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Prologue


Lady Illustris Tenebris Iram—Wrath of the Glorious Darkness—tapped a polished nail against the dark varnished wood of her desk. She sat in her office, the pleasant din of customers eating, drinking, and having a good time echoing from below.

She was not having a good time.

The state of the game had changed, and she was no longer in control of the quaint college town of Chester Creek. Powerful forces were moving in—or were already here—and she needed to tread carefully as she bent the pieces on the board to her will.

She’d done it before, hundreds of times across hundreds of years, and she could do it again.

Only this time was different.

This time the Portal of Gold was the prize, and that meant she needed to step onto the board in order to seize its awesome power. She couldn’t rely on her minions for such an important task. Not entirely. Not without her power to back them up. Oh, she had eyes and ears and muscle aplenty at her disposal, but most were nothing more than unhexed demihumans.

Unremarkable compared to her raw might.

It had been twenty years since she’d been forced to engage with events so directly, but the stakes were too high, the involved parties too powerful.

Those parties didn’t have eyes on each other yet. But they knew of each other. They’d been swirling around the city for months, like planets in wild, opposing orbits. They tugged on one another, drawing closer and closer with each perilous passing.

They would eventually collide, but she couldn’t let that happen.

Not yet.

Not until she’d squeezed every last advantage from the situation.

The question remained how to do that. She didn’t know, and that uncertainty bothered her deeply. The tapping of her fingernail became more urgent, and her nail glittered for an instant like a precious gem. She stabbed the tip into her desktop, finger punching down to the first joint with no effort at all.

She grimaced at the damage. The nail returned to normal, and she folded her fingers into a loose fist.

Lady Iram’s first challenge drew near and she composed herself. Her sharp hearing picked out the vampire’s light, high heeled footfalls clicking up a flight of wooden steps, followed closely by a heavier booted cadence. Iram drew a deep breath and studied the approaching magical auras: the first cool, controlled, but simmering with dangerous potential. In contrast, the man behind her possessed a more limited spark of magic, though Iram could practically taste his martial prowess, drawn back like a bow ready to be loosed.

She brought her groom with her, Iram thought. Doesn’t she trust me enough to come alone?

Well, I can’t really blame her. The Academy of Silence already lost one hunter in this town. I didn’t have anything to do with his death, but she doesn’t know that.

The two visitors stopped outside her office, and a dainty double knock followed.

“Come in, Jezebel,” Iram said pleasantly. “I was wondering when you’d stop by.”

The door opened and the vampire walked in first. She was a slender, graceful woman with honey-blonde hair cut short and at an angle so that one side dipped near her cool gray eyes. Her lips were a severe, neutral line emphasized by deep red lipstick, and her snug black dress ended an inch below her hips, leaving an enticing glimpse of soft, pale flesh above each black stocking.

A dark elf followed her in. His movements possessed an air of focused restraint, calm but capable of bursting into terrible violence in the blink of an eye. His pale purple skin brought out his high cheekbones and red eyes, and the ponytail kept his snow-white hair off the tall points of his ears.

Jezebel Hatchett, pureblood vampire and deviant hunter for the Academy of Silence, gave Lady Iram a curt nod before taking a seat uninvited. Her groom, Elliot Pryce, closed the door. He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, eyes fixed on Iram.

“Let’s get straight to business, Lady Iram,” Jezebel began. “You know why I’m here.”

“Of course I do. It’s because they’re still finding pieces of your predecessor strewn about the city.”

“An exaggeration.”

“The point is the Academy lost a d-hunter in this pissant town, and now you’ve been sent in to find out what happened to poor, old, exploded Dorian.”

“I’m also here to kill whoever eliminated him.” Jezebel crossed her slender legs and placed delicate hands in her lap. A lone obsidian ring gleamed on one finger.

“And his brides,” Iram added, eyes drawn to the bond ring. “They’re dead, too.”

“Their deaths are of no consequence.”

Iram glanced at Elliot. If the dark elf found Jezebel’s words distasteful, his face didn’t show it. Not that Iram had expected him to. It took a special kind of idiot to submit willingly to a vampire, to give up his freedom for power.

“What can you tell me about those responsible?” Jezebel asked.

“Very little, I’m afraid.”

“Oh?” The vampire cocked an eyebrow. “What is this I hear? The legendary Lady Iram, caught unawares in her own city? How very strange.”

Jezebel was right to be suspicious, and Iram needed to walk a fine line here. She’d spent decades spreading her influence across Chester Creek, and she knew exactly who’d killed the d-hunter.

But she couldn’t reveal that to Jezebel.

Not yet.

Not when so much advantage remained to be gleaned from the blood knight and his harem.

The mere mention of a blood knight, the antithesis to vampires in many ways, would have escalated the situation beyond Iram’s ability to guide it. Dozens of d-hunters would descend on Chester Creek within days, and the blood knight would either be killed or forced into hiding.

Neither outcome benefited her. Not yet. Not with the path to the Portal of Gold partially open.

Which presented its own problems. Jezebel would likely find a way to retrace Dorian’s steps, and that would lead her down the same path—a path that led toward the Portal of Gold.

Iram couldn’t allow that.

Which meant she needed to eliminate both Jezebel and Elliot.

Fortunately, she knew exactly how to accomplish that task without sullying her own hands.

“What can you share with me?” Jezebel asked pointedly.

“Just the basics. I requested the aid of a hunter about a month ago, asked for Dorian specifically because I knew I could depend on him. I told him about the five vampires who’d turned up dead recently, and he began his investigation. A few weeks later, he turns up dead, along with his four brides.”

“Where?”

“I’m not sure,” Iram lied, thinking carefully about which half-truths to feed the vampire.

“Not sure?”

“According to my sources within the police department, his brides were found dead in Studio Nightshade. It’s a club in downtown Chester Creek that was undergoing renovations at the time. Dorian was using it as his base of operations.”

“Then he was ambushed there?”

“I don’t think so. My sources came across evidence the brides’ bodies were moved there after the fact.”

“A cover up, then.” Jezebel’s eyes gleamed. “But I noticed you only said the brides were moved. What about Dorian?”

“Oh, he was there, too. What little was left of him, anyway.”

“I see.” The vampire knitted her fingers. “Do you believe the mage clans were behind this? I understand there are a handful of clans active in this city.”

“If so, it’s unusual behavior for them. Killing a d-hunter, on top of five other vampires?” Iram shook his head. “That’s not their style. Too aggressive.”

“Then what are we dealing with?”

“My best guess is an independent party. Perhaps a mix of mages and demihumans.”

“Don’t you have anything besides guesses?”

“I’m afraid not.” Iram sat back, and the chair’s leather sighed.

“I find this sudden lapse in your network’s abilities … distressing.”

“What are you getting at?”

“It’s quite simple, Lady Iram. A d-hunter is dead, and I must follow the trail wherever it leads me.” The vampire’s gaze turned sharp. “Wherever it leads.”

“Are you suggesting I’m somehow involved?” Iram laced her words with manufactured indignation. “I’m the one who asked for him to come here, remember?”

“No one is above suspicion.”

“I should be. Do I need to call Belphegor myself and have her sort you out?”

“Lady Iram, please.” Jezebel smiled faintly. “I meant no offense. Certainly, the relationship you have with our Great Mother is both known and respected. However, I must approach the situation with an impartial eye.”

“Now hold on a second.” Outwardly, Iram’s face contorted with mild offense, but inside she was grinning. “Yes, I don’t have anything for you now, but my own investigation is ongoing. I know the police are hiding something, and that’s where I’m focusing my efforts.”

“Then you’ll share anything you discover?”

“Absolutely. I want this problem solved as much as you do.”

“Excellent.” Jezebel rose and smoothed out her dress. “Then I will be on my way. How often can I expect updates from you?”

“Daily, unless there’s a breakthrough, in which case I’ll contact you immediately.”

“Very good. Then, Lady Iram, I wish you a pleasant evening.”

Jezebel dipped her head ever so slightly. Elliot opened the door for her, and the two left.

Lady Iram finally permitted herself that well-earned grin.

She would reveal to Jezebel who killed Dorian, but she would do so at a time of her choosing. She needed this d-hunter off the board, and she knew just the piece to throw at her:

J.B. Clarke.

After all, what better way to kill a vampire than with a blood knight?


One


J.B. Clarke climbed out of the red BMW Z4 roadster, and Brooke Hawthorne stepped out from the passenger side. The evening breeze carried a cool bite as the sun hung low over distant trees, its light spilling over a converted farmhouse and associated buildings. The homestead belonging to the Hawthorne pack possessed a simple, down-to-earth air; its buildings and grounds were rustic but well cared for.

Brooke shook out her long brunette ponytail, and the end wavered in a sudden gust, then settled near the base of her equally luxuriant wolf tail. She was a tall, statuesque young woman—fit and powerful but undeniably feminine. Her yellow eyes sparkled with keen awareness, and her wolf ears stood alert in twin furry triangles.

She wore her jean jacket loosely over a tight tank top and jean shorts. She’d rolled up the sleeves, leaving her arms, legs, and midriff bare, then finished off the outfit with a pair of cowboy boots. The tank top strained to hold in her high and heavy chest, and the plunging neckline revealed her deep, firm cleavage. A single metal ring hung from the black leather collar around her throat, which Clarke struggled not to think of as her “dog collar.” She’d rarely taken off the collar since their first night together, and nowadays it was as ubiquitous to her attire as her wedding band.

A past version of Brooke would have settled for sweat pants or ripped jeans, but nowadays she preferred to fancy herself up and show off more skin. In her own style, at least. She was still very much Brooke Hawthorne, a werewolf who loved the outdoors as much as she enjoyed tearing into monsters and vampires. She was a warrior through and through, one who’d pledged herself to Clarke as both weapon and wife.

Clarke still struggled to put that last part into perspective.

He was Brooke’s alpha. Her lover and leader.

And her husband.

But that wasn’t all. He’d married four incredible women, and he loved them all dearly.

Loved a fifth one as well. But there were … complications surrounding relationships with angels. Like him dying from the raw, blinding intensity of sex with her. He didn’t doubt the severity of that risk. The one time she’d kissed him, he’d passed out from her brain-melting radiance.

But that was a problem for another day.

Brooke came up alongside him and leaned in, her tender smile revealing two wolfish fangs, and he gave her shoulder a loving squeeze.

Clarke and his wives had all kept their last names for appearance’s sake, as was customary in the hidden world of magic, mages, and demihumans. A world he’d been ignorant of for most of his twenty years. A world obscured from humanity by terrible vampiric spells.

Spells his wives had freed him from over half a year ago.

He would never forget the debt he owed them, nor the path they’d set him on. He was a blood knight, heir to the greatest line of vampire slayers the world had ever seen.

And, perhaps, the last of his kind.

That heritage brought with it a will to fight against the vampires who secretly ruled the world. He didn’t know where their small war against the vampires would lead. But he knew, with every fiber of his being, he was in this fight to the bitter end.

And so were the women in his life.

His comrades.

His lovers.

His wives.

“Thinking deep thoughts again?” Brooke asked.

“Maybe.” Clarke faced her and sensed her magic through the bond they shared. Four silver rings glittered on his left hand, and he felt Brooke’s presence with incredible clarity through one of them.

Her aura resembled a panting beast, almost feral in its intensity, and through other bonds, he could almost reach out and touch the auras of his three distant wives. The five of them had begun to experiment with the potential of these new bonds, and he looked forward to reaping the benefits of their intertwined magics.

Brooke’s eyebrows rose slightly, and Clarke flashed an evasive smile.

“Just thinking about you. About us. Everything and anything. Though, on a more mundane note, I’m surprised to see you with a ponytail again.”

“Do you like it?” She gave her hair a glamorous flip.

“I do. The style suits you beautifully.”

“Thank you.” Her eyes twinkled at the compliment. “I figured you might have missed it after I cut it off a few weeks ago.”

“I did. I just wasn’t expecting to see it full length again so soon. Is that a werewolf trait?”

“Yep. My hair grows really fast compared to yours.”

