed, but they needed to maintain appearances as students. Faraday and Shimoda were still operating on campus, and any sudden absences could draw unwanted attention to Broken Fang.

Clarke was especially on guard during Shimoda’s calculus class, but the yuki-onna never showed any sign she recognized him. Brooke reported the same with Faraday, and everyone reconvened at the mansion that evening.

“We need to talk,” Ixia told him as soon as he returned, her face grim. “All of us.”

Everyone gathered in the kitchen, and Ashley placed the black ring in the center of the table.

“Here’s the bad news,” the angel began. “We’re up against a deviant hunter.”

The room fell silent, all joy and energy drained from the women around him. Clarke glanced to Ixia, who stared at the ring with cold, fearful eyes. He returned his gaze to Ashley.

“I know we’ve discussed the d-hunters in passing,” he said, “but how bad is this, really?”

“D-hunters are vampires trained and equipped to kill mages and other high-threat targets. The mere presence of one in this area is bad enough, and the fact that Broken Fang has been targeted pushes the situation from bad to catastrophic.”

“D-hunters are how vampires keep the mage clans in check.” Ixia looked up, her brow creased with worry. “We’re all in grave danger.”

“And the three women we’ve faced so far?” Clarke asked. “Two now.”

“Willing servants of the d-hunter. His brides”—Ashley tapped the black ring— “bonded to his flesh and power through these rings. And yes, we know the hunter is male because of how the bond rings work. They connect male to female. Master to slave.”

“Outie to innie,” Sammy quipped with a smile.

Ashley’s lips became a thin, severe line. “This is serious.”

“Sorry.” Sammy lowered her head. “Just trying to lighten the mood.”

“We’ve faced and defeated one of his brides,” Clarke pointed out. “We can do it again.”

“True, but you didn’t face the bride at full power,” Ixia warned. “The sun was out, which weakened the bond. Her master would only have been able to shift a portion of his strength to the bride.”

“And she was still a handful,” Sammy muttered.

“I never claimed this would be easy,” Clarke replied, his eyes passing across each woman. “But our objectives are clear. We have three targets: Faraday, Shimoda, and their master. We isolate and eliminate each of them, starting with the brides. Pick them off one at a time. Weaken the d-hunter by taking out his support, and then we go after him. It’s us or them, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let it be us.”

“Fine by me.” Brooke cracked her knuckles. “What are we waiting for? We know exactly where to find the brides.”

“But we can’t just launch a frontal assault in the middle of the day,” Ixia said. “If we do that, and we’re IDed, we could have ten d-hunters after us instead of one!”

“There’s no way we’d survive that,” Emma added grimly. “We absolutely must maintain our anonymity.”

“Then that’s what we do,” Clarke said. “We bide our time, watching and waiting. And when the moment’s perfect, we strike hard and true. Sammy, we’ll need you to be our primary eyes and ears. Looks like we’ll be relying on your talents more than ever.”

“No problem. I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t. And thank you.”

He glanced around the table once more, taking in the long faces, the fearful looks, and he knew he had to step in as their leader, no matter the fear tugging at his own heart.

“Make no mistake,” he began, “this is the worst threat Broken Fang has ever faced. Tough days are ahead of us, and sacrifices will need to be made. Am I concerned about facing this d-hunter and his brides? Of course I am, but I’m not terrified, despite all their vaunted lethality. You know why? Because I know what this team is capable of, and I know we can rise to meet this new challenge. I believe in each and every one of you, and more than anything, I trust you all with my life. We’ll get through this, together. You have my solemn word we will.”

The room stirred with renewed energy at his words. Brooke stood straighter, ears proud and upright. Ixia nodded, a cocky half-smile on her lips. Sammy thumped the air with a fist, and Emma mouthed a quiet, “Thank you.”

Ashley’s hairband brightened, and she actually chuckled.

“Well said, Clarke. And, to continue along that line, there’s some good news to share along with the bad.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“It involves this.” Ashley picked up the vampiric bond ring. “The magic in this ring shares some similarities with Power Bond.”

“Power Bond? The more advanced form of Power Graft?”

“Correct. In some ways it’s even more powerful, allowing magic to flow in both directions, but in others, it’s nothing more than a perverted reflection. The difference is as stark as the contrast between coequal lovers and the forced relationship between master and slave. Yes, the d-hunter can imbue his brides with his strength, but he can also suck them dry to the point of death, using them up as nothing more than mana batteries fashioned from meat and bone.

“Your magic, Clarke, is consensual. The power you’ve gained through Power Graft was freely given, though often subconsciously by your partners. This nature of willingness is at the heart of blood magic’s ability to absorb the strength of others. Goodness, love, a yearning to protect. All these and more versus the perverse taking of power and life that vampires thrive on.”

“Marsh did seem a bit”—Sammy twirled a finger beside her ear—“nutty for her master.”

“We saw Marsh conjure an obsidian bow,” Clarke said. “And she was able to heal her wounds rapidly. Were these abilities a product of the bond?”

“Most likely, yes,” Ashley said.

“It’s going to suck if we have to face a bonded bride at full power.” Sammy crossed her arms. “Marsh just wouldn’t go down until I bit off her ring.”

“True, the bonds make the d-hunter and his brides formidable.” Ashley held out the ring. “But now we have one of our own.”

“You’re proposing we use this bond ring?” Clarke frowned doubtfully. “But the bond it creates is plain evil. A master and a slave? A relationship so imbalanced it can kill one side? We can’t in good conscience use a power like that.”

“And I’m not proposing we do.” Ashley flicked the ring into the air and caught it as it fell. “Which is why I want to cleanse this ring of evil first. I intend to transform the bond into something purer and then connect it to a new partner ring.” She flashed a small smile. “Since, obviously, the d-hunter isn’t likely to give up his, even if we ask nicely.”

“Question.” Sammy shot up a hand. “If the d-hunter has this ring’s pair, how come he hasn’t tracked us down yet?”

“Because the bond was forged between the d-hunter and his bride. Not to the rings, but through them. The ring’s magic is merely a connecting medium. When Marsh died, the bond dissipated.”

“Okay.” Sammy lowered her hand. “Makes sense.”

“What would this new bond you’re proposing be like?” Clarke asked.

“I’m not entirely sure until I go through the exercise of cleansing the ring,” Ashley said, “but I expect the results will be similar to a blood magic Power Bond. Better, in some ways, since magic will flow in both directions.”

“Then the two ring users will be able to share abilities?”

“Exactly.”

“Oh, think of the possibilities!” Brooke’s face lit up. “Imagine me with a thirstblade!”

“Or me with a Sanguine Shield,” Emma added.

“Then,” Clarke said, “could any of us theoretically bond to anyone else? Could Emma give Brooke the ability to Fly?”

“No, I’m afraid not,” Ashley replied. “Any potential bonds are limited to male and female pairings, just like the original.”

“Which means one ring must go to me.”

“Yes, but you’re the best choice anyway since you can already absorb powers from everyone else. That means you have the potential to share your powers—both natural and absorbed—through this new bond.”

He looked around the table to find that everyone—everyone—was watching him, their eyes anxious and expectant.

Yes, it was a magical ring to create a magical bond. But it was a ring. A pair of rings, in fact, between a man and woman, binding them in a deep and powerful way. That combination was rich with significance, and he hadn’t missed the subtext.

Neither had any of the women, it seemed.

“And because of that, Clarke …” Ashley circled the table. She took hold of his hand, placed the black ring in his palm, and closed his fingers over it. “You should be the one to choose who receives the second ring.”
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Clarke noticed a shift in the mansion’s overall mood. It wasn’t a large or obvious change, more a subtle shift within the nuances of each interaction. Ashley and Ixia had retreated to the witch’s workshop to prepare the bond rings, leaving Emma, Brooke, and Sammy free for the evening.

The three monster girls seemed … eager to attend to Clarke’s needs, almost anxious to verify he was in a good mood. They weren’t pestering him—far from it, in fact—but they were in a heightened state of awareness, extra sensitive to his needs.

Brooke asked him to help her with her zoomies, and they jogged laps around the property for about an hour. As soon as they returned and washed up, Sammy suggested everyone chill to Redline, one of her all-time favorite anime movies. Emma grilled steaks for the occasion, adding blue cheese crumbles, sauteed mushrooms, and caramelized onions alongside wedge salads with blue cheese dressing, diced bacon, and halved baby tomatoes.

All of this was perfectly normal.

And yet, not quite.

A tension permeated the air. As if everyone’s emotions were cables pulled taut, and the slightest strum would release a strong, melodious note. He knew what was going on and why, of course. He’d come to know and care for each of these women deeply, and he too was sensitive to their moods and needs.

But there was more to this decision than symbolism. They would soon face the d-hunter and his brides, and Broken Fang would need every advantage it could eke out in whatever time remained. Clarke knew he had to approach this with a certain cold callousness, but these thoughts only served to increase his own unease.

He didn’t share his conclusions with the others. Not yet. There was no point discussing it—or getting anyone’s hopes up—until Ashley and Ixia confirmed this bond was more than just a theory.

The sun set on the day, and they finished both dinner and the movie before Ixia called everyone into her workshop.

“We need to discuss who you’re going to bond with.” The witch rested a hand on her workbench where two rings sat atop a cloth square: one ring silver and the other gold.

“Where’d the black ring go?” Brooke asked.

“I electroplated it.” Ixia tapped the silver one. “Can’t have Clarke going around brandishing vampiric obsidian.”

The others nodded in understanding.

“A question.” Clarke glanced around, sensing the quiet tension in the room. “Ixia, are you and Ashley confident you can make this work?”

“We are. Absolutely.”

“One hundred percent, Clarke,” Ashley added. “It’s only a question of time and effort. Ixia and I should be able to complete the remaining adjustments within twenty-four hours.”

“That fast?” Clarke asked.

“Most of the magical fundamentals are already ingrained into the vampiric ring. It’s simply a matter of reconnecting the ‘loose strands’ to a new paired ring and then performing the rites to bind you and … whoever you select to share the bond with.”

“All right.” Clarke nodded, his expression guarded. “Then, yes. We do need to discuss this, and I absolutely have a decision to make.”

“I’m sure this won’t be an easy choice.” Ixia flashed a sympathetic smile. “So let me try to help a little. I’m taking myself out of the running.”

“Why? Your Boost spell has proven decisive in the past. I could certainly benefit from more of your magic.”

“No doubts there, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in testing out your abilities for myself. But let’s be real here. I’m not a fighter, and if I charge into battle, I’m placing not just myself at risk”—her hand rubbed across her abdomen—“but my very important passenger, too. And I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to stick around here. Sooner or later, my mom is going to step in and demand I go into hiding to keep our baby safe. On top of that, you’d better believe the presence of a d-hunter is going to elicit some sharp words from her. In short, I’m probably the worst choice to be paired with you. At least right now.”

“I understand,” Clarke replied, nodding. “All good points. I appreciate you looking at the situation from a practical perspective. We all need to consider what’s best for the team, myself especially.”

“I’m not an option either.” Ashley gave the rings a quick—almost sad—glance, then met his gaze with clear eyes.

“Would a bond with you kill me?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe. At the very least, it’ll place you into a coma.”

“Then, no. Let’s pick someone else.” He turned to face the others. “That leaves Emma, Brooke, and Sammy as possible bond partners.”

“Well”—Brooke flourished a clawed hand—“let’s be blunt about the situation. We are up against a d-hunter, and if we’re talking about pure offense, I believe I’m the best choice.”

“Maybe so, maybe so.” Sammy crossed her arms with a half-smile. “But I’m close behind you in terms of raw power, and my abilities give me a wider range of options inside—and outside—combat.”

“Perhaps you two are approaching this from the wrong angle.” Emma adjusted her glasses as if preparing to give a lecture at the university. “Yes, the d-hunter is a threat we must prepare ourselves for. But, with that threat looming overhead, shouldn’t we be expanding our offensive portfolio? I say, why not add a fourth frontline combatant to the team rather than invest solely in what we already have?”

The three ladies turned to Clarke, each confident in their own arguments but also fully trusting him to come to the right conclusion and willing to accept his decision, whatever it may be.

“All of you have made valid points. I wish we had more than one bond ring.” He let out a slow, resigned sigh. “But there’s just the one, and a decision needs to be made.”

“Have you made your choice?” Emma asked.

“I have.”

The room tensed further, but Clarke raised a hand.

“Before I share my decision, let me make clear that there is another factor none of you mentioned. The bond represents a unique opportunity, and I believe one of you is poised to gain a great deal from it. Far more than an exchange of simple powers. One of you has struggled with an … imbalance of sorts, and I believe this bond—and the exchange of magic with me—can be used to heal as well as strengthen.”

Brooke’s brow furrowed in confusion while realization dawned on Emma’s face, and Sammy’s eyes widened with nervous elation.

Clarke took the slime girl’s hand.

“That’s why I’ve chosen to share this bond with Sammy.”

She smiled up at him, and her eyes glistened with traces of pink tears.

“Aww.” Brooke’s ears drooped and her tail flicked.

“I hadn’t considered this.” Emma placed a hand across her chest, and her cheeks flushed, perhaps from the emotions pouring off Sammy. “Leave it to Clarke to always have our best interests at heart. Don’t you agree, Brooke?”

“I wanted it to be me.”

“So did I, but this decision feels right in so many ways.”

“I guess.”

“Splendid.” Ashley picked up the two rings. “With the decision made, Ixia and I will complete the preparations.”

“We should be ready sometime tomorrow,” Ixia added.
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The evening wound down, and Clarke and Sammy retreated to his bedroom to spend the night together. The slime girl shed her clothes like they were water off a duck’s back. Her grin was hungry and aggressive. She stripped Clarke of his shirt and pants, pushed him back onto the bed, and mounted him without further preamble.

She rode him hard for about ten minutes before an urgent knock thundered through the door.

“Yes?” Clarke called out, catching sight of the door over Sammy’s thigh. “Who is it?”

“It’s Ashley.”

“Hi, Ashley. I’m kind of in the middle of something. Can this wait?”

“I’m afraid not. There’s a new problem.”

Clarke sighed, then looked up at Sammy and shrugged.

“Later.” She mouthed the word and dismounted him.

The pair threw enough clothes on for basic decency, and Clarke answered the door, surprised to find not only Ashley, but everyone else gathered outside his suite. Ashley frowned with a dim hairband, Ixia avoided his gaze with crossed arms, Brooke chewed on her forefinger so hard Clarke worried she’d draw blood, and as for Emma⁠—

—she bounced on her heels with an ecstatic, gleeful gleam in her eyes.

“I’m almost afraid to ask,” Clarke said after taking stock of their conflicting expressions. He turned to Ashley. “All right. Hit me with it.”

“Can we come in?” Ashley asked.

“Certainly.” Clarke held the door wide, and all the women in his life filed into his bedchambers. “Got to admit, you’re starting to worry me. How bad is it?”

“It’s not … bad.” The angel folded her arms under her breasts. “Just more complicated than I expected.”

“All right. How’s it complicated, then?”

“Remember when I said we need to perform a rite to complete the bond?”

“Vaguely. I was more focused on the question of who rather than how. You told me it could be done, and that was enough for me. Why? Is the rite going to be difficult?”

“No, it’s simple enough to perform, even with this complication.” Ashley frowned. “The problem stems from a requirement I missed when analyzing the ring. I’m very sorry about this, Clarke. I shouldn’t have missed something this important. Please accept my most sincere apology.”

“Okay. Apology accepted. You eventually spotted it.” Clarke spread his hands. “So, what’s required of us?”

“You and Sammy”—she sighed and looked down—“need to get married.”

Sammy gasped, and Clarke’s eyes widened.

“I’m sorry, what?” he blurted.

“You and Sammy⁠—”

“Yes, I heard you the first time.” He shook his head, an avalanche of thoughts rushing past. “But how can this be a thing? We’re talking about a magical bonding ring. Why would Sammy and I need to get married? The d-hunter and the brides aren’t married, right? Otherwise, they’d be his wives. Am I missing something here?”

“Nothing that I didn’t miss myself. You’re correct that the bond joining the d-hunter to his brides doesn’t require marriage, but recall that I’ve changed and purified the magic within the ring. This has … inadvertently added a requirement. In order to establish the bond, there must be a magical foundation to build on. That foundation is a marriage.”

“Let me get this straight.” Clarke reached up to rub his temples. “Sammy and I need to get married because your new and improved rings need something to work with first?”

“That’s correct.” The angel gave a small shrug. “More or less.”

“What, so, she and I need to head down to the courthouse and get a marriage license?”

“No, a purely secular marriage or a loveless marriage wouldn’t work. You see, marriages—and the bonds they create—are a kind of magic in and of themselves. Subtle by the standards we here deal with regularly, but no less real. The religious ceremonies vary wildly, of course, but all of them have the same general effect of channeling magic from those in attendance: the bride, groom, families, witnesses, religious practitioners, and so on. Individually, most humans possess at least a miniscule spark of magic, and when aggregated in this manner through a ceremony, it becomes more than enough to establish a magical, marital bond. That is the kind of bond we need.”

“Then we need to have a wedding? Like, the whole thing? With families and guests and everything?”

“The more people in attendance, the better.”

“In a church?”

“That would help. Just about any place of worship eventually soaks in enough ambient mana to become a sort of weak magic circle, capable of enhancing spells in much the same way as the more formalized ones we use.”

“Then we do need the whole thing,” Clarke concluded. “With guests and a church and a priest and everything else.”

“Plus the cake,” Emma added brightly. “Don’t forget the cake.”

“The cake is optional.” Ashley gave the succubus a cold glance before continuing.

“Oh, boy.” Clarke resumed massaging his temples.

“Fortunately, there’s a simpler option.” Ashley cleared her throat. “I could perform the ceremony.”

“You?”

“Yes.”

“Alone?”

“Yes.”

“No priest or church required?”

“My magic is compatible with the ceremony’s requirements.”

“Ever wed anyone in the past?”

“Not that I recall.”

“Then how do you know this’ll work?”

“I just do.”

Clarke took in the angel’s confident demeanor. He imagined her hairband rising to form a burning halo over her golden hair, wings of the purest white spread behind her back. He nodded, fully satisfied with her answer.

“Makes sense to me.”

Brooke released the forefinger in her mouth, revealing indentations in the meat of her finger.

“I gave up too easily,” she said, ears hanging low.

“Don’t you worry.” Emma put her arm around the wolf girl’s shoulders. “You and I will get our chance.”

“And me,” Ixia cut in quickly. “Don’t forget me.”

“There’s no way I’d forget any of you.” Clarke turned to Sammy and cracked a smile. “But someone has to be the first.”

The slime girl looked up at him, her eyes glistening once more.

“Ashley, do you have the rings?” Clarke asked.

“Yes. Right here.”

Clarke took the rings from the angel and inspected them.

“Does it matter who gets which ring?”

“Not anymore. Plus, we can adjust the fit easily with a bit of magic.”

He nodded and placed a ring in each palm. Then he dropped to one knee before the slime girl, wearing nothing but a T-shirt and boxers.

“Well, how about it, Sammy? This isn’t exactly how I imagined it would play out, but sometimes life chooses the timing for us.” He held up his left palm, presenting her with the new, golden band. “Sammy, will you marry me?”

“I do,” she blurted.

Clarke raised a questioning eyebrow.

It took Sammy a moment to realize what she’d said, and she blushed fiercely across every visible inch of her body. Which was just about all of it, given she was clad in only a bra and panties. She shook herself and cleared her throat.

“I mean yes. Absolutely. With all my heart.”


Fourteen


They held the ceremony at noon that Saturday out on the mansion’s back patio by the swimming pool. Ashley stood beneath an arch of flowering vines, hands resting on the podium, her halo bright and wings spread. Clarke waited to one side of the arch, dressed in his best suit. Granted, it was his only suit, and he would have preferred something nicer for the occasion, but it was black, clean, and ironed to crisp perfection.

It would do just fine.

He was more worried about what Sammy had put together for her wedding dress. He wasn’t sure what to expect, knowing her proclivity for anime cosplay.

Brooke stirred next to him, tail wagging, hand fiddling with the rings in her pocket. She wore a suit similar to his in recognition of her role as best man—or best-were, as she had insisted on being addressed. He had no idea where she’d gotten the suit, but it was at least one size too small, and the formal attire strained mightily against her impressive bust. Judging by the stress lines surrounding each button, her figure was winning that battle.

He glanced back at Brooke, and she grinned toothily, fangs gleaming in the sunlight. Her earlier disappointment had morphed into full-throated enthusiasm for the marriage, and Clarke wondered if the change had come about because she saw the wedding as a preview of her own future.

It was if Clarke had anything to say about it. He hadn’t given marriage more than a brief thought until a few days ago, but now that the topic had been forced to the foreground, he knew he wanted to marry the other women in his life. He loved each of them, and he could conceive of no greater symbol of that love than to ask for their hands in marriage.

He knew Emma, Brooke, and Ixia would all say yes.

Ashley, though …

He still wasn’t sure where he stood with the angel. He loved her and he knew she loved him back, even if she sometimes struggled with how to express her affection. But despite those shared feelings, a gulf existed between them, and he didn’t know how to close it.

But that was a problem for another day.

Today, in this moment, he waited for the woman of the hour to make her entrance.

A door slid open, and Ixia stepped out, carrying a basket of petals. She walked forward at a steady pace, flinging petals left and right. The overall “flower girl” effect was somewhat dampened by her black jacket, skirt, and stockings. Her wardrobe came in only the one color, it seemed.

Emma and Sammy exited next, both dressed for the occasion, though in very different ways.

Emma, as “First Girlfriend,” had reserved the ceremonial honor of giving Sammy away. Clarke had originally cringed at the idea, picturing the succubus in her dominatrix outfit with Sammy on a leash. Fortunately, that vision hadn’t materialized, and the succubus had dressed in a light gray pin-striped suit jacket, wings folded behind her and tail peeking out from beneath a tastefully long skirt.

Sammy was … dressed in something that could have, under certain conditions, been considered a wedding dress. It was white, and it was a dress, so it had those two things going for it, but the overall effect was that of an anime warrior-sniper-bride.

The bell of the dress was open at the front, exposing lacy white stockings and a garter for storing what looked like bullets. Lace covered most of the torso and both arms. The red tiara accented the ensemble well, but the bronze chestplate and pauldrons created a confused—if aesthetically pleasing—image.

Ixia finished creating a petalled path, and Emma brought Sammy up to the podium. The witch and succubus took up their positions opposite Brooke.

“You look beautiful,” he told his bride.

“Thanks,” Sammy replied quietly. “I was a little worried. This is the closest thing to a wedding dress I could come up with on short notice.”

“Who’s the character?”

“Shionne from Tales of Arise.” Sammy adjusted one of her shoulder pauldrons. “If I had the time, I would have taken off all the armor bits. The only way she’s surviving in this is if every shot hits her shoulders. At least her breasts aren’t super ginormous, so fitting into the costume is a snap for me. No body alterations needed.”

Ashley cleared her throat, and everyone came to attention.

“May I have the rings?” the angel said.

Brooke fished them out of her pocket and placed them on the podium.

Ashley handed the gold ring to Clarke and the silver band to Sammy.

“I understand both of you have prepared your own vows. Clarke, we’ll start with⁠—”

“Psst!”

Ashley sighed. “Yes, Emma?”

“You’re skipping too far ahead. Read the card first.”

“What card?”

“The card I put on the podium because I knew you’d skip the important bits.”

“It’s more efficient this way.”

“It’s wrong. This is a wedding. Read the card.”

Ashley sighed again and picked up the notecard. Her eyes darted back and forth across its contents.

“I’m not reading this.”

“Read it.”

“I’d prefer not to.”

“Come on, Ash. Just read it.”

“Why should I?”

“Because it’ll make me happy if you do.”

“It’s not your wedding.”

“Read it, Ash, or so help me, I’ll come around and read it for you.”

“Fine. No need to make a scene.” Ashley adjusted her grip on the card. “‘Dearly beloved, we are gathered here to witness the union between Joffrey Baratheon Clarke and Samantha Eloise, two dear friends to us all. We hope that their future is filled with love, joy, lots of pregnancies, the pitter patter of tiny feet, mountains of vampire corpses, and scream—’” Ashley narrowed her gaze. “I’m not reading this next part.”

“Read it. It’s important.”

Ashley sighed again. “‘And screaming orgasms that wake up the rest of Clarke’s wives. Unless they’re already awake and are also on the receiving end of his nearly inexhaustible virility, in which case, it’s all good.’”

Ashley looked up from the card.

“These are her words, not mine.”

“Trust me,” Clarke replied dryly. “I know.”

“‘Because,’” Ashley continued from the card, “‘we all know there will be future wives in this relationship. Clarke is a man who’ …” Her eyes flitted forward. She checked the back of the card, which was also covered in text. “Really, Emma, I don’t see the point. It just rambles on and on about how awesome Clarke is and how it’ll take a harem to satisfy him. Not to be blunt, but you would have benefited from an editor.”

“Sure, sure, fine.” Emma waved her on. “You covered the most important stuff. Go ahead and skip to the end.”

“You have my eternal gratitude,” Ashley replied wearily and found her place on the card. “‘In conclusion, this is but the first step in what will surely be a bright, joyous, loving, prosperous, successful, polygamous, and sexually bountiful union with Clarke at its center.’”

“Right on.” Sammy thumped a fist.

Ashley set the card down, her face an expressionless mask.

“Thank you, Emma,” Clarke said blandly. “That was certainly … something.”

“You’re welcome!”

“Shall we proceed with the vows?” Ashley gestured with an open palm. “Clarke?”

“Right.” He retrieved a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. “Sammy, I am a simple man who only has simple words to share, so let me share a few of them now. When I commit to a task, I follow it through. When I give my word, I honor it. When I say ‘I love you,’ I mean it with all my heart. And I do love you, dearly. I say these words freely, and with utter conviction. I promise to honor you, to protect you, and to face the future together with you. I will never abandon you, never betray your trust, and I will always strive to be a good man, and a good husband. This is my solemn vow, and I will hold and honor it for as long as I draw breath.”

“The ring?” Ashley prompted.

Clarke slipped the gold ring onto Sammy’s left ring finger. Her lips quivered, and pink tears traced down her cheeks.

“Sammy?” Ashley said. “Your vows.”

The slime girl sniffled, and Emma handed her a piece of paper. It crinkled in her unsteady hands.

“Clarke, before I met you, I was lost. I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t know what I was. In you, I found an anchor. A focus. A means to center myself and to come to terms with what I am. You connected me with my humanity, helped me see through the monstrous exterior to the woman underneath. A woman who has found her soulmate in you. In a way, you save me from myself, and for this I commit myself to you and to your cause: warrior to warrior, woman to man, wife to husband.” She paused to wipe at her tears. “Your struggles are my struggles, no matter what may come to pass. I am yours, until the end of time.”

She choked on her words at the end, and pink trails ran down her face. She sopped them up with her hand, not needing a tissue.

“And now his ring?” Ashley said gently.

Clarke held out his hand, and Sammy—with trembling fingers—slid it in place.

“Now join hands, please.”

Clarke steadied Sammy’s hands with his own. Ashley’s halo glowed, and a surge of magic shuddered through Clarke’s arms and across his chest, like an electrical current composed of magic, light, and love: warm, welcoming, and powerful beyond measure. The ring on his finger tingled, and he sensed the presence of Sammy’s aura in vivid, glorious fullness.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife.” Ashley smiled thinly. “The bond has been forged. Nothing more is required. However, if you wish to seal this union in a more traditional manner, you may do so now.”

“Oh, I will.” Sammy smiled up at him, her eyes glistening and yet so full of joy. “Come here, you.” She gripped Clarke’s tie, tugged him close, and planted an impassioned kiss on his lips.

[image: ]


They held the reception in the dining hall. Chibi cutouts of Broken Fang’s members were scattered all over the table, which Clarke assumed Sammy had drawn and printed out. Emma served chicken marsala with Caesar salad, garlic bread, green beans, and mashed potatoes while Brooke poured a glass of Pinot Noir for everyone. After the main course, Emma wheeled out a triple-layered cake, striped with red and pink icing around a chocolate interior.