“I figured it was something like that. I’ve seen you regenerate a missing eye, after all.” He bobbed his head toward the buildings. “Come on. Let’s go see your parents.”

The homestead bustled with activity in and around the central ranch-style house. Smoke rose from its lone stack, carrying the scents of baked bread and simmering stew. Kids of varying ages played soccer out on a field. Most stuck to their hybrid forms like the one Brooke was using, but one of the younger boys shifted into a full werewolf, and a pair of teenagers “wolfed out” to reign in their rambunctious sibling.

Brooke laughed and shook her head.

“Were you like that as a kid?” Clarke asked.

“Maybe?” she said, but her coy smile told him “yes.” She gave the door a quick rap of her knuckles. “Mom, Dad! We’re here!”

Clarke opened the unlocked door for her, and they stepped in. He wondered if the Hawthornes ever bothered to lock their doors. There wasn’t much that could frighten a family of werewolves, even if they bore vampiric hexes that limited their power.

Brooke had been freed of her hex about a year ago, and the power of an unrestrained werewolf was incredible to behold. But even hexed, a werewolf could shrug off gunfire and rip a home intruder limb from limb. The mess a whole family of werewolves would leave was best left to the darker parts of his imagination.

“Be there in a minute, Dear!” came the sweet voice from the kitchen. “Make yourselves at home!”

Clarke followed Brooke into a cozy living room, and then both sank into a tweed couch that had seen better days. Both arm rests were shedding fluff from being chewed on. He doubted a pet had caused the damage, and he glanced around to find claw marks across one wall and deep bites in an end table.

“There we go!” Luna Hawthorne folded an apron and set it aside before she dropped into a recliner. “Got all the food tasks handed over. Your dad should be back shortly. He’s burning off his feisty.”

Clarke nodded, recalling how Brooke sometimes got the zoomies and needed to run laps around the yard to work off her excess energy.

Luna laid her arm across the soft back and settled with a relaxing sigh. She was tall and athletic, and even though her long hair, ears, and tail were a dirty blonde, the family resemblance was immediately apparent.

The back door opened and a huge werewolf trudged in, hunched over to clear the ceiling. Vince Hawthorne morphed into his hybrid form and removed a cap with two holes cut for his tall, brown ears. He settled into the chair beside Luna and patted her thigh.

“Good. We’re all here.” Vince nodded to Clarke and his daughter. “Thank you for coming.”

“Don’t mention it, sir. We’re always happy to⁠—”

“‘Sir?!’” The wolfman cracked a toothy grin. “Please, Clarke, no need to be so stiff. You’re family now, and I insist you call me Vince.”

“Sorry. Force of habit.” Clarke leaned forward. “I understand there’s a problem your pack is facing. A problem you believe Broken Fang can assist you with.”

“That’s about the shape of it.” The wolfman’s expression turned serious. “It’s the Sandovals. Something’s gone wrong with that family, and we’re not sure what.”

“The Sandovals? I’m afraid I’m not familiar with them.”

“They’re another werewolf pack,” Brooke explained. “One with close ties to ours.”

“Except that doesn’t seem to be the case anymore.” Vince’s mouth twisted and he nearly snarled the words. “A Sandoval has gone missing. Name’s Richard, goes by Richie. Good boy. Smart, well mannered. Kid’s got a bright future ahead of him. He’s been dating Avery.”

“One of my sisters,” Brooke added. “She’s two years younger than me. About to graduate high school.”

“Avery’s the one who brought Richie’s disappearance to our attention,” Vince grumbled. “I checked with the Sandovals, but they brushed me off! Acted like it was nothing! I’ve never received such a cold reception from that pack in my entire life!”

“Our two families have been close for generations,” Luna said. “But now, everything’s so … frosty with them all of a sudden. That much is bad enough, but when a boy dating one of my daughters goes missing, and his parents don’t seem to care, I start to worry.”

“Something’s up.” Vince shook his head. “Hell if I know what it is, though.”

“And you’d like Broken Fang to look into the matter,” Clarke said, “find out what’s going on, and sort it out.”

“Discretely, if possible.”

Clarke glanced to Brooke, who nodded. He’d expected her to want to take the job, but he always liked to check and make sure. There were too many occult details he didn’t know, too many tangled interactions he was blind to, and he appreciated having one of his wives around to watch his back.

“We’ll take the job,” Clarke said, returning his gaze to Brooke’s parents.

“Wonderful!” Vince sat forward. “Now, about payment … I know what the Greys charge for your services. Gathering enough funds will be a challenge, but if you’re willing to be flexible, we can⁠—”

“No need. This one is on the house.”

“Are you sure, son? We know what your services are worth. We don’t want to come across like we’re taking advantage of you.”

“There’s no need to worry about that. As you said, si—” Clarke paused, then flashed a smile. “As you said, Vince, we’re family now. And that means Broken Fang will sort this problem out for you, no charge.”
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“Assuming we can figure out what this problem is,” Brooke said as they crossed the homestead to one of the outlying buildings.

“There’s that,” Clarke conceded. “Any thoughts on what this is all about?”

“None. Like my parents said, the Sandovals have been good neighbors to my family since before I was born. I have no idea what could have chilled that relationship, but the bigger concern is how they’re reacting to Richie. A member of the pack goes missing and they don’t care? Doesn’t make a lick of sense.”

“What’s your opinion of the Sandovals?”

“They’re good people. I wouldn’t call them friends; I was never close enough to any of them for that. More like friendly acquaintances. I even considered dating one of the Sandoval boys once.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I have high standards.” Brooke looped her arm around his waist and gave him a tender tug before releasing him.

“Is that so?” he said with a sly grin.

“It paid off, didn’t it?”

“For both of us,” he replied, and she found his grin infectious.

They arrived at a bright red door set in the side of a whitewashed barn. Windows along the two stories suggested to Clarke it had been converted into a living space for the expansive Hawthorne pack. Brooke opened the door without preamble and led the way down the hall and to the right until they arrived at a door with a wooden plaque.

The plaque read: Avery’s Domain.

Brooke knocked softly.

“Avery? It’s Brooke. You in there?”

“Yeah.” The response was more sniffled than spoken.

“Can I come in?”

“I guess so.”

Brooke eased the door open.

A young wolf girl sat on the side of a narrow bed, a box of tissues and a small trash can beside her. The family resemblance was strong between her and Brooke, though Avery’s hair was a darker shade of her mother’s dirty blonde, and she wore it in a pair of long pigtails. The walls were covered in mecha anime posters, and the lone desk was cluttered with Gunpla models and a stack of work-in-progress kits.

Avery balled up a tissue and chucked it into the trash.

“Come on in.” She gestured to the chair tucked into her desk. “Have a seat. Or not. Doesn’t really matter.”

Clarke stepped in after Brooke.

“Avery, you remember Clarke, don’t you?” Brooke gestured to him.

“Of course I do.” Avery chuckled, but the sound contained no mirth. “I was at the wedding, silly. You never did introduce me properly.”

“Right, sorry about that.”

“Hello, Avery.” Clarke dipped his head slightly. “How are you holding up?”

“I feel like shit.” She snagged another tissue and blew her nose.

“Well, the good news is we’re here to help.” Clarke pulled out the desk chair and dropped into it.

Brooke sat next to Avery on the bed. She draped an arm around her sister’s shoulders and pulled her in. The younger wolf girl didn’t resist, simply closed her eyes and rested her head against Brooke.

“There, there,” Brooke said softly, stroking her sister’s hair. “That’s a good bitch.”

Avery smiled a little and snuggled up closer.

“I know it hurts,” Brooke soothed.

“I just want to know if he’s all right.” Avery sniffled, and Brooke took out a fresh tissue and dabbed her eyes.

“So do we. But if we’re going to do that, we need to ask you a few questions. Are you up for that?”

Avery exhaled heavily, but then nodded and rose from Brooke’s shoulder.

“Yeah, I can answer your questions. What do you want to know?”

“How did you learn Richie had gone missing?” Clarke asked.

“I figured it out over time. A local theater has been showcasing anime classics, and one of them was Mobile Suit Gundam: Char's Counterattack. No way I was going to miss seeing that one on the big screen!”

Clarke glanced over to her desk. It had been a while since he’d seen the movie, but he recognized Char Anzable’s bright red Sazabi amongst the completed models.

“He even bought me the kit for the Nu Gundam a while back,” Avery continued. “The Ver. Ka version, too. I still haven’t finished it, though. So many fiddly pieces.”

“Did you have a date with Richie to see the movie?” Clarke asked.

“Yeah.” Avery’s shoulders sagged and her wolf ears drooped. “Only he didn’t show. I called him several times that night—and the morning after—but he never picked up. It wasn’t like him to go anywhere without his phone, so my first thought was he’d dumped me. But then he was a no-show at school several days in a row, and that’s when I started to fear the worst. I didn’t have anyone else’s number, so I drove over and spoke to Mr. Sandoval in person.”

“Mason Sandoval,” Brooke filled in. “He’s the alpha of their main pack.”

Clarke nodded. “Go on, Avery.”

“I told Mr. Sandoval that Richie hadn’t been to school all week, but he reacted kind of funnily.”

“How so?”

“It’s hard to describe. It was like the information didn’t register with him. Like he heard the words but didn’t comprehend their meaning. I don’t know. Maybe I’m not describing it well. I just found his reaction really off-putting. He gave me this cold glare and told me to mind my own business. I tried to reason with him, even begged him to let me see Richie, but he wouldn’t hear it, and I eventually went home.”

“Is that when you told Mom and Dad about this?” Brooke asked, and Avery nodded.

“I know Dad reached out to Mr. Sandoval, but he got the cold shoulder, too.” Avery shook her head. “Why won’t they tell me what’s wrong? I just want to talk to my boyfriend! I … I just …”

Avery sniffled, and Brooke squeezed her shoulders.

“It’s all right,” Brooke said softly. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this. I promise.”

“Has anyone seen Richie since he failed to show for your date?” Clarke asked.

“No. I asked around at school, and no one’s seen him.”

“Is it normal for Richie to skip classes?”

“No. Never. He’s a straight-A student.”

“Was he acting strangely before he disappeared? Did you notice any unusual behavior leading up to your date?”

“I don’t know …”

“Anything at all. Doesn’t matter how small.”

“Well …” Avery let out a shuddering sigh. “It felt like our relationship was hitting a rough patch. Our calls were growing shorter, and he sometimes took forever to respond to my texts. Getting him to spend time with me took more and more convincing, but I thought a date with a movie we both love would help rekindle the spark between us. Only … he never showed.”

“Anything besides him growing distant?” Clarke asked. “Did he say or do anything that struck you as odd?”

Avery thought for several seconds, then shook her head.

Clarke glanced to Brooke and rose.

“Thank you.” Brooke gave her little sister one last shoulder squeeze. “We know talking about this is hard, and we appreciate you sharing what you know with us.”

“You’ll find him, won’t you?” Avery rubbed under her nose. “Promise me you’ll find him.”

“We’ll do everything we can. I promise.”

Brooke followed Clarke out of the converted barn.

“Thoughts?” she prompted as they walked to the car.

“On the one hand,” Clarke began, “I’m not convinced this isn’t some lovers’ spat. Yes, Richie not showing for school is odd, but it’s not conclusive of anything. Same with the Sandoval alpha and his behavior. Maybe all we’re dealing with is a falling out between a boy and a girl, and the boy needs some space.”

“But why wouldn’t Mason come out and tell my father as much?”

“That’s where I start having problems. Where’d this sudden falling out between your families come from? On the plus side, my guess is Richie’s alive. He’s a werewolf and part of a big pack in this city. If something bad happened to him, would the Sandovals just stand around and do nothing?”

“No way.”

“Right. They’d gang up on whoever messed with a member of their pack. That’s what packs do.”

“Do you think Richie might be mixed up in something shady? Something the Sandovals want to keep quiet?”

“It’s possible. But from the little we know, Richie doesn’t seem the type. A straight-A student who buys his girlfriend mecha model kits?” Clarke shook his head. “No, my gut tells me something else is going on here.”
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Clarke drove them to a quaint development tucked against the Reed River Forest, which bordered much of Chester Creek. Identical duplexes lined the street on either side, and while the buildings didn’t exude wealth or prestige, they were attractive in a simplistic way.

He pulled up near a duplex with unruly grass and climbed out of the roadster. The place reeked of shifter magic, bestial and powerful, but not in a threatening way. Nor were there any protective spells in place like Wards or other magical traps. It was more like the building, or even the soil itself, had soaked in the ambient magic given off by generations of shifters.

“You want to do the talking?” Clarke asked. “Or shall I?”

“Let me start off,” Brooke said. “I’m not sure if either of us is going to have much luck here, but I should have the better shot at getting through to him.”

They crossed the gravel walkway to the entrance, and Brooke tapped the buzzer.

Several minutes passed, and no one showed at the door.

Brooke pressed the buzzer again.

“Maybe no one’s home,” Clarke suggested.

“No, I can hear them.” Brooke flicked an ear. “Smell them, too.”

Clarke sampled the magic in the air more closely. He found it difficult to separate the overlapping auras within the building from the magical saturation, but he thought he could pick out at least five shifters inside.

Brooke grimaced as the wait dragged on for another minute, then clenched a fist and pounded the door. The force of each blow strained the sturdy door, and her knuckles left shallow impressions in the wood.

“Mason Sandoval!” she shouted. “I know you’re home! I need to speak with you about your son Richie!”

The magical auras within the building shifted, and Brooke’s ears perked.

“Finally,” she muttered with an air of frustration. “Someone’s coming to the door, probably Mason.”

“Let’s play it nice and calm,” Clarke whispered. “We’ll see what the soft approach gets us first.”

Brooke nodded and took a calming breath.

The door swung open to reveal a muscular man in a flannel shirt, partially unbuttoned to reveal a thick chest of black hair that blended into his long black beard. His black wolf ears were large, tall, and furry. He chomped on his cigar and shifted it from one side of his mouth to the other, then puffed smoke at Brooke before taking it out.

“What?” the huge wolfman demanded.

Brooke coughed and waved the smoke away.

“Mr. Sandoval, I’m Brooke Hawthorne. We’re here about⁠—”

“I know who you are,” he growled. “What’s this about?”

“We’re here about your son Richie.”

“This shit again.” Mason extinguished his cigar against an ashtray on the porch. “What about him?”

“We’d like to know where he is and, if possible, to speak with him.”

“Where he’s at is none of your business.”

Brooke’s tail twitched, and her lips formed the beginnings of a snarl. Clarke perceived a shift in her aura. Like a pot coming to boil.

Or a chained beast itching to break free.

“Mr. Sandoval,” she grated out. “This isn’t⁠—”

Clarke placed a hand on Brooke’s shoulder, and she cut herself off. Her face became meek, almost apologetic as she realized she hadn’t kept things “nice and calm” as Clarke had asked her.

Ordered her, from her perspective. He was her alpha. Where he led, she followed. Not blindly. Not stupidly. But faithfully, and dare he say “doggedly.” She viewed herself as a weapon—his weapon—to be wielded my him and him alone. She would lay down her life for him in an instant, and her loyalty to him was a gift he cherished with all his heart.

Which was why, in this instance, she believed she’d let him down. Clarke gave her a quick, comforting smile to soothe her worries before he faced the wolfman.

“Mr. Sandoval,” he began, his face calm and serious. “You’re aware your son has been dating Avery Hawthorne, correct?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“She’s been worried about Richie, to the point of tears. It would be of great comfort to her if she knew he was all right.”

“What do I care if the bitch cries herself to sleep?”

Brooke tensed, and her claws lengthened.

Mason snorted out a breath. He folded his arms across a broad chest and smirked at her as if to say “Go ahead and try me.”

Clarke took one of Brooke’s hands into his own and gave it a squeeze.

“Sir, why won’t you let us see Richie?” he asked.

“He’s occupied, and that’s all you need to know.”

“Occupied with what?”

“None of your business.”

“It is our business. Avery is worried about him, and so are we.”

“You can keep on worrying for all I care. No one from the Hawthornes is allowed to see him, and that’s final.”

“What about me, then? I’m not a Hawthorne.”

“You might as well be, the way your bitch clings to you.”

Brooke let out a low throaty rumble.

“You refuse to let us see him?” Clarke asked pointedly. “Or speak with him or even know where he is?”

“Just figured that out, did you?”

“Which means you’re unwilling to prove he’s all right.”

“I don’t have anything to prove to any of you.” Mason took a step forward. “Now, get off my lawn. Now. Before I decide to take matters into my own hands.”

Brooke’s lips curled up, revealing her fangs, but Mason’s eyes were on Clarke. Clarke returned the wolfman’s gaze unflinchingly, one alpha to another. The wolfman seemed to be goading him into violence, but he refused to take the bait.

“It seems we have nothing more to discuss,” Clarke said at last.

“Seems that way, doesn’t it?”

“Then we’ll be on our way. It has been … a conversation.”

“That it has.”

Clarke and Brooke returned to their car, and Mason Sandoval disappeared back inside the duplex.

“Sorry.” Brooke’s ears drooped. “He got under my skin back there.”

“It’s all right. Nothing came of it.”

Clarke opened the passenger door for her. She climbed in, and he joined her inside the vehicle.

“What now?” she asked. “Should we reach out to the Greys for help? Maybe they’ll know what’s going on.”

“I’d rather leave the coven out of this for now. Sure, Hepatica would help, but she’ll turn this into a paying job, and I want to avoid that complication if we can. This is a favor we’re doing for your family, and I aim to keep it that way. Besides, the coven isn’t the only resource we have. Not anymore.”

Clarke pulled out his phone, called Emmaline “Emma” Rose, and put her on speaker.

“Good evening, my love,” came the sultry voice. “You’ve reached your loving succubus wife. How may I service you?”

Her words dripped with far more than simple inuendo. As a succubus, Emma was by far the most overtly sexual of his four wives, to the point where much of her magic required her to have sex.

“Emma, I have you on speaker here with Brooke. We’re calling about Broken Fang business, I’m afraid.”

“Aww. Well, I suppose the good stuff will have to wait.” Her tone became more serious. “How can I help you two?”

“I’d like you to get in touch with your parents. Ask if they’ve come across any news related to the Sandoval pack. Specifically, we’re trying to find out what’s going on with one of the alpha’s sons. Name’s Richard. Goes by Richie.”

“Sandoval pack. Richard … goes by Richie.” The cadence of her words suggested she was taking notes. “Got it. I’ll reach out to them and see what they know.”

“Thanks. You’re the best.”

“You two coming home soon?”

“Probably. I’m not sure what else we can do today.”

“In that case,” her voice grew increasingly seductive with each word, “how about you join me for dinner? I’m famished.”

Brooke cleared her throat.

“Not to dampen your mood,” Clarke began, “but Brooke and I had plans for tonight.”

“Of the intimate variety,” Brooke added.

“Oh, I see,” Emma replied brightly. “But, Clarke, why choose when you can have both of us?”

“Well …” He glanced over to Brooke.

The wolf girl grinned and wagged her tail, all her earlier frustrations with Mason vanishing within the flame of her arousal.

“I believe that’s a yes vote from Brooke.”

She nodded emphatically.

“Wonderful,” Emma replied. “Then I’ll see to the … preparations.”

“Ooh!” Brooke shivered with anticipation.

“All right, you two.” Clarke shook his head with a laugh. “Sounds like a plan. Talk to you later, Emma?”

“See you.”

Clarke ended the call and pocketed his phone. He was glad to see Brooke’s mood improving. He was about to switch on the engine when a thought crossed his mind.

“Brooke, question for you.”

“Sure. Do you want to try something new tonight?”

“No, uh, it’s not that. Just going over what we’ve learned today, replaying our conversations with Avery and Mason in my head.”

“What about them?”

“This is a small thing, I’ll admit, but it’s bugging me. So, you called Avery a bitch, but she seemed to take that as a compliment.”

“Of course she did. We’re both werewolves, and I’m her sister.”

“I also recall cases where you’ve called Emma and the others bitches.”

“Of course I would. We’re all super-close. I’m giving them a very wolfy compliment when I call them that.”

“But when Mason called you and your sister bitches, it riled you up.”

“Of course that would,” Brooke replied as if the contradiction should make perfect sense.

“But didn’t you just say ‘bitch’ is a compliment to werewolves? I’m having trouble squaring this circle.”

Brooke stared at him with perplexed eyes. But then her ears shot up.

“Oh, I see! You’re wondering why calling someone a ‘bitch’ is sometimes an insult.”

“That’s right.”

“Okay, I know this might seem odd at first, but it’s really quite simple. Using that term with my sister or my friends is all perfectly normal. But Mason isn’t a friend of ours. That’s why it’s inappropriate for him to call us that.”

“Ah, I see it now.” Clarke nodded thoughtfully. “It’s like someone using your first name in a professional setting when they don’t know you well. It implies closeness where none exists which turns the word into an insult.”

“Right!” Brooke took hold of Clarke’s arm and smooshed her voluptuous breasts against his bicep. “And just to be clear, I’m your bitch through and through.” Her voice became husky. “You can call me that anytime you want, lover.”


Two


They arrived home after dark, and Clarke parked the roadster in the mansion’s spacious garage in between a huge black BMW X7 and a black-and-green Kawasaki Ninja. He retired to his bedroom near the center of the expansive two-story complex, showered, freshened up, then headed downstairs.

Emma served up a sumptuous surf and turf dish, the filet mignon and jumbo shrimp both seared to perfection in garlic rosemary butter with sides of garlic mashed potatoes, sauteed green beans, and a wedge salad lathered in blue cheese. It was only him and Brooke dining at this hour; Sammy and Ashley were away on Broken Fang business, and the very pregnant Ixia had gone to bed early.

The succubus leaned close as she served him, pale breasts pressed against his back, full lips an inch from his ear, long raven hair resting on his shoulder. She wore an apron that read “Kiss the Cook” on the front.

That, and nothing else.

Unless he counted the black horn-rimmed glasses framing her dark eyes. Those glasses applied a geekiness to her vibrant sensual nature. She stepped away from him to grab Brooke’s dish from the counter, and Clarke took the deliberate opportunity to admire his succubus wife from behind. Her sleek tail swung leisurely below her deliciously round derriere, and her large, batlike wings were folded behind her back.

Emma served Brooke then began cleaning up in the kitchen.

Afterward, Clarke enjoyed a very different meal, reducing the two women to a sweaty, satisfied heap.

He slept well that night, a succubus snoring to his right and a wolf girl snuggled against him to the left, his arms around both women. He awoke to the familiar sensation of Emma fellating him, Brooke nowhere in sight, and he sighed as the succubus roused him in more ways than one.

He headed downstairs for breakfast afterward, and Brooke joined him after finishing her morning zoomies. Emma scrambled eggs in a pan drizzled with olive oil and served it with toasted cinnamon raisin bread. She joined them for the meal but didn’t eat; she’d already had her fill of a different kind of nourishment.

“Good morning, Birthday Boy.” Emma pushed up her glasses.

“Morning,” he replied neutrally.

“You don’t sound all that excited,” Brooke said.

“It’s a day like any other.”

“But it’s your birthday!” Brooke stressed.

“No, it’s not. It’s just the date someone put on my birth certificate. No one knows when I was actually born, so birthdays have never been a big deal for me.”

Brooke frowned and glanced to Emma, who winked at the wolf girl.

“We still testing our bonds this morning?” Emma asked.

“We are,” Clarke replied, a forkful of scrambled eggs near his mouth. “I’m curious to see how far we can take it, given the success Sammy and I have already enjoyed. Her new healing ability has been a godsend for us, and the minor shapeshifting I picked up is nothing to sneeze at either, even if it takes a lot of effort.”

“You could have used it last night.” Emma gave him a flirtatious smile, her fingers dancing down his arm.

“Ah, well.” He cleared his throat. “As I’ve said before, adjusting the size of my, umm, you-know takes a lot of concentration. Kind of kills the mood for me if I use my powers that way.”