“Wow,” Clarke said. “That’s a lot of cake.”

“It had better be for my wedding.” Sammy pointed a fork at Emma. “Don’t skimp on my slice!”

“I won’t. Don’t you worry.”

“I like the fantasy action figures on the top,” Clarke continued. “A dashing knight and a beautiful princess. I assume those are supposed to be us?”

“Yep.”

“Where’d Emma get the slain vampire with X’s for eyes?”

“That’s a Warhammer fantasy model from the Vampire Count range. I kitbashed and repainted the original.”

“Ah.”

Sammy’s “slice” arrived in the form of half the cake. Brooke claimed another quarter, and everyone else received more manageable portions. The hall was filled with content munching and the clinking of silverware.

“What’s the bond feel like to you?” Sammy asked.

“I’m much more aware of your magic. Sensing it no longer takes effort; it’s simply there, in a pocket within my mind, and I can view it at any time. Beyond that, I haven’t yet explored the bond. How about you?”

“Similar, I suppose. I don’t have your magical sensitivity, so I lack a good point of reference. It’s like I have my fingers on your pulse all the time. It’s not distracting or unpleasant. Just something new I’m now aware of.”

“Interesting. I sometimes visualize my own magic as a beating heart. What you’ve described lines up with that.”

“Want to explore the bond more thoroughly after this?”

“Absolutely. Any thoughts on where we should start?”

“That should be obvious.” Sammy placed a hand over his and leaned close to whisper into his ear. “We start with what we know works.”
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Clarke carried Sammy into her bedroom and set her down on the sheets. He ran his hand down the curve of her hips.

“Wanna see a magic trick?” Sammy asked with a quirky smile.

“As long as I get to keep both hands.”

“Hey!” She gave him a playful smack on his chest. “I’d never do something like that to you.”

“I know. Let’s see this trick.”

Sammy raised her arm, and the lacy sleeve of her costume dropped through her and settled onto the sheets. She held up the other arm and let that sleeve fell away, too.

“Lace has enough holes for me to slip through. Makes undressing for sex super easy.”

“We’ll have to keep that in mind for the future.” Clarke held her hips with both hands, and they kissed. He pressed into her, and the costume’s chestplate pressed back.

Sammy broke the kiss.

“Hold up. This costume is going to get in the way. Give me a sec.”

Clarke stood back, and Sammy wriggled up out of the dress. She tossed the garment aside, letting it land amongst her body pillows, then posed seductively on the bed, hand on hip, clad in only her lacy white stockings, bronze high heels, and a red tiara.

“Shall I get more into character?” Sammy removed the tiara and shook out her hair. Red locks extended briefly into a shower of pink strands before returning to their original shape and hue.

“Not this time. Tonight, I make love only to you.”

“Then that’s who I’ll be.” Sammy’s skin transformed into a glistening coat of bubblegum pink. Her hair turned fiery red, and her eyes became swirling pools.

“You’re so beautiful.”

“Now it’s your turn.” Her eyes glowed faintly. “Let me see my husband. Let me see all of him.”

Clarke stripped down and joined her on the bed.

“Now, my husband”—Sammy leaned back into the pillows—“Come get what’s yours.”

“Oh, I intend to.”

He crossed the bed on his hands and knees then took her into his arms. They finished their aborted kiss, and he savored the taste and feel of her mouth, the warm press of her body against his. He cupped one of her perky breasts, then ran his fingers down lower, tracing past her belly button to explore the space between her legs.

“Mmm, yeah,” she murmured, then sucked in a breath when he pushed two fingers into her. He curled them around, then squelched them back and forth within her hot sex.

“Someone’s nice and ready.”

“Of course I am. I’m juicy down there whenever I want to be.”

“True, but today you feel especially so.”

“That’s because you turn me on just that much.” She took hold of his rod and began to stroke him, her fingers naturally lubricated. “Your vow? Oh my God! You have any idea how hot that made me?”

“I do now.” He withdrew his fingers and shifted over between her legs, then took hold of the backs of her knees. Sammy added her hands to his and pulled her legs back even further, opening herself up for him.

Clarke gripped the base of his rigid cock, pressed the tip against her hot opening, and pushed in, spreading her lower lips.

“Yes,” Sammy uttered breathily. “Take me, Clarke. Take your wife on her wedding night. I am yours, always.”

“Until the end of time?”

“I love you, Clarke. I love you so much, it hurts!”

“Then let’s make you feel better.”

He rammed his turgid rod into her, and she squealed with delight. He began to rock in and out of her, and they kissed again, the bed groaning with each powerful thrust. Sammy took hold of his hands and guided them to her breasts. He squeezed them, kneaded her supple flesh, then tweaked her nipples. She gasped and threw her head back.

Clarke pounded her hard and fast and long, driving her into the bed, and she crossed her ankles behind him, urging him deeper, inviting him to ravish her body in whatever manner he chose. He was about to turn her over and take her from behind when a corner of his mind alighted upon a new awareness.

Sammy’s magic blazed within his mind’s eye, a familiar jumble of contradictions, but now viewed with far greater clarity than ever before. He saw not only the extremes of each aspect, such as hot and cold, but every subtle permutation in between. Her life force percolated with beautiful possibilities, and he could perceive each tiny nuance.

Her aspect of poison and death was there, too, as potent and deadly as ever, but now he saw the raw wound for what it was. He felt he could almost reach out and touch the hanging threads that should have bound her toxins to a counterbalance.

It was a wound.

It was in need of healing.

And now he saw every scarred detail.

He didn’t know what had broken this part of her magic, what had caused her to lose control over the poisons within her. Did the damage originate from a vampiric hex, or had the trauma of nearly killing her own father created this imbalance? Had she wounded herself unwittingly?

The source of the damage no longer mattered. What mattered was that he now saw a path forward for her.

He understood what was required of him, not with facts and procedures, but with magic and feelings and an intuitive sense for what should be.

He joined his magic with hers, like two balls of arcane string now being knitted into a new whole. His mind burned with the colors, tastes, and textures of her magic, blinding him within a hair of overload.

“It’s different this time!” Sammy cried, barely managing the words as he pounded her. “It’s so intense, I can barely think! Do you feel it?”

“I do. We’re close to something special. Just a little further.”

“More! I need more!”

Sammy sat up and pushed Clarke onto his back. She straddled him, a hand around his cock, then sank down on him with a euphoric shudder. She ground her hips into him, leaning forward so he could play with her hanging breasts.

“I’m so fucking close!” she gasped.

“Me too.”

She draped her body over his, took his face into her hands, and planted a deep kiss on his lips. Her hips gyrated atop his cock, milking him closer to his release. Her insides undulated, grasping and tightening with dexterity to rival any hand, but with the welcoming heat and slickness of a woman’s intimacy.

The cascade of sensations pushed him over the edge, and his cock erupted. He emptied his load into her and released his magic with it.

“YES!” Sammy cried, quaking with pleasure. “FUCK!”

She arched her back, grinding into his cock as she rode out her orgasm, then collapsed on top of him, a spent heap of a woman.

“Fuck yeah,” she breathed into his ear. “I don’t know what you did differently, but damn! It felt like my head was going to explode from the pleasure!” She planted soft kisses on his cheek and down his neck, then sat up.

Clarke’s eyes widened at the sight before him.

“Sammy?”

“What? Is something wrong?”

“I don’t think so. Quick, look in the mirror.”

Sammy climbed off him and slipped off the side of the bed. She approached the body-length mirror, then gasped at the sight.

Her eyes remained glowing pools, but they’d become spirals of blue.

She pulled her eyelid down, then prodded the lens with a finger. He cringed when he saw the lens bow inward.

“Uh, Sammy?”

“It’s fine. I can’t poke my eyes out, if that’s what you’re worried about.” She turned her attention to the other eye, poked it a few times, then faced him. “What do you think this means?”

“I have my suspicions, but let me check something first.”

Clarke reached out through their bond and scrutinized the aspects of her magic. Everything was there. All the knotted contradictions were in their proper places.

Along with one more.

That new aspect was weak and tepid, a bright but timid pair for the toxic aspect.

But it was there, knotted securely within her. It wasn’t fading away; in fact, it seemed to be growing in strength, if at a snail’s pace.

He pushed off the bed and took hold of her shoulders.

“Sammy, your magical aura has changed, and I believe for the better!”

She smiled, and her eyes lit up. Literally this time, since the blue glow brightened briefly.

“Do you feel different?” he asked.

“Yeah. Yeah, I do. It’s subtle, but … you know how I always have trouble controlling my toxins? Well, everything about them feels sharper now. More … precise, maybe? It’s hard to describe.”

“You may have just taken your first major step on the path to recovery.”

“We just did.” She gave him a quick peck on the lips. “I didn’t get this far on my own. Did you gain anything new this time?”

“I don’t think so. I was too focused on helping you.”

“Oh, Clarke.” She shook her head.

“What?”

“You know we need to power you up, too. Otherwise, what’s the point with these rings? Here, let me try something.” Sammy closed her eyes and pressed her forehead against his. A tingle of magic shot through him, and she opened her eyes. “Did you feel that?”

“I did. What was it?”

“I think I just shared some of my magic with you.” She shrugged. “Not sure, though. Still new at this.”

“Let me see if I can get a better sense for what that was.”

Clarke closed his eyes and focused his ethereal gaze inward. He found a pebble of sensations nestled within the greater tapestry of his magic, rich with familiar contradictions. He engaged with it and felt his face slacken.

“Huh.”

“Something wrong?” Sammy asked.

“Not sure.”

He gripped his nose between two fingers, pushed it flat against one side of his face and then the other. When he released his nose, it boinged back into place.

“Well, that’s new.”

“You can change your appearance now?” Sammy exclaimed, wide eyed.

“A little, I think.”

“This is huge! I just actively granted you a new ability! I wonder what else I can give you?”

“Don’t know.” He tugged on his cheek, stretching it out. Under normal circumstances, the pinch would have been painful, but instead he was merely aware of the stretch. He let go, and it snapped back into place. He released the mental kernel of slime magic and tested the flexibility of his face once more.

Everything was back to normal.

“What else can you change?” Sammy asked eagerly.

“Well, I’m not⁠—”

“Can you make this grow?” She rubbed his crotch. “I bet you can!”

“Is this really a priority?”

“It is for me and your future wives!” She guided him back to the bed. “As Emma would say, we need to test this. For science!”

“For science,” he echoed with less enthusiasm.

Sammy proceeded to test her hypothesis, sampling Clarke’s “data” multiple times throughout the night. Despite her lack of adherence to the scientific method, she somehow managed to arrive at a “solid” conclusion through ingenuity and “rigorous experimentation.”

The answer to her question turned out to be yes.

Or, rather, “YES! YES! YES!”


Fifteen


Sammy wasn’t in bed when Clarke woke up. He showered, shaved, dressed, and crossed the mansion to find breakfast in full swing. Emma set a plate of buttery biscuits on the table next to the gravy boat and a heaping pile of sausages while Sammy, Brooke, and Ixia all forked food onto their plates. Ashley kept to herself and quietly picked at her fruit medley.

“Perfect timing, Clarke.” Emma winked and brought her own plate over. “Help yourself.”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

“Mm!” Sammy swallowed a sausage and rose. “We got to show him!”

“Show me what?”

“Something amazing! Wanna see it?”

“Well, sure!”

“Check this out!” Sammy stepped between Emma and Brooke, her face fixed with stern concentration. She held out her hands, and her friends took hold of them without any trepidation.

Clarke waited to see what came next.

Only to discover nothing happened next.

No one vomited.

No one even looked sick.

Sammy’s toxin-soaked hands were in full contact with Emma and Brooke, and nothing had happened!

“Okay.” Sammy released their hands. “That’s all I got right now. Whew! That takes a lot of effort!”

Emma sat down. “The important thing is you managed that without turning this into a scene from The Exorcist.”

“Sammy, this is fantastic!” Clarke exclaimed. “Congratulations!”

“We heard you’ve achieved some gains as well.” Emma appraised Clarke with sultry eyes. “And that your gains are measured in inches.”

“Well …”

“It’s true, then?” Ixia asked. “You can make it grow?”

Every eye in the room turned to him. Even Ashley looked up from her fruit cup.

Clarke sighed and nodded.

“Oh, boy.” Brooke’s ears drooped. “I’m in trouble. I can’t even deepthroat him now. What’s a girl to do?”

“Practice, practice, practice,” Emma suggested. “Or try using your unique assets.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, think about it. When you’re a full werewolf, your mouth elongates. You can handle more of him that way.”

“Yeah, but my teeth grow, too. No guy wants those poking his dick.”

Clarke shook his head emphatically.

“Plus, there’s all that fur to contend with. I prefer the feel of his hands on my skin.”

“Just give it some thought.” Emma skewered a sausage with her fork. “That’s all I’m saying.”

“There’s another option.” Ixia smiled slyly. “I can brew a potion to temporarily remove your gag reflex.”

“You can?” Brooke’s ears shot up.

“Oh, yes. You’d be surprised how many we sell to the ladies.” Ixia paused thoughtfully, then shrugged. “And the occasional guy.”

Brooke leaned over and patted the witch’s hand.

“We’ll talk later,” she whispered.

Ixia winked back.

“All of you need to calm down,” Clarke said. “This isn’t that big⁠—”

Emma snorted.

“—that big of a deal.” He gave the succubus a fierce eye. “Okay, yes, technically, I can do that now. But it takes so much concentration it ends up killing the mood for me.”

“I’m confident you’ll learn to control it with less effort.” The succubus glanced toward his crotch and licked her lips. “Oh, yes. Quite confident.”

“I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.” Clarke massaged his temples. “Sammy? A little help here? It’s your ability.”

“Hey, you’re the one with the harem.” Sammy grinned, piling more food onto her plate. “I just live in it.”

“Perhaps a shift toward Broken Fang business is in order?” Ashley asked.

“Yes.” Clarke looked up. “Yes, please. Take it away, Ashley.”

“There’s not much to say about the scepter or the grimoires, I’m afraid. Both Hepatica and I have been preoccupied with other matters, so progress has been slow.”

“Understandably so.”

“As for the magic you’ve absorbed from Sammy, well …” The angel’s hairband brightened, and she flashed a crooked smile. “Sexual benefits aside, this new power may prove useful. How much control do you have over it?”

“Enough for simple facial resculpting. I tried some modifications in the mirror this morning. I can adjust the shape of my face and then lock it in place without too much trouble. Not sure how long I can hold it, but the short version is I can now mask my identity like Sammy can, though to a lesser degree.”

“Which is exactly what we need right now,” Emma said. “With those two brides still out there—and their pureblood master—we have our work cut out for us.”

“Attacking either bride on university grounds will be difficult.” Clarke joined everyone at the table. “We need to isolate them somehow. Hit each one hard and fast before help can arrive. This is the most powerful foe we’ve ever faced, so we take him and his support down piece by piece.”

“I agree we need to pick them off one at a time,” Ixia said. “But how? They have at least some idea of what they’re up against. No way they’ll leave themselves open to attack.”

“Maybe yes, maybe no.” Clarke tapped the table. “Remember, we have one more piece of critical information. Despite how Marsh was misleading us, we know the d-hunter is interested in the doors underneath CCU. He and his brides’ll be studying the two they found and searching for the others. And that activity could leave them open to attack.”

“An excellent point.” Ashley nodded approvingly. “We could stake out one of the locations and wait for an opportunity to ambush an isolated bride.”

“My thoughts exactly.” He held up a finger. “Door Number One is a problem, though, since it’ll be difficult to stake out the admin building.” He raised a second finger. “However, Door Number Two is more promising. The cemetery is open to the general public and sees enough traffic for me and Sammy to pass unnoticed. Especially if we change up our appearances and clothing over the course of the stakeout.”

“Let’s say you succeed and isolate one of the brides,” Ashley said. “What then?”

“Sammy and I take her down.”

“While the rest of us … ?”

“Stay back. We can’t risk any of you being identified.”

“I know I can’t help with the stakeout,” Brooke said. “But what about the actual fight? They won’t recognize me if I’m completely wolfed out. Very few people can identify me in that form, and most are family or friends.” She paused to shrug. “Or dead.”

“What about your ponytail?” Clarke asked. “It’s a distinguishing characteristic that carries over to your werewolf form.”

“I’ll cut it off.” Brooke’s yellow eyes turned cold and harsh. They were the eyes of an animal stalking her prey, prepared to go to any lengths to secure the kill. She wanted in on this fight, and despite his reservations, Clarke knew her raw power could very well tip the balance in their favor.

“All right, Brooke. You’re in.”

The wolf girl relaxed. She gave him a toothy smile, and her tail flicked.

“Okay, let’s recap,” Clarke said. “Sammy and I are on surveillance while Ashley will keep up her Scrying efforts. If we spot a target and an opportunity, Sammy and I link up with Brooke. After that, the three of us move in, take out the bride, and then get the hell out as fast as we can.”
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Clarke and Sammy spent the rest of Sunday working on the disguises they’d rotate through during a stakeout, though Ixia and Emma contributed as well by driving out to several men’s clothing stores and returning with bags full of shirts, jackets, pants, and accessories. Most of their choices were in line with the mission parameters—unremarkable outfits that would help him pass unnoticed—but a few articles clearly fell into the category of “We thought you’d look nice in this.”

Monday came, and team members with classes returned to CCU, both to monitor the brides and to avoid drawing attention to themselves through sudden shifts in behavior. Shimoda maintained an effective professorial facade during calculus, and Brooke reported a similar experience with Faraday.

Clarke and Sammy began their stakeout that evening, dipping in and out of the cemetery under different guises with Brooke nearby and Ashley casting Scry over the area. Neither bride showed themselves before nightfall, which was when Emma took over the stakeout. The succubus positioned herself on a nearby rooftop and kept tabs on the area through a set of binoculars. Clarke and the others took turns sleeping in a rented van, and the night came and went without incident.

Tuesday proved more interesting, with both Faraday and Shimoda visiting that grave with the kneeling angel statue in the evening. They opened the secret entrance behind the grave and disappeared down the long flight of stairs for several hours, returning together.

Clarke had hoped one of the brides would leave alone, presenting an opportunity to descend beneath the cemetery and take the other bride out, but he was content to bide his time. The brides’ activities in the area confirmed their plan could work, at least on a fundamental level, and that made all the long, tedious hours of waiting a bit easier to bear.

Their first opportunity came that Thursday, late into the evening. The sun set behind Chester Creek’s modest skyline, casting orange light and long shadows across the graves.

Clarke was seated on a park bench, dressed in a drab gray coat, faded blue jeans, and a knitted cap. His face was equally unremarkable, with soft, rounded lines that contrasted the chiseled features and strong jaw he was used to. His eyes were the same, though; he’d been unable to adapt them for anything longer than a few seconds. To offset this minor similarity, he’d added a pair of wireframe glasses to the disguise.

Shimoda walked past his bench, heels tapping staccato notes across the sidewalk. Clarke kept his head down, pretending to waste time on his phone. The yuki-onna crossed the street and headed inside the cemetery without so much as a glance in his direction. He lost sight of her after the first bend and keyed the radio hidden inside his coat.

“Shimoda just went in,” he said quietly. “Any sign of Faraday or anyone unusual?”

“That’s a negative, Bravo Kilo Alpha. Roger, wilco. Over and out.”

“Sammy.”

“No, I don’t see anything.”

“Brooke?”

“Nothing by the car, but I don’t have good visibility right now. Someone parked a truck next to us.”

“You smell anything unusual?”

“Nope, though I’m too far from the site to say anything for certain.”

“All right.” Clarke paused while an elderly couple crossed in front of his bench. “We’ll hold here for another hour. If no one else shows, we’re going in after her. Be ready.”

“Roger, wilco, Bravo Kilo Alpha.”

“Sammy?”

“Sorry.”
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The sun set by the time Clarke and Sammy headed in. They wound their way through the cemetery to the large grave with the kneeling angel draped over it. The secret path was open behind the grave.

Brooke vaulted over the wall, clad in baggy sweatpants and hoodie with the hood shadowing her face. She transformed into a full werewolf, filling out her clothes with fur and muscle. Sammy morphed from a pudgy disguise into her natural slender pink, eyes glowing blue.

Clarke cast Sanguine Shield and Summon Thirstblade, then patted the familiar heft of the Smith & Wesson Model 629 in his shoulder harness, armed with six .44 Magnum cartridges. Brooke had loaded her revolver with the same ammo, while Sammy had prepped her more modest Model 686 with six .38 Specials, since her gelatinous wrists responded poorly to recoil. Firing a more powerful gun didn’t injure her, but it did throw off her aim.

Ixia had enchanted all eighteen bullets with Cripple spells capable of nullifying a target’s regeneration or incorporeal nature. The effect didn’t last long against incorporeal foes, but all they needed was a window to rend and smash their target in more conventional ways.

Under normal circumstances, Clarke would never have imagined he’d attack a woman, let alone try to kill one. He was the type who’d rather take a woman’s swing on the chin and shrug it off rather than resort to physical violence against the fairer sex. Granted, he’d never found himself in a position to make that sort of call, due partially—he believed—to his habit of treating women with dignity and respect.

But the rules had changed after Emma opened his eyes to the true reality, and he had to change with them if he was to survive. These brides would take his head right off his shoulders if he gave them an inch, and he couldn’t afford the slightest hesitation. He’d already killed two women since his awakening, and he knew he could do it again, though perhaps “women” was too generous a word for monsters like Plainsborough and Marsh.

Clarke double-checked an inner pocket for his smoke grenade, then everyone switched on their flashlights.

“Everyone set?” he asked, and his companions nodded. “All right. Let’s do this.”

Clarke led the way down the shaft. The air was cold and damp, and a chill settled into his bones as they descended. They reached the bottom and proceeded forward through holes blasted in shattered walls. They advanced cautiously, alert for the presence of their target. Brooke sniffed the air at each junction and listened before shaking her head.

They pressed onward, and Clarke began to wonder if Shimoda had slipped out without them spotting her. He received his answer when they arrived at the circular chamber at the center, the White Door upright⁠—

—and wide open, revealing a long, dark tunnel.

“Well, that’s new,” Sammy said quietly.

“Weird-ass door.” Brooke sampled the air, snout bobbing. “Shimoda passed through here maybe an hour ago. Don’t think she’s nearby.”

“An hour means she came straight here,” Clarke said. “And if she isn’t nearby …”

“You think she went inside?” Sammy gestured at the door.

“I don’t see where else she’d be.”

“The door wasn’t open when you two were here last, right?” Brooke asked.

“No, it was sealed up tight.”

Clarke tested the silver handle. It turned freely and without a sound. He swung the door back and forth experimentally. It glided on silent hinges. He circled around to the back, just to confirm for himself the tunnel wasn’t there.

It wasn’t.

“Maybe she and Faraday found a way to unlock it when they visited two days ago,” Sammy suggested.

“Maybe.”

“What’s the call, Clarke?” Brooke pointed a thumb down the tunnel. “Want me to scout ahead?”

“No, we’ll stick together. Let’s go.”

Clarke approached the opening and stretched out his free hand. He half-expected to encounter some form of invisible barrier or perhaps a feeling of resistance. Instead, he felt nothing. Just the open air within a perfectly normal doorframe.

“Normal,” he thought. Right. Just keep telling yourself that.

He took one cautious step through the door, tapped the stone floor with the toe of his boot, then shifted his weight forward. The floor was solid and flat, yet rough enough for his boot to grip the surface comfortably. It was mostly grays and blacks but shot with faint veins of white in a strange inversion of common marble. The narrow walls and close ceiling were constructed from a similar material.

“Seems safe enough.” Clarke nodded, more to himself than the others. He cast his flashlight’s beam over the walls, but they drank in the light greedily. “Guess there’s nothing to it.”

He led the way down the tunnel at a cautious, steady pace. Despite the width of the White Door, the tunnel itself widened enough for them to advance shoulder to shoulder with room to spare. They slowly made their way to a gray square of light at the end, then switched off their flashlights once they came close.

The tunnel opened onto a wide shelf of the same dark marble. Rough walls vaulted upward to a craggy ceiling, and a passage gaped wide to the left. Indirect light spilled across the floor, and the air tasted stale and dead.

Clarke led them toward the light, over a wide but shallow pile of rubble, and then out into a grand tunnel wide enough to support eight lanes of traffic. Stone pillars towered overhead at regular intervals. Clarke couldn’t make out the ceiling, which was so black he wasn’t sure there was a ceiling. Globes glowed atop most of the pillars, some with bright, pure radiance, others dimmed to a soft gray. About one in three had cracked or toppled.

The tunnel stretched away in both directions with no visible end, which didn’t make sense on multiple levels. A structure this huge should have bent to disappear behind the horizon, but instead it was perfectly flat as far as he could tell, disappearing toward a tiny, dark point at one end, and a bright pinprick in the other.

“What is this?” Clarke turned around in a circle. He couldn’t find any sign of Shimoda, or anyone else for that matter.

“Yeah, tell me about it.” Sammy put her hand on her hips. “We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto.”

“We never were in Kansas,” Brooke replied dryly, “and don’t call me Toto.”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “Okay, for once, I was not making a dog joke at your expense.”

“Are we even underneath the city anymore?” Clarke asked.

“Maybe we’re not,” Sammy said. “Maybe the White Door took us somewhere.”

“Or nowhere,” Brooke added suddenly.

Clarke and Sammy gave the werewolf confused looks.

“I mean like we’re in a pocket dimension or something,” Brooke clarified. “Like being inside the TARDIS.”

“I suppose that’s as good a guess as any right now.” Clarke looked around again. “Is this supposed to be the Portal of Gold? Because it doesn’t look the part.”

“I know what you mean,” Sammy replied. “If it is, someone goofed when they named it.”

“Maybe this leads to the Portal?” Brooke bobbed her head toward the lit end of the tunnel. “Thataway?”

“I don’t see where else Shimoda could have gone.” Clarke started in that direction, but Brooke grabbed his shoulder, and he stopped.

“I hear something.” She bared her fangs, her voice low. “From behind that fallen pillar.”

“Check it out. Quietly.”

Brooke nodded, then bounded away on all fours. She dashed across the ground until she reached the pillar, which was twice as thick as she was tall and cracked in several places. She stepped carefully through the surrounding rubble, then craned her neck to peer through a crack in the pillar. She stayed like that for half a minute then hurried back to Clarke and Sammy.

“Bunch of blue skellies on the other side,” Brooke reported softly. “Maybe six or eight. They’re just standing around. I don’t think they saw me.”

“Blue skellies?”

“Don’t know what they’re called.” The werewolf shrugged. “Frost skeletons, maybe? They looked like they’re armored in ice.”

“Shimoda.” Sammy made a fist. “Let’s smash them. She can’t be far.”

Clarke shut his eyes and focused on the ambient magic. Sensation prickled the edge of his consciousness, full of ice and death and a harsh, frigid malice. It was patient, too. Primed to strike. He couldn’t sense the yuki-onna herself. Was she close by, or had she left these skeletons behind as a rear guard?

“Follow me. Let’s break some bones.”

He led them toward the fallen pillar, his steps swift but cautious as he avoided stirring the loose rubble. He’d almost reached the shattered remains of its glow globe when a wide magical circle blazed bright blue behind them. Sensations of sharpness and a deathly chill shot down his spine, and he whirled around, thirstblade ready.

Radiant snowflakes coalesced into six skeletons within a wide ring of glowing runes. The light faded, revealing translucent bones with a bluish inner frost. Hardened arcs of ice fortified their chests and limbs, and icy circlets protected their bare skulls. Their eye sockets were dead holes of purest black.

One circle of runes faded, and an inner layer pulsated with energy. Spears of ice formed in their bony hands, and they aimed the translucent tips at Clarke and the others.

Behind them, another six skeletons leaped on top of the pillar, armed with white bows and quivers of ice arrows.

“A trap?!” Sammy exclaimed.