“Honestly, Emma”—Brooke shook her head—“I don’t see what the big deal is.”

“The deal, my dear, is he can make it bigger.”

“Well, sure. I get the appeal. But it already feels like he’s splitting me in two when we have sex.” Brooke gave Clarke a quick, apologetic smile. “In a good way, I mean.”

Clarke nodded blandly, not sure what to say as the ladies discussed his man baggage with him in the room.

“What I mean to say,” Brooke continued, “is I like the feel of him in me as is. Hell, I love it, but he’s still a lot to take in sometimes.”

“True, true.” Emma tapped her lips with a thoughtful finger. “But aren’t you curious to try a fuller stretch? For him to really open you up?”

“I don’t know. Would that really be enjoyable?”

“Come on. You’re a werewolf. It’s not like he’ll hurt you. And this could be a golden opportunity for Clarke to experiment with this new power.” The succubus winked at him.

“You think so?” Brooke sounded as if Emma’s argument was having an effect.

“Ladies,” Clarke said. “Perhaps we should focus our attention elsewhere.”

“But, Clarke!” Emma placed her hand atop his. “These experiments are important! For science!”

“For your sex drive, you me.”

“One benefit doesn’t preclude the other.”

Clarke snorted. “Come on, you two. Let’s finish breakfast and see where exploring our bonds can take us.”

“If you insist.” Emma gave him a fake pout.

Clarke and Brooke finished their scrambled eggs then helped Emma clean up. All three crossed the mansion to the indoor basketball court, though Emma took a quick detour back to her room to throw on some proper clothes: A maroon T-shirt that was a size too small for her bosom along with a black miniskirt and striped stockings.

A tarp still covered the hole in the wall and the scent of fresh paint hung in the air. Their battle with the d-hunter Dorian Alant had raged both outside and within the mansion, and work crews hired by Sammy’s affluent parents had only just begun to repair the damage.

They’d won that fight, killing Alant and all his brides while securing several bond rings, which Ixia and Ashley were able to cleanse for Broken Fang’s use. The original vampiric bonds were so evil and one-sided that Alant had killed one of his brides during the battle, draining her life in a desperate attempt to save his own skin. The fight had been long and hard for the members of Broken Fang, but the bond rings had made all their efforts worth it.

Four paired rings.

Four wonderful women to marry.

The catch, if it could be called that, was the bond rings needed an existing magical link between man and woman. A foundation to build the rest of the magic on top of.

And so, Clarke had married Brooke, Emma, Sammy, and Ixia.

He wished he could have done the same with Ashley, and she felt the same way, but that just wasn’t in the cards for them.

Not yet, anyway.

Still, he’d rejoiced at the chance to express his undying commitment to each woman in more traditional terms. The magical benefits were just the cherry on top.

They took their positions around the court’s center.

“Which of us is going first?” Brooke asked.

“Brooke, we’ll start with you.”

“Okay!” She stepped forward. “What do you want me to do?”

“Let’s start with a bit of relaxation. Take a few deep breaths and clear your head of distractions. Focus your attention on me.”

Clarke placed his hands on her hips, and she put her arms gently around his neck as if they were about to slow dance. Their faces were close, and her exhale tickled his cheek. She breathed deeply, closed her eyes, and he did the same.

He perceived the wolf girl’s shifter magic through his innate magical sense, but their bond added depth and clarity to the sensations. He perceived all the nuances within her magic, as if the panting beast within her were a real thing he could reach out and touch.

“I can feel you,” Brooke whispered. “Your magic is like a heart, but tinged with other magics. Beating slowly now, but capable of such great heights. It’s so powerful!”

“Good,” Clarke replied softly. “Now reach out to me. Not the tangible me, but my magic. Touch it with your own.”

Brooke drew him in, and their foreheads pressed together.

“I’m almost there, Clarke. You’re so close.”

“You’re doing great.”

“It feels like I’m being drawn toward you.”

“Don’t fight it. Let it happen. Let our two magics merge.”

Brooke let out a long, deep sigh, and their magics intertwined, like lovers lacing their fingers together. The conduit between them widened, strengthened, and a portion of his power flowed into the wolf girl as a burst of her feral magic shot in the opposite direction.

“Ooh!” Brooke shuddered. “That felt … weird. Kind of tingly.”

“Wow.” Emma approached them from the side and placed her hands lightly atop their shoulders. “Your auras have changed. Clarke, it feels like your shifter magic got a huge jolt, and Brooke, there’s definitely a piece of Clarke in you now.”

“And not like last night either!” Brooke exclaimed, laughing.

“That’s great.” Clarke stepped away.

“Were you able to control what powers you transferred?” Emma asked.

“No,” Clarke replied. “It happened entirely on its own. We brought our magics together, and the bond did the rest.”

“Then we need to figure out what powers you gained.”

“Right. I think …” Clarke paused and looked around. “Huh.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. It’s just …” Clarke faced the hole in the wall and watched the tarp fluttering in the wind. He heard every tiny crinkle of the plastic, perceived the minute creases in the surface.

He walked over to it, pushed it aside, then gazed across the expansive back yard to the distant tree line.

“Brooke?”

“Yes?” She joined him by the tarp.

“Do you see that rabbit over there?” He pointed. “The one hiding in the dead underbrush by the big oak.”

“Sure.” She gave him a quizzical look. “How do you see it?”

“My eyesight just got better. Like, a whole lot better. My hearing, too.”

Brooke’s eyes widened. “You gained my werewolf senses?”

“A portion of them. I haven’t noticed any changes in the olfactory sense, but sight and sound are both sharper, more precise.”

“That’s great!” Brooke pumped the air. “Pity the vampire who tries to sneak up on us!”

“Now I’m a little jealous.” Emma took her glasses off and waved them around. “I’m half blind without these.”

“Don’t worry.” Clarke let the tarp fall. “You’re turn is coming.”

“I eagerly await to accept you inside me.”

“I … right.”

“Do you have night vision now, too?” Brooke asked.

“Not sure.”

“Let’s find out!”

Brooke jogged over to the court’s indoor entrance. She closed the door and switched off the lights. Only a small pool of light squeaked in underneath the door, but that faint illumination was all he needed to see clearly.

Emma grabbed the back of Clarke’s shirt.

“Just so everyone knows,” the succubus said, “I can’t see anything except for a bit by the door.”

“And you, Clarke?” Brooke asked.

“The room’s darker, but I can see well enough to move around. And to fight, if I had to.”

“Yes!” Brooke switched the lights back on. “Clarke’s getting powered up!”

“Sharper senses will definitely come in handy.” He walked over. “Do you know what you picked up?”

“Not sure.” Brooke crossed back to the court’s center. “That tingling has settled into my fingers, though.”

“Your fingers?” Clarke creased his brow. “That seems a bit odd. I don’t have any magic that shoots out of my fingers.”

“Oh, your fingers are plenty magical.” Emma touched his back. “Trust me.”

Clarke gave her a quick side eye.

“What?” The succubus shrugged. “It’s true.”

“Come on. Let’s stay focused.” Clarke turned back to Brooke. “Besides the tingling, is there anything else that feels different?”

“Yeah. It’s like my claws are itching to come out.”

“Then why not give them a go?” Clarke said. “Swipe at something. See if anything has changed.”

“Okay!”

Brooke looked around. “How about a basketball? Would you mind throwing one at me?”

“Sure thing.”

Clarke grabbed a basketball from the wheeled rack and bounced it twice off the floor while Brooke took up position on the other side of the court.

“Brooke, you ready?”

“Let ‘er rip!”

“Okay. Here it comes!” Clarke launched the ball with a mighty overhand throw. It shot toward Brooke with bone-crunching force, and she grinned toothily in the brief moment before the ball reached her. She swiped it with clawed fingers, and the ball exploded. Rubbery ribbons fell to the ground.

“Huh.” Brooke studied her palm, then flexed her fingers.

“Did that feel any different?”

“No, not really. But yes. It’s hard to describe. There’s something new here. That much I know, but I’m not sure how to use it. Does any of that make sense?”

“Uh…” Clarke gave Emma a pleading look.

“It’s hard to say.” The succubus folded her arms. “So far, the magic exchanged through the bond rings appears to follow similar rules to Clarke’s Power Graft spell. The obvious exception being these pathways work in both directions. The magic is exchanged easily enough, but neither party can control what crosses over. Granted, we don’t have a large sample—just you and Sammy so far—but what we’ve seen has been consistent with how Power Graft works. Or would work if that spell hadn’t become fused with the sex magic you absorbed from me.”

“Maybe the ball wasn’t a suitable target for this new ability,” Clarke suggested.

“Perhaps.” Emma started to nod. “Yes, perhaps you’re right. You’re a blood knight, after all, and your abilities hinge on the application of life force in offensive and defensive spells.”

“Not much life force in this.” Brooke nudged a rubbery flap with her boot.

“Then what we need is …” Clarke stopped, and his eyes lit up. “Brooke, I’ve got it.” He rolled up a sleeve and held his arm out. “Here. Try this instead.”

“Oh, I see!”

She jogged over to Clarke and pressed the tip of one claw into his forearm. A bloody bead oozed up around the shallow wound, and a trickle of vitality left with it, siphoned by her claw.

“Wow, it’s working.” Brooke’s eyes went wide, and she grinned. “You feel that, Clarke?”

“I do indeed. Seems you can Drain enemies with your claws now.”

“Hell yeah!” She withdrew her claw and licked it clean.

“You could have wiped that off with a towel.” Clarke indicated the stack of folded sweat towels beside the ball rack.

“But I was curious.” She ran her tongue over her teeth and took on a contemplative look, as if savoring the flavor with the attention and insight of a sommelier. She shook her head. “Nope. Your other fluid tastes better.”

“And is more fun to extract,” Emma added.

Clarke gave the succubus a brief, scolding glance, but she replied with a playful shrug.

“Jokes aside,” Emma said, “it’s hard to imagine a better outcome. Brooke is already a physical powerhouse. Stack that with the ability to replenish her strength midbattle and⁠—”

“I’ll be unstoppable!” Brooke exclaimed, pumping her arms.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Clarke said. “If history is any indicator, your version of Drain will be weaker than mine. But yes, this is fantastic news, and I’m eager to see your new magic in action.”

“What about some sparring to test it?” Brooke brandished her claws, and her tail wagged. “Something light to help me feel it out.”

“Hold up.” Emma clapped a hand over Brooke’s shoulder and eased her back.

“What’s wrong?”

“You’re forgetting something. It’s my turn now. Isn’t that right, Clarke?”

“Might as well. We’re here to explore our bonds. Getting comfortable with any new abilities can come later.”

Brooke backed away and Emma stepped forward. Clarke was about to take hold of her hips, but she grabbed his wrist and planted the hand over her breast. She guided his other hand to the back of her neck then took firm hold of his butt cheeks. Her tail coiled around his thigh and her wings wrapped around him like a dark, leathery shroud.

“Emma?”

“Yes, Clarke?”

“Is this necessary?”

“Of course not.”

“Then—”

“I want to try it my way first.” She leaned in, their faces almost touching. “Please?”

“All right.” He chuckled and closed his eyes. “We’ll try it your way.”

“You’re the best.” She gave him a quick peck on the cheek, then rested her forehead against his.

Clarke cleared his mind of distractions—a difficult task with the succubus so close and his hand clenched over her boob—but he managed to set aside his base carnal thoughts to gaze upon the magic within her.

It pulsed in his mind’s eye.

Or rather throbbed: warm, wet, and inviting.

He’d felt this before, but the bond startled him with its intensity, and his crotch began to harden.

The aura yearned for his approach, his ethereal embrace. It enticed him to enter, to be enveloped within its seductive folds. He allowed himself to be drawn to her, to reach out within his mind and push into her wanton magical lust.

“Deeper, harder,” Emma urged. “Don’t be gentle. I can take it.”

“You mean your magic can take it?”

“That, too.”

He pressed inward, piercing her magic with his own until he reached her innermost sanctum. Their magics mingled softly, sensuously. A lovers’ kiss rather than the panting exercise of sex.