“Doesn’t matter!” Clarke began gathering strength for a spell. “Hold them off for me! Smash them up!”

Brooke released a vicious howl, her maw wide and claws spread. An arrow flew past Clarke’s ear and stuck her in the shoulder, but she didn’t even flinch. She burst forward and leaped onto the pillar. Her momentum slammed her into a skeleton, and together they crashed onto the pillar with Brooke on top.

She clenched her jaw around its neck with literal bone-breaking force and jerked its head off. The skull rolled off the pillar while the headless skeleton tried to squirm out from under her. She ripped its chest open with her claws. Frost caked her muzzle as she rose to face the other archers, ears back, fury and violence in her yellow eyes.

A pair of ice arrows flashed against Clarke’s shield and wheeled off, sparking with red energy. Another arrow stuck Sammy in the stomach, and she glanced down at it, her lips pursed with mild disappointment.

“Oh, like this’ll stop me.”

Two spear skeletons ran her through from behind, and she rolled her eyes. Her whole body liquefied, and she spewed out of her clothes in a geyser of pink slime. She arced through the air and splashed onto one of the skeletons, enveloping it. The skeleton writhed within its slime prison, and a desperate hand reached out before it shattered at the wrist and dropped off. The rest of its bones snapped one by one, and Sammy released the corpse in a vomit of icy blue splinters.

“What do you know?” the slime girl snarked as she reformed into a naked humanoid. “Frost skellies taste like blue snow cones!”

Clarke readied his spell. He wasn’t sure a regular Blood Boil could harm these skeletons, given their lack of blood and—perhaps—even conventional bones. But his arsenal wasn’t limited to regular spells anymore.

He released a surge of pent-up energy, and a roiling crimson shockwave exploded out from his body. The spell slid over and around Sammy and Brooke without harming them, but the skeletons took the full force of his Boosted Wide Blood Boil. The monsters threw their heads back, jaws open in silent screams. Steam rose from their weapons and armor—even their empty eye sockets—as water dribbled down their bodies and pooled at their feet.

Their bones shrank and turned clear. Limbs dropped and shattered. Heads rolled off shoulders. Chests caved in, and legs snapped apart. The skeletons dropped to the ground in heaps that resembled splinters of glass, all melting down until only clear water remained.

“Holy shit, Clarke!” Sammy exclaimed. “Leave some for us!”

“Whoa.” Clarke held his head and staggered back into Brooke’s arms. “I think I overdid it that time.”

“Need some health?” The werewolf propped him back onto his feet.

“No, I’m good. The dizziness is passing.” He held out the thirstblade, and the weapon Drained the dregs of unlife evaporating into the air. “There,” he sighed. “That’s better. The cost of my spells seems to be dropping as my skills improve. I’m pretty sure casting that would have killed me several months ago.”

“Shimoda’s got to be close.” Sammy picked up her clothes and stuffed them into her chest.

“Yeah, but—” Brooke’s ears shot up, and she glanced back the way they’d come. “Trouble’s heading our way! Don’t know what!”

“From behind us?” Clarke raised his sword again.

“Ah, hell!” Sammy formed her fists into mallets.

Clarke heard the creature before he saw it. It stomped with leaden footfalls down the stone path, accompanied by irregular zips and crackles and the fierce rushing of water through pipes. An erratic yellow light reflected off dark marble, and then the creature plodded into the main tunnel.

Heavy metal boots led up to oval segments for its calves and thighs, each joined by arcs of yellow energy. A bronze mask stood out in the center of a rounded, oval torso, and two heavy curved pauldrons led to more smooth, disconnected segments to form the arms. Its hands were composed of disjointed plates over crackling energy. The entire mechanism was surrounded by a fine, watery mist.

“I know this one!” Sammy declared. “It’s a storm golem!”

“Faraday’s here,” Brooke growled, spreading her claws.

“Ladies, we’re pulling out!” Clarke lowered his stance. “Take this thing down, but watch out for the brides! Chances are they’re here somewhere!”

Brooke roared at the golem and charged. The golem clenched a buzzing, energized fist and swung, but Brooke dodged. Its fist hit the ground in a burst of thunder and watery spray while Brooke sprinted around and behind the monster. She leaped onto its back and raked her claws through metal armor.

The golem hunkered down, the distance between each segment shortening, and then magical electricity exploded out from its body, throwing Brooke back. She landed on her side, rolled, and then bounded back onto her hands and knees, snarling.

“That hurt.” Brooke’s lips curled back, and smoke rose from singed fur. “This one doesn’t like to be touched.”

“Then we make it play nice.” Clarke drew his revolver and fired three quick shots into the monster. The first zinged off the armored torso, but the second and third punched through. The Cripple spells triggered with showers of ethereal petals, and the electric arcs across the golem dimmed.

The face in the middle of the golem’s torso opened its mouth, and electricity snapped between metal teeth, whether with rage or pain or some other emotion, Clarke couldn’t tell. Either way, the golem appeared weakened.

“Now!” he shouted, rushing in, sword high.

The golem swung at him, but he sidestepped the attack and cleaved off a few fingers.

Sammy pulled back a cartoonishly long arm and punched the golem in the shoulder. Armor imploded, and the golem staggered sideways to regain its footing.

Brooke leaped back onto the golem and scurried over the top, her clawed hands and feet piercing through the metal. She reached down from its shoulders, grabbed the bronze face with both hands, and yanked hard on it. The face came partially out, anchored to the torso by a cluster of cables. Brooke growled and pulled harder, and the cables strained and snapped while the face cried out with an electric crackle.

With a sudden blur of motion, the golem snatched Brooke off its back and slammed her into the ground, its massive fist around her left wrist. It raised one heavy boot and brought it crashing down onto her elbow, shattering every bone in the joint.

Brooke howled in pain, and then the golem shifted its massive weight around, tugging on her forearm. Skin ripped open, and muscles tore free from bone. Brooke, wide-eyed and frantic, clawed at the boot with her free hand, but the golem was far heavier and stronger.

Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and red chains ensnared the golem’s limbs. They slowed its ponderous motions but lacked the strength to hold the creature, and with one final jerk, it ripped Brooke’s forearm off in a spray of blood.

“Get away from her!” Clarke screamed, his thirstblade sizzling through the air. He cast Sacrifice, pouring life and blood into his strike, and his blade cleaved though the golem’s torso, the tip barely grazing its face.

Metal bubbled across the cut, brightening to a rich orange, and then the wound exploded, splitting the golem in two. The top half flew high, then landed several yards away, and the lower torso and legs took one heavy step forward and then fell over.

The werewolf rolled away, cradling her mutilated left arm.

“Brooke …” Clarke said softly, holding out a hand to her.

“It’s fine,” she growled, her voice strained. She grabbed Clarke’s hand, and he helped haul her upright. “It’ll heal.”

“That it will,” he replied quietly, his face grim at the sight of her crushed elbow and the hanging bits of meat.

“We’ve got more skellies!” Sammy shouted. “They’re coming around the pillar!”

Ice arrows zipped by, and Clarke spread his shield protectively around Brooke. A few ricocheted off, and the others landed around their feet.

“Hate to admit it, Clarke,” Brooke groaned, “but that thing beat the fight out of me. I can keep going, but …”

“Don’t you worry,” Clarke said. “You’ve done enough. Sammy, on me!”

The slime girl hustled over.

“I’m getting you ladies out of here.” Clarke retrieved the smoke grenade and pulled the pin. He dropped it at their feet. “Here, let me carry you.”

“I can still walk,” Brooke growled.

“Yeah, but you can’t fly.”

Red smoke swirled about their ankles, and Clarke slung one arm under Brooke’s legs, then the other behind her back.

“Sammy, get on!”

“You got it.” Sammy jumped onto Clarke’s back and reshaped herself into a pink backpack. “‘Marines, we are leaving!’”

A dozen frost skeletons rounded the pillar, holding a phalanx formation bristling with ice spears, archers in the back. A second storm golem trudged toward them from the other direction.

“Hang on, you two!”

Clarke cast Fly and lifted off the ground. Their bodies soaked in the Invisibility spell, and they vanished into the spreading red haze. The frost skeletons fired a second volley, but Clarke rose to avoid it. The storm golem slowed to a ponderous gait, and Clarke shot past it back the way they’d come.

He turned down the tunnel leading back to the White Door, tilting onto his side at the end to fit Brooke through. He kept his eyes open for any sign of Faraday or Shimoda, but didn’t see either of them.

Had this been a trap all along? Were the two brides even down here? He’d seen Shimoda enter the cemetery and had assumed she’d gone down to study the White Door, but had she really?

He didn’t know. What he did know was he needed to get all three of them to safety.

He headed for the surface: across the labyrinth around the White Door, up the narrow staircase to the surface, and then out onto the cemetery. He floated above the dense field of gravestones, found his bearings, and was about to dash toward the van when lightning struck the grave. The stone angel exploded with a peal of thunder, and ice shards rained upon on the ruined tomb. Shimoda and Faraday ran out into the open to inspect their handiwork, then began searching the area when they failed to find any bodies.

Seems the line between hunter and hunted is a blurry one, he thought darkly. A pang of worry shot through him, and he feared one of the brides would look up and see them, but Ixia’s magic kept their presence shrouded, and they’d remain hidden until he touched back down.

The two brides shifted rubble aside and headed down the secret passage.

Brooke whined in his arms—a quiet, high-pitched sound. She cut it off abruptly, perhaps unwilling to show weakness in his presence, which only magnified his concern.

He gritted his teeth, found his bearings, and flew toward their vehicle.


Sixteen


Sammy drove the van while Clarke tended to Brooke’s injuries in the back. The wolf girl’s left arm ended in tatters of meat and skin, and she stared at it, back in her hybrid form, eyes filled with tears. Clarke applied disinfectant and bandages from their first aid kit, though he wasn’t sure how helpful it would be. The bleeding had already stopped, and the area pulsed with the first signs of regeneration. Still, he cleaned the area thoroughly before wrapping it tight.

“I’m sorry, Clarke.” Brooke sniffled and wiped under her nose with her remaining hand. “I fucked up.”

“No, you didn’t.” Clarke closed the first aid kit and sat beside her in the back of the van.

“But I did. I mean, just look at me!” Brooke held up her bandaged stump. “I shouldn’t have let this happen. I got cocky, and I let you and everyone else down. Now, the situation is worse, and it’s all my fault.”

“Come on, Brooke. Don’t beat yourself up like this.”

“But why shouldn’t I?” She squeezed her eyes shut, then blinked them open. Fresh tears ran down her cheeks. “Face it. I can’t go to school like this. It’ll take at least a week, maybe two for this to heal, and my absence is going to lead the brides right to us.”

Clarke knelt in front of her, unsure what to say. Yes, he shared her fears, but her injuries weren’t her fault. If anything, the fault lay with him. He was Broken Fang’s leader, and he’d charged right into the brides’ trap.

Could he have avoided it somehow? He wasn’t sure. They were stuck in a deadly game of cat and mouse with the d-hunter and his brides, but which animal was he? He’d thought himself the cat, stalking his prey, ready to pounce when the time was right.

But was he really the mouse imagining himself the cat?

He’d underestimated the brides, and his lack of foresight had cost Brooke an arm. But despite his failings, and despite the pain she’d endured because he wasn’t a good enough and wise enough leader, all her thoughts turned to how she’d let him down.

You’re a strong woman, Brooke, he thought, gazing upon his lover with admiration. Sure, you have a powerful body, but you have a big heart, too. You’re a selfless member of the team, and I love that part of you dearly, but sometimes you can be too selfless.

“Brooke, I know you’ve just been through a lot.” Clarke gripped her shoulders. “You’re suffering from severe physical trauma. Sure, you’re a werewolf and you’ll recover—I get that—but you still just had half an arm ripped off! Your head’s got to be frazzled right now, so I want you to focus on staying calm, okay? Don’t worry about the brides. Don’t worry about school. Let us handle those; you focus on getting better, all right? That’s your top priority. Can you do that for me?”

“I—” She sniffled again, then wiped away the tears. “Yeah, Clarke. I can do that.”

She glanced to her stump and her lower lip trembled, but she stiffened it, her face hardening with fresh resolve.

“You didn’t let me down.” He gave her shoulders a squeeze. “Not even close, and I won’t hear anything to the contrary. We’re a team, and I’m so glad you’re a part of it. Broken Fang wouldn’t be what it is without you there to rip the bad guys a new one.”

Brooke chuckled. It was a weak, strained gesture, but a happy one. His words were reaching her, easing her mental turmoil, if only a little.

“I am pretty good at that,” she said.

“Damn right, you are.” He wiped a thumb under one of her eyes, drying a tear she’d missed. “We’ll get through this. I know we will.”

He sat back across from Brooke, glad to see her eyes and ears perk up.

Now I just need to figure out how, he thought. Brooke is right. If this has shown us anything, it’s that we can’t underestimate the brides. They predicted our moves and laid a trap for us. If they find Brooke’s arm and then notice the track and field werewolf who suddenly stops attending, they’ll investigate.

And when they do, they’ll find all of us living together at the mansion.

“Clarke?”

He shook himself and turned to the driver’s seat. Sammy made eye contact through the rearview mirror, and her eyes flashed blue.

“Yeah?” he asked.

“I may have a solution to Brooke’s problem. A bit of a long shot, but …”

“I’m all ears.”

“There may be a way to speed up her regen. You two okay with a detour to McDonald’s?”
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“Could you repeat that, ma’am?” crackled the voice through the drive-through speaker.

Sammy frowned and leaned out of the van’s window.

“I said, I’d like one hundred cheeseburgers. One-Zero-Zero. Is that clear enough for you?”

“Uh, yes, ma’am. One hundred cheeseburgers. Are those going to be combo meals?”

“No. Just the burgers.”

“That’ll be three sixteen ninety-four. Please pull up to the second window.”

“Thank you.”

Sammy paid at the window, and the attendant asked them to pull ahead while their order was prepared. She parked the van and joined Brooke and Clarke in the back.

“What are the burgers for?” Clarke asked.

“Fuel. Beef to rebuild muscle and cheese for the bones.”

“Food will only go so far,” Brooke said. “Gorging myself won’t speed up the process.”

“The burgers aren’t for you.”

Clarke and Brooke glanced to each other, then turned back to Sammy. The slime girl undressed Brooke’s wound and examined the raw, reddened flesh. She ran her fingers across every lump, probed every crevice. Brooke winced twice but otherwise remained stationary. After a few minutes, Sammy gave them a satisfied nod and sat back.

“Brooke, I want to try something on your arm. Not sure it’ll work, but we won’t know unless I give it a shot.”

“You’re not going to make me throw up, are you?”

“Not on purpose.”

Brooke’s eyes narrowed and her ears flattened.

“No way to know if this’ll work unless we try,” Sammy said. “You okay with that?”

“I guess.”

“Okay. Here goes. Let me know how it feels.”

Sammy pressed a soft hand against Brooke’s stump, and her palm bowed inward. She wrapped the appendage up to the elbow in pink slime and held it there. Thin traceries of blue appeared within her like tiny, glowing veins.

“Oh, wow.” Brooke closed her eyes and rested her head back. “That’s nice.”

“I was hoping you’d say that. You let me know if anything changes.”

“Sure,” Brooke replied in a dreamy tone. “Yeah …”

“What’s going on?” Clarke asked. “Are you soothing the wound somehow?”

“More than that, I hope.” Sammy flashed a tentative smile. “If this works the way I think it will, I’ll speed up Brooke’s regen. That’s what the burgers are for; I need fuel to help her rebuild the limb.”

“I didn’t know you could do this.”

“Neither did I until recently. I started to suspect I had this ability shortly after you gave me that infusion of magic.” She winked at him. “Something’s been changing inside of me steadily ever since. The most obvious difference is I’ve gained more precise control over my toxins, but at the same time, I’ve become aware of a new factor within my body. A counterpart of sorts to my toxins. Their opposite, you might say.”

“Their opposite?” Clarke blinked and regarded the limb covered in slime once more. “Wait a second. You mean you can heal with a touch now, too?”

“Seems so.”

“Oh yeah.” Brooke sighed contently. “Definitely so.”

Sammy retracted her slime and examined the wound. The differences were subtle: a smoothing of the flesh and the uniform redness of cells hard at work rebuilding.

But the wound was farther along than it had been only a few short minutes ago.

“Sammy, this is fantastic!” Clarke beamed at her. “You’re actually doing it!”

The slime girl smiled back.

“Guess that means I’m the team medic now.”
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Clarke accepted the order and piled the bags of cheeseburgers on top of and in front of the passenger seat. He handed one bag back to Sammy and drove them toward the mansion. Sammy shoved the whole bag—wrappers and all—into her chest and continued to hold Brooke’s stump in a cocoon of slime.

They transferred from the rental to the BMW X7 at a parking deck in downtown Chester Creek, and Clarke checked in with Emma and the others, bringing them up to speed. Ashley deployed a more intense battery of Scrying spells to the area but couldn’t spot any signs of pursuit. If the brides were nearby, they were heavily Concealed, but Clarke considered that unlikely. He’d seen them duck into the passage leading to the White Door, so he felt reasonably confident they’d shaken off any form of pursuit.

It was after midnight when Clarke pulled into the mansion. Ixia met them in the garage and gave Brooke a potion to speed the healing along even further. They found Emma in the kitchen, grilling steaks lathered in cheddar and provolone to serve as “fuel” for both Sammy and Brooke. The ladies let him know they had the situation under control, and Clarke used the opportunity to wash up and catch a few winks.

He checked in on Brooke Friday morning, shortly after sunrise.

“Check it out, Clarke!” Brooke waved at him with a baby hand and forearm at the end of her stump.

“Wow.” Clarke felt his eyebrows raise. “That’s great for just one night. How far along is that?”

“Maybe a third of the way there.” She flexed her tiny fingers. “Should be good as new in a few days.”

“Great. That means you’ll only miss out on today’s classes.”

“And I don’t have field practice today, so that gives us even more cover.” Her ears flicked. “I’m sorry about my outburst in the van.”

“Don’t be. If a monster had ripped my arm off, I’d be out of sorts, too.”

“Thanks, Clarke.” She smiled toothily at him. “I really appreciate you being this understanding, and I’m glad we found a solution.”

“Speaking of that, how are the others? Did they stay up late last night?”

“Ixia and Sammy did. Everyone’s resting now, especially Sammy. Whatever she’s been doing takes a lot out of her.”

“I can imagine.” He opened the refrigerator. “Are there any cheeseburgers left?”

“A handful, plus about half the steaks. Sammy and I burned through everything else.”

He grabbed a cheeseburger from the fridge and placed it in the microwave. Emma and Ashley joined him a few hours later, and they headed to class, where the brides were back in character. Sammy and Ixia followed through with Brooke’s treatments over the weekend, and her arm was back to full strength by Sunday. During all that, they reviewed what they’d encountered under the cemetery, but no one knew what to make of what lay beyond the White Door.

Broken Fang maintained a low profile the following week, keeping their eyes on the brides but taking no offensive action. Strangely, the brides seemed to have adopted the same approach, defensively sticking together whenever possible. Had the brides been rattled by their failure to kill them underneath the cemetery? That struck Clarke as wishful thinking, but he couldn’t deny at least some change in their disposition.

Both groups spent the week on the defensive, and soon Saturday arrived.

That’s when the next crisis hit.
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“I fucked up.”

Sammy slouched against the wall in Clarke’s bedroom, arms crossed under her breasts and a despondent look on her face. She was fully dressed whereas Clarke had only put on a T-shirt and boxers.

“I suppose that’s one way to start a conversation,” he replied dryly.

“I’m being serious, Clarke. I really fucked up!”

“Easy now. Let’s take this one step at a time. Why don’t you start with what happened?”

“Okay, so, I’ve told you about my parents, right?”

“A bit. You’re an only child to humans, so at least one of your parents has some recessive demihuman traits. Probably your mother, but that’s just speculation. They’re big into real estate, which is where your family’s money came from and why we have this mansion to live in. You almost killed your father accidentally with your toxins, but other than that, you have a decent enough relationship with them.”

“Yep, that about sums it up.”

“Has something happened to your parents?”

She shook her head.

“Then what’s going on?” he prompted.

“Okay, it’s like this.” She sighed. “My parents miss me and occasionally want to have video calls. But they’re really busy, so sometimes we schedule them for weird hours. That’s why I was on a call with them this morning.”

“So far so good. And then what?”

“They saw this.” Sammy held up the golden band around her left ring finger.

“Oh dear.”

“They asked about it and … I told them the truth.”

“The truth?”

She nodded.

“The whole truth?”

“Well … yeah?”

“Sammy, you’re magically married to a guy you met less than half a year ago. Most parents wouldn’t take that news well.”

“I know, but …”

“Let me see if I have this straight. You told your parents—who are under the influence of vampiric hexes and therefore have no concept of magic or the secret underworld we exist in—that you got married.”

Sammy nodded.

“A marriage which, while real in a very magical sense—real to you and to me—was conducted outside the bounds of federal and state laws.”

Her expression grew darker and more hopeless.

“This could be a problem,” he said simply.

“It already is. They know about everyone else.”

“Everyone?” Clarke blinked in surprise. “You mean Emma and the others? They know about them?”

Sammy nodded again.

“How’d they find that out?” His brow creased with mounting worry. “You didn’t tell them the business about the harem, did you?”

“Heavens, no!” Sammy held up her hands. “I have at least that much sense! I’m guessing one of the groundskeepers blabbed to them. Told them about all the people living here. They didn’t ask about the others at first, but as soon as I told them about you, they started asking a lot of pointed questions, and I realized they knew more than they’d let on. A lot more.”

Clarke lowered his head.

Of course they would, he thought. All Sammy’s funds come from them. Therefore, they have eyes on every purchase she makes. On top of that, they pay the staff that maintains this property. That’s a lot of information at their fingers, if they suddenly take an interest in their daughter’s behavior.

Which they clearly have now that they know she’s married. Or, from their perspective, says she’s married.

So, what now? What’s their next move?

If they’re good parents—and they seem to be, from what I know—they’ll want to confirm their daughter is safe, healthy, and happy. Resources aren’t an issue for them. Time might be, but …

“They’re coming here,” Clarke said at last. “Aren’t they?”

Sammy frowned and nodded.

“They want to see me for themselves,” Clarke added. “See what kind of man is taking advantage of their daughter.”

“They didn’t use those exact words.” She gave him a little shrug. “But yeah. Pretty much that.”

“And the others?”

“Not sure. They may want to speak with everyone, but you’re the one they’re concerned about.”

“When will they be here?”

“Today. Their private jet should land sometime around noon, which places them here no later than one.”

“Oh, boy,” he sighed more than said.

“Yup.”

“They going to want to have a look around the mansion?”

“I’d almost guarantee it.”

“That’s going to be a problem.” Clarke massaged his suddenly aching temples. “We need to move as much of Ixia’s gear into storage as we can. Between the guns, grenades, and chemistry equipment, your parents are likely to believe we’re manufacturing narcotics. Brooke’s rooms are a disaster area, despite our best efforts to control her zoomies, so it wouldn’t hurt for us to clean them up as well. What else is there?”

“The magic circles Ashley and Ixia use,” Sammy said. “We can throw some rugs over them.”

“Will your parents see the circles, though? I thought the hexes prevented them from perceiving magic in its entirety.”

“True, but they’ve got some demihuman magic in them. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be the pink, stretchy self I am now. I think their hexes block everything, given how baffled they were when I started to turn into a slime, but do we really want to tempt fate with this?”

“Good point. We’ll play it safe and cover the circles. We should also have Brooke rein in the ears and tail for their visit, just to be extra careful.”

“She won’t mind. She stuck to that guise while we were weakening your hex, remember?”

“Can you think of anything else?”

“Not this minute.”

“All right, then.” He nodded, his jaw tense. “Let’s go tell the others.”
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Jean-Paul and Celine Eloise arrived in a white BMW M6. Clarke waited beside Sammy in the foyer, watching the turnabout. Both had dressed up for the occasion, with Clarke in a suit and Sammy in a long pink dress as a show of respect to her parents. He wasn’t sure the gesture would do any good, given the news they’d just been hit with, but it also didn’t hurt to try.

“Treating others with respect costs you nothing and can often open doors you didn’t know existed,” his father had once told him, and those words rang true.

“Your family sure does love their bimmers,” he said. “They even rent BMWs.”

“And why not? They’re good cars. Got to love that German engineering.”

“I don’t doubt they’re worth it. Just a little bit outside my price range.”

“Used to be outside, you mean.” She slipped her arm through his. “Only the best for my loving husband. Besides, even without me, you could be driving one if you wanted with all the monster-slaying money you’re raking in.”

“Let’s not mention that part to your parents, shall we?” He gave her arm a soft pat, and Sammy chuckled, though with an edge of nervousness.

Sammy’s parents approached the door, and Clarke swung it open for them. Jean-Paul was a short but solidly built man with a salt-and-pepper goatee and gray creeping into his hair, cut short and receding at the temples. His navy pinstripe suit sat on his shoulders well, and black wireframe glasses accentuated his dark eyes.

Celine possessed far more delicate features with a slender physique and an oval face framed by her cascade of rich, auburn hair. Her nose was small and her eyes bright and observant. She wore a beige dress accented by a gold necklace and earrings.

“You Clarke?” Jean-Paul asked pointedly, his voice deep and firm with hints of a French accent.

“I am. A pleasure to meet you, sir. And you as well, ma’am.”

Clarke offered his hand, but Jean-Paul didn’t accept it. Clarke grimaced after a few awkward seconds and returned the hand to his side. Neither parent made any move to embrace or kiss their daughter. Clarke knew that last part originated from Sammy’s toxic nature and the need to keep her parents safe, though in this moment, the added distance between parents and child would only increase the tension. There was no way the Eloises knew or could understand what Sammy had sacrificed for them.

“We need to speak with you,” Jean-Paul told Sammy.

“I’m sure you do,” Sammy replied smoothly. “The dining hall is empty, so why don’t the four of us⁠—”

“Alone.”

Sammy frowned at the sharpness in her father’s tone. She let out a quick breath and put on a brave face, though her arm tensed around Clarke’s.

“Dad, as I said, all four of us can use the dining room.”

“This really is something we should discuss with you in private.” Celine’s expression was more worried and sympathetic than her husband’s.

“I understand why you’d prefer to speak with me alone.” Sammy gave Clarke’s hand a quick squeeze. “But Clarke is my husband, whatever you may think, and he will be in the room, whether you like it or not.”

Celine crossed her arms uncomfortably and shifted her weight back. Jean-Paul’s eyes flicked from Clarke to his daughter, and he grumbled something deep in his throat.

“Suit yourselves.” He gestured to the side, beckoning his daughter to show them the way.

Sammy led them to the dining hall where the two pairs sat down across from each other. Clarke took the moment to study their expressions. He wasn’t an expert at reading people, but even he picked up on the cool confidence with which Jean-Paul moved and the fierce glint in his dark eyes. It was as if the man were playing cards and knew, beyond any shadow of a doubt, he held the winning hand.

“Samantha, we’re concerned about you,” Celine said.

“I understand that, Mom. But before you continue, I want you to hear me out. Clarke is a good man. Hell, he’s a great man, and I’m lucky to have not only met him, but to have had the chance to fall in love with him. He’s my soulmate, and nothing you say or do in the next few minutes is going to change that.”

Jean-Paul and Celine exchanged guarded looks. Celine closed her eyes and nodded. Her husband reached into his suit jacket and retrieved his phone.

“There’s something you need to see.” He pulled up an image on his phone, then placed it on the table and slid it toward Sammy. “That’s from about three weeks ago.”

Sammy spun the phone around and studied the image, her expression dull and unimpressed.

Clarke craned his neck to glance at it over her shoulder. The picture on the phone was of him seated in the X7 with Brooke kissing him through the window.

“Who the hell took this picture?” Sammy demanded, her gaze icy.

“One of the groundskeepers,” her father replied.

“You have people spying on me?”

“We’re looking out for your best interests, Sweety. And a good thing, too! Just look what we caught!”

“So what?” Sammy slid the phone back contemptuously.

A cold, uncomfortable silence settled over the table. The Eloises, who’d thought until only a few moments ago that they possessed an ironclad way to reach their daughter, suddenly found themselves without any ammunition at all. Jean-Paul stared at them in stark disbelief while Celine frowned and swallowed, clasping her hands tightly.

“So what?” Jean-Paul said at last. “Sweety, this man is cheating on you!”

“No, he’s not.”

“Then what do you call this?” Jean-Paul planted a finger atop the image. “Are you going to claim this happened before you two eloped? That, somehow, the timing makes it okay?”

“No,” Sammy replied stiffly. “Brooke can kiss him whenever she wants.”

“But, Sweety, she’s not his wife.”

“Not yet.”

“Not yet?” her father echoed weakly, and sat back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It’s complicated. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Then I suggest you make me understand, young lady! Right now!”

“Why should I?”

“Because I’m still your father, damn it!”

“Dad, I’m an adult, and I can make adult decisions on my own. My personal life is none of your business.”

Clarke cringed and cleared his throat, desperate to salvage the conversation before it spiraled out of control.

“Sammy, perhaps we should⁠—”

“I’m making it my business!” Jean-Paul pointed a finger at Clarke. “Mark my words, this man is as false as they come! I’ve met his ilk many times before. He’ll put on a kind face and drip sweet nothings into your ears all day long. He’ll tell you whatever fantasies you want to hear, but what he’s really after is your money, pure and simple.”

“Sir.” Clarke sat up straighter. “I understand and sympathize with your desire to protect your daughter. However, I resent and reject these baseless accusations.”

“Baseless, huh?” Jean-Paul tapped his phone once more.

“As your daughter said, it’s a complex situation.”

More than you can possibly imagine, he added silently.

“Then why don’t you explain it to me?” Jean-Paul leaned in. “What’s so hard about that?”

“Well …”

Where would you like me to start, sir? he thought dryly. The succubus who wants me to fuck her mom or the werewolf with the bondage fetish? Or maybe I should dive straight into the deep end and bring up the witch pregnant with my firstborn.

“It’s … very difficult to explain, sir.”

“I’m not leaving until I hear an answer.”

Clarke glanced to Sammy, who gave him a “Why not?” gesture.

“Fine.” Clarke sighed and spread his hands. “You want to know? Well then, buckle up, because here it comes.”

He cleared his throat and collected himself.

“There are currently five women living in this mansion, and I’m in love with all of them, your daughter included. However, I fully intend to marry all five, God willing.” He paused in thought, then swirled his hand vaguely. “And that might be a literal thing in one case.”

The Eloises stared back at him with wide, horrified eyes.

“Please don’t give me those looks,” Clarke said. “You’re the ones who insisted on an answer. We knew you wouldn’t understand.”

Their eyes turned to Sammy, who flashed a cool smile.

“Everything he said is true, though he left out how one of those women—not me—is pregnant with his kid, and at least three more of us desperately want to bear his children. It’s just a question of timing.”

“You realize I was trying to soften the blow with that omission.”

“And I decided to lay it all out.”

“Well, they are your parents, so I suppose that decision’s yours to make.”

The Eloises looked to each other in shocked silence, then turned back to the newlyweds, their eyes as wide and blank as before. The room was silent for long, uncomfortable seconds, but then Jean-Paul rose, regaining some of his lost composure.

“Is this really what you want?”

“It is,” Sammy replied with absolute conviction. “And nothing you do or say will change my mind.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Her father’s gaze turned cold. He held out his hand to Celine, who took it and rose to join him. The two left without another word.


Seventeen


“That could have gone better.” Clarke sat down beside Sammy on the foyer’s bottom stairs. “I’m not sure telling them the truth was the best approach.”

“Well, what were we supposed to do?” Sammy asked with a frustrated shrug. “I know it was my fault for digging the hole in the first place. But I didn’t want to lie to my parents, and avoiding the question wasn’t working.”

“Point taken. What do you think they’ll do next?”

“I don’t know.” She propped an elbow on her knee and rested her head in her hand. “But they’re not going to give up, that’s for sure. My parents are as stubborn as they come. They’ll try to reach me, somehow.”

“Then I guess we need to figure out a way to reach them.”

“Yeah …” Sammy blew out a breath. “Hell if I know how, though.”

“We’ll think of something.” Clarke draped an arm around her shoulders. “I’m not going to let our relationship create a fissure between you and your parents. Yes, it’s off to a rocky start, but we’ll make this work. You have my word.”

“Thanks.” Sammy reached up and squeezed his hand.

“Is this a bad time?”

Clarke and Sammy both looked over to find Ashley standing nearby.

“It is, isn’t it?” The angel frowned. “Even I can tell.”

“It’s fine.” Clarke gave Sammy’s shoulder one final pat and rose. “No rest for the weary. What’s up?”

“A development. Maybe an opportunity. The brides are on the move.”
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Clarke gathered the members of Broken Fang in the kitchen, and Ashley approached the head of the table to lay out the situation.

“Late last night, I spotted both brides heading beneath the Old Chester Cemetery. I Scried the area repeatedly throughout the night, and this morning I spotted them coming back out. Once outside, they made their way to the admin building and stayed there for several hours. The interesting part is they left through different exits.”

“The brides have split up?” Emma asked, and Ashley nodded.

“Shimoda returned to the cemetery and headed back underground. Faraday is now in the stadium, probably in or near her office.”

“Could be an opening for us to strike.” Emma turned to Clarke. “If so, we’ve got our choice of targets.”

“I say we take out Faraday.” Brooke flexed her regenerated hand, her eyes cold. “We can get in and out of the stadium easily enough. If we target Shimoda, we’ll have to contend with those damned ruins again, and who knows how deep she’s gone or what surprises she’s left for us.”

“I doubt Faraday will be a cakewalk.” Sammy sighed. “That storm golem of hers was one tough customer, but Brooke is right. If we need to abort, the stadium’s the way to go. If we go too deep underground, we only have one narrow path to fall back through.”

“Neither option is without risk.” Ixia frowned, playing with her silver necklace. “And matters may be worse than they seem. The brides have suckered us once already. What’s to say this isn’t an attempt to draw us out?”

“Nothing,” Ashley said bluntly. “But the brides are separated, and there’s plenty of daylight left.”

“I know what you’re saying.” Ixia let her necklace dangle. “But this may not be the window we’re looking for.”

“We can’t sit on our butts waiting for the perfect opportunity.” Emma’s voice was soft yet forceful. “It may never come. A d-hunter and his brides are out there, and they have us in their crosshairs. We need to take them out first.”

“What if we move in and the brides immediately try to regroup?” Ixia asked. “The stadium and the cemetery are within walking distance of each other, and both brides can fly.”

“Ashley and I can keep our eyes on the cemetery,” Emma said. “We can position ourselves on the admin building’s roof. That gives us good sightlines to most of the cemetery. If Shimoda comes back out, we warn Clarke and the others, and I’ll be close by in case they need fire support.”

“It’s still too risky, if you ask me.” Ixia crossed her arms and turned to Clarke.

“All of you bring up valid points,” Clarke said. “The simple truth is we have no way of knowing what to expect until we’re in the thick of it. Yes, we need to be careful, but we also can’t let caution paralyze us into indecision. We’ve been on the back foot since the brides showed up in Chester Creek. It’s about time for us to seize the initiative.”

He glanced across the table. Brooke grinned, baring her fangs, and Sammy thumped a fist. Emma smiled slyly, her eyes cool and focused, and even Ixia nodded her acceptance of the decision. The witch may have argued against an attack this time, but the team’s disposition had transformed with his decision, shifting from debate to planning.

“Which bride are we targeting?” Ixia asked.

“Faraday. The tunnels present too much of a risk, so we’ll go for the stadium. Emma, Ashley, I want you two on that roof watching our backs.”

“You got it, Clarke,” Emma said.

“Want me to reconfigure a smoke grenade for Emma and Ashley?” Ixia asked.

Clarke glanced over to the angel with a questioning lift of his eyebrow.

“I should be able to cover the two of us on my own,” Ashley said. “A combination of Concealment and Invisibility will permit us to get in and out of position without being seen, and there are plenty of statues and crenellations along the building’s roof for us to hide behind.”

“Agreed,” Emma said. “We’ve got that angle covered.”

“Then that just leaves your guns.” Ixia faced Clarke. “I recommend a full load of Cripple for everyone. Faraday may resist the spells, but her summons won’t be so fortunate.”

“I’d like to see her resist holes from a .44 Magnum.” Brooke’s ears flattened, and she flashed a vicious grin. “Or my claws.”

“There’s that, too,” Ixia agreed.

“Anything else we need to discuss?” Clarke met each of their gazes. No one spoke up, and he rose. “In that case, gear up, everyone. We head out in fifteen minutes.”
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Clarke, Brooke, and Sammy gathered inside the archway before one of the stadium’s forty gates. Clarke had once again adjusted the lines of his face and the color of his hair to mask his identity. Sammy had done the same, though with far greater flexibility and expertise, and Brooke kept her face hidden beneath a deep hood.

Clarke glanced back to the admin building where Emma and Ashley had taken up position. He keyed his radio.

“Emma, how’s it look up there?”

“The cemetery is quiet as a grave. No sign of Shimoda or any suspicious activity.”

“Understood. We’re heading in.”

“Good luck.”

Clarke unlocked the doors with a quick cast of Minor Telekinesis, and they filed in. Brooke enlarged into a full, furry werewolf, and Sammy morphed into her natural slime form, albeit with a face and build that matched her latest false identity.

“I smell something.” Brooke bared her teeth. “There’s a strong hint of ozone. Could be from Faraday or her storm magic.”

“Sounds promising. Lead the way.”

Clarke snapped out his thirstblade and followed Brooke through the stadium’s interior. She led them down a long, straight corridor. The cinder block walls were painted red, and chain link fences sectioned off areas for equipment storage. Brooke stopped in front of a mesh security door with a heavy padlock. She ripped it off and swung the door open.

“Scent’s stronger in here.”

They passed between two rows of metal shelves stacked with red and white football helmets and pads, then came to a red cinder block wall.

“Straight ahead,” Brooke growled.

Clarke approached the wall and pressed his hand against it.

“Concealment, but with a strong aftertaste of iron. Definitely cast by a vampire.”

“Faraday’s not a bloodsucker,” Sammy whispered.

“No, but Rost was.” Clarke felt his way across the wall. “Faraday may be using his old lair.”

“Think we have her cornered?” Brooke cracked her knuckles.

“One can hope.” He groped around until his fingers brushed past the familiar shape of a doorknob. “Found the entrance. On your toes, everyone.”

He tested the knob. Locked, but Minor Telekinesis solved that. He eased the door open.

“Stairs,” Sammy grumbled. “Always with the ominous stairs. Why can’t vampires set up their lairs in luxury penthouses?”

“Maybe they’re more comfortable underground,” Brooke replied with a shrug.

“What makes you say that?”

“Well, they are the scum of the earth. Maybe they like being close to dirt.”

Sammy paused thoughtfully, then nodded.

“Yeah, I’m good with that answer. We’ll go with that.”

“Stay focused, ladies. Let’s go.”

Clarke descended through the narrow shaft to a red-walled room, its shelves piled high with old football helmets, shoulder pads, uniforms, and twisted chunks of scrap metal. A huge flag hung from the back wall depicting the university’s mascot with the word CHESTNUTS written underneath.

Clarke opened the metal door on the right to find a walk-in refrigerator with empty meat hooks hanging from the ceiling. He closed the door and moved on, rounding the room in a slow, methodical manner. He reached the Chestnuts flag and eased it aside.

There was a door behind it.

The door was cracked open.

Clarke took the flag down, rolled it up, and set it quietly aside. He pointed to the door and raised a finger to his lips. Both Sammy and Brooke nodded.

He eased the door all the way open and took one step in.

A magical circle flashed to life behind him. It spanned the entire room and sparked with jolts of electricity, its magic heavy with the roar of the storm and the lashing of harsh rain. The stench of ozone filled the air, and a multitude of helmets, pads, and scrap metal juddered off the shelves.

The equipment and junk metal rolled or scraped across the floor, collecting into jumbles that rose and shook themselves out, forming jagged arms and legs around padded cores. Over two dozen of them. The same number of empty helmets faced them with yellow energy snapping inside.

“Seriously?” Sammy made a sour face. “Animated junk in football gear? Am I supposed to feel threatened?”

She wound up a fist and punched the closest monster. The scrap metal humanoid exploded into its separate parts, but not before a flash of energy zapped her hand. She recoiled and shook out her limb, her fingers smoking.

“Ouch,” she said, more to acknowledge the pain rather than admit to a problem. “Correction. Electrified junk in football gear.”

“They’re called ‘shock scrappers.’” Brooke lowered her stance and spread her claws. “Remember what Emma told us about bronze dragonkin magic?”

“Sort of.” Sammy raised her fists. “I was paying more attention to the golems, not riffraff like this.”

The shock scrappers shambled into a rough line to block the exit.

And then they stopped, empty helmets facing the intruders.

“Uh, what are they waiting for?” Sammy asked. “An invitation?”

“Maybe they’re trying to hold us here?” Brooke suggested.

“Yeah, like that’ll work.” Sammy glanced over her shoulder. “Hey, Clarke, you want us to bust through and break out of here? If Faraday hasn’t shown up yet, she’s probably not here.”

“We’ll search the rest of the lair before we leave. Take them all out.”

“You got it!” Brooke roared, exploding forward to tackle a shock scrapper to the ground. Its left arm burst off from the force of the impact, and Brooke raked her claws through the torso, rending sports pads and metal with equal ease. The automaton’s body buzzed with electricity, and smoke rose from her fur, but the attack soon spluttered out.

Sammy scooped up the fallen helmet and fitted it over her fist like an oversized boxing glove. She swept one of the scrappers off its feet, ripped its helmet off, and then pummeled it with two protected fists.

Clarke cut through the closest scrapper with a vicious rising slash, and half of the monster slid off and crumpled to the ground. Sparks spat out of the wound, and energy arced against his shield, but he ignored the nuisance and cut down the next one.

The three of them made short work of the animated junk. Brooke raised a scrapper over her head and cracked it in half, Sammy flattened another against the wall, and Clarke hewed through them with ease. There may have been a time when they would have struggled with these foes, if only due to their numbers and damaging auras, but the trio had months of training and field experience under their belts. They’d been honed into a lethal monster-slaying team, and that tempering showed in the ruthless efficiency of each kill.

But despite their easy success, a corner of Clarke’s mind wondered at their enemy’s motivations. The brides knew what they were up against, at least in broad brushstrokes based on past encounters. Why deploy such mediocre summons?

He didn’t know the answer, and instead focused on the task in front of him. The lair stank with excess magic, with each toppled scrapper adding to the intensity. The magical miasma choked his ethereal senses with metal, ozone, and the chaos of the storm while the magical circle burned under their feat, cluttered with their fallen foes.

The last scrapper fell when Clarke cut it neatly in half from helmet to hip. The two halves fell away and burst into pieces upon hitting the ground.

“Clarke, something’s wrong.”

He turned at the sound of Brooke’s distressed voice. Smoke rose from her fur in several charred patches, but that didn’t seem to be the source of her unease as she gazed down at her own hands. Her limbs shortened, and the digitigrade bend in her legs reformed into human feet. Her fur receded and her snout pulled back into a confused grimace.

“Did you do that on purpose?” Clarke asked.

“No!” She examined her arms and then patted down her stomach and hips. Her face contorted with strain and effort, but then she gasped and shook her head. “I can’t shift back!”

“How’s that even possible?”

“I don’t know!”

“Clarke!” Sammy exclaimed. “Your face!”

“My …”

Clarke ran a hand over his jawline then pinched the bridge of his nose. The shape of his face had returned to normal without him realizing it. He glanced down at the oversized magic circle still thrumming with power and purpose.

Was the spell interfering with their powers?

“We need to get out of here! Move!”

Clarke sprinted through the exit and took the stairs up three at a time. He glanced back, saw the other two only a few paces behind him, and together they ran for it back through the stadium, their heavy footfalls echoing through the corridors.

“Clarke!” Sammy shouted. “It’s taking a lot of effort to hold this disguise! I feel it slipping!”

“Hold it, Sammy! Just a little bit further!”

He reached a T-junction and cut in toward the playing field.

“We’re not heading out the way we came?” Brooke asked urgently.

“Fewer eyes inside the stadium! We’ll use the grenade there and then fly out!”

They cut through a tunnel that led onto the field. He raced into the open, a hand inside his coat, fingers clutching the smoke grenade.

“There you are!”

The mocking, girlish voice shocked Clarke to the core, and he whirled around to find Faraday in the stands, her phone out, camera flash firing.

“And … sent!” Faraday declared with a happy flick across her screen.

Clarke gritted his teeth, the magnitude of their failure now laid bare. Their disguises had been stripped away, the bride had taken pictures of them, and she’d likely sent them to Shimoda or the d-hunter. Either way, they were screwed!

But Clarke didn’t permit himself the luxury of despair. He didn’t hesitate as their plans unraveled, only reacted with cold, brutal force. He raised his thirstblade and fed his essence into the furnace of his magic, burning life for mana, existence for power.

That power unfolded within his mind’s eye, and he swung, creating a powerful Scarlet Slash.

Faraday spread leathery wings and launched into the air. The hot tear in reality blazed fiercely, and the stands exploded into scything metal and chunks of concrete.

“Nice try, blood knight!” Faraday taunted. “But you’ve already lost. Payback’s a bitch, isn’t it?”

“What are you talking about?” Clarke snapped.

“I’ll give credit where it’s due. Using Truth and Reveal on my fellow bride was an unexpected twist. We underestimated you lot. But the good thing is I’m not above stealing your ideas. So tell me, did you enjoy my custom Reveal spell?”

“Go to hell.”

“Temper, temper!” Faraday gave him an insulting little wave. “Be seeing you, blood knight. Maybe sooner than you realize.”

The dragonkin flapped her wings and shot across the field. She banked over the press boxes and vanished from sight.

“We going after her?” Brooke asked, her tone uncertain.

“No,” he replied darkly, his mind racing to come to grips with all that had changed in a few short moments. He keyed his radio. “Emma, you there?”

“Right where you left me. What’s up?”

“We’re pulling back to the mansion. We …” He sighed, staring at where he’d lost track of Faraday. “We have a serious problem.”
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Clarke led Brooke and Sammy back to the parking deck where Emma and Ashley joined them, and then everyone piled into the X7. That had been their disengagement plan all along, but now the precautions left a bitter taste in his mouth. He couldn’t help but view them as ludicrous in the face of how exposed they were now.

He drove the team home, and Ixia joined in via speaker phone while he brought everyone up to speed. The vehicle was deathly quiet after he finished. He glanced at the rearview mirror, catching sight of long faces and lowered heads.

“What do we do now?” Brooke asked, her wolf ears limp.

“I can clear the effects of Faraday’s spell.” Ashley let out a quiet sigh. “Though I suspect it’s already fading.”

“It is.” Sammy held up a hand and formed it into a ball. “I’ve, uh, been testing different shapes out. I’m pretty much back to normal.”

“Me, too,” Brooke added weakly. “The shifting resistance I felt earlier is almost gone.”

“That’s good, at least.” Ashley met Clarke’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “How about you?”

“I won’t know until I have time in front of a mirror, but I’m sure it’ll be similar.”

Ashley nodded and sat back, frowning.

The vehicle fell silent except for the hum of the engine and the muted rumble of wheels on the road.

“I’m sorry, Clarke,” Brooke said at last, her eyes glistening.

“Whatever for?”

“I shouldn’t have been so gung-ho to take the fight to the brides. I wanted to get them back for my arm, and I let that color my judgment.”

“Hell, I was right there alongside you.” Sammy let out a long exhale. “There’s plenty of blame to go around.”

“I appreciate what both of you are trying to do.” Clarke swallowed and glanced at them in the mirror. “But the decision to go in was ultimately mine. It was my call. I made the wrong one⁠—”

“Clarke …” Emma rested a hand on his shoulder.

“—but I’m not going to drown myself in pity, and neither should any of you. What we need to do is put our heads together and figure out how we’re going to salvage this mess. All right?”

The women behind him all nodded.

“That’s our Clarke.” Emma gave his shoulder a squeeze and sat back. “You heard him, girls. Let’s clear our heads and consider the situation rationally. Wipe away those tears.”

Brooke rubbed a fist in each eye and gave her cheeks a smack.

“First, let’s consider how bad the situation really is,” Emma continued. “What do the brides and the d-hunter now have, and where will it lead them?”

“They have photos of us three.” Sammy indicated herself, Clarke, and Brooke. “Faraday will be able to recognize Brooke, and Shimoda knows Clarke. They have access to CCU’s records, which means they can look up where Brooke or Clarke live and who else has the same address.”

“Which means they’ll be able to ID everyone but me,” Ixia said over Emma’s phone. “I’m not a student, and even if I was, I haven’t changed my address yet.”

“At least there’s that,” Clarke said. “Whatever we do, we need to make sure Ixia’s involvement stays a secret.”

“The mansion remains a highly defensible location,” Ashley pointed out. “The Wards won’t last against a concerted assault, but they can shield us in the short term. That should give us time to consider our next move.”

“Question is, what’s the next move?” Sammy asked.

“We may need to go into hiding,” Emma said. “Everyone but Ixia, that is. That may be our only option if the d-hunter forwards our IDs to the Academy of Silence.”

“If?” Clarke asked.

“There’s a chance the d-hunter will keep this information to himself.”

“That sounds like wishful thinking to me.”

“It’s not as slim a chance as you may think. Vampires are always jockeying for advantage, even within an organization like the Academy, and let’s keep in mind this d-hunter has a lead on the Portal of Gold. He may not know what he has a lead on, but the magic doors and ruins underneath CCU are more than enough to tell him it’s significant. He may keep other hunters out of this entirely.”

“I see what you mean.” Clarke grimaced as he drove. “In that case, it may be in our best interests to stick around and fight this out.”

“Risky, but it’s an option,” Emma agreed.

“What’s a little more risk at this point?” Sammy quipped. “We’re practically addicted to the stuff!”

Clarke chuckled despite himself, and the others found it contagious.

“All right,” he said once the brief spat of mirth died out. “We’ll hunker down at the mansion for now and work on two paths forward. One: we figure out a way to take the fight to the d-hunter, even if we have to face his brides at the same time. Two: we make sure we have a fallback plan.”

“I can help there,” Ixia said. “My mom will know who to contact. This won’t be the first time she’s helped someone disappear. In fact …”

The line fell silent for an uncomfortable period.

“Ixia?” Clarke said. “You still there?”

“Yeah. Someone’s mashing the doorbell. We’re not expecting anyone, are we?”

“Don’t answer it!” he snapped urgently and accelerated down the road. “We’re only a few minutes out! Wait for us!”
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Clarke’s fears of the d-hunter or his brides attacking the mansion proved unfounded, but the truth was almost as bad. Several trucks with lawncare or maintenance service logos crowded the mansion’s turnabout, and dozens of personnel waited by their cars, most clad in reflective vests.

Jean-Paul and Celine stood beside the door, which now bore a heavy chain and lock around the levers. Ixia hurried over to join Clarke as soon as he parked the BMW, and everyone filed out.

“What’s the meaning of this?” Sammy stormed up to her parents, her face and hands reddening unnaturally.

“It’s quite simple,” Jean-Paul replied evenly, arms crossed. “Since you won’t listen to reason, your mother and I have reconsidered the help we’re providing you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“We’re cutting you off.” Jean-Paul gestured to the chained door. “Starting with your allowance and this place.”

“What the hell, Dad? You’re kicking your own daughter out onto the street?”

“Not quite. You’re free to stay here, and we’d be happy to unfreeze your bank accounts. But we have a few conditions.”

“Such as?”

“None of them”—Jean-Paul’s finger traced over Clarke and the others—“are allowed on the property any longer. That’s what the work crews are here for. They’re going to sweep through the place and clear out anything that isn’t yours.”

“I don’t believe this!”

“They’re a bad influence on you, Sweety,” Celine said, her tone sympathetic and worried. “Can’t you see that? We’re trying to protect you.”

“Well, you’re doing a terrible job of it!”

“I don’t know how this man has twisted your feelings like this”—Jean-Paul pointed at Clarke—“but I won’t stand for it. Not when my daughter needs me.”

“I don’t need this, Dad!” Sammy snapped.

“But you do.” Jean-Paul’s features softened, losing their brutal edge. “Samantha, Sweety, your mother and I don’t want to do this, but you’ve left us no choice. What kind of parents would we be if we didn’t protect our own daughter?”

“How the hell does cutting me off protect me?”

“It removes temptation. It protects you from those who would abuse your trust and take advantage of your wealth. No wealth, no temptation to hurt my daughter.”

“No one’s taking advantage of me! I know how to take care of myself, damn it!”

“You can still stay here,” Celine said, her voice soft, hands clasped in front of her. “But the others need to go.”

“No way!” Sammy spat. “I invited them all to live here, and now you want me to kick them all to the curb? They trusted me when I said I’d give them a place to stay. What kind of person would I be if I didn’t keep my word? If they go, I go.”

Celine frowned and clasped her hands tight enough for her skin to turn white.

“Consider your decision carefully,” Jean-Paul warned, his voice growing harsh again. “Well, give you … let’s say an hour to think this through.”

“I don’t need so much as a nanosecond! My answer is no! I’m not abandoning my friends, and I’m sure as hell not abandoning Clarke!”

Jean-Paul’s grimaced, and the workers behind him shifted uncomfortably.

Clarke knew the situation sucked in so many ways, but he didn’t blame Sammy’s parents. If anything, they were victims, too, their minds clouded by vampiric magic that prevented them from seeing reality for what it truly was. They were doing the best they could with false and incomplete information, coming to what they saw as the best way to help their daughter.

Their conclusions were totally wrong, of course, but Clarke didn’t doubt for a moment their hearts were in the right place. He was startled by the speed with which the confrontation had escalated, but perhaps that was a product of the Eloises’ background. Wealth was their hammer, able to solve just about any problem they faced. And when a hammer was the only tool they could rely on, every problem started to look like a nail.

His thoughts wandered, seeking some means to lower the temperature.

Could removing their hexes be a solution? he thought, but then shook his head inwardly.

No, that won’t work. Breaking the hexes would require time and their cooperation, and in the meantime, the magical rites would only serve to confuse them further and reinforce what nutjobs we are.

But if that isn’t an option, what is?

“This is ridiculous!” Brooke exclaimed suddenly, and all eyes turned to her. She stomped toward the front door and grabbed the chain. Razor-sharp claws glinted at the ends of her fingers. “This is our home! You seriously expect this flimsy thing will keep us out?”

She clenched her fist around the chains, and the links warped like silver putty.

“Brooke.”

Clarke’s voice was soft—barely above a whisper—but it cut through her anger. She gasped as if struck and glanced back at him uncertainly, lip quivering.

“Stand down,” he said, his voice quiet yet commanding.

“But …”

“Please.”

He was asking, and yet he wasn’t asking at all. Brooke’s anger dueled with loyalty to her alpha, and that conflict froze her for several seconds. But then, finally, she nodded and let the chain fall. She rejoined the others, her head low.

“Thank you.” Clarke stepped forward and gripped his hands behind his back. “Mr. and Mrs. Eloise, you’ve made the order to vacate your property clear, and we will abide by it.”

Sammy flinched next to him, but he continued.

“As you have pointed out, the property is yours. We have merely been guests here. However, given the suddenness of your order, we humbly ask for time to pack up our belongs. We’d have trouble leaving right now, anyway, what with your work crews blocking the garage. Yes, the mansion is yours, but our vehicles and belongings are our own, and you have no legal right to keep us from them. Wouldn’t it be best for everyone involved if we departed in an orderly—and peaceful—manner?”

He let his last words hang over the crowd like the unspoken threat it was. If push came to shove, he could cast Wide Daze and drop everyone to the ground. It wouldn’t be the most elegant exit, but it had the advantage of keeping the Eloises out of Broken Fang business.