“Your power is coursing through me.” Emma reached down to stroke his hardened member. “It feels so good.”

She snuggled up to him.

Clarke opened his eyes. “Emma?”

“Yes?”

“I believe we’re done.”

“Are we, though?” She gripped his zipper and eased it down.

“Ah-hem!” Brooke crossed her arms. “If I can’t spar with him yet, then that will have to wait.”

“I’m only teasing.” The succubus zipped him up and stepped away. “I definitely gained a portion of your power through the bond. You too, Clarke?”

“Yes, though again, I’m not sure what.”

Clarke closed his eyes and explored the new magic within him. He sensed a new wrinkle within his mind—a knot of magic ready to unfold at his command. He commanded it now and let it expand.

A hot wash of love, affection, and pride blew through his mind, and he realized it came from Emma. At first he thought their bond provided this insight, but the bond rings had never conveyed emotions. Yes, he could infer the emotional state of his wives by observing their auras, as he’d done with Brooke during their visit to the Sandovals.

But this was different.

Clearer.

Laser-focused on emotions.

On empathy.

Clarke opened his eyes and gazed at Emma.

“You just figured something out?” The succubus smiled at him.

“Maybe.”

He shifted this new empathic focus toward Brooke. It took a lot of concentration; he had to deliberately guide and maintain this new sense, but he could do it.

And he did it.

He tasted Brooke’s eagerness and admiration. Her loyalty, love, and an overwhelming desire to please.

To please him, he realized.

He could sample her emotions, but that alone didn’t tell him where those feelings came from or why they’d taken shape.

Only that they existed.

He dug deeper with this new power, focused harder, and something unexpected emerged. An ugly lump resided beneath the energetic surface of Brooke’s emotions. Like a leaden mass weighing down the core of her psyche.

Clarke released the power, and the emotional tapestry around him vanished. He grinned at the two ladies.

“Seems I’m an empath now.”

Brooke’s mouth formed an O, and Emma gave him a happy clap.

“That’s awesome, Clarke!” the succubus exclaimed. “How much detail can you perceive? I know my talent formed over time as I aged, and practice helped strengthen it.”

“It’s hard to say. I don’t really have a frame of reference.” Clarke nodded to Brooke. “But I know something’s bothering you.”

The wolf girl shook herself as if startled.

“You know?”

“Sorry for being nosy. Just testing out my new ability. And besides, it’s only natural you’d have some heavy stuff on your mind, given what your sister is going through.”

“I … it’s …” Brooke glanced away. “Right. My sister.”

“It is about your sister.” Clarke’s face darkened with concern. “Isn’t it?”

“Not really.”

“Then what’s troubling you?”

“The thing is …” Brooke’s tail twitched.

“If something’s wrong, then please tell me.”

“It’s not like that.” She sighed. “It’s just hard to talk about, that’s all. But I promise it’s nothing that could come back to bite you or anyone else. It’s a … personal struggle of sorts. You know?”

“Not entirely.”

“Sorry. I’m just not ready to talk about it yet. Is that okay with you?”

“It is. But if something is weighing on your mind, I want you to feel comfortable bringing it to me. Know you can talk to me about anything. My door is always open, and that goes double for when my family needs me.”

“Thanks.” Brooke flashed a tentative grin. “And I will, when I’m ready. But right now it’s not a big deal. You have plenty on your plate, and this is something I can deal with on my own. I don’t want to add to your burdens.”

“I get what you’re saying. But us sharing each other’s burdens, having each other’s backs, that’s part of being a family.”

“You’re right. Just … be patient with me? Please?”

“Okay, I will.”

Brooke smiled at him, and her tail flicked happily.

“What about me, Clarke?” Emma stepped forward eagerly. “Can you tell what’s going through my mind?”

“You want to have sex with me.”

“Right! Did you pick that up with your new ability?”

“No.”

She gave him a quirky smile.

“Emma, you are many things, but subtle isn’t one of them.”

“What about you?” Brooke asked the succubus. “What’d you gain?”

“Let’s find out.”

Emma spread her arms and wings, closed her eyes, and red lightning scintillated across her body. A faint layer of arcane energy snapped into being, hugging her every curve before fading toward invisibility. Only brief snaps of red betrayed the magic’s presence.

“You can create a Sanguine Shield?!” Brooke exclaimed.

“So it would seem.” Emma inspected each arm then patted her chest. “This is such a relief!”

“Why’s that?” Clarke asked.

“Sanguine Shield is the exact power I was hoping for.” She let out a slow, relieved exhale. “It was a struggle not to get my hopes up, but now I have it! This changes everything! We need to go see Ixia! Right now!”

“Ixia? What for?”

Emma smiled, and her eyes twinkled.

“Why, to talk about guns, of course!”
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Ixia Grey’s workshop was on the second floor, situated above the garage behind a door marked with a large Dead Space poster. Brooke and Emma followed Clarke across the mansion and up a flight of stairs, and he knocked.

“Come on in! It’s safe!”

He swung the door open and followed the ladies inside. The interior was neat and orderly with two magic circles chalked onto the floor and a row of benches for potion brewing. Racks of reagents, ammunition, pistols, shotguns, rifles, grenades, and other equipment took up most of the far wall.

“You felt the need to clarify that?” Clarke asked.

“We were enchanting grenades earlier. Can’t be too careful.”

Ixia Grey of the Coven of the Ashen Flower rose from a crouch, a thick bar of chalk in one hand. She rubbed her back with her free hand, the bulge of her five-month pregnancy obvious against her loose black dress.

“Oof! The boy gets heavier every day!” The young witch smiled at Clarke, violet eyes gleaming. She’d tied her long, ghost-white hair back while she worked. Her ears and eyebrows glittered with silver studs, and the rings on her fingers featured silver skulls.

All except for one plain golden band—her magical wedding ring.

Dahlia and Hyacinth, the rest of the Grey triplets, stood watchful as Ixia’s personal bodyguards. They may have dressed in a playful goth style with black lacy tops, miniskirts, and webbed stockings, but the weapons they carried spoke to a more serious purpose. Hyacinth wore a hip-holstered Colt Python while a Remington Model 870 Tactical 12-gauge shotgun hung from the strap around Dahlia’s neck. Both weapons were undoubtedly loaded with enchanted ammo.

Five months ago, Clarke had negotiated the aid of Hepatica Grey, head of the Ashen Flowers, and the price for her aid had been his firstborn, the child Ixia now bore. He’d regretted the calculated coldness of that decision, the need to take the fight to the vampires counterbalanced by his desire to one day have children of his own, but he also acknowledged the wisdom behind Hepatica’s price.

He might very well be the last blood knight alive, and while Hepatica (at the time) fully believed he’d die a horrible death, she wanted to ensure his bloodline survived. In that way, the child had been a backup plan of sorts. A future warrior in the struggle against the vampires, secreted away and raised in relative safety until his powers matured.

But something had changed in the intervening months. Clarke’s relationship with the coven—and Ixia especially—had evolved and deepened. He loved Ixia, and she loved him back, and that love had led her to marry him. By the terms of their contract, she should have left by now, to bear their child in secret.

But Hepatica had shown leniency against those ironclad terms. She’d permitted her daughter to stay with Clarke on the condition Dahlia and Hyacinth remained by her side, to protect Ixia and her unborn child. Both Dahlia and Hyacinth were powerful mages, and Clarke had welcomed the unofficial additions to Broken Fang.

Though he could have done without the flirting.

“Hey, Clarke!” Dahlia grinned at him. Her platinum blonde hair was short and wild, resembling an open flame. “I’ve got an opening in my calendar.” She ran a hand down her side then smacked her hip. “And elsewhere if you’re interested.”

“I, umm …” Hyacinth shrugged bashfully. Her twin braids were black with a single streak of blonde down one side. “I have an opening in my calendar, too.”

“Uh.” Dahlia rolled her eyes. “With feeling, Sis. With feeling!”

“I have openings for you, Clarke!” Hyacinth thrust her chest out boldly, though her cheeks burned.

“There! That’s better. Just like we rehearsed.” Dahlia spread her arms. “What do you say, Clarke? Care to take a flight on the Ashen Flower Airline?”

Clarke grimaced at the witch. This was the other reason Hepatica had lent her daughters to Broken Fang.

“Just so you know,” Dahlia went on, “there will be a brief layover while you switch planes.”

She pointed to herself and then to Hyacinth, as if her meaning wasn’t obvious enough.

“Thank you for the offer,” Clarke replied dryly, “but I’ll pass.”

“For now,” Dahlia corrected. “You’ll pass for now.”

“Sure. We’ll go with that.”

“Come on, ladies.” Ixia elbowed Dahlia aside. “Do we have to go through this every time?”

“There’s an easy solution if you want us to stop.” Dahlia grinned playfully.

“Come on!” Ixia huffed. “I know Mom put you up to this, but can you maybe be a bit more subtle about it?”

“Subtle didn’t work, so now we’re trying this.”

“What do you mean? Everything about you is the complete opposite of subtle!” Ixia gave her sisters a dismissive wave. “Anyway, Clarke, what brings you up here?”

“Broken Fang business. Emma wants to talk guns.”

“Yes, but first …” Emma stepped forward. “Clarke is now an empath!”

“He gained that ability through the bond rings?” Ixia asked, and Emma nodded. “That’s fantastic!” She planted her hands on her hips and leaned back. “Clarke, can you read my emotions?”

“Probably. If I concentrate on then.”

“Then give it a go. I want to hear what you pick up.”

“Uh.” Clarke’s eyes darted around the room and lingered on Ixia’s sisters. “There are a lot of you. I’m not sure if I’ll be able to pick you out from the crowd. I only gained this ability a few minutes ago.”

“Which is why this is a perfect excuse to exercise it.” Emma gave him a soft pat on the back. “Go on, Clarke. Try it out.”

“All right.”

He closed his eyes and concentrated on the new magical kernel in his mind. The kernel opened at his command, and a tapestry of emotions unfolded before him.

He perceived the women around him, so full of love and admiration, though each with their own unique ripples. Even Dahlia and Hyacinth gazed upon him with genuine affection, which surprised him. He’d imagined their overtures to be shallow in nature, made strictly at the behest of their mother, but this didn’t seem to be the case.

He wondered if he’d misjudged them.

But that was a “tomorrow problem,” as his adopted father was keen to say, and Clarke instead focused his attention on Ixia.

“Hm.” He opened his eyes.

“Well?” Ixia asked. “Sense anything?”

“Yeah, but it’s all so obvious. You remember Star Trek’s Deanna Troi? It’s like that. ‘Captain, I’m sensing increased aggression!’ And then you have Worf standing in the background thinking ‘No shit, Lady! We’re being shot at!’”

“No more dodging. Out with it,” Ixia coaxed. “What’d you sense?”

“That you love me and you’re worried, which I assume is related to our unborn child.”

“Yes!” Ixia smiled brightly. “Got it on the first try!”

“But I already knew all that.”

“Empathy helps most with people you don’t know,” Emma said. “Sure, with us, it’s redundant. You understand our social cues and the rhythm of our moods, but if you’re dealing with an unfamiliar person, it’s extremely useful.”

“Makes sense.” Clarke shrugged. “But for now it’s Newbie Empath’s First Steps.”

“Okay, I’m up next.” Emma stepped forward. “Ixia, I need a new gun.”

“You already have two. What do you need a third one for?”

“Close-ranged combat.” Emma grinned fiendishly. “I gained Sanguine Shield through the bond, which means I can get up close and personal with our enemies.”

“Aha!” Ixia’s eyes lit up. “I get it now.” She stepped over to one of several gun racks. “Let’s see … close quarters …”

“How about this one?” Dahlia patted a sleek, black tactical shotgun.

“Yes! Good call, Sis!” Ixia removed the gun from the rack, verified that it was empty, then handed it to Emma. “May I present you with the Benelli M4. A 12-gauge shotgun with five plus one capacity. Armed forces tested; John Wick approved.”

“Oh, hell yeah!” Emma cradled the weapon like a newborn. “Come to me, my sweet.”

Ixia chuckled. “I’m glad you like it.”