And as far away as possible from the other mess they needed to contend with.

Jean-Paul glowered at him. The man worked the muscles in his mouth, but no words came out. He let out a long breath then faced his daughter.

“Are you really going through with this?”

“I am.” Sammy slipped her arm around Clarke. “You’re not going to tear us apart, no matter what you try. For richer or for poorer. Till death do us part.”

“So be it.” He locked Clarke with a fierce gaze. “All of us will be back here tomorrow, seven in the morning sharp. I’d better see some progress or I’m kicking all of you out right then and there. You understand me?”

“Perfectly, sir.”

Jean-Paul chewed on the inside of his lip, and then he stalked forward. Clarke stood firm against the other man’s advance.

“Don’t think for a second you’ve won,” Jean-Paul breathed in his face.

“Trust me, sir,” Clarke replied matter-of-factly. “I have no illusions of that.”


Hunter Interlude 2


Dorian Alant descended a narrow flight of stairs from the second story offices to the club’s main floor. The stairs skirted the main room’s exterior and were open on one side. He joined Faraday and Shimoda by the well-stocked open bar, lit by a small pool of light.

“What do you have?” he demanded briskly.

“Names and addresses.” Faraday twisted the top off a bottle of Jägermeister and poured two shots. “Care for some, my love?”

“No, thank you.”

“Then perhaps something sweeter?” Faraday fingered the scars along her neck.

“Maybe later.”

“As you wish.” She sounded mildly disappointed.

Shimoda and Faraday raised their shot glasses and clinked them together. The shots frosted over thanks to the yuki-onna’s power, and they tossed them back in unison.

“About those names,” Dorian pressed.

“We’ve identified all three deviants who tried to ambush me at the stadium.” Faraday’s eyes glinted as she poured two more shots. “Megumi managed to ID the blood knight from one of her calc classes. His name’s J.B. Clarke. The werewolf turned out to be Brooke Hawthorne, who I recognize from the track and field team. We weren’t sure about the slime at first, but that’s where we got lucky. Turns out the blood knight and werewolf live together, and there are three more students at the same residence.”

“What do we know about the other three?”

“One of them is Samantha Eloise. Her parents own the property. We’re almost certain she’s the slime based on how closely the one we photographed matches her human appearance. The second is Emmaline Rose. She’s a succubus and almost certainly a co-conspirator. She hangs around Clarke all the time and some of her past actions are incredibly suspicious when considered in this new light.”

“We’ll kill her, then.” Dorian said flatly in a tone normally reserved for trimming weeds.

Faraday chuckled, and Shimoda flashed a slim, cold smile.

“We’re not sure what to make of the third,” Faraday said. “Her name is Ashley Smith, and our information on her is almost nonexistent. We’re not sure what kind of demihuman she is, or even if she is one.”

“A mage, perhaps?”

“It’s a possibility. About the only thing we’re certain of is her student record—which is exceptional—and the fact she lives with the rest of them.”

“We’ll kill her, too. Just to be safe.” Dorian crossed his arms. “What do we know about where the deviants live? Does the location serve as their base?”

“Almost certainly,” Faraday replied. “The property is expansive and heavily Warded. We won’t know precisely what we’re up against until we’re onsite or we slam the place with Scrying spells.”

“It’ll be rough either way,” Shimoda said. “Yes, we know where they are, but they know we’re coming now. They’ll be ready. My love, are you sure we shouldn’t call in additional hunters?”

“Continue to hold off contacting the Academy,” Dorian ordered. “You’re not to speak to them until we have a better handle on what’s beyond the magic doors.”

“What about Lady Iram? She’s expecting a report from us.”

“Let the old lizard stew in her own ignorance. She can’t tell people what she doesn’t know.”

“As you wish, my love.” Shimoda nodded, though the tense muscles in her face betrayed her concern.

“We’re more than enough to handle this trash,” Faraday said with a confident smile.

“That’s what Natalie thought,” Shimoda pointed out.

Faraday’s smile vanished, and she glanced toward a dark corner of the club. Two greenish points burned back at her from the gloom, close enough to be a pair of eyes. The broad shape stirred, and a hard point clacked against the floor.

Dorian didn’t follow the bride’s gaze. He knew what sat there, even if he’d lost his connection to it.

She was always expendable, he reminded himself. As are these two. Their lives are mine to spend whenever I see fit. But that’s no reason to toss them away recklessly.

“You’re right that engaging these deviants on their home turf would be unwise.” Dorian tapped a thoughtful finger on the bar. “Any thoughts on how we might draw them out?”

“One.” Shimoda looked up. “I Scried an incident outside the property not long ago. A heated argument between the slime and her parents. Her human parents.”

“Indeed?” Dorian raised an eyebrow. “Do we know where they are now?”

“No, but I should be able to locate them without too much trouble.”

“Do so.”

Shimoda nodded. She closed her eyes and lifted a few inches off the floor. Her lower legs turned translucent, fading into a thin haze where her bare feet should have been.

“Tara, to me!” Dorian stepped away from the counter, and a black shadow shot across the floor. It slid up his legs, reached his shoulders, and solidified into a trench coat.

He grabbed the long bulk of his Franchi SPAS-12 shotgun off a nearby table. The 12 gauge combat shotgun held eight rounds in its underslung tube magazine and could be fired in both semi-automatic and pump-action modes. He’d removed the folding stock long ago; a being of his strength could fire the gun singlehanded with ease. It was a powerful, reliable weapon that had served him well for over forty years. Additionally, the cartridges loaded in the magazine along with those stuffed into his ammo belt had all been enchanted with a mix of useful spells.

“Going out, my love?” Faraday asked.

“As soon as Shimoda gets me that address.”

“Would you like us to accompany you?”

“Not this time. I need both of you to prepare a magic circle for me. One loaded with a very specific spell.”

“Whatever you desire.”

“Prepare the circle with Counter Drain Death.”

Faraday’s eyes widened, and Dorian grinned cruelly.

“Just preparing for all eventualities. If this blood knight is foolish enough to face me in combat, he’ll never live to tell the tale.”


Eighteen


Sunday morning arrived, and the mansion had transformed into a busy, joyless shell of its former self. Clarke jammed his essential belongings into two suitcases and wheeled them into the foyer where others had gathered their own possessions.

The only exception was Ixia, who needed more time to pack, since all her equipment and gear would return with her to the coven. The witch had spent a lot of time on the phone with her mother, and Clarke expected to see Hepatica or one of Ixia’s sisters later in the day.

This may be the last time I see Ixia for a while, he thought, setting his suitcases beside everyone else’s. And it may be the last time we ever meet. We’re losing our one and only stronghold, which means we need to go on the run. And no matter how much I’ll miss her, I can’t drag her—and certainly not our child—into this mess.

He wished he had more time. A month or even a week. Hell, just one more day would have been a godsend at this point. All he wanted was enough time for everyone to give their proper goodbyes, but time was swiftly running out. Once Ixia finalized arrangements through Hepatica, he and the rest of Broken Fang—minus the young witch, of course—would hit the road.

Where they’d end up was anyone’s guess.

I can only imagine what Sammy’s parents will make of this. They’ll probably figure me to be the villain, stealing their daughter away for some nefarious purpose. Blackmail, maybe? I expect that’ll be their first guess. But when no call comes, where will their minds turn?

Dread and despair at the uncertainty of their daughter’s fate?

Probably.

He could have forced the issue with Sammy’s parents in any number of ways. What could a few humans have done to stop Brooke by herself, let alone Broken Fang as a whole?

But he couldn’t do that, which was why he’d called Brooke off. Ultimately, Sammy’s parents were victims, too, and they were his in-laws on top of that (though he knew they didn’t see it that way). He refused to raise a hand against them or allow harm to come to them if it was within his power to do so.

Sometimes life just likes to kick you when you’re down, he thought as he entered the kitchen.

Emma, Brooke, and Sammy sat around eating cold bowls of Corn Flakes. Ashley waited with them, her hands folded in her lap, the hairband a dark gray against her golden hair.

“I’m sorry, Clarke,” Emma said, her eyes reddened. “I didn’t feel up to cooking this morning.”

“That’s all right. I doubt any of us feel our best today.” He grabbed a few slices of cinnamon raisin bread and slotted them into the toaster.

Emma nodded and returned to her cereal.

“Well, Sammy.” Clarke started the toaster and turned around. “I take it your parents approve of our progress clearing out. Either that, or their hearts really aren’t into this eviction.”

“I’m not sure. They haven’t arrived yet.”

“They haven’t?” He furrowed his brow. “But they told us they’d be back at seven in the morning. Seven sharp.” He checked his phone. It was almost eight. “Do they make a habit of being late?”

“No. They’re usually quite punctual. Especially my dad.”

“Did the groundskeepers arrive?”

“They’re all parked outside. Just standing around, picking their noses and collecting overtime.”

“Then I would have expected your parents to be here, too. Mind giving them a call?”

“What for?”

“To make sure they’re okay.”

“You really think that’s necessary? I mean, I’m fine with them not showing up today.”

“Please. Just humor me, would you?”

“All right.” Sammy sighed and pulled out her phone. She placed a call and waited.

No one picked up.

She frowned and tried a different number.

No answer.

“What the hell?”

“That unusual?” Clarke asked.

“Yeah. My dad sets his ringtone to max volume so he never misses a call no matter what time it is. It has a custom, escalating ringtone and can get loud enough to wake the dead.” Sammy gave him a worried look. “Do you think something happened to them?”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions. All we have right now is two missed calls. Give them a few minutes and try⁠—”

The phone buzzed on the countertop, and Sammy clicked it.

“Dad’s calling. Whew!” Sammy composed herself and put the call on speaker. “Morning, Dad.”

“Hello, Samantha.” The man’s voice was deep and cold and most certainly not her father’s. “I have your parents. They’re alive, for now. I can return them to you in this state, but I will only do so under very specific conditions. Do you understand me so far?”

Sammy’s mouth gaped open, and she looked to Clarke with horrified eyes. Whatever words she tried to say caught in her throat. Emma covered her mouth with a hand, her eyes shocked and horrified, and Ashley’s hairband brightened with harsh intensity. Brooke’s ears folded back, and her hands clenched into painful fists.

Clarke stepped over, hovering above the phone, his face stonelike in its intensity.

“Do you understand?” the voice repeated more firmly.

Clarke gave Sammy a curt nod, and she cleared her throat.

“I do,” she said hoarsely.

“Good. The price for your parents’ lives is simple. The blood knight, J.B. Clarke, will surrender himself to me. Once he does that, your parents may go free.”

“Not. Happening.”

“I wouldn’t be so hasty. I should kill every last one of you, and I will if you force my hand, but the only one I’m truly interested in is the blood knight. Yes, you’ve killed vampires, but most of them were worthless trash. I can be convinced to look the other way this one time. That is, if the blood knight surrenders himself.”

Sammy shook her head in disbelief and looked back at Clarke with terrified eyes.

Clarke leaned in toward the phone.

“You the d-hunter?”

“I am. Deviant Hunter Dorian Alant, scion of the Academy of Silence. And you must be Clarke.”

“That’s me.”

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“The pleasure’s all yours,” Clarke grated back.

“Indeed. Now, why don’t you and I⁠—”

“Shut your mouth and listen carefully,” Clarke snarled. “You’ve delivered your ultimatum, now I’m delivering mine. If you harm either Celine or Jean-Paul in any way, you’re a dead man. I promise you this.”

“I’ve dealt with your kind before, blood knight.”

“Maybe so, but you’ve never faced me.”

Dorian sighed. “Factually true, but rather unimpressive.”

“I’m serious. You harm them, and I won’t stop until I see you dead.”

“Oh, I’m going to do far worse than harm them. I’ll hand them over to my brides first. It takes a special kind of woman to bond with a vampire. One with a unique perspective on the dichotomy between pain and pleasure.” He laughed cruelly. “By the time my brides are done, those two will beg me to kill them. And I will, but slowly, so I may savor the dwindling candle of their lives.

“And I won’t stop there. After I feed on the Eloises, I’ll turn my sights on either the parents of Emmaline Rose or Brooke Hawthorne, and we’ll play this game again. As many times as you wish. The Hawthornes are an extensive pack, so it’ll be some time before I run out of victims.”

Sammy sat in shell-shocked silence. Emma squeezed her eyes shut, herself on the edge of tears. Brooke’s lips curled, and drops of blood dripped onto the table from where her claws dug into the meat of her palms.

Clarke couldn’t find words strong enough to convey the rage burning in his chest.

“I will contact you again after dark with further instructions. Be seeing you soon, blood knight.”

The hunter dropped the call.

Clarke rested his fingers on the table and leaned over the phone, his mind racing, an ugly, bestial expression on his face.

“I won’t let this stand,” he said at last. “I won’t.”

“But what can we do?” Sammy asked, her voice a whisper.

“Save your parents and kill that bastard.” Clarke pushed up off the table. “There’s nothing else to it. Ashley?”

The angel shook herself at the sound of her name.

“Yes?”

“I need you to Scry like you’ve never Scried before. Blanket Chester Creek if you have to. Punch through every damn Ward you find. I don’t care if people know you’re knocking. You find Sammy’s parents any way you can, understood?”

“Perfectly.” She rose and smoothed out her shirt. “I’ll need to amplify the Scry with a magic circle. Emma, would you mind assisting me?”

“You’ve got it.” The succubus pushed herself upright with renewed fire in her eyes.

Ixia walked in and yawned into a fist.

“Oh, what a fucking morning!”

The witch grabbed a box of cereal off the counter and joined them at the table, but stopped with her chair pulled halfway out.

“What?” The witch glanced around at all the intense faces. “Did I miss something?”

“You could say that.” Emma took hold of the witch’s arm and led her out. “We’ll fill you in as we go. Right now, we need all the high-powered magic we can muster.”
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“They’re at Studio Nightshade,” Ashley said a few hours later once everyone had gathered in Ixia’s workshop.

“Which closed recently for renovations.” Clarke nodded thoughtfully. “Around the same time the brides became active on campus. The d-hunter may have been using the club as a base this whole time. What’s your level of certainty with the Scry?”

“Extremely high. Close to one hundred percent.”

“And the chances they spotted you peeking?”

“About the same.”

“The important part is we know where they are,” Sammy said, no longer in a state of shock-induced silence. Instead, she brimmed with barely contained tension.

“Exactly.” Clarke glanced around the room, meeting each of their eyes. “There’s no way in hell I’m leaving them there. Make no mistake, facing the d-hunter will be more dangerous than anything we’ve ever done. But I know we can pull this off. We’re not the scrappy bunch of newbies we were a few months ago. We’re a team, and a damned good one, too.”

“Hell, yeah!” Brooke clenched a fist. “Let’s fuck ’em up!”

“We’re with you, Clarke.” Sammy stirred, meeting his gaze with fierce, purposeful eyes.

“They’ll be expecting us.” Emma held up a hand. “I’m not saying we shouldn’t go in. Clarke’s right. Even if it wasn’t Sammy’s parents in danger, going in is the right thing to do. What’s the point behind Broken Fang if we don’t push back against the vampires’ evil? But even so, the reality is what it is, and they will be prepared for us.” She paused and frowned. “Sorry if this is a bit of a downer. I’m just laying out the facts here.”

“I know,” Clarke said, “and you’re right to point that out. Fortunately, I’ve had time to consider that very problem, and I believe I’ve come up with a solution.”

“So, what’s the plan, boss?” Sammy managed to crack a smile despite the circumstances.

“There are still a lot of details to work out, but here are the broad brushstrokes: We’re not going to fight the Hunter Alant and his brides at the club. Instead, we’re going to lure them here.” He pointed down at the floor to indicate the mansion and gauged their reactions. All of them watched him attentively, waiting for him to continue. “Think about it. The steel mill was our only notable victory against the brides, and what did we have there?”

“The home field advantage,” Sammy said.

“Exactly. If we’re going to stand and fight, it needs to be here. This is where we’re strongest, and so this is where we’ll lure them.”

“But how?” Emma asked.

“By extracting Sammy’s parents. By showing the hunter can’t pressure us so easily. If he wants this, he can come and get it!” Clarke slapped his chest. “He knows where to find me. I’m through giving him and his brides the chance to sucker punch us. So, when we hit Studio Nightshade, it’ll be a surgical strike. We get in, rescue Sammy’s parents, and get out. Clean, quick, and simple.”

Clarke pointed to each of them in turn.

“Brooke, Sammy, you two are on extraction duty. Get those two out no matter what. I’ll act as the diversion.”

“You got it.” Brooke cracked her knuckles, and Sammy gave him a sharp, confident nod.

“Emma, I need you to come with us. You’ll be our driver. Stick with the vehicle and cover our exit. Once we have Sammy’s parents in the back, you hit the gas. Don’t wait for the rest of us; we can manage on our own, if need be.”

“Understood.” Emma grabbed her AR-15 off the gunrack and slung the strap over a shoulder.

“Ashley, your job will be to make sure we’re ready when Alant and the brides show. Do everything you can to fortify this place. We want a mean home field advantage.”

“What about me?” Ixia planted a hand on her hip. “Want me to help Ashley out?”

“What I need from you is something to discourage or delay their pursuit. Something to help us make a clean getaway. Got anything that fits the bill?”

“I may.” Ixia grabbed a baseball-sized hunk of metal painted olive-green. “Say hello to the M67 fragmentation hand grenade, amped up with one of Dahlia’s Immolation spells. Guaranteed to ruin anyone’s day while setting the whole place on fire.”

Clarke’s eyebrows shot up. “Well, that certainly fits the bill.”

“Where the hell did you get a frag grenade?” Sammy asked.

“I have my sources.” Ixia handed the grenade to Clarke. “Use is simple enough. Pull pin and throw. The fuse will go off in about four to five seconds, and the shrapnel will disperse the Immolation spell. Do not be there when it detonates.”

“Got it.” He set the grenade down on a workbench. “And thanks.”

“What else?” Ixia planted a hand on her hip and tilted her head expectantly.

“I …” Clarke frowned at the witch, surprised by how tough this part was. “I need you to not be here when the hunter attacks. I think you know why.”

“Yeah. I can guess.” Ixia crossed her arms. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“There’s no reason for you to be a part of this fight.”

“I can think of several very good reasons why you’re wrong.”

“You know what I mean. The hunter doesn’t know about you. We suspected this before, and he proved it when he failed to threaten your family. You’re still safe, and I want you to stay that way.” He approached her and ran his fingers across her stomach. “Not just for you, but for our child as well. Plus, I’m sure Hepatica would kill me if she found out I asked you to face a d-hunter.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure about⁠—”

The doorbell rang.

The team looked around with worried expressions.

Everyone, except for Ixia.

“Huh. Speak of the devil.”

Ashley frowned at the witch.

“Why the ugly face?” Ixia asked. “I was referring to my mom. That’s got to be her.”

Sammy checked her phone.

“It is. Hepatica’s at the door. And …”

“Something wrong?” Clarke asked.

“Don’t think so. It’s just I can see Dahlia and Hyacinth with her as well.”

“The whole crew’s here?” Clarke glanced at Ixia, who only shrugged.

“Imagine that.” Ixia gave him a sly smile. She slipped past him and headed out. “Might as well go see what Mom has to say.”

They followed Ixia to the front door and let Hepatica and her other daughters inside. Ixia took up position alongside her sisters. Dahlia grinned at him like she was the cat who ate the canary, while Hyacinth gave him a pleasant nod.

“Clarke, good to see you in one piece.” Hepatica stepped forward. “I understand Broken Fang is in a bit of trouble.”

“You could say that.”

“Ixia’s kept me abreast of the situation, which is why we’re here. Seems to me you’ve forgotten something very important.”

“What’s that?”

“Our alliance.” Hepatica raised an eyebrow. “Has it slipped your mind?”

“Of course not. But we’re up against a d-hunter.”

“Oh, Clarke. Do you think so little of me?” The senior witch shook her head. “Look, I know you’ve always had your doubts about me. You’ve had them since we first met, and it’s clear why. I don’t blame you for these feelings. I pressured you into giving us your first kid, and you resent me for that.”

“I suppose those thoughts have crossed my mind.”

“And I’ll admit I’ve had my doubts about you as well. Not just you but the danger you represent to anyone standing near to you. You’re a lightning rod for trouble, as current events have shown. I wanted to safeguard my daughter and her future child from that danger. Can you really blame a mother for wanting that?”

“No, I don’t blame you. Disagree with you, yes. But blame?” He shook his head.

“I’m glad you understand my reasons.” Her expression warmed. “But here’s the thing. Something began to change as I’ve watched you from afar, as I witnessed your successes mount and the bond grow between you and my daughter. I became curious, and I started to wonder.”

“About what?”

“About whether or not we’re on the cusp of something … significant.” Hepatica twirled a hand through the air. “Maybe this is just foolish whimsy on my part, but I see something special in you, and in the team that has formed around you.” Her eyes flicked to Ashley. “And … perhaps that has given me hope.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“Hope that the world really can change. And that, perhaps, I’ve already met the catalyst.” She rested a hand on his shoulder. “I want to see where this all leads. That’s not the only reason I offered to form an alliance with you, but it’s the one I didn’t tell you about.”

Hepatica stepped back and joined her daughters. An aura of heady magic surrounded the witches, manifesting into a swirl of flickering, incorporeal petals. Dahlia raised a hand, and burning embers rose from her fingertips. They looked like they belonged on a badass movie poster.

“You may not have the best opinion of me,” Hepatica continued, “but I’m a woman of my word. I told you when we joined forces that there was no greater pledge a coven could make. These were my words: ‘Your battles will be our battles, your enemies our enemies. When the blood runs thick and fangs bear down on your necks, we promise to be there for you, to fight alongside you against our common enemy.’”

“Then you’ll …” His words choked in his throat with the realization of what she meant.

“Yes, Clarke. The Coven of the Ashen Flower stands with you in this fight.”


Nineteen


Emma drove the X7 through downtown Chester Creek and parked outside the dark alley leading to Studio Nightshade. Clarke, Brooke, and Sammy filed out and marched down the alley, bold as the sun, while Emma grabbed her rifle and took up position on the rooftops.

“We trying to approach quietly?” Brooke asked after she’d shifted into a full werewolf.

Clarke scoffed. “Hell no!”

“Good!”

Brooke kicked the double doors, and they flew open. They headed down the stairs and through a long, dark corridor sectioned off with a series of doors. Brooke grabbed the last door, ripped it off its hinges, and chucked it aside.

“Greetings and salutations!” Faraday called out cheerfully from the stage, her mottled wings spread wide. A spotlight shone on her and Shimoda, who sat behind the drums. Faraday held her double-bladed axe like a guitar. “You’re early.”

“We took it upon ourselves to advance the schedule.”

“You here to surrender yourself?”

“What do you think?”

“That you’re here for a fight.” Faraday strummed her bronze nails across the axe shaft and, despite the complete lack of strings, a rich power chord filled the club. Behind her, Shimoda raised a drumstick and tapped a single rimshot.

“That depends,” Clarke said. “Where are they?”

“Oh?” Faraday jammed a series of notes on her axe. “This is unexpected! You the self-sacrificing type? How noble!”

She stuck a finger down her throat and faked a gag. Shimoda hit another rimshot.

“I get the impression you two aren’t taking us seriously.” Clarke planted his hands on his hips.

“And why should we?” Faraday strummed another chord. “You’re in our house now, bitches!”

Brooke bared her fangs and growled deep in her throat.

“Aww. Did I hit a nerve, doggo? Wanna play fetch with your old arm? I still have one of the bones. Maybe I’ll keep it as a souvenir.” She hit two more chords. “Or maybe I’ll take a different trophy this time. You using your skull for anything?”

Faraday hit another chord and then jammed out a few scales.

“Enough!” Clarke snapped.

Faraday stopped playing. She smirked at him, then twirled the axe around for a more traditional combat grip.

“Show me the parents. Or else.”

“Or else what, blood knight? You going to make us pay?”

“Why don’t you fuck around and find out, if you’re that curious?”

“Oh, I like you! You’ve got spunk!”

Clarke cast Summon Thirstblade. He let the blade form in his upturned palm, and Faraday’s eyes narrowed.

“They’re right here,” Dorian Alant said, stepping out of the second-floor office.

The d-hunter cut a tall, imposing figure with dark skin, dark eyes, and a short head of black curls. His black trench coat partially concealed both his armored vest and powerful musculature. He shifted the two bound bodies slung over one shoulder and held a shotgun casually in his free hand.

Celine and Jean-Paul squirmed and let out muffled cries through their gags. They were blindfolded with hands bound behind their backs and legs tied together. Both wore the same clothes Clarke had last seen them in.

Sammy tensed beside him, quiet and focused.

Alant walked down the stairs, his cold eyes fixed on Clarke.

“They’re alive, as you can see.” He crossed to the stage and shucked the prisoners off his shoulder. They cried out when they hit the stage. “Your move, blood knight.”

Alant rested the shotgun in both hands. Faraday and Shimoda stepped up to the edge of the stage.

“A question for you, first,” Clarke said, readying his first spell. “You want me to surrender. Why?”

“To keep you alive. Killing you would be such a waste. Why not siphon your strength over time, letting you recover just enough between each feeding?”

“Not gonna lie, that sounds pretty terrible.”

“It wouldn’t be unbearable, if that’s what you fear. You’d live in relative peace and comfort, and all your companions would survive along with their families.” Alant gestured casually over a shoulder. “I may even permit my brides to enjoy themselves with you from time to time. I’m sure you’d find the experience … educational.”

Faraday sniggered.

“Tempting,” Clarke replied dryly.

“I await your answer, but consider your next words with care, for they may⁠—”

“NOW!”

Clarke exploded forward, raising his sword as he cast Boosted Sanguine Shield. A thick barrier of light coated his body, snapping with red and white lightning, even as stars danced across his vision and his head swam. But he wasn’t done yet; he hit them with Daze and charged. The brides shut their eyes and flinched back, but Alant kept his open and raised the shotgun.

He fired.

The tight spread of pellets slammed against Clarke’s shield with terrible killing force, but his defenses held and ripples of light spread across his torso. Clarke lunged, and Alant darted to the side so fast he almost seemed to teleport.

The hunter brought his shotgun around, but Clarke shifted his weight and leaped. He flew toward the vampire, sword high. Alant fired a second shot, which savaged Clarke’s defenses in a cataclysm of lead and magic. Clarke brought his sword crashing down, but the vampire darted back.

Shimoda recovered from the Daze first, opening her all-white eyes. She spread her arms, levitated off the stage, and a bone-chilling mist spread from her shrouded body. She conjured a spear of ice and hurled it at Clarke, but it shattered against his back.

Faraday blinked her eyes open soon after. She raised her axe and leaped off the stage. Her wings unfurled and she glided at Clarke from the side and swung. He pulled back and brought his thirstblade around in a tight, rising arc, and vampiric obsidian clashed with his blood magic.

The conflicting powers spat and sizzled against each other, and shafts of red and green lightning arced through the air. Blasts scorched the floor, blew a chunk out of the stage, and Clarke shoved the dragonkin away. Her wings and back smacked against the edge of the stage, and wooden boards cracked.

Alant fired again, and an angry fist of shotgun pellets punched Clarke in the face. His shield flared, and he staggered back. Shimoda threw another spear at him, and Faraday pushed off the stage, a bloodthirsty smile on her face.

They were all focused on him: the blood knight, the most dangerous threat in the room.

Which was exactly what he wanted.

Brooke and Sammy circled around the worst of the fight and reached the stage relatively unscathed. Brooke slung Jean-Paul over a shoulder while Sammy looped an elongated arm around her mother. Faraday caught sight of them and snarled, that savage smile never leaving her face. She raised her axe and lunged at Brooke, intent on cleaving through either the werewolf or the man she carried—it didn’t seem to matter which.

Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and scarlet chains lashed around Faraday’s ankle. He clenched a fist, jerked it back, and the chains yanked on the dragonkin, throwing her off balance. She fell forward, and Brooke slashed at her face with an open hand. Claws raked through the dragonkin’s cheek. Her head whipped to the side, and blood spurted out in ruinous arcs.

Faraday cried out and flapped her wings. Electricity snapped across the webbing, and she flapped them again, blasting Brooke with wind, rain, and the full fury of the storm.

But the werewolf was already on her way out of the club, and Sammy wasn’t more than two steps behind her. The two dashed through the exit, and Faraday swung her head around to face Clarke, still smiling with one cheek torn open all the way to the back of her teeth, flaps of flesh hanging from her jaw.

Another shotgun blast punched him in the gut, and an ice spear crashed against his shoulder. He pulled the frag grenade out of his coat and yanked out the pin with a sharp, metallic ring.

Faraday lunged at him with berserker frenzy, and Shimoda conjured another spear. Only Alant reacted to the presence of the grenade, his eyes narrowing. He raised one side of his trench coat, and it solidified into a gleaming black barrier.

Clarke let the grenade fall to his feet.

One.

He cast Fly and kicked off the ground.

Two.

Three.

He spun in the air and dove toward the exit.

Four.

Fi—

The grenade exploded with a deafening crack amplified by the confined space. Heat and pressure and scything bits of hot metal slammed into the hunter and his two brides while Clarke shot down the exit corridor.

Tiny bits of shrapnel embedded themselves into the stiffened surface of Alant’s trench coat. Others passed harmlessly through Shimoda’s mist-shrouded body. But Faraday wasn’t so lucky. The fragments slashed across her skin and tore holes through her wings. She crumpled to the ground, clutching her face, blood pouring through her fingers.

A moment passed. No more than a breath.

And then the whole world ignited.
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Emma pressed her foot on the gas, and the X7 crested the next hill with enough speed for its wheels to leave the road. They slammed back onto the asphalt with a metallic groan from the vehicle’s suspension and sped down the empty road.

“What the hell?” Sammy shouted from the back, crouched beside her parents with a hand against the ceiling. “You trying to wreck us?”

“You want the bumpy ride or the d-hunter behind us?” Emma shot back. “Take your pick!”

“Keep going, Emma!” Clarke interrupted. “We’ll deal with the bumps!”

Brooke cut through the ropes binding the prisoners with her claws, and Clarke removed their blindfolds. He turned both parents over onto their backs and was surprised when neither of them resisted. They simply laid there, staring blankly up at the ceiling.

“Mom? Dad?” Sammy shook her father by the shoulder, but he didn’t respond. She turned fearfully to Clarke. “What’s wrong with them?”

“I don’t know.” Clarke opened one of Jean-Paul’s eyes. “Enlarged pupils. Pale skin. Shock, maybe?”

“I don’t think it’s shock.” Brooke breathed in deeply. “Their sweat smells off. Foul even.”

Clarke splayed a hand over Jean-Paul’s chest and closed his eyes.

The churning magic within the man hit Clarke with all the subtlety of a thrown brick covered in sewage, assaulting his mind with the stench of rotting flesh and the sharp taste of blood.

“He’s suffering from Decay magic.” Clarke checked Celine. “Her, too. They’ll die if we don’t stop these spells.”

“Can you cure them?” Sammy asked urgently, but Clarke shook his head.

“My magic doesn’t work that way. We need to get them home. If we do, I’m pretty sure they’ll live. The spells aren’t that strong, so Ashley or any of the witches should be able to cure them.”

A shudder ran through Jean-Paul, and he began to foam at the mouth.

“That smell is getting worse,” Brooke said.

Sammy whirled to face the front. “Step on it, Emma!”

“I’m already going as fast as I dare!” Emma shouted back, and the left tires crashed through a pothole. “I didn’t expect to be our ambulance service, too!”

Celine vomited in her mouth. Brooke turned her over and cleared her airways.

Sammy stared at her parents with a horrified expression.

“There may be another option besides more speed.” Clarke looked up at the slime girl. “You can try to heal them.”

“But …” Sammy glanced back to her dying parents, then at him. “But I can’t stop a spell.”

“No, but you can hold back the effects. Given them the time they need.”

“I …” She stared down at her parents with doubtful eyes. “But I’m so new at this. What if I screw up? What if I release my toxins and make this worse? I nearly killed my father once before. I don’t want to be the reason he dies here!”

“I know this frightens you.” Clarke rested a hand on her shoulder. “But you can do this. I know you can. I believe in you, Sammy. You’re not the same woman you were back then.”

Sammy bit her lower lip, then slowly began to nod. The nod turned more resolute, and she sat forward.

“Okay. What choice do we have?”

Sammy slid forward on her knees until she sat between her parents. She placed a hand on each of them, and then her outline sagged into glistening pink slime. Her gun and clothes settled to the floor, and she draped herself over their bodies, cocooning them in soft bubblegum from foot to neck. Her stretched body turned translucent, and wisps of blue traced through her slime.
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Sammy didn’t accidentally kill her parents on the way home, and her efforts prevented the Decay from advancing. She wasn’t able to reverse most of its effects, and her parents remained unresponsive for the entire ride, but she succeeded in stabilizing them by absorbing a portion of the corruption. Brooke and Clarke carried her parents into Ixia’s workshop, where the young witch and her mother began the careful work of purging their bodies of the diseased magic.

Clarke found Sammy in the kitchen, her revolver on the table. The slime girl was pale; paler than usual and more translucent with dark filaments clouding her innards. She grabbed a carton of rocky road ice cream from the freezer, cut it in two with a cleaver, then shoved one half into her stomach.

“You okay?” Clarke asked.

“I think I’m going to be sick.” She pushed the second half into her chest. “Fighting that Decay took a lot out of me.”

“I didn’t know you could even be sick.”

“Me neither, but looks like I found my limit.”

“Should you be eating then?”

“Maybe not, but I’m woozy, too. I think—” Her eyes bulged. Her chest heaved, and she leaned over the sink.

He’d never seen Sammy throw up before, and it was a sight he wouldn’t soon forget. Black, viscous fluid jetted from her mouth in a high-pressure stream, and then from her nose. Her eyes rolled back, and black vomit spewed out of her empty sockets, splattering the sink with dark filth.

She puked in a continuous, ugly torrent that lasted over a minute, filling the sink with black gunk. She coughed and spluttered and spat out the dregs, black goop draining from her mouth, nose, and eye sockets.

Clarke cringed, watching her with a mixture of horror and astonishment, unsure what he should be doing. The stuff was even leaking out of her ears.

“That helped,” she said at last, groping around blindly. “I feel a little better now. Can you grab me a towel or something? I can’t see shit.”

“Sure.” He took the paper towel roll off the hanger and handed it over.

“Thanks.” She blotted the roll against her face, then blew her nose into it.

“Sammy, I hope you won’t take any offense, but that’s the nastiest thing I’ve ever seen you do.”

“And it felt the part, too. Decay tastes like, I don’t know. Old socks soaked in swamp water.” She spat into the sink and blinked her eyelids, once again with actual eyes behind them. She reached into her chest and pulled out two soggy halves of the empty ice cream carton, then tossed those into the sink as well. “What else we got to eat around here?”

“Um.” Clarke opened the pantry. “Plenty of graham crackers and beef jerky.”

“That’ll do. Toss them over.”

“Which one?”

“Wrong question, Clarke.”

He smiled and pitched a big bag of beef jerky over to her. She tore open the plastic and poured the contents down her enlarged mouth, then swallowed it in one gulp. He tossed her a box of graham crackers next, and she jammed the whole thing into her stomach.

“Can’t digest plastic?” he asked.

“No, I can. Just takes forever.” She closed her eyes and leaned her head back. “Yeah, I’m starting to feel more like my usual self. Just needed to purge the bad and let in the good.”

“You were vomiting out of your eye sockets.”

“Eh.” She gave him a half-hearted shrug. “Eyes are a loose concept when it comes to me. Why? Did I gross you out? You having second thoughts about marrying a slime?”

“To the first question, yes, and a very firm no to the second.”

Sammy chuckled and tore the wrappers off two loaves of bread. She shoved one entire loaf through her left palm and the other through her right, then shook out her limbs until they returned to normal size.

“Watching you speed eat is something else.”

She opened the fridge again, then paused and closed the door.

“Thanks,” she said softly, her eyes downcast.

“What for?”

“You didn’t have to stick your neck out like that for my parents.”

“Of course I did. What kind of husband would I be if I hadn’t?”

“I know.” She sighed and looked up. “And I get this is part of who you are. It’s one of the reasons I love you so much. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to take you for granted. So, thank you, Clarke. From the bottom of my heart.”

“You’re very⁠—”

A rumbling peal echoed through the house, accompanied by a tingle of magic muted by the Wards.

“A spell just hit us.” Clarke bobbed his head toward the exit. “Come on. Let’s get with the others.”

Sammy grabbed her revolver, and they headed out.


Twenty


Clarke found everyone but Hepatica assembled in the foyer. Even Ixia was there, which Clarke took as a good sign for Sammy’s parents. He strode toward a long table positioned in the middle of the foyer. The windows were dark with the coming of night.

Weapons and equipment covered the table: pistols, rifles, shotguns, boxes of ammo, speedloaders, magazines, shoulder harnesses, backpacks, flashlights, radios, and an assortment of grenades. Ixia had packed her weapons cache that morning and moved it to the foyer, but now her collection and the rest of Broken Fang’s gear lay un-packed on the table.

Clarke wore his revolver in a shoulder harness, as did Brooke, still a full werewolf. Emma carried both a rifle and a pistol, her wings out and tail lashing, and the three witches had armed up as well. They’d forgone their customary gothic attire for sleeveless shirts and rugged pants, though still all in black. Each had taken their pick of the available armaments.

Dahlia fitted cartridges into a Remington Model 870 Tactical 12-gauge shotgun, then slotted more shots into the side saddle. Hyacinth took a Colt Python .357 Magnum and several speedloaders for herself, while Ixia had already packed two snub-nosed Ruger LCR revolvers in her dual shoulder harnesses.

About a third of the ammunition was enchanted in some manner, with labels written on ammo boxes, taped to magazines, or—in the case of the larger calibers—abbreviated on each cartridge with permanent marker.

Ashley eyed the lethal assortment with a disdainful eye but didn’t comment. Her wings were folded behind her back, and her broken halo glowed brightly over her head.

“What have we got?” Clarke asked, placing his fingertips on the table.

“We were just hit with a hex,” Ashley said, looking up. “A strong one, too. Fortunately, all the Wards are holding, and the traps we’ve placed remain stable. Unfortunately, we’ve got incoming. I Scried the immediate area and spotted a convoy of five vans heading straight for us, and they all have strong magical auras.”

“How soon till they get here?”

“A few minutes.”

“Give me a rundown on our defenses.”

“The mansion’s exterior is heavily Warded against both intrusion and enemy vision. We here can pass through unharmed, but anyone else will find their magic disrupted if they pass through the threshold or try to peer inside. Furthermore, key entry points like windows and doors are trapped.”

Ashley nodded to Dahlia, and the witch stepped forward, shotgun resting naturally in her hands.

“I couldn’t trap everything, so I focused my attention on the ground floor, setting up all the Immolation and Explosion spells I could. We’re weaker in the back, too. Again, just not enough time to be thorough. That said, anyone who tries to bust through any point I did trap is in for a bad day. My spells are in a passive state right now, but as soon as you give the word, I’ll activate them.” Dahlia glanced around the table. “Unlike the Wards, these do not differentiate between friend and foe, so be careful.”

“Is there a way we can quickly identify where your traps are?” Clarke asked.

“I taped X’s on the backs of the doors or underneath the windows.” Dahlia pointed to the front doors, both of which bore large duct-taped X’s. “I can also make the spells visible, if needed.”

“Excellent work,” Clarke said, and Dahlia replied with a quirky smile.

“You are very welcome. Shall I arm the traps?”

“Not yet. I want to see what we’re up against first. Ixia, what’s the status of Sammy’s parents?”

“Stable, but Mom has her work cut out for her, and she can still use my help. I’ll head back to the workshop after this.” Ixia patted one of her revolvers. “Just making sure I’m prepared in case the hunter or his floozies bust their way inside.”

“Understood. We’ll hold the fort here. Be safe.”

“No promises.” Ixia winked and headed up a curving staircase to the foyer’s balcony, then jogged through the door leading to the wing with the garage and her workshop above it.

Brooke’s ears perked and she hustled over to a window. She pulled the blind back.

“They’re here.”

Clarke joined her at the window, which bore an X underneath the windowsill.

Five vehicles—all boxy white cargo vans driven by frost skeletons—pulled into the turnabout, splitting in both directions. They parked along the more distant half of the turnabout, forming an arch of vehicles.

Doors opened, and frost skeletons poured out. Dozens of them formed ranks, armed with ice shields and either swords or spears. Three storm golems lumbered out the backs of vans, hunched over until they straightened to tower over the front ranks.

Dorian Alant rounded the vans, trench coat billowing behind him, and his brides followed close behind. Shimoda floated forward, a thick cloud of mist obscuring her naked body, ghostly feet not touching the ground, black hair flowing in a nonexistent wind.

Faraday hefted her obsidian battle axe and came alongside the hunter, her face scarred and her wings in tatters, which made Clarke wonder. Alant could have healed the woman through her bond ring. Why hadn’t he? Did he care so little for his brides? Was this simple pragmatism on his part? Had he chosen to hoard all his strength for the coming battle, sparing nothing for the women who loved him?

Clarke suspected this to be the case, and revulsion surged within him like bile rising in his throat. This … creature treated women like tools! Clarke glanced to his side, to the ladies of Broken Fang standing with him.

He would never treat them so callously.

He was a blood knight. And more than that, he was a man and a husband. A provider and defender, and he knew, deep down, he would lay down his life to keep any of them safe. He didn’t want to; he feared death as much as the next man, but he knew he could make that sacrifice if no other option remained.

He gazed back out the window.

Faraday had seen better days, but despite her injuries, she was still dragonkin—as tough to kill as a werewolf, if not tougher—and she wasn’t having fun anymore. Her manic, bloodthirsty grin was gone, washed away by pain and fire, replaced with a brutal simmering scowl.

The vans drove away, and Alant stepped forward.

“Last chance, Clarke!” the vampire shouted, his voice amplified by magic. “Surrender now, or there will be no survivors!”

Clarke drew his revolver and glanced to either side. The ladies cracked open the windows and readied their own weapons.

“Here’s your answer!”

He placed Alant’s head within his revolver’s iron sights and pulled the trigger. The weapon barked, kicking back with the explosive force of a .44 Magnum cartridge. His aim was true, but the shot never found its mark. It flashed into green fire a few yards in front of the hunter and splattered into wisps of flame against his long coat.

Alant frowned at the impact point and brushed it clean.

“Open fire!” Clarke ordered, and squeezed the trigger again.

The front of the mansion erupted into a chaotic fusillade. Ice shields splintered. Crystalline bones shattered. Storm golems covered their faces protectively, but Alant and his brides stood their ground, every shot aimed at them flaming out into fading corpse fire.

Clarke, Brooke, and Hyacinth emptied their revolvers, then shook out the spent casings and slotted in more from their speedloaders. Emma rattled off twenty shots, then ejected the spent magazine and slapped in a fresh one. Their techniques wouldn’t win them any awards at shooting competitions, but they weren’t amateurish either, and the team poured concentrated fire downstream.

“Eat this!” Dahlia hurled a flaming ball with an overhand throw. The projectile impacted against a frost skeleton’s shield, stuck there for a few dramatic seconds, and then exploded with a sharp crack. The blast hurtled crystalline body parts high into the air, and they came down in a jumbled rain.

One bone hit Alant in the shoulder, and he frowned more deeply.

Shimoda levitated a few feet higher and spread her arms. Magic circles lit across the ground, and more skeletons formed out of the icy mist, replenishing their depleted ranks.

“Advance!” Alant shouted.

The skeletons marched forward in lockstep, their formation hunkered down behind their shields, ice blades bristling between the gaps. The three golems tromped forward, electricity snapping across their metal frames.

“Concentrate fire on the center golem!” Clarke shouted, and unloaded a whole cylinder into the monster.

The others adjusted their aims, and enchanted bullets pounded the golem. A flood of spells savaged its body: Break softened its defenses, Cripple nullified the electrical aura, Paralyze caused its stride to stutter, and Immolate set the whole creature ablaze.

The golem only made it halfway to the front door before it crumpled into a hulk of ruined, flaming metal. The rest of the monsters continued their advance, immune to fear, ignorant of their casualties.

“Cease fire!” Clarke shouted. “Back away from the windows!”

Everyone pulled back to the table, some grabbing additional magazines or speedloaders. Clarke joined them and slotted the revolver back into his harness. He summoned his thirstblade.

Each step from the golems shook the walls and thudded up through his feet. The front doors shuddered from a mighty impact.

“Now, Dahlia! Arm them!”

“You got it!” The witch crossed her arms. A magic circle lit around her feet and flaming flower petals swirled around her.

The doors shook again, and the locks splintered, but this time a violet light enveloped them, and they exploded outward in cones of wooden shrapnel. The golem toppled onto its back, an arm and part of its torso missing.

A frost skeleton smashed its spear through one of the windows, and flames erupted, consuming the monster and everything behind it for several yards. Another window shattered, and an explosion blew bits of skeletons back across the yard.

The third and last golem rammed its shoulder into the wall, and cracks spidered upward. Clarke wasn’t sure if the creature had been directed to avoid more conventional points of entry or if it was just that dumb. Either way, it slammed into the wall again, and chunks of plaster pattered to the floor.

Another impact, and the wall split open.

“Hold your fire!” Clarke shouted. “Brooke and Sammy, with me!”

The golem burst through, wood and plaster cascading off its smooth, broad shoulders. It stomped forward, energy crackling about its limbs, but then the Wards hit it. Its movements turned sluggish, as if it were wading through deep water, and the electrical aura faltered.

Clarke rushed in, the werewolf and slime girl at his side. He sliced through the golem’s thigh, and the creature toppled forward. Brooke sank her claws into a forearm and yanked back hard. The electrical binders holding the limb in place stretched and thinned, then broke with a flash of light. Brooke chucked the limb away and raked her claws through the golem’s face.

Sammy pummeled the golem with enlarged fists, beating the bronze armor inward until water leaked from its internal plumbing. The monster tried to rise on one arm, but Clarke lopped off the limb then slashed through the main body. The golem’s energy winked out, and it crumpled to the floor in pieces.

Frost skeletons poured through the gap in the mansion’s defenses, but Clarke hit them with Wide Blood Boil, and the others held them back with claws, fists, and guns.

Far back with his brides, Alant’s lips curled with cruel disdain. A magic circle formed around his feet, and the mansion shook.

“Antimagic Hex!” Ashley shouted. “He’s weakening our defenses!”

“Do what you can to shore them up!” Clarke replied.

“We’ll try!” The angel spread her wings, and her halo blazed with light and purpose. Beside her, Hyacinth bowed her head, and a magic circle glowed at her feet.

A second circle appeared around Alant, and then a third. He struck the mansion with both spells, and each ethereal impact shuddered through the building, reeking from the bloody essence of vampiric magic.

A fourth circle appeared, and the vampire hit them again.

Then again and again.

And again and again and again.

The hexes kept coming, as if Alant’s reserves were endless. He poured his strength and hate and evil into the onslaught, and the Wards began to break down.

“He’s punching through!” Ashley warned. “We can’t⁠—”

Explosions ripped across the exterior in a vicious staccato.

“What was that?” Clarke demanded.

“Shit!” Dahlia snapped. “He’s triggering my traps early!”

More blasts rocked the building, and more hexes slammed into them. The ground quaked underneath his magical onslaught.

Shimoda summoned more frost skeletons, though Clarke noticed this batch was less numerous than the last one. Yes, their foes were powerful, and the mansion’s defenses had been shaken almost to the breaking point, but that victory had cost the vampire and his brides. Their strength had limits, too.

Alant pointed to either side, and the brides split up, Shimoda floating to the right and Faraday dashing to the left.

“What are they doing?” Brooke asked. “Trying to flank us or something?”

“No way the Wards’ll hold out those two,” Ashley said. “If they get in, it’ll be trouble.”

“I know.” Clarke turned to the team. “Brooke, Sammy, intercept Faraday.”

“On it!” Brooke growled, and the two demihumans dashed out of the foyer.

“Meanwhile, I’ll go after Shimoda.” Clarke grabbed a speedloader with Cripple bullets and reloaded his revolver. “The rest of you hold here as best you can, but don’t engage the hunter. Fall back if you have to. Got it?”

“Will do, Clarke.” Emma picked up one of the grenades with a fierce gleam in her eyes. “You can count on us.”
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Shimoda skirted the perimeter, and Clarke shadowed her from within, catching glimpses of her through the windows he passed. He lost track of her near the garage and suspected she’d ducked inside somewhere, so he headed there next.

The garage was wide and deep enough for twelve cars stored in rows of six, and the majority of that space was taken up by everyone’s personal cars, Sammy’s BMWs and motorbikes, and a few additions from the Greys. Three garage doors provided access to the interior, and the central door had been blasted apart by one of Dahlia’s traps.

Shimoda floated in through the gap, pale mist swirling around her.

Clarke snapped up his revolver and fired, but the shot veered away and thunked into a tire on Brooke’s Jeep Wrangler. The wheel deflated with a long low sigh. Shimoda’s cold, dead eyes met his, and she summoned a crystalline naginata into her outstretched hands. But instead of fighting him, she floated upward and disappeared through the ceiling.

A spike of panic shot through Clarke, and he bolted toward the stairs.

Ixia’s workshop was above the garage!

He bounded up the steps three at a time, reached the landing, and barreled down the corridor. Someone cried out behind the workshop’s door.

“Ixia! Hepatica!” he shouted. “Get out of there!”

He lowered his shoulder and crashed through the door. The Eloises lay side by side within a magic circle with Hepatica kneeling by their heads, only starting to rise. Ixia crouched by her mother, pistol drawn.

Shimoda phased up through the floor and turned the naginata’s icy blade toward Ixia. She lunged, but the witch fired first.

The distance between the two was less than five yards, and whatever magic protected the yuki-onna failed to divert the shot. The bullet whisked through her, but not before Crippling the bride’s defenses. Her body turned substantial, and she tripped forward, her feet still within the floor.

Ixia rattled off shot after shot. Her Ruger LCR chambered .22LRs, a far lighter cartridge than the .44 Magnums his own weapon carried. But Ixia hadn’t made a mistake in her weapon of choice. The small, easy-to-carry, easy-to-conceal revolver chambered eight rounds, and all of them were packed with potent spells.

The second bullet reinforced the Cripple spell afflicting Shimoda—banishing what remained of her incorporealism—and the rest carried a mix of enchantments Dahlia had crafted specifically for her sister’s defense, should she need to protect herself or her unborn child.

That moment was now, and those spells ripped through Shimoda like the fury of an ancient god. Her chest blew open. Her arm flew off at the shoulder. Flames roared to life as if she were made from dry, dead wood.

Ixia unloaded eight shots into the bride. All of them hit, and when her ninth pull of the trigger clicked against a spent cartridge, she didn’t empty the cylinder or fumble for a speedloader. No, she cross-pulled the second revolver with her left hand and fired another eight shots into the creature so intent on killing her, her mother, and everyone else in the room.

That gun clicked empty, and she stood motionless for a moment, both arms outstretched, barrels smoking from enchanted powder and magic.

Shimoda collapsed forward, most of her chest and all of her face missing. She hit the floor with a wet squelch and lay still, pale blood spreading from a pale corpse. Hepatica stared at the mess, mouth agape with a mixture of awe and horror at the destruction her daughter had wrought.

“Shit, she scared me!” Ixia lowered her arms. “Freaky bitch climbing up out of the floor like that!” She holstered one of her guns then opened the cylinder on the other and reloaded. “Clarke, nice of you to drop by. We got more incoming?”

“Yeah, but not here.” Clarke glanced at what remained of the fallen bride. “You, uh, seem to have the situation here under control. I’m needed elsewhere. Stay safe, stay sharp.”

“Don’t you worry, Clarke.” Ixia closed the cylinder with a satisfying click. “You can count on me.”

He took one last look at Shimoda’s broken body, then nodded.

“That I can.”

He turned and left, confident Ixia had things in hand on this side of the mansion.
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Clarke was about to call Brooke and Sammy on the radio when a roaring, rattling cacophony echoed down the halls. He sprinted toward the source and burst out onto the back patio near the swimming pool. Brooke and Sammy had engaged the dragonkin bride, and their battle was in full swing.

Faraday stood at the head of the newly drained pool. Wind and water swirled around her in a wild vortex, lashing at Brooke with enough force for the speeding ribbons of water to tear through her fur and cut her flesh. Sammy’s outline wavered under the torrential sideways rain, and her slime turned pale and translucent as the bride’s attack diluted her. The vortex tore shingles and loose panels off the mansion, adding to the chaos around them, and lightning forked from Faraday’s hands and tattered wings.

Clarke raised a hand to protect his face, and his shield snapped from a thousand tiny impacts. Brooke snarled, struggling to push forward against the roaring storm. A bolt of lightning struck the werewolf, and her skin sizzled, but she only bared her fangs in scant recognition of the injury.

Clarke marched forward, leaning in with each step. His thirstblade shook in his hand from the force of the wind, and the cutting rain sparked red against his defenses.

“You see it now, don’t you?” Faraday shouted, her voice carried by the storm. “You insignificant whelps never stood a chance!”

She spun her axe around and strummed the stringless shaft. A chord thundered on the wind, and lightning spat out, striking all three of them. Brooke took the hit without so much as a flinch, and Clarke’s shield absorbed the brunt of the attack, but Sammy wasn’t so lucky.

Electricity arced through her body, and her slime spasmed violently, losing all semblance of its humanoid shape. She dropped to the ground in a quivery puddle, down but not out. Her body contracted, ejecting water from a thousand unseen orifices. She then reformed two arms, grabbed the edge of the pool, and hauled her head and upper torso out of the slime puddle. Her eyes burned with blue light, and her slime brightened into a vivid pink.

Faraday stroked her axe again, and more lightning slashed across them. The vortex strengthened, and Clarke lost a step against the thunderous wind.

His eyes flicked up to Faraday, then higher.

The air above the dragonkin was untouched by the storm’s fury. Whatever she’d conjured, it hugged the ground in a fierce maelstrom.

So, there’s an eye to this storm, he thought, and a harsh grin etched itself across his face.

“Is this the best you’ve got?” Faraday taunted, the metallic nails on her hand poised for another stroke. “You lot killed Natalie? What a joke!”

Clarke cast Fly and leaped high above the storm, thirstblade pulled back. Faraday’s eyes widened, a pang of worry creasing her face as she tracked his ascent. She gave her axe a savage strum, and lightning blasted outward.

She missed, and the bolt arced beneath his feet.

Clarke slashed through the air, and his blade left a crimson scar in its wake. A matching wound cut through Faraday, and she screamed, flinching back. Runes flashed on her armored vest, the chestplate shattered, and blood spat from her chest. The storm caught the streak of blood and turned it into a long, swirling ribbon.

The storm slackened, and Brooke saw her chance. She lowered her head and rushed forward, claws spread. Faraday swung her axe around in a swift arc, and the blade chopped deeply into Brooke’s side.

The blow would have crippled or even killed a lesser being, but Brooke was a werewolf, her body a font of strength and killer rage. Green lightning scorched through her, sizzling fur and flesh, but she fought through the pain and roared in Faraday’s face, fangs bared.

Brooke grabbed her foe by the throat, claws crushing inward against bronze scales, and the dragonkin gasped and squirmed against her iron grip. She lifted the bride into the air and smashed her down like she was nothing more than a limp ragdoll. Flagstones shattered beneath the blow.

The storm died completely, and Faraday twisted around to her hands and knees, desperate to flee. She started to scramble away, but Brooke stomped onto her back, and the dragonkin gasped in pain.