“I’ve been building a stockpile of enchanted shells.” Dahlia gestured to a rack laden with ammo boxes. “It takes longer than revolver rounds, since I have to open up each shell and apply the spells to the buckshot directly, but it’s worth it. This way, the shell itself acts as a barrier between spells, reducing interference during storage or in the magazine tube, which means I can apply stronger spells. You’re welcome to as many as you need.”

“Thanks.” Emma tested the heft and feel of the weapon, then sighted down it. “This is perfect. Can’t wait to test it out at the range.”

“What about you, Brooke?” Ixia asked. “Gain anything from Clarke?”

“I can Drain enemies now.” The wolf girl raised a hand and extended her claws.

“No shit!” Ixia exclaimed. “Your claws can autocast Drain like Clarke’s thirstblade? Wow, you’re going to be unstoppable! These bond rings are something else!”

“What about yours?” Clarke asked. “Still want to hold off?”

“At least until I give birth. I don’t want to risk anything that could hurt my VIP.”

Ixia ran a hand down her abdomen.

“I know.” Clarke placed gentle fingers atop her pregnant crest, then traced them downward. “And I agree with you.”

“He’s going to be a strong, healthy boy,” Ixia said. “And a blood knight. I can already sense the seed of his magic.”

“That’s wonderful.”

A sudden spike of emotion shot through the room, and Clarke glanced at Brooke before he’d even realized why. Her feelings had been so strong and jarring he’d detected them without trying.

Brooke flashed a toothy grin his way. It looked forced.

It was forced. He could tell now with absolute certainty, and he began to grasp the situation.

It was the baby talk; that had to be it. Ixia’s pregnancy was eating at Brooke, though he wasn’t sure why. He knew Brooke and the others wanted children, but they’d all agreed now wasn’t the right time. Their fight against the vampires was ramping up, and they needed to be ready to face the trials ahead.

Which meant delaying when they would all have kids.

Clarke understood this, and so did Brooke. Why then would the decision bother her so much more than the other ladies?

Clarke caught Emma’s eye, and the succubus nodded ever so slightly then bobbed her head toward Brooke. She’d picked it up, too, and must have realized Clarke had sensed the same.

What was going on here?

He wasn’t sure, and he wanted to ask. To probe at what troubled his wife. He yearned to help her, to fix this mysterious problem. But Brooke had asked for space earlier, and he would honor her wishes. She would come to him in time; he was confident of this.

His heart ached for her all the same, and he hoped she’d come to him sooner rather than later.


Three


Sammy and Ashley returned to the mansion that evening, and the members of Broken Fang convened in the dining room to discuss the latest developments.

The wide, rectangular hall had seen better days. Magical attacks had stripped the woodwork and flooring, and Clarke couldn’t look at the hole in the wall without recalling how he’d been blown backward through it. But even with all the damage, the sturdy, wooden table had survived relatively intact, and most of the debris had been cleared out.

The six members of Broken Fang took their seats with Clarke at the head of the table while Ixia’s sisters assumed guard positions at the two main entrances. For all their sexual teasing, the Greys adhered strictly to their roles as bodyguards, and at least one followed Ixia almost everywhere.

Samantha “Sammy” Eloise plopped into her seat with a big bowl of trail mix in her lap. The petite slime girl wore a loose rainbow tie dye T-shirt over tight jeans and allowed her skin to assume its natural bubblegum pink hue. She’d shaped her flaming red hair into a pixie cut, and the swirls within her eyes glowed a vibrant blue.

She stuck her hand into the mix, but instead of shoving a fistful into her mouth, she hoovered the food up through her arm.

Ashley Smith gave the slime girl a little headshake. The angel possessed pale, flawless skin, a cascade of golden blonde hair, and piercing ocean blue eyes. She wore a cream sleeveless shirt with a plunging neckline, and her broad feathery wings extended out through two slits along the garment’s back. A radiant halo hovered above her head, cracked on one side.

Sammy snorted at the angel and vacuumed up the crumbs with her hand. While the slime girl might have been more casual than the rest of the team, Ashley was by far the most strait-laced. She was precise, punctual, and orderly in all things, and her exacting nature could make her come across as aloof at times. The angel admitted she didn’t understand people all that well, but Clarke knew she had a good heart. Without her, there wouldn’t be a Broken Fang, and that was no exaggeration.

It was a shame her memory had more holes than Swiss cheese.

Clarke started by briefing everyone on the Hawthorne/Sandoval job, and Emma provided an update from her parents: no news so far.

“How about you two?” Clarke asked the slime girl and angel. “Any luck?”

Sammy let out a long raspberry, which prompted a reproachful eye from Ashley.

“Not as much as we’d hoped.” The angel opened her satchel and placed a large, leatherbound book on the table. “Olcott’s grimoire has proven to be surprisingly inaccurate with regard to the mysteries underneath Chester Creek University. While the spells guarding its information were far less robust than those Heinrich armored his two grimoires with, it contains a lot of conjecture.”

“We managed to scope out both sites,” Sammy said. “The Green Door underneath CCU’s admin building is still locked, and Olcott’s information on how to open it was bogus. I couldn’t even shake the handle. After that, we headed for the White Door underneath the adjacent cemetery. It hasn’t changed since Alant’s brides almost killed us there.”

Brooke let out a low, throaty growl. She rubbed the forearm she’d lost in that battle.

“It’s all right, girl.” Sammy stretched her arm out and scratched Brooke behind an ear. “We got the last laugh.”

“Any signs of new visitors?” Clarke asked.

“If they exist, they didn’t leave a magical trail,” Ashley said.

“And as far as I can tell,” Sammy added, “no one but us and the brides have been down there recently.”

“What about the Scepter of Bone?” Clarke asked.

“No reaction.” Sammy hiked up her T-shirt, reached into her own chest, and pulled out a large human legbone covered in intricate runes. She set it on the table next to the grimoire. “My guess is the info in Olcott’s grimoire came from Heinrich. Olcott may have thought he was stealing his master’s secrets, but all he was shoveling was the bullshit Heinrich kept feeding him.”

“You could be right.” Clarke frowned at the scepter. “Unfortunately, that leaves us with these mysterious magical doors and not a whole lot of clues on what to do about them, and it’s the same with the Scepter of Bone. Is it a key of some kind or something else? If the doors really do lead to the Portal of Gold, and the Portal represents some fabled ‘unimaginable power,’ as Olcott put in, then we need to keep it out of vampiric hands.”

“And hopefully secure it for ourselves,” Emma added.

“Right you are,” Clarke agreed. “But that’s going to be difficult if we can’t even get to the Portal.”

Most of the table nodded in agreement, but Sammy chuckled, and Ashley’s halo brightened.

“We’re not completely without clues.” The angel reached into her satchel once more.

“But you said⁠—”

“That we saw no signs of new visitors.” She placed a large, white feather on the table. “However, we may have come across a clue as to how Alant’s brides opened the White Door.”

“A feather?” Clarke’s enhanced eyesight rendered it in precise detail, even from across the table. “Ashley, that looks like one of yours.”

“That’s because it’s celestial in nature.”

“You found an angelic feather near the White Door?” Ixia exclaimed.

“Precisely, and not one of mine. It’s old. Very very old.”

“How old is ‘very very’?” Brooke asked.

“Centuries, at least. Sorry, but I can’t be more precise.”

“If it didn’t come from you,” Clarke said, “then how did it get there?”

“This is merely conjecture,” Ashley replied, “but I believe Alant brought it.”

“A vampire?” Clarke’s brow furrowed.

“No, I think Ashley’s on to something,” Ixia cut in. “Angel feathers are both incredibly useful and hugely valuable, and it’s not like we get extraplanar visitors all the time. That’s why the mage clans hoard the few they have. It’s entirely possible the vampires have done the same over the years. How they acquired the feathers is hard to say, but I don’t doubt for a minute they have their own stash somewhere.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Ashley tapped the feather. “And this feather may have come from one such stash.”

“From the Academy of Silence?” Clarke asked.

“Possibly,” Ashley said. “Though where Alant requisitioned the feather from is less important than that he used it. And where we found it.”

“Near the already-opened White Door!” Sammy exclaimed triumphantly.

Ashley frowned. “Yes, Sammy. I was about to say that.”

“Yeah, but you were taking too long.”

“So, an angel feather was used to open the White Door.” Clarke leaned forward, thinking out loud. “And if that’s the case, the same may be true for the Green Door.”

“A possibility worth exploring.” Ashley spread one wing and ran a finger across her pinions. “Fortunately, we have an ample supply.”

“Are we still on for Sunday?” Sammy asked.

“We are,” Clarke said. “In two days, the five of us are heading back through the White Door, and this time we’ll have the scepter with us.”

Sammy quirked an eyebrow. “The five of us?” She glanced from Emma to Ixia and back.

The succubus cleared her throat. “I’ll be coming along as well.”

“Okay, but aren’t you too squishy for this kind of work?”

“Not since this morning.” Emma flourished a hand, and red energy crackled between her fingers. “Clarke gave me the ability to cast Sanguine Shield, and Ixia has lent me one of her shotguns.”

“Sweet!” Sammy grinned. “You go, girl! Welcome to the party!”

“Ah, yes. That reminds me.” Emma’s eyes twinkled as she turned to Clarke. “Any other business for today?”

“None comes to mind. Why?”

“Well, speaking of parties …”

An infectious chuckle spread across the table.

“You didn’t,” Clarke said blandly.

“I’m afraid we did,” Emma replied.

“We’ve already discussed this. Today’s not my real birthday.”

“It’s the date we have, and so it’s the date we’re using.”

“Happy birthday, Clarke,” Ashley said warmly.

“Yes, happy birthday,” Brooke said.

“And may you have many, many more,” Ixia added.

Sammy threw up her arms. “Now let’s get this party started!”
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The celebrations took a while to gather steam due to the time needed for food prep. They relocated to the back porch at a table beside the swimming pool, and Emma started up the grill while the others brought out a modest pile of presents wrapped in red metallic foil. The sky was a blaze of orange and purple over the trees.

The back of the mansion was in better shape than the foyer, where the front doors and much of the surrounding walls had been demolished by storm golems and frost skeletons. Clarke had faced the d-hunter behind the mansion, but their battle had been more personal, and the worst of the damage had been cleared away.

Brooke and Sammy helped Emma out, and together they formed a smash burger assembly line. They prepared the burgers Oklahoma style, with heaps of thinly sliced onion smashed into the patties. They buttered and toasted the brioche buns, covered the patties in American cheese, and added dill pickles and yellow mustard.

Ixia and Ashley brought out the drinks, silverware, and side dishes—baked beans, potato wedges, and Greek salad—followed by a massive, triple-decker cake covered in glossy red icing.

“This one’s mine.” Brooke tapped a red envelope and gave Clarke a coy smile. “Don’t be fooled by its size.”

“I’m sure I’ll love it.” He inspected the stack of presents. “When can I open them?”

“As soon as we’re done eating.” Emma set a tray of smash burgers on the table.

“And that includes the cake.” Sammy breathed in the savory aroma. “I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”

“I put a lot of effort into dinner,” Emma said. “If I see you shoving food into your chest, I may become cross.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll behave.” Sammy sat down. “Tonight, I’m going to enjoy my food.”

“It smells delicious,” Clarke said.

He waited for the ladies to finish their preparations and then took his seat last. Emma selected the first burger for him, taking a few moments to pick out the best of the lot, and he bit in to discover an explosion of sumptuous flavors.

“Mmm.”

Clarke closed his eyes and reveled in the elegant simplicity of Emma’s smash burgers. The fatty beef and melted cheese complimented each other perfectly, and the grilled onions added just the right amount of sweetness. The tangy accents from pickles and mustard only served to elevate the meal further, and Clarke was on his third burger before he knew it.

“Sho goo’!” Brooke exclaimed blissfully, her mouth stuffed like a chipmunk’s. “Sho goo’!”

“I second that!” Sammy said before swallowing a burger whole.

Emma and Ixia both ate a burger each while Ashley picked daintily at the vegetarian sides, as was her preference.

“Is it time for cake yet?” Sammy asked, surveying the obliterated remnants of dinner.