Brooke latched onto her head with both hands, her fingers holding the dragonkin’s jaw open. Her claws dug into the soft palette at the top of her mouth, and she brought the bride’s head close. Her fierce yellow eyes were mere inches from the woman’s terrified face.

“How about we play fetch … with this!”

Muscles flexed within Brooke’s huge arms, and she pulled back on Faraday’s head. The dragonkin’s eyes bugged out, and a gurgling, whimpering exhale escaped her throat. Her neck stretched, vertebrae straining against the werewolf’s power. Scales ripped. Flesh tore with sickening wetness. Bones splintered.

And then, with a triumphant, bestial howl, Brooke ripped the bride’s head off. The axe in her side splintered and vanished, and she craned her neck, jaws wide as she bellowed into the sky, the skull of her vanquished foe clutched in one hand, its corpse crushed beneath her feet.

Brooke emptied her lungs with savage jubilation. But then she suddenly became aware of their stares. She cut off the sound with a clap of her jaw then glanced over at her companions.

“Remind me to never piss you off again!” Sammy exclaimed.

Brooke lowered her head with a quiet, embarrassed whimper.

“You okay?” Clarke asked, back on the ground.

“Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just …”

She regarded the severed head as if it were a piece of incriminating evidence and tossed it away. The head rolled across the ground, leaving a thin trail of blood in its wake, then fell into the swimming pool with a quiet ploop.

“Sorry about that. I got a little carried away.”

“A little?” Sammy asked.

“Eh.” Brooke shrugged. “Got the job done, didn’t I?”

“That you did.” Clarke gave her a pat on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s rejoin the others.”


Twenty-One


They found the foyer with a new hole in the wall, piles of broken frost skeletons across the floor, and all four women alive and well, hunkered behind what remained of the outer wall.

“What’s your status?” Clarke asked, hurrying over.

“Alant’s out of goons,” Emma said, hand resting on her rifle. “Though we have Dahlia to thank for most of it.”

“Some of my best work, if I do say so myself.” The witch grinned with a delicate hand on her chest.

Clarke swept his gaze over the bodies and wreckage.

“Sure looks the part. Excellent work.”

“Yeah, that’s the stuff.” Dahlia fanned herself. “Praise me more, Clarke. You can light my fires any day you want.”

“Uhh …” He cleared his throat. “Where’s the hunter?”

“Out on the front yard still.” Emma pointed a thumb in the general direction. “And he’s all alone.”

“What’s he doing?”

“Glaring at us,” Ashley said. “Very intensely. He’s cast several spells, but the area’s so saturated with magic I couldn’t identify them.”

“Whatever they were,” Emma said, “he clearly didn’t expect us to give him this much trouble. Nor did he expect to face both us and a whole coven.”

“You’re welcome!” Dahlia said brightly.

Clarke nodded. The women around him had performed so well against such overwhelming odds that he couldn’t help but feel a warming within his chest: a mixture of gladness and pride at the marvelous companions who stood so staunchly with him against this foe.

He nodded once more.

“It’s time for us to finish this,” he said, and stepped through the wrecked front door.

Alant’s eyes met his. They were cold, dark pits under his furrowed brow.

“You coming out to surrender?” the hunter taunted.

“No. I’m here to kill you next.”

Clarke stopped a few paces outside the mansion, the combined might of Broken Fang and the Ashen Flowers at his back.

“You’ll fail, blood knight.”

“You so sure about that?” Clarke held his thirstblade, the blade humming with power.

“Absolutely.” The hunter conjured an obsidian mace. He held it in one hand, his shotgun in the other. “Mark my words, blood knight. No matter what happens next, you’re already dead. You just haven’t realized it yet.”

“We’ll see about that.”

The hunter leered at them, and Brooke’s ears perked. She leaned close to Clarke.

“Something’s coming!” she whispered.

Clarke heard the approaching vehicles soon after. The vans from before pulled into the turnabout and parked behind the hunter. Their back doors flew open, and giant spiders skittered out.

“Is this all you’ve got, hunter?” Clarke asked, pointing his blade at the vampire. “Another trash mob to throw at us?”

One of the spiders stalked up beside the hunter, partially obscured by the gloom. Brooke gasped first, her night vision better than anyone else’s, but soon the creature stepped into the light, and Clarke realized it wasn’t a spider at all, but an arachne!

It was Marsh! Her head had been reattached at an odd angle, and there was a hole in her chest where a heart should have been, but it was her. She even wielded the same obsidian bow from before.

His eyes swept across the mass of giant spiders, and he noted the cracked chitin, missing legs, and yellow pus leaking from open wounds.

These weren’t just giant spiders!

They were undead, too!

“You see it now, don’t you?” Alant smirked at them. “I’ve worn down your defenses while losing nothing in return.”

“Clarke!”

He spun to find Ixia racing down the foyer stairs.

“The yuki-onna! She disappeared through the floor! I think she’s⁠—”

“Look!” Brooke pointed toward the garage.

A pale apparition floated out toward the hunter.

“The other side, too!” Emma called out, and Clarke whirled his gaze around to see Faraday shambling toward her master. Water dripped from a head that sat awkwardly on her shoulders, and her lower jaw hung low like a hideous bone necklace.

“Fuck me.” Sammy shook her head. “Enough with fighting things more than once. Next time, we turn their bodies to paste!”

“Fine with me,” Brooke growled, spreading her claws.

“Corpses on puppet strings don’t scare us, hunter!” Clarke shouted.

“They should.” He pointed his mace at Clarke, and his undead minions surged forward.

“Back inside!” Clarke ordered.

He began to turn when Alant flashed up to him, shotgun leveled with his head. The weapon barked, and the enchanted blast threw Clarke back into the foyer. He skidded across the floor and crashed into the back wall. One of the women screamed—he couldn’t tell which through the ringing in his ears—and then Alant stood before him and fired again.

The shot crashed against Clarke’s shield in a flash of green, and then Alant slammed the mace into his chest. The impact threw him against the wall and the follow-up smashed him through in a shower of plaster and wood.

The world swam around him, but he dug deep and cast a weak Fly spell to right himself. He dropped to the ground on his feet, thirstblade held in a tight, two-handed grip.

“That the best you’ve got?” he spat, standing firm in the hallway.

Alant snarled and charged again, but this time Clarke was ready. He’d seen enough of the vampire’s moves to see the cadence of these sudden bursts of speed, and he blocked the mace in a flash of energy that shredded the carpet and ripped plaster off the walls.

Alant shoved Clarke away, and he stumbled backward for a few steps before regaining a solid footing. The hunter raised his shotgun, but Clarke dashed back in and cleaved the weapon off at the receiver.

The vampire tossed the broken weapon aside and bared his fangs.

Clarke whipped out his revolver and rattled off five quick shots. Four hit, but they impacted harmlessly on the vampire’s stiffened coat. Flickers of falling petals vanished against the black barrier as the Cripple spells failed to take hold. Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, but the chains dissolved into the coat.

“My defenses can’t be broken so easily!”

Alant threw his coat aside, green energy gathering in an open fist. He flung the ball at Clarke, and it exploded with a loud crack. Doors flew off their hinges, and the force hurtled Clarke through yet another wall.

Clarke landed against the dining room table. He pushed off it and raised his sword. The vampire shoved his way through the wreckage, mace in one hand and green fire blazing up the other. His eyes glinted with green fury.

Their weapons crashed into each other, and the eruption flung chairs aside and screeched the table across the hardwood floor.

“Come on!” Clarke shouted. “Is that all?”

“Why won’t you die!” Alant snarled in his face.

Their weapons met again and again, sparking and spitting energy with every impact. The dinner table tumbled back, and another wave blasted it to splinters. Lightning and sparks and flashes of magical fire stripped the walls and ripped boards from the floor.

Clarke sensed a weakening in his opponent. He’d yet to land a single hit on the vampire, but the battle had taken its toll on his enemy, had sapped him of some portion of his strength.

But not enough, he told himself.

Clarke needed an opening. A window in which to land a hit. If he timed Boosted Sacrifice perfectly, he’d only need the one. But he also knew if his attack failed to defeat Alant, he was as good as dead. He had only the one shot, and once he loosed it, it was all or nothing.

Alant shouted and swung into him again. The impact resonated up his arm, and he staggered back, now more aware of his own fading strength.

Yes, he’s tiring, Clarke thought coldly. But so am I. I need to end this, and soon!

He fought on, and their battle moved deeper into the mansion, through blasted walls and across wrecked floors. Still, the vampire failed to present an opening, and Clarke sensed himself reaching his limits. He backpedaled, kicked a door open, and retreated onto the back patio.

Alant followed him, advancing with the implacability of an oncoming train.

They fought on, down the side of the pool, across the slick, glistening stones.

“I see them!” Sammy shouted.

She and Brooke burst through the swinging door. The three of them formed a rough triangle around the hunter, who shot fierce glances at each of them.

“How do you like this, you bloodsucker?” Sammy formed her fists into mallet heads. “It’s three against one, now!”

“Not quite.” Alant sneered and pointed an arm at Brooke. “Tara, attack!”

The vampire’s trench coat transformed into a flowing mass of black oil that rippled down his arm and burst off his hand. The blob splashed into Brooke, murky tendrils whipping around her arms and legs. Brooke snarled and ripped one arm free and began clawing at the mass.

But then the werewolf’s eyes bulged, and she dropped to her knees and vomited.

“A slime?!” Clarke exclaimed.

“Exactly. Tara!” Alant snapped out the name like a whip. “Choke her to death!”

The wriggling mass undulated up Brooke’s neck and enveloped her head. She tried to scream, but the black slime poured down her throat, choking off her air and flooding her lungs and stomach. She flailed about on the ground, clawing desperately at the suffocating mass.

Clarke moved to help, but Alant cut him off.

“I think not.” Alant sneered at him. “Let my bride have her fun.”

“Hang on, Brooke!” Sammy dove toward the downed werewolf. “Help’s coming!”

She transformed into a liquefied arc that splashed into the black slime, infusing it with veins of pink. The two slimes spasmed against each other, then flowed off the werewolf in a chaotic, swirling melee. Brooke vomited out the filth flooding her lungs. She gasped for air and backed away from the fight on her hands and knees.

The two slimes rolled and tussled across the patio until they burst apart, both reforming into colored humans. Tara flowed upward into a voluptuous woman, her skin the color and sheen of an oil slick.

“I’ve got this one, Clarke!” Sammy raised her fists. “Time for some girl-on-girl action!”

Back beside the mansion, Brooke threw up again.

Sammy rolled her eyes. “Everyone’s a critic.”

Tara watched Sammy with black, emotionless eyes. She engorged one of her arms, and it split six ways. The flesh stretched and lengthened, flailing about like tentacles belonging to a creature from H.P Lovecraft’s worst nightmares.

That, or a very predictable hentai.

“Eww!” Sammy cringed. “I didn’t mean it like that!”

Tara sprinted forward and tackled Sammy, her tentacles writhing around the pink slime girl. The two crashed back through a glass sliding door.

Brooke vomited once more, down for this fight.

“Now it’s just you and me, hunter.” Clarke pointed his blade at the man.

“So it would seem.”

“Any last words before I kill you?”

Alant snorted. “Where does this sudden confidence spring from?”

“It’s because you’ve been leeching off your slime bride this whole time, like a man-sized parasite. She’s been tanking the hits for you, but now it really is just you and me.” Clarke raised his weapon. “And I’m a blood knight. I know how to kill vampires.”

“Is that so?” Alant readied his own weapon in a two-handed grip. “Then take your best shot, blood knight. It’ll be your last.”

Clarke slid his back foot out for better leverage and waited, tense and ready. A moment of silence fell over the back yard, free of the cacophony of battles raging elsewhere. It was just the two of them. Two warriors, weary from battle, but willing—even eager—for this to be the deciding stroke.

Clarke narrowed his eyes, and Alant glared back, green fire glinting within his pupils. Their muscles tensed. Their grips tightened. Magic roiled within both, mana accumulating, spells primed.

Brooke heaved up more sludge, and Clarke used the ugly sound as the pistol shot to start the race. He surged forward and cast Boosted Sacrifice. The thirstblade transformed into a bar of purest white, and blood-soaked petals fluttered behind the killing blow.

Alant dashed out to meet him, his entire body engulfed in green flames. His mace darkened to pitch, “glowing” with a strange antilight that cast long, deep shadows.

The two weapons clashed with the sound of a bell being struck, both silvery and pure but dark and discordant at the same time. A cataclysm of white and black erupted around them. The stones at their feet trembled, then exploded outward, and the water geysered out of the pool.

The shaft of Alant’s mace cracked, then splintered into obsidian shards, and Clarke drew his attack down through the man’s chest. His blade cleaved a hot, burning gash through both armor and flesh, and Alant staggered back, clutching the wound.

“No!” he gasped, and one of his rings blazed like a green star. Veins of light spread underneath the vampire’s skin, but then green runes lit across his body, slowing their advance.

Slowing, but not stopping.

Alant studied the wound for a brief moment. Realization dawned on his face, even a strange sort of acceptance, and then his arms fell slack. He chuckled darkly.

“That was … a better shot than I expected.” He dropped to his knees. “But even in death, I win. See you soon, blood knight.”

He looked skyward and opened his mouth. Smoke rose from his throat, and his eyes crisped from the inside. His chest bulged with terrific inner force, and then he exploded into a fountain of blood and gore.

Clarke held out his thirstblade, now scarlet again, and let it drink in the vampire’s spent, wasted life. The blade autocast Drain, and the man’s life essence flowed into Clarke, healing his wounds, restoring lost strength and vitality.

But there was something else in the life stream, something hidden within the exchange of magic that caught him completely by surprise. The presence was dark and sickly and stank of putrefied flesh, and now, thanks to Drain, it infected every inch of his body.

He dropped to his hands and knees, and his blade vanished into winking motes. His vision blurred, and his ears rang. Darkness squeezed around him, turning his sight into a dimming tunnel. He gasped for air, an invisible weight crushing his chest.

He found himself on his back, unsure how he got there. Stars twinkled overhead, but so very, very few. Where had all the stars gone?

He heard distant but frantic shouts that came to him through layers of gauze. Someone touched him, and he wondered who and why.

A face appeared overhead within a contracting tunnel of deep black.

“Sammy … Hey there …”

Did he say those words? Or had he imagined them?

He didn’t know anymore.

Something else touched him, embraced him, squeezed around him. But this time it didn’t crush him. Instead, it felt … good, for lack of a better word. Wholesome and comforting.

He closed his eyes.

Someone shouted his name.

Was the voice telling him to keep his eyes open?

But why?

He was tired. Weaker than he’d ever been in his entire life.

He needed to rest.

To regain his strength.

He kept his eyes closed and let the world drift away.

Someone called out to him, over and over again.

He heard that desperate voice straining to reach him, but all sound and sight were fading away.

Fading, fading, fading.

And then gone.


Twenty-Two


Clarke awoke beneath the soft weight of a fluffy, warm comforter.

“Hey there, sleepy head.”

He blinked, and his eyes adjusted to the bright room. A beautiful woman sat on the bedside, smiling down at him. She was dressed as a nurse, but not in the modern style. Instead, this was the Japanese fetish version of a nurse’s attire.

The young woman wore her fiery red hair in a long braid down the back of her short white dress. A very short and tight dress with a diamond window that showed off her firm, deep cleavage. Her hand rested on white stockings held up by garter straps. She’d topped off the outfit with a white nurse’s cap bearing a large red cross.

“Sammy?” Clarke groaned, and smacked his lips. His mouth and lips were dry.

“Good, you recognize me.” Her eyes flashed with bluish light, and she patted his leg through the comforter. “We’re already off to a great start.”

“Of course I recognize you. This is the shape you used during our first date, though the outfit is different.”

“You like it?” She snapped one of her garter straps. “I thought I’d wake you up in proper style.”

He blinked again, but then a sudden urgency snapped his eyes wide.

“Where am I?” He started to sit up. “What’s going on?”

“Shh.” Sammy placed a hand on his chest, urging him to lay still. “Take it slow. You’ve been through a lot.”

“What happened?” He glanced around. “How’d I end up in your room?”

“I carried you here. Yours is … a bit of a mess. Half the mansion is, to be frank, but we’re working on that. We’ve draped tarps over the really big holes or closed off some of the outer rooms. There’s debris everywhere, but we’re cleaning that up, too.”

“Are we in danger?”

“No. No danger at all.” She bent down and gave his forehead a soft kiss. “And a lot of that is thanks to you. Everyone pitched in, of course, but you’re the one who took down the hunter.”

“The hunter.” He scooched up higher on the pillows and pursed his lips. “The hunter and his brides. There was a fourth one.”

“That’s right. Tara, the dark slime.”

“What happened to her?”

“Alant killed her.” Sammy frowned, then shrugged. “Sucked her dry through the bond ring in a last-ditch effort to save his own skin.”

“What about Brooke? Is she okay?”

“She’s fine. I removed most of the toxins Tara hit her with. She’s sleeping it off.”

“Good? What about your parents?”

“Still weak, but don’t you worry. Everyone is going to be fine.” She ran her fingertips across his cheek. “You pulled us through the fire. Sure, we got singed, but it’s nothing we can’t mend.”

“I didn’t do it alone.”

“No, but you’re Broken Fang’s leader. You’re the one who led us to victory. Sunday would have gone a lot differently without you.”

“Sunday?” His brow creased. “Sammy, what day is it?”

“Tuesday. Bright and early in the morning.”

“Then … I was out for…”

“About a day and a half.”

“That long?” He sat up higher, using the pillows to support his back. “What happened to me?”

“Alant hit you with a counter spell. Counter Drain Death, to be precise. Emma or one of the witches would be able to tell you more, but the short version is Alant trapped his own body with that spell. It went off when your thirstblade Drained him, and it hit you especially hard because of how Drain works.”

Clarke nodded, some of his memories of the fight resurfacing. The vitality he’d absorbed from the dying vampire had shot through his body, spreading the Death spell through him far faster than if he’d been hit from the outside. The ploy had almost worked, too. If he’d merely wounded Alant, the hunter would have killed him after the spell had brought him low. It was only the combination of Sacrifice and Boost that had saved his life.

Again.

“I’ll need to be careful of that in the future.”

“Way ahead of you. Emma, Ashley, and Ixia are putting their heads together to develop a protective spell that’ll prevent Drain from being used against you in the future. They’ll probably apply the spell to one of the rings.”

“Rings?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “Plural?”

“That’s right. We recovered six more: three from the brides and three from the bloody smear you left on the back patio. Took us a while to track down those. One ended up on the roof and another almost reached the woods. You really exploded the bastard.”

“He had it coming.” Clarke let his head sink into the pillows. “Did the fight draw any … unwanted attention?”

“Hepatica took care of that. Pulled just about every favor she could with the demihumans on the police force. Had to grease a few palms, too, but she managed to get the authorities to look the other way. We’re in the clear, legally at least. CCU is trying to figure out what to do with this newest spat of openings, but they’ll manage. As for the Academy of Silence, that’s a less certain topic.

“As far as we can tell, Alant was operating in isolation from other vampires, going after your blood and the Portal of Gold for his own gain. Seems possible, perhaps even likely, that he never reported us back to HQ, so we may have lucked out on that front and retained our anonymity. But even if we did, matters are bound to escalate. A d-hunter is dead, and that’ll attract more to this region all by itself.”

“We’ll need to be careful with any new arrivals to the region.” Clarke shifted his legs over the side of the bed and rubbed his scratchy face.

“How do you feel?”

“Weak. Hungry, too.”

“Well, I’m here to help you with both. I’ve been putting my new abilities to good use, sucking the toxins out of Brooke and the counter spell out of you. Fortunately, both of you are tough as nails, Brooke naturally and you because of all the magic and abilities you’ve absorbed.”

“How about your parents? How are they dealing with all of this? I imagine the hexes are making it difficult for them to process what’s happened.”

“Yeah, about their hexes.” Sammy gave him a nervous smile. “Funny you should mention that. You see, Hepatica ended up purging a bit more than just the Decay …”
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Clarke and Sammy met with her parents after he’d eaten, showered, and shaved. He dressed once more in his suit, and Sammy traded the nurse fetish gear for an elegant pink dress. They met the Eloises in Sammy’s art room, which had survived the battle relatively intact. Digital paintings of fantastical people and monsters covered the walls, though a few of the printed sculptures had fallen off the shelves.

Sammy tore down the yaoi nudes before her parents arrived, and Clarke rolled in a few extra chairs.

Ashley escorted the parents to the room, her wings and halo purposefully visible. Both parents stole glances at her angelic form before turning their attention to the newlyweds.

“Mr. and Mrs. Eloise.” Clarke extended a hand. “Good to see you two up and about. I trust everyone’s been taking good care of you?”

“Yes, thank you.” Jean-Paul gave his hand a firm shake without hesitation. “Everyone has been extremely supportive. Though, admittedly, the last few days have been challenging.”

“I can certainly sympathize. I went through a similar experience myself around half a year ago, though my eye-opener was less traumatic.”

“Yes, the, uh …” Celine frowned as if picking her words carefully. “The succubus woman? Is that the right term? Her name’s Emma, I believe. Anyway, she mentioned what you went through and how she helped remove your mind hex. Though”—the woman’s cheeks flushed—“I could have gone without the more salacious details.”

“Her descriptions were quite … vivid,” Jean-Paul added.

“That sounds like Emma,” Sammy said with a shrug. “She is a succubus after all.”

“She’s been very helpful,” Celine said. “And patient with us. Hell, she’s practically talked our ears off after each question!”

“Emma’s quite knowledgeable when it comes to the occult,” Clarke said. “Feel free to ask her anything.”

“I do have one question,” Jean-Paul said with a worried look. “Though I was hesitant to ask her directly. I know she’s a succubus, but she doesn’t … drain people’s souls, does she?”

“No, no. Nothing of the sort.” Clarke made a shooing gesture. “Being around her is perfectly safe.”

Jean-Paul nodded, his expression softening.

“It’s been one thing after another for us.” Celine sighed. “For instance, we had a conference call with our lawyer this morning. Turns out he has horns and blue skin!”

“Sounds like he’s an oni,” Clarke said. “They’re very strong and most have some magical affinity. Other than that, they’re people like the rest of us.”

“Well, he is a very good lawyer.” Jean-Paul patted his wife’s hand.

“Would you care to sit down?” Clarke gestured to the wheeled chairs with an open hand.

“Yes, please.” Celine sank into one. “I’m still a bit lightheaded.”

“Me, too, for that matter,” Jean-Paul grunted.

The two couples paired off across from each other.

“Well, Clarke,” Jean-Paul said. “I’m a direct man, so let’s cut to the chase. My wife and I have a lot we need to get off our chests.”

“I can imagine.”

“So, let’s get right to it.” Jean-Paul took a deep breath. “We’re sorry. Very, very, very sorry for the way we’ve treated both you and the relationship you have with our daughter. We … we didn’t know.”

“There’s no way you could have.”

“We thought we were protecting our daughter,” Celine said. “Protecting her from you. We thought you were after her for her money or perhaps something more nefarious. We didn’t know how to reach her, and so we tried everything we could come up with to drive a wedge between the two of you. And for that, we apologize. Fully and deeply.”

“But now we know the truth.” Jean-Paul sat back. “Our daughter has told us the kind of man you are, and we’ve seen more than enough ourselves to know she’s right. We didn’t witness everything, of course. Our brains were too addled for that, but we saw enough. Correct me if I’m wrong, but you confronted a vampire, a half-dragon, and”—he paused and frowned—“a ghost snow lady in order to save us?”

“That’s about the sum of it, sir.”

“And my daughter helped you rescue us. Along with a … werewolf?”

“That’s right.”

“And you all did this despite how we treated you?” The man shook his head in disbelief.

“You’re Sammy’s parents. And besides, it was the right thing to do.”

“That’s our Clarke!” Sammy took his hand and smiled brightly.

“I always wanted my daughter to end up with a good man.” Jean-Paul snorted. “I just didn’t expect him to be a vampire slayer! I can see now my daughter is a lucky woman to have someone like you by her side.”

“Then, sir,” Clarke replied carefully, “you consent to our marriage?”

“We do.” Celine grimaced faintly. “Now, granted, we find this harem business a bit challenging to wrap our heads around. But, that said, Emma has assured us it’s quite normal for relationships between … demihumans? Is that the term?”

“It is, ma’am. It took some getting used to for me as well.”

“What’s important is our daughter is happy,” Jean-Paul said. “Happier than I’ve seen her in years.”

“I am.” Sammy gave Clarke’s hand a squeeze. “And it’s because of him.”

“Which is why your mother and I are going to get out from underfoot. Though that doesn’t mean we’ll remove ourselves from your lives entirely. Far from it.” Jean-Paul gestured around them. “We’ve already reached out to a few contractors to handle the repairs, and all of you may use this place for as long as you wish.”

“Thank you, sir. That’s most gracious of you.”

“There’s more.” Jean-Paul leaned in. “We understand you plan to take your fight to the vampires.”

“We do, sir.”

“Then you can count on our support. You’re a member of the family now, and that entitles you to certain … resources. More than that, Celine and I want to see you win, to see these brainwashing, bloodsucking monsters dealt with. Therefore, I’m going to put actions behind those words. Starting today, our financial resources are at your disposal. Use them in whatever manner you see fit.”

“Sir … I don’t know what to say.”

“You can say ‘I accept your aid.’ Nothing else is required. Let me be clear with you, Clarke. I didn’t pick this fight. I didn’t choose to be turned into a half-blind drone. But by God, I will see this fight through with whatever weapons I have! Starting today, the Eloise family stands with you in your battle against the vampires.”

Jean-Paul’s eyes burned with determination, and Celine added her own resolute nod.

“Thank you, sir,” Clarke replied at last. “I humbly—and gratefully—accept your aid.”

“Good!” Jean-Paul sat back and turned to his daughter. “Which leaves only one thing I need to set right. Sammy?”

The slime girl tensed.

“We’ve been worried about you for so long,” Jean-Paul began. “Years now. Ever since that nasty fall of yours. We saw the distance grow between us afterward, fretted about how to correct it. And not just the emotional distance, but how you refused to be with us or even touch us. I’ve gone years without any hugs from my baby girl. That hurt.” He shook his head. “You have no idea how much it hurt!”

“I know, Daddy, but⁠—”

“Please.” Her father held up a hand. “Let me finish. The thing is, we didn’t know why. But now we do, and I have a favor to ask. Two, in fact.”

“Name them.”

“Can we see … the real you?”

Sammy grimaced, and her hand tightened around Clarke’s.

“Please?” her father asked, almost begging.

“Go on.” Clarke rubbed the top of her hand.

“But I’m …”

“A monster?” Clarke shook his head. “You know that’s not true. And besides, these are your parents. You don’t have to hide who you really are from them. Not anymore.”

She hesitated for long seconds, then gave the room a firm nod.

“All right. Here goes.”

She closed her eyes. Her skin turned pink. Her hair brightened to a fiery red. She opened her eyes, and they glowed with bluish inner light.

Clarke wasn’t sure what he expected from the Eloises. Surprise? Shock? Revulsion?

He saw none of those emotions in their eyes. Only a releasing of tension, as if a great burden had slipped off their shoulders⁠—

—and Sammy’s as well.

“There’s my baby girl.” Jean-Paul smiled warmly. “I’d recognize her anywhere, no matter what form she takes. By rights, I should at least feel surprised, but for some reason I don’t.” He swallowed audibly. “Perhaps a part of me always knew.”

“I feel the same way,” Celine said softly, her eyes moist with tears.

“Is it true, then,” Jean-Paul continued, “that you kept your distance because you didn’t want to make us sick? That your touch is poisonous?”

“Yes,” Sammy replied weakly.

“And is it also true you’ve recently learned how to control that? That it’s Clarke who helped you master this ability?”

“Yes.” She almost choked on the word.

Jean-Paul nodded. He turned to his wife, who echoed his nod.

“Then here’s our second request.” Both he and Celine held out their arms. “Can we get a hug from our baby girl?”