“And presents!” Brooke exclaimed.

“Yep. Those, too.”

“I believe so.” Emma rose and lit the twenty-one candles on the cake while Sammy hurried back inside.

“You’re not going to sing me ‘Happy Birthday,’ are you?” Clarke asked.

“Only if you want us to,” Emma replied.

“Why don’t we skip that part, then?”

Sammy returned with a stack of small dishes, clean forks, and several cartons of ice cream.

“We singing?” the slime girl asked, depositing her haul on the table.

“Not this time.” Emma gestured to the cake. “Come on, Clarke. Time to make a wish.”

“Well, that part’s easy.”

A world without vampires, he thought.

He blew out the candles in one breath then grabbed the knife and began plating slices while Emma scooped each girl’s preferred flavor of ice cream before serving them. Sammy was the last to receive hers.

“How big a slice do you want?” Clarke asked.

“This big!” Sammy dragged the rest of the cake toward her seat, and everyone else shared a chuckle. Emma shook her head and placed the ice cream cartons next to the slime girl.

Clarke sat down and took a bite. The cake was a moist, delicious swirl of yellow and chocolate with chocolate icing between each layer. He finished dessert in no time and leaned back with a contented sigh, delightfully sated by the meal.

“Time for presents?” he asked.

“I think we can start.” Emma glanced around the table. “You finished yet, Sammy?”

“Al’mosh!” The slime girl swallowed her last piece of cake.

Emma collected everyone’s dirty dishes, and Ixia began a relay to convey the pile of presents over to Clarke. He selected the closest one and checked the label.

“From Ixia. Surprisingly heavy, too.”

He peeled back the red wrapping to unveil a blue plastic case with the Smith & Wesson logo on the front.

“Another gun?”

“Not just any gun,” Ixia replied with a quirky smile.

Clarke released the two tabs and swung the case open. A huge, gleaming pistol rested in the gray foam, and he picked it up.

“Now this is a handgun!”

“The Smith & Wesson Model 500,” Ixia explained. “Five shots instead of the six your Model 629 chambers, but this one packs .50 caliber instead of .44s. To put the difference in perspective, each .44 Magnum generates around one thousand foot pounds of force. It varies a bit depending on the exact bullet, and that’s a very respectable number to be sure, but firing a Model 500 unleashes over three thousand foot pounds of force per shot.”

“Three times as powerful?” Clarke asked, and Ixia nodded.

“On top of that, Dahlia has enchanted your bullets for maximum impact. Not only will they knock just about anything on its ass, they’ll also Explode. If you want subtlety, use a different gun. This one’s all about blowing holes in your enemies.”

“Is the ammo back in your workshop?”

“Nope. Got you covered.” Ixia handed him another present.

He opened it to find two containers of .500 S&W Magnums, the bullets carefully spaced to avoid interference between their spells. He placed the gun back in the foam, closed it, and set the presents aside.

“This is perfect, Ixia. Thank you. I’m sure it’ll come in handy.”

“Glad you like it.”

Clarke selected the envelope Brooke had indicated earlier. He opened it with his forefinger and pulled out the card.

“A gift card for dinner at The Establishment?” Clarke turned the card over and skimmed the back. “A private dinner for six plus a night in one of their VIP rooms.”

“I know The Establishment is known for serving the shifter community, but their food is top notch, and the privacy should keep any of their more rambunctious patrons away.”

“And the VIP room?”

“Well …” Brooke blushed, and her tail wagged. “After dinner, why not have some dessert?”

“Are we talking about cake?” Sammy asked.

“No, I believe we’re the intended dessert,” Emma said.

“Ah.” Sammy gave them a thumbs-up. “Got it. Can do!”

“Mostly, Clarke,” Brooke continued, her voice softening, “I wanted to give all of us a window to spend some time quality together and just relax. No cooking our own meals. No worrying about hunting monsters or Broken Fang business. Just time set aside for us. All of us.”

The wolf girl gave him a tentative smile.

“You don’t think this is lame, do you?”

“Absolutely not. This was very thoughtful. All of us work hard, and that’s important, but you’re right we should also set time aside for each other.” He placed the gift card on top of the gun case. “I’ll be looking forward to it.”

Brooke’s smile brightened, and he checked the tag on the next present.

“From Sammy.” Clarke shook the box and heard the quiet rattle of discs in cases. “Quite a bit lighter than Ixia’s.”

“The movies didn’t come in stainless steel,” the slime girl quipped.

Clarke removed the wrapping and spread the Blu-Rays on the table.

“One Piece movies?” he asked, grinning.

“You mentioned a while back being interested in the show but not wanting to deal with the thousand-plus episodes.” Sammy gestured to the cases. “Movies solve that, and I got you a selection of my favorites. There’s Gold, Red, Stampede, Z, and Strong World. You don’t need to know the lore to enjoy most, and I can fill you in on the rest as we watch.”

“Thank you, Sammy.” He set the cases aside. “It’s been a while since you and I had a relaxing movie night together. This is a great gift.”

He added the movie cases to his pile of opened presents.

Emma shifted one of the two remaining gifts over. “This one’s from me.”

Clarke picked it up, and his brow wrinkled.

“Heavy.” He shook the box. “But not a gun. Not sure what this is.”

“Dear God, girl,” Sammy said. “How many sex toys did you pack in there?”

Emma shrugged with a sly smile.

Clarke peeled back the wrapping and picked up the first of three heavy tomes.

“The Titan Mage Monster Compendium: Volume One.” He checked the other presents. “And two more volumes, plus a set of Titan Mage dice in a metal tin.”

“For our roleplaying sessions,” Emma said. “I know how much you love Titan Mage, and I thought you might want to GM your own original session sometime instead of following a premade scenario.”

“This is great, thank you! I’ve been itching to try just that, and adding these source books to my collection will really help.”

He added the books to the stack of opened presents.

“Seriously?” Sammy leaned close to the succubus. “No sex toys?”

“Disappointed?” Emma asked wryly.

“Not disappointed so much as surprised.”

“I don’t think about sex all the time.”

“And last but certainly not least.” Clarke accepted the present tagged with Ashley’s name.

“I’m sorry,” the angel said, her halo dimming.

“What’s there to be sorry about?” Clarke asked as he tore off the wrapping.

“I misunderstood the assignment.”

“I’m sure you did fine.” He set the wrapping aside and then inspected the gift. His lips pursed. “This is …”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s fine.” He arrayed the items in front of him and took a quick inventory. There was a pocket organizer, highlighters, sticky notes, and pens. “I’m just not sure what the idea behind the gift was.”

“Looks to me like there wasn’t one,” Sammy said, and Emma nudged her side.

“I tried to get you something practical.” The angel’s frown deepened.

“Well …” Clarke picked up the two packets of pens. They were dirt cheap BIC ballpoints, one blue and the other black. “Huh.”

“I didn’t realize the gifts were supposed to be fun.”

“It’s all right.” He set the gifts aside. “It’s the thought that counts.”
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Emma took what remained of the ice cream back to the kitchen, and the party began to break up. Clarke rose to help clean up, but Sammy lassoed his arm with a pink tentacle and tugged him over.

“Nuh-uh.” She sprang to her feet. “Birthday boy gets to sit this one out.”

“It’s all right. I don’t mind, and besides it’s⁠—”

“Not your real birthday.” Sammy sprouted a third arm and began stacking plates. “We know. We get it.”

“Sorry, though I do appreciate all this.”

“Even Ashley’s present?”

The angel’s halo dimmed as she wiped a glob of icing off the table.

“Even that one. I’m always running out of pens. Have no idea where they run off to.”

Ashley smiled at him and headed inside with a handful of trash.

“Just so you know …” Sammy drew him close. “Your wives aren’t done giving you presents.”

“I like the sound of that.”

“I’ve been rewatching a few of my favorite hentai for inspiration.”

“Oh?” His eyebrows rose, along with another part of him.

“See you tonight, stud.”

The slime girl gave him a peck on the cheek then winked at him and headed inside with her three arms full.

Clarke rubbed his cheek and let out a content sigh. He crossed the back porch and walked beyond the bright glow of its floodlights. Dry grass crunched under his boots, and he gazed out at the distant tree line. It should have been a nebulous row of vague shapes and shadows, but his enhanced vision picked out every tree with ease.

Another pair of feet stepped through the grass, but he didn’t turn to see who it was. He already knew. He could feel her presence through the bond, feel the ties strengthen at her approach, and his enhanced hearing could pick out the unique cadence of her long-legged gait.

“I’m reminded of our first hike together,” Brooke said, stopping beside him.

“The sun had set,” Clarke said. “I could barely see my own feet.”

Her hand found his, and they stood side by side.

“And now?” she asked.

“The night is so different. So much more alive.” He threaded his fingers through hers and grasped her hand tightly. “Want to go for a hike? Just the two of us?”

“I’d love to, but Emma and Sammy wouldn’t let me hear the end of it.” The wolf girl chuckled. “They have plans.”

“Both of them? At the same time?”

Brooke nodded.

“I see. Sammy can control her toxins now, so …”

“She’s eager to share in her first threesome.” The wolf girl paused, then gave him an apologetic shrug. “Sorry if I ruined the surprise.”

“No worries. I’m sure that won’t be the only surprise tonight, knowing those two.”

“Yeah.” Brooke took a deep breath. “Say, Clarke?”

“Yes?”

“You know the thing that’s been bothering me? I’d like to talk to you about it now, if that’s all right with you.”

Clarke faced her and took hold of her hips.

“I’m listening.”

“It’s about how I want to have a kid with you.” She swept a hand toward the mansion. “How all of us do.”

“I figured it might be related to that. Go on.”

“I know now isn’t the right time, but waiting is harder for me, and I’ve found that part difficult to deal with. I’ve been stressing over how it may never be the right time for us to have a kid, that I may be the only one left out when the time does come.”

“Why’s that?”

“It’s because I’m a werewolf. You can have a kid with Emma whenever you want; she’s got some sort of succubus switch she can flip, and then the baby magic will happen. And Sammy’s in a similar place. All she has to do is make your sperm meet the egg, and bam! She’ll be pregnant.”

“But it’s different for you.”

Brooke nodded slowly. “I go into heat once a year, and only for a few days. Maybe five to seven tops. That’s it. That’s all the time I get to act.”

“Do you know when your next cycle will begin?”

“In a few weeks. Maybe less. It’s hard to say, but I can feel it coming on.”

“You know we can’t. Not yet.”

“I know.” Her ears sagged. “And I’m a big girl. I get all the reasons why, and they’re good reasons. We can’t afford to weaken the team for months on end. Not with so many uncertainties on the horizon. Things are getting serious, and none of us knows what the future holds. But understanding all that doesn’t make me want a child any less.”

She placed her hands on his shoulders and her yellow eyes glinted in the dying light.

“I want to bear your child. I want it more than anything. You’re a good man—the best I’ve ever known—and I love you with all my heart. But that love makes me yearn for more, for that next step in our lives. I know I can’t have it. Not now. Not yet. But even so, a part of me fears this may be the last chance we get. That something might … happen to you, and then that chance is lost forever.”

He pulled her in and she rested her head on his shoulder.

“I worry about that, too,” he said softly.

They hugged each other tight, and her eyes glistened with tears.


Four


Neither Clarke nor Brooke had an answer for her dilemma, and Clarke struggled not to feel like he’d let her down as he headed inside. He resolved to consider the problem carefully in the coming days. He had a few weeks before she went into heat. Surely, he could figure out something by then—some solution that let them have it all, without any compromises.

He snorted as he entered his bedroom.

Yeah, right. As if life were ever that easy.

He spent a long time in the shower and let the soothing heat wash his worries away. At least for a little bit.

He stepped out of the shower, dried off, then put on a pair of comfy sweatpants.

Perhaps there was no solution. Not yet, anyway.

It was either do without Brooke’s power for several months or wait however long it took to bear their child in safety.

Could they make the former work?

Maybe.

If they kept a low profile and took safer monster-slaying jobs.

But if another d-hunter showed up …

Clarke frowned and shook his head. Waiting was the safer, more reasonable option. He understood the restrictions Brooke’s physiology imposed upon her, but they could simply wait till next year.

Or the year after.

Or the one after that.

He sighed and sat on the edge of his bed.

Assuming nothing terrible happened to them in the meantime, which was always a possibility in their line of work. They’d already had multiple close calls. Alant had come within a hair’s breadth of killing him, and Brooke’s recent injuries were nothing to scoff at either.

Clarke didn’t know if there was a perfect solution, but he would try to find a way forward that fulfilled her desire for a child—a desire he shared, if not with the same urgency.

That was his duty after all.

As her alpha, and as her husband.

It was part of the vow he’d made at their wedding. To always strive to be a good man. To honor and protect her.

And when I give my word, he thought, I mean it.

The perfect solution might not exist, but he would try to find it.

An approaching pair of soft footfalls prickled his enhanced hearing and drew him back to the present. Magic resonated through the bond rings, and Clarke sampled both Emma’s and Sammy’s unique auras. He opened his Empathy and tasted their raw arousal, their ravenous need to be sated.

And the warmth of their desire to please him.

He let a smile slip.

It was his birthday, after all.

Kind of, sort of.

Brooke’s conundrum could wait.

For now, in this moment, he had two wives who wished to share their love with him.

He rose, crossed the expansive bedroom, and opened the door.

“My, aren’t you eager?” Emma lowered her hand, no longer needing to knock.

The succubus wore dark purple lingerie: high heels, stockings, panties, lacy garter belt, and a bra her bountiful breasts threatened to spill from. Her dark wings rested behind her back, and her slender, prehensile tail flicked back and forth. She adjusted her glasses, smiling.

Sammy’s attire was almost comically reserved in comparison. She wore her black biking leathers—gloves included—which left only her head visible. Her skin was its natural pink, and her eyes blazed with an inner blue. She placed a hand on her hip and grinned.

“I could hear you coming down the hall,” Clarke said. “And then I sensed your emotions.”

“And what did your Empathy tell you?” Emma ran a hand up her side and grasped a breast.

“That I should shut up and invite you two in already.” Clarke backed away and swung the door wide.

Emma entered with assured strides, sultry eyes drinking in his body. Sammy shut the door behind them, and they all gathered by the bed.

“Something underneath all that leather?” Clarke asked Sammy.

“You’ll see soon enough.”

“But it’s my turn first.” Emma dropped to her knees and pulled his pants down. His cock sprang to attention, and she traced delicate fingers across its girth before swallowing the tip.

She started slow, licking and sucking and savoring each inch before venturing deeper. Clarke placed a hand on her head, urging her to take more of him, and his member eventually reached the back of her throat.

And then she took him deeper.

He closed his eyes and sighed, relishing the warmth and skill of her mouth, the tight embrace of her throat beyond that. Emma took more of him with each bob of her head until she reached the root. She grasped his butt cheeks and pressed her face against his crotch, his thick cock lodged in her throat.

Emma drew back until the tip popped free then gasped for air before diving back in. She sucked on the first few inches, then deepthroated him again. She bobbed up and down his full length, over and over, each plunge enveloping his member with sumptuous heat and tightness.

“Well, Clarke?” Sammy asked. “Is a simple blowjob enough to sate you? Or do you crave more?”

Clarke opened his eyes.

Sammy removed her gloves and tossed them aside.

Emma let his tip pop free from her lips and gazed up at him with eager eyes.

“Maybe a blowjob is all he needs,” the succubus declared with false sincerity.

“But what if he wishes to go further?” Sammy replied. “It is his birthday.” She held up a quick finger. “And don’t start with us, Clarke. This is part of the scenario. Just let it play out.”

“Okay. Keeping my mouth shut.”

“Thanks.” Sammy cleared her throat. “Anyway, what if Clarke wants to plunder your every hole?”

“Oh, perhaps I’m not in the mood tonight,” Emma teased.

Clarke snorted out a laugh. He didn’t need Empathy to read Emma’s arousal. Her flushed cheeks, taut nipples, and soaked panties were evidence enough. That, and about half a year’s experience making love to a succubus. He could count the moments she’d been fully sated on one hand. They’d taken a lot of effort.

“I’m feeling lazy,” Emma continued playfully. “Can you two do all the work for me?”

“Fine!” Sammy replied with feigned indignity. “I’ll take matters into my own hands. Or rather my …”

Sammy spread her arms, and her hands morphed into pink tentacles that shot out of her sleeves. They coiled around Emma. The succubus let out a delighted yelp as the slime girl dragged her back to the bed.

Clarke raised an eyebrow, surprised.

And intrigued.

Sammy constricted her slime body, and her clothes dropped to the floor in a heap. She morphed into a bubblegum puddle and slipped under the bed before more tentacles shot out. One plunged between Emma’s breasts and yanked her bra off. Another slipped down the front of her panties, eliciting an excited squeal from the succubus.

The tentacle ripped her panties off and tossed the tattered remains aside. Her sex glistened eagerly, and more tentacles opened her legs and drew her arms up and back across the bed. The result was a succubus all trussed up with pink tentacles, spread for his pleasure.

“Take me,” Emma breathed. “Please, Clarke. I want you. I need you.”

A tentacle wormed its way around and between her breasts, gave them a squeeze, then flicked one of her nipples. Emma squirmed against her restraints.

Clarke’s dick was rock hard. He approached the bed, placed the tip against Emma’s sopping sex, took hold of her waist, and rammed the whole thing in.

“Fuck!” she cried. “Yes!”

He pistoned in and out of her, his pleasure rising with each thrust. He pounded her, wracking her body with pleasure. Her breasts shook with each heavy thrust, even as Sammy teased one nipple and then the other with the tip of a tentacle.

“Turn me over,” Emma gasped. “Please. I want him to take me from behind.”

“Gosh, Emma, you’re so needy.” The words resonated through the swarming tentacles, and one urged Clarke back.

The tentacles restraining Emma lifted her into the air then flipped her over. They held her aloft at just the right height for him to enter the succubus while standing. Two tentacles wriggled over her body and spread her butt cheeks.

Clarke grasped Emma’s hourglass hips and filled her from behind.

“Yes!” she gasped. “Oh, God, yes!”

He fucked her like that, harder and deeper. Her wings flared and her tail coiled around him, tugging on him, coaxing him to plunder her depths. Not that he needed coaxing.

The excitement rose within him, boiling upward toward an impending climax, and Emma’s own arousal crescendoed with his. She panted and grunted with each thrust, almost delirious with pleasure.

His mind opened to hers. It happened without any thought or effort; a natural extension of their lovemaking. His blood magic, the bond rings, and his Empathy all merged into one beautiful gestalt. He perceived the shape and texture of her magic with total clarity, down to each individual mote of mana. Desire burned within her, hot and fluid, coursing through her body along tendrils of magic that reached for him.

Wanting.

Yearning.

Eager to mesh with his blood magic.

To share more than the pleasures of the flesh.

To grant him even greater power.

He let it happen. Let their bodies and their magics intertwine in the screaming, gasping throes of their shared orgasm. He filled her, and she cried out with ecstatic, shuddering joy, all while their magical energies knitted together.

Her mana shot through him with clear drive and purpose, homing in on the prior echoes he’d already absorbed from her. Those older pieces of magic floated within an inner cauldron of potential, and this new infusion meshed those disparate parts together to form a coherent web.

A fire lit within him, and he sensed every ability he’d ever absorbed from Emma merging and strengthening.

Tentacles set Emma on the bed, face down and drooling within a cloud of sexual delirium. Clarke draped himself across her back and kissed the nape of her neck.

“That,” she gasped, “was awesome.”

“So were you.”

“Phew!” Sammy oozed out from under the bed and reformed into a naked pink human except for arms that remained stretched into limp tentacle piles. “That took more effort than expected! Hentai makes this look so easy.”

“Which hentai did you take inspiration from?” Clarke asked, catching his breath.

“Urotsukidoji.”

“Isn’t that the one that popularized tentacle porn?”

“Something like that. Can’t go wrong with the classics!” Sammy shook out her arm-tentacles and then shlorped them back into shape. She flexed her reformed hands and then grinned at him from ear to ear, almost eerily wide. “So, Clarke. You ready for round two?”
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Sammy and Emma went the distance for five rounds before they all finally drifted off into peaceful slumber. Emma slept on her back, wings splayed greedily across the bed while Clarke curled up next to her. Meanwhile, Sammy had been reduced to a warm, gooey smear coating both of them and much of the bed.

His dreams were filled with peace and laughter and the beautiful women he loved.

“Clarke?” Something jostled his shoulder.

“Mm.” He stirred, unsure if this was another dream.

“Hey, Clarke? You awake?”

“Mrphmrm …”

Was that Emma talking? He wasn’t sure.

“See? He’s awake.”

“He’s not awake.”

“He’s awake enough.”

“Slow down. What’s the rush?”

“I want to see his face when he gets a load of us.”

“Why not wait for him to awaken naturally? Anticipation is part of the fun.”

Were there two Emmas in the bed? That didn’t seem right.

“Fine. But I say he’s awake enough for this.”

The mattress shifted and something soft came to rest atop his middle.

“On that, we can agree. And speaking of which …”

“Ahh …” he sighed, stretching his arms and legs. A pleasant sensation enveloped his member—warm, soft, and silken—followed by movement, slow and luxurious. Thoughts coalesced within his being, reason returned to him, and he blinked his eyes open.

“Hey there, lover.” Emma smiled at him, her hands guiding her generous breasts up and down his cock.

“Finally awake, I see,” said the second Emma, her breasts docked with the first’s, forming a cleavage canyon. Both ladies wore horn-rimmed glasses and nothing else, their broad wings draped over supple, naked flesh.

“Hey.” Clarke placed his hands behind his head. “Talk about a wake-up call.”

“You like it?” One of the Emmas bent down and kissed his tip. They resumed their slow, methodical stroking. Up and down, their four breasts caressing him ever so gently.

“I do.”

“You don’t seem surprised,” said the other.

“Well, I mean, one of you is a shapeshifter. It’s not that surprising.”

“Ah, but which one?”

“Can you tell?”

“Or is the illusion too good?”

Clarke chuckled at their little game and inspected them magically.

“I know my wives better than that. Good morning, Emma.” He nodded to the one on his left. “And good morning to you, too, Sammy.” He nodded to the other.

“Is that your final answer?”

“It is.”

The two Emmas glanced to each other, and the one on the right shrugged.

“He’s got us.” The slime girl schlooped into her standard pink form, though she kept Emma’s enlarged breasts. She set her glasses on the nightstand with an elongated arm as the two continued their slow ministrations.

“How did you spot her?” the real Emma asked.

“There were a few clues. First, Sammy had on your old glasses. Your prescription changed a few months ago, and you bought a new pair. It made sense for the real you to be wearing those.”

“Sharp as ever.” Sammy grinned. “I’ll have to try harder next time.”

“But that could have been deliberate misdirection,” Emma said. “What else?”

“Your emotional states. I could feel Sammy’s eagerness, along with a dash of impatience, whereas your mood is more laidback.”

“Impressive.” Emma smiled at him. “And to think you only became an empath yesterday. Anything else?”

“Sure.” Clarke raised a hand and waggled his fingers. Four silver rings glinted in the dim light. “I can sense your presence through these rings, and I know which ring is tied to which wife.”

“Looks like he’s got us licked,” Sammy said.

“Or do you have that backwards?”

The two women grinned fiendishly, then bent down in unison. They began licking his cock from either side, up and down his whole shaft, their tongues occasionally touching.

“Mm,” he murmured. “That’s nice.”

Emma drew her tongue up to the tip, and Sammy wrapped hers around the base, coiling it with inhuman length. The slime girl then stroked him with her tongue, almost as if it were another hand.

“By the way, Clarke,” Emma said with steamy eyes. “I know you’ve been holding out on us.”

“Oh? How so?”

“You absorbed more of our abilities last night.”

Sammy’s tongue zipped back into her mouth like a released measuring tape.

“He did?”

Emma nodded. “