“Yes!” Sammy cried, pink tears leaking from her eyes. “Yes, you can!”

She stepped forward and knelt between her parents. They put their arms around her, and she embraced them for the first time in her adult life.

She wept as the three of them hugged.

She wept, but they were tears of joy.
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“We have a matter to discuss that requires your attention,” Ashley said, seated with the rest of Broken Fang on one side of the kitchen table. “Do you have some time?”

“Sure.” Clarke sat down across from them. “What do you need?”

Ashley gave Ixia a nod, and the witch placed a folded piece of red velvet on the table. She unfolded the cloth to reveal six obsidian rings of various sizes.

“The bond rings you recovered from Alant and the brides,” Clarke said.

“That’s right. And with these six, we now possess all we need.”

“I believe I see where this is going.”

“Four pairs of rings in total. Four willing women.” Ashley passed an open palm over the bands. “The ideal outcome is obvious, assuming all parties consent to the bonds.”

“Oh, there’s so much consent at this table,” Emma said with a glint in her eyes, then licked her full, rosy lips. “I can practically taste the yearning.”

“Only four?” Clarke asked the celestial. “What about yourself?”

“Well.” Ashley sniffed with a subtle frown. “Let me rephrase that. Broken Fang has four members we know you can bond with safely.” Her frown deepened for a moment, then faded behind a mask of cool composure. “Unfortunately, my powers remain an uncertain and dangerous factor.”

“I see.” He swept his gaze across the ladies of Broken Fang, his eyes lingering on each.

Sammy sat back with a sly smile, content to watch the discussion play out. Brooke sat rigidly, ears high, tail wagging, her eyes cautiously optimistic. Ixia wore a guarded smile, and her hand settled upon the now-visible bulge of her unborn child.

And Emma …

Her cheeks were flushed with excitement, her breaths low but heavy while her hand crept ever closer to the growing heat between her legs.

“Am I correct in assuming these rings work the same as this one?” Clarke raised the silver band around his left ring finger.

“Yes,” Ashley replied. “I’ll need to cleanse the rings first, but that’s hardly an issue. It’ll take time with this many rings but otherwise will be a trivial procedure. The only true obstacle is making sure the magical requirements are met to establish the bond in the first place.”

“Which means we need to be married.”

“Correct again,” Ashley replied simply, and sat back.

Clarke glanced back to the others. Brooke sat forward, and her tail wagged hard, beating across the back of her chair. Ixia smiled warmly, and Emma bit her lower lip to contain herself.

“Well?” Ashley cocked an eyebrow. “Shall I make preparations for another ceremony?”

“First things first.” Clarke rose and snatched three of the rings from the velvet cloth. “I want to do this properly.”

He rounded the table and knelt beside the succubus, who wriggled in her seat with barely contained excitement.

“Emma, will you marry me?” He held out one of the rings.

Her eyes twinkled with mischief.

“How’s this for an answer?”

She tugged on his shirt and brought him close. Their lips met, and she kissed him, deep and long, her tongue darting aggressively into his mouth. She grabbed the back of his head, holding him there and sucking on his face as if he were oxygen and she’d been seconds from asphyxiation. Their tongues rolled and dueled against each other, and she took his free hand and placed it atop her breast.

Their mouths parted with a clear arc of saliva that snapped into nothingness.

Emma licked her lips.

“That was a yes, by the way.”

“I, uh …” Clarke cleared his throat. “I could tell.”

He slipped the ring over her finger then shifted one step over and knelt beside the wolf girl.

“Brooke, will you⁠—”

“YES! OH GOD, YES!”

Clarke winced from the volume of her reply.

“Would it be all right if I finished the question first?”

“Oh.” She shrank back. “Okay. Sorry!”

“That’s all right.” He held out another ring. “Will you marry me?”

Brooke hesitated, as if unsure she had permission to reply, and when he raised his eyebrows, she nodded excitedly.

“Yes, my alpha. Absolutely!”

Clarke slipped the ring onto her finger then shifted over once more.

“Hey there, Clarke.” Ixia ran her hand over her modest belly bulge.

“I know you took yourself out of the running last time, but …”

“Don’t you worry. I’ve reconsidered my position.”

“Glad to hear it.” He held out the last ring. “Will you marry me?”

Ixia snatched the ring from his palm and stuck it on a finger with a wide grin.

“I thought you’d never ask.”


Twenty-Three


Ashley and Ixia cleansed and electroplated the rings, and they held the ceremony that following Saturday on the back patio. The sun was high in a clear blue sky. The vampire blood had been washed away, the swimming pool refilled, and the flagstone path repaired close to its original state. The mansion itself still showed signs of the battle with tarps draped over gaping holes and boards placed over missing doors or windows, but the back had suffered less overall damage than the front, making it the better choice for this quadruple wedding.

Ashley, wings spread and cracked halo glowing bright, stood beneath an elaborate flowering arch ordered by the Greys and fashioned by the dryads at Quigley Farm. The Quigleys weren’t in attendance, which Clarke was thankful for given his awkward visit to the farm a few months back, but the crowd was significantly larger than their first, private ceremony.

Clarke waited to one side of the podium, dressed in a proper black-tie tuxedo. He glanced across the families who’d gathered to celebrate the coming unions.

Fiona Rose sat in the front row alongside three other succubi and one incubus ranging in age from late teens to mid-twenties. Behind them were Dahlia and Hyacinth Grey, and taking up three whole rows were the members of the Hawthorne family (or, more correctly, the Hawthorne pack). Brooke’s parents—Vince and Luna Hawthorne—had also volunteered members of the pack to serve in the ceremony, which was why wolf people in suits or dresses stood in for the best man, flower girl, and the maids of honor.

Celine Eloise sat by herself in the back row, glancing around, her awe and puzzlement partially hidden behind a serene, cultured mask.

Clarke’s parents weren’t in attendance. He’d yet to tell them anything about Broken Fang, let alone this business of marrying three demihumans and a witch! That wasn’t because he didn’t want to tell them; he did, but he also understood they weren’t a part of this world. Perhaps one day he’d be able to share the happy news with them, but for now it was safer for them to remain both ignorant and far, far away from all this.

Oliver Rose brought out Emma first, resplendent in a lacy white gown that left her wings and tail exposed, though the latter bore a white lacy ribbon. Vince Hawthorne followed with Brooke, her wedding dress sporting a furry white shawl around her bare shoulders which emphasized the collar around her neck. Hepatica escorted Ixia up the aisle next, taking the place of the young witch’s deadbeat necromancer father. Her daughter wore a long robe and a tall, pointed hat with a wide brim, all in white with purple flowery accents.

Jean-Paul Eloise came out with Sammy after that, his daughter in a traditional wedding dress rather than the cosplay anime armor from last time, skin pink and eyes glowing with a subtle, serene light. Sammy’s portion of the ceremony would be a reenactment, but both she and Clarke considered this an important gesture for her parents.

The four women gathered across from Clarke, and the parents took their seats.

Clarke took the moment to marvel at how fast the ladies in his life had acquired their wedding dresses. The Eloises wouldn’t have had any issues buying a gown for Sammy, but he wondered where the others had come from in so short a time. He suspected, and not without good reason, that everyone else had begun planning for this day as soon as he and Sammy had exchanged their vows.

Perhaps even earlier than that.

The thought put a smile on his face, and he returned his attention to the ceremony.

Ashley conducted this wedding in a manner similar to the first, though she wrote her own opening instead of relying on Emma’s cards, much to the succubus’s disappointment. That disappointment morphed into glee when it came time to recite their vows.

“Emma,” Ashley prompted with a curt nod. “You may go first.”

“It would be my pleasure.”

Emma retrieved a notecard crammed with text on both sides. She cleared her throat, opened her mouth, and what came out next was pretty much what Clarke had expected.

“Clarke,” she began, “when you first penetrated me with that fat, glorious dick of yours, deep down I knew you were the man for me. And I do mean deep. Because, damn! You’ve got some length on you!”

Yep, called it, he thought, unsure if he wanted to frown or chuckle. Maybe a little of both.

“I didn’t know this at first, not consciously, but as you ravished me night after night, leaving me deliciously satisfied with every encounter, I began to suspect our relationship could become something more. Your magical power and sexual prowess were what attracted me to you in the first place, but it’s your heart that kept me there by your side, at the exclusion of all other men. I saw how you treated me and the rest of the women in your life, saw the love and respect and understanding you showed each of us at every turn, and I knew—I knew—you were the one. I may be a succubus, and our kind does have a bit of a reputation, but you’re the only man for me. Here and now, before witnesses and before God, I commit myself to you, fully and without reservation, and to the bond I will share with you and these wonderful women. May our union be a bright, joyous, loving, prosperous, successful, polygamous, and sexually bountiful one with you at its center.”

Emma shot a crafty eye at the angel, who sighed helplessly behind the podium.

Stunned silence fell over the patio, which Fiona and Oliver shattered when they burst upright with feverish clapping.

“Beautiful!” Fiona declared, teary-eyed. “Look at her, honey! Our little succubus is all grown up!”

“She is! She absolutely is!”

Emma winked at her parents, and they settled back into their seats.

“The ring?” Ashley held out her open palm.

Emma took the silver band and slipped it onto Clarke’s left hand.

“Brooke?” Ashley said. “Your vows.”

“No way I can top that,” she whispered, ears drooping.

“You know”—Emma put her arm around the wolf girl—“if you can’t top the first vow, you might as well bottom it.”

Ashley groaned, bracing herself for more.

Brooke unfolded a piece of paper and snapped it out.

“Clarke.” She met his eyes then returned them to the page. “You are the smartest, strongest, and kindest man I’ve ever known, and I’m proud to call you my alpha. You are my leader, my lover, and the male I’ll follow anywhere. Every beat of my heart, every ounce of my strength, every tooth and claw is yours. You have named the vampires as your enemies, and I will not rest until these despicable foes have been broken and scattered. I am your faithful weapon, always ready at your side, and you will never face an enemy alone for as long as I live. This I swear to you, my alpha and my lover.”

Brooke took the silver ring from Ashley and slid it onto Clarke’s finger.

“Ixia?” Ashley said. “Your turn.”

“Clarke, I know our relationship didn’t start the way either of us wanted. We both had our duties to perform, but even then you thought of me, my feelings, and my comfort. You cared when you didn’t have to, when there was nothing to be gained by doing so, and that caring is what drew me in. In time, I discovered you to be brave, wise, and thoughtful. A born leader and a good man. I don’t know what the future holds, but I know with crystal clarity what I want—and that’s you, by my side, always. I love you, Clarke, and I always will.”

Ixia placed a ring on his hand.

Sammy recited her original vows, and this time she completed them without crying:

“Clarke, before I met you, I was lost. I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t know what I was. In you, I found an anchor. A focus. A means to center myself and to come to terms with what I am. You connected me with my humanity, helped me see through the monstrous exterior to the woman underneath. A woman who has found her soulmate in you. In a way, you save me from myself, and for this I commit myself to you and to your cause: warrior to warrior, woman to man, wife to husband. Your struggles are my struggles, no matter what may come to pass. I am yours, until the end of time.”

In the back, Celine sniffled into a handkerchief, and her husband put an arm around her.

Sammy slipped the silver ring back onto Clarke’s finger, giving him four on his left hand.

“And now for your vows,” Ashley said, and he nodded, unfolding the paper in his pocket.

He’d modified the original words slightly to account for all four women. He’d considered writing a vow for each of them but quickly abandoned the idea. The promise he wished to make was the same for each of them. He loved them all, deeply and equally, and he would show no favorites in this moment, or any of those to come.

“Emma, Brooke, Ixia, and Sammy: I’ve said before that I’m a simple man. When I commit to a task, I follow it through. When I give my word, I honor it. When I say ‘I love you,’ I mean it with all my heart. And that’s exactly how I feel toward all four of you. To each of you, I promise this: I shall honor you, protect you, and face the future together with you. I will never abandon you, never betray your trust, and I will always strive to be a good man, and a good husband. This is my solemn vow, and I will hold and honor it for as long as I draw breath.”

Clarke took the four gold rings and, one by one, slipped them onto each woman’s left ring finger.

“Join hands, please,” Ashley said.

Clarke held out both hands. Emma and Brooke gripped his right hand while Ixia and Sammy took hold of his left.

Ashley’s halo burned bright, and magic swept through Clarke’s fingers. A blizzard of beautiful variety tingled up his arms and warmed his chest. He felt so full of love and life and light in that moment, and his mind perceived each woman with new and vivid clarity.

“Ooh!” Ixia shuddered and let out a pleasant giggle.

Brooke’s ears rose and her eyes widened, as if she were seeing him for the first time all over again. She smiled, baring her fangs.

Emma closed her eyes, savoring the sensations with a deep sigh.

“Yeah, that’s the stuff.”

“I now pronounce you husband and wives.” Ashley brought her wings in, and the halo dimmed back to its normal luminance. “Your bonds of magic have been forged atop bonds of love, and they are strong and deep. Lead good lives, be true to each other, and these bonds will only grow stronger. However, in this moment of celebration, nothing more is required. You may now seal this beautiful union in the manner of your choosing.”

The ladies glanced amongst themselves, and each smiled, turning their eyes toward him. They each planted a delicate kiss on his lips, one after the other, and then Emma brought her head closer to his ear.

“We’re saving the rest for tonight,” she whispered, and he knew those words were a promise.
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The reception took place in the basketball court, and Vince and Luna Hawthorne provided the catering. A wide, round hole had been blown in the outer wall, and the two werewolves worked a pair of grills outside while their kids formed a relay to the food table, conveying smash burger patties, hot dogs, grilled onions, and toasted buns for the other guests.

“Thank you again for handling the food,” Clarke told Brooke’s father, holding his smash burger on a paper plate.

“Oh, it’s nothing.” Vince leaned into a fresh patty, flattening it on the griddle. “My girl’s happy, and therefore so am I. When you meet that special someone, you know it. You feel it. Isn’t that right, honey?”

“Damn straight!” Luna replied, turning hot dogs and sausages over on the next grill. She was a tall, athletic woman with dirty blonde ears and tail. Both Hawthornes had “dressed up” for the occasion, which meant their apparel didn’t have any holes from wear and tear.

“I can’t put a price on my daughter’s happiness.” Vince flashed a toothy grin. “But I can use it as an excuse to grill some awesome burgers!”

“And we’re richer for it.” Clarke took another bite from his smash burger. “By the way, these patties are fantastic. What kind of beef did you use?”

“It’s not beef.”

“Oh?”

“The meat is a blend of deer, rabbit, and quail.” The wolfman leaned in conspiratorially. “And maybe a dash of something more … fantastical. All seasoned and salted to perfection.”

“Killed the prey ourselves yesterday!” Luna bared her own fangs. “Nothing like some fresh game for the grill, and that last one put up a hell of a fight! You’d think she didn’t want to be ground into burgers!”

The two Hawthornes laughed heartily.

Fiona and Oliver Rose stepped over, bearing their own plates.

“Delicious as always, Vince!” the incubus said, giving the wolfman a firm pat on the shoulder.

“Glad you approve.”

“Still trying to figure out what that secret ingredient is, though.”

“It’s like I keep telling you. All you have to do is join me and the wife for the hunt. And then you’ll know!”

“Well, now. That’s where we run into problems.” The incubus shrugged apologetically. “I’m more of a lover than a fighter.”

“I see you two know each other,” Clarke said.

“Oh, our families go way back.” Fiona winked and then glanced over at Vince, undressing him with her eyes. “You could say we have a deep history together.”

“Ah.” Clarke nodded. “I believe I understand the relations now.”

“Watch yourself, Clarke!” Vince pointed a spatula at Oliver. “Got to keep your eye on this rascal! He’ll steal the bitch right out from under you!”

Luna laughed and shook her head.

“Vince, please,” Oliver said, barely masking his grin. “That only happened the one time, and I apologized afterward. As I recall, you were quite content with the threesome I arranged for you.”

“Ah, the memories.” Luna chuckled. “Good times.”

The wolfman snorted, but he did so with a crooked smile.

The conversation died down after that, and the Roses moved on, continuing their slow circuit of the reception. Vince waved Clarke close once they were alone.

“You know, I understand you and the ladies are very good at solving problems.”

“Depends on the kind of problem, sir, but yes, that’s a service we provide through the Greys.”

Vince nodded thoughtfully.

“Do you find yourself in need of our services?” Clarke asked delicately.

“Maybe. Not entirely sure, yet. Got an issue brewing that involves another pack, and I don’t know what to make of it. I’m wondering if an outside group—one that knows how to be discrete—might be just what the situation calls for.”

Ixia caught his eye through the hole in the wall with an exaggerated wave, and he held up a hand. Vince followed his gaze to the witch and smiled.

“You go on.” The wolfman shooed him away. “We’ll talk business later.”

“Thank you, sir. In that case, we will.”

He headed inside and joined Ixia beside her mother and the Eloises. He slipped into their rough circle and listened to the conversation already underway.

“Skyclad, you say?” Jean-Paul grimaced. “I’m afraid I’m not familiar with the concept.”

“I only wish to point out that if you found this ceremony unconventional”—Hepatica’s violet eyes twinkled—“you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

“But what is a skyclad wedding?” Celine asked. “I’m not clear on that.”

“She means a wedding where everyone prances around naked,” Ixia replied, and both Eloises goggled at her.

“Or just the witches.” Hepatica made a quick, dismissive wave. “Some covens hold that clothing interferes with their magical abilities, and there is some truth to that. Clothing does act as a barrier to mana transmission, but the effects are miniscule at best. Still, there are witches who swear by the practice, and their convictions are on full display at their weddings.”

“A few clans are downright militant in their beliefs,” Ixia said conversationally. “The worst offenders will crash non-skyclad weddings and insist everyone strip down.”

“For the ‘magical sanctity of the union.’” Hepatica rolled her eyes. “What a load of unicorn crap. Even the thickest winter coat only mitigates a fraction of a percent. You’d need something on the order of a radiation suit to really notice the difference.”

“This all sounds rather … awkward.” Celine frowned, then glanced to Jean-Paul, who’d discovered something interesting on the hardwood floor.

“Mom, Dad!” Sammy pranced over to her parents and took her mother by the arm. “There’s someone you’ve got to meet! Come on!”

“All right, all right.” Celine met Hepatica’s gaze. “We’ll talk later. I still need to ask you about that … what was it again?”

“A dryadic rejuvenating decoction.”

“And you’re sure it’ll work?”

“Absolutely. Those aches and pains you mentioned won’t stand a chance.”

Celine nodded and her lips curled with interest. Sammy gave her arm another tug, and the woman shrugged.

“If you’ll excuse us?” Celine said, and the Eloises headed over to join the Roses.

“Selling your wares?” Clarke asked once it was only him and the two witches.

“And why not?” Hepatica twirled a hand aimlessly. “They can afford it.”

“I suppose so.” He looked to Ixia. “You wanted to see me?”

“Yeah.” She placed a hand on the small bulge in her abdomen. “Mom and I wanted to talk to you.”

“Of course.” Clarke sighed. “I knew we’d need to talk about this eventually.”

“It’s not as bad as you might think.” Hepatica straightened, her posture turning more formal. “Clarke, I worry about my daughter. And when I saw that bride rise up through the floor, I feared for the worst.”

“Naturally. How soon does Ixia have to leave?”

“That depends,” Hepatica replied carefully. “You see, I witnessed something else in that room, something I hadn’t expected. I saw my daughter defend herself, and that shifted my perspective on the situation. She may not be a frontline fighter, but she’s far from helpless. Still, there are many factors to consider, and the safety of your child is and must be at the top of that list.”

“I understand what you’re saying, but I’m not sure I follow where you’re going with this.”

“Sorry.” Hepatica flashed a quick smile. “Then let me speak more plainly. I told you before, I want to see where all of this goes.” She made an expansive gesture. “You have one hell of a team, and my daughter is an integral part of that. If I yank her away, I weaken the whole, despite my honorable intensions. So, I’ve decided I’m no longer the best person to pick when—or even if—Ixia must go into hiding.”

“But if not you, then who?”

“You, Clarke. You and my daughter will decide this for yourselves. The child is yours, as is the path ahead. It’s only fitting, then, that the decision be yours as well.”

Hepatica took a step back, as if to symbolize her withdrawing herself from the matter.

Ixia looked up into Clarke’s eyes, and she took hold of his hands.

“Well?” she asked. “What do you say?”

“You know I want you by my side, always.” Clarke squeezed her hands gently. “But I also want what’s best for our child.”

“As do I.” Ixia lowered her gaze. “I don’t know about you, but it feels like we’re on the cusp of something big. And if that’s the case, then I want to be close to you, to help see you through the trials ahead, whatever they may be.”

“But what of the child?”

Ixia’s eyes flicked up, so full of love and admiration.

“What safer place could there be than by your side?” She brought his hands up to her chest and pressed them against her beating heart. “The man I love is a blood knight, after all. I know he’ll do whatever it takes to protect me.”

“That I will.” He nodded, his feelings now resolute. “Very well. You’ll stay, and we’ll see this through together.”

Ixia brought his hands up and kissed one of his knuckles, her eyes never leaving his.

“And so it’s decided.” Hepatica stepped forward. “With your permission, Clarke, I’d like to station Dahlia and Hyacinth at the mansion, both to assist Broken Fang as you see fit and to act as Ixia’s bodyguards, should danger come knocking once more.”

“An excellent idea. I gratefully accept.”

“Also”—Hepatica leaned in and whispered—“you’re welcome to get frisky with them, if the mood strikes you.”

“Uh.”

Hepatica winked at him, gave him a pat on the butt, and walked away without another word.
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“You all right?” Clarke asked, stepping up to Ashley, who sat by herself in one corner of the basketball court. “You look a bit down.”

“I’m fine.” She paused, then sighed. “Fine-ish.” She took another bite of her burger.

“I’m surprised to see you eating that.”

“It’s a veggie burger. Brooke let her parents know about my dietary preferences, and Luna made a few patties just for me.”

“That was nice of her.” Clarke sat down next to the angel. “So. What’s on your mind?”

“Plenty.” She set her plate aside and leaned forward with her elbows on her knees. “I’m happy for you and the others. I really am, but I can’t help but feel a little left out at the same time.”

“I get that. If there was something I could do, you know I’d have done it.”

“I know. That’s just the kind of man you are. You’d do anything for us, for me, and I feel the same way about you. But until I figure out what’s going on up here”—she flicked a finger against her halo—“it’s not safe for us to be intimate.”

Clarke nodded.

“I love you,” Ashley said after a while. “I have for a while now, and I wish I could show it better. I wish there wasn’t this barrier between us.”

She held out her hand, and he took it. The warmth of her magic flowed up his arm, even without a ring to bind them; the angel’s presence was just that potent, that mind-meltingly bright to a mortal such as him. She slipped her hand sideways and threaded her fingers through his, then extended a wing, draping it behind him like a feathery cloak.

“We haven’t exchanged vows,” she continued, “but my commitment to you is no less real. No less sincere and heartfelt.”

“I feel the same way,” he replied quietly.

“Maybe someday we’ll be able to express our love properly.” She gave him a wan smile.

“I’d like that.”

She sighed again, but the sound was more content this time. More comfortable with herself and her reality. She let go of his hand and folded hers in her lap.

“There’s more on my mind, of course. Those mystery doors and that strange ruin underneath the university. We need to go down there. I need to go down there.”

“You sure about that? Could be dangerous.”

“Something about your description resonates with me. Not exactly a memory; more a faint echo of nostalgia. I don’t know what’s down there, but maybe I once did, and so I need to see it for myself.” She turned to him. “And when we go down there, we should bring the Scepter of Bone with us.”

“Sounds like a plan. Especially now that we don’t have the d-hunter and his brides breathing down our necks.”

“Indeed. Now’s the time for us to unravel the mystery beneath CCU.”

“And find the Portal of Gold?”

“That could very well be where all this leads.”

“Whatever the Portal is.”

“I suppose we’ll learn that when we find it.”

“Suppose so.”

Laughter echoed in the court, and the two of them looked over to find his wives giggling amongst themselves. Emma, Brooke, and Sammy were taking turns examining Ixia’s barely noticeable bulge.

“The others will want children, too, now,” Ashley said, gazing at his wives fondly. “They’ll be asking, sooner rather than later.”

“I’m sure they will, and I want that, too.” He smiled and sighed at the same time. “There’s just so much other stuff going on.”

“Of course. But you know what happens to people who wait for the perfect moment before they act?”

“What’s that?”

“Their feet stay planted in one spot.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and rose. “But there’s no need to worry about that tonight. The time will come, and when it does, I’m confident you’ll recognize it. For now, for today, enjoy the bonds you’ve forged with the women in your life. And for tonight, well …”

The angel cracked a smile.

“Try to get at least a little sleep.”



  

    Epilogue


  


  Lady Illustris Tenebris Iram—Wrath of the Glorious Darkness—set the report down on her desk and sank back into her expansive leather chair, lips pursed in careful consideration.


  Dorian Alant was dead, as were his four brides, and Iram knew the responsible party with a fair degree of certainty. The commotion at the Eloise property had ruffled more than a few feathers. Lady Hepatica Grey had attempted to smooth them out, but the core disruptions remained for those who knew where to look, masked beneath a thin veneer of normalcy.


  Iram picked up another sheet and read the name at the top.


  Who and—perhaps more importantly—what was J.B. Clarke?


  He was no warlock, as the Greys had led their allies to believe. Was that a cover story, then? Fashioned by the Grey witches along with a Concealment spell to mask his true nature? He and the Ashen Flowers were as thick as thieves these days, so the hypothesis struck Iram as reasonable.


  Oh, Hepatica, she thought, smiling wryly. Flirting with danger, are you? Careful, or you’ll get burned.


  Her smile vanished as she considered what she knew.


  If he wasn’t a warlock, then what else could he be?


  She didn’t know, and that irked her more than anything.


  This wasn’t like Hepatica, either. Sure, the witch was a nuisance at times, but she’d always been a predictable thorn, willing to push the limits without crossing the ambiguous but ever-present line that led to more … permanent consequences.


  Yet here she was, working with an individual powerful enough to slay six vampires, including two purebloods and a risen mage.


  Including one d-hunter.


  Face it, she told herself. There’s a new piece on the board, one powerful enough to warp the entire game.


  Six vampires were gone now, and the death of a d-hunter would draw the Academy’s eye to this city.


  Her city.


  She didn’t need that kind of scrutiny. Not now. Not after Dorian’s brides had located and unlocked one of the paths to the Portal of Gold. Dorian thought to keep his progress secret from her—vampires were predictable like that—but she possessed more than enough eyes and ears spread throughout the city and had assigned one of her best to keep close tabs on the brides.


  The way was open now. Or at least one of them. Unlocking the Portal would be a complicated and dangerous affair.


  Still, the prize was tantalizingly close.


  She doubted Dorian had realized how close he’d come to ultimate power. And now he was dead, which was convenient in a cold, calculating way. His death cost her a piece on the board, but using the d-hunters always came with risks. Yes, they were powerful and useful, but they served the Academy and themselves, not her.


  She could no longer afford those sorts of complications, which left the problem of Academy hunters snooping around and asking uncomfortable questions. She’d have to deal with them somehow. She was loath to step out onto the board herself until the time was right, but perhaps other options existed.


  Iram found her gaze drawn back to the report on Clarke, however incomplete.


  Could he be the answer she sought? She read over it once more, then stopped, fixating on his age for some reason. She set the paper down and paused, her mind groping through memories not explored in years.


  Wait a second, she thought. Wait one damn second.


  She checked the bio once more.


  Twenty years of age. That matches up with the death of the last blood knight on record, and the lines of his face are familiar as well. A handsome, noble blend of both mother and father, perhaps?


  If so, does that mean Clarke is a blood knight as well?


  Iram rapped her fingers on the table and considered the notion.


  Yes, this could be the answer. It certainly explained how he was capable of dispatching vampires with such ease. And if another blood knight had arisen here and now of all places, then perhaps Sandalphon had returned as well.


  Iram chuckled. This was getting interesting.


  ***
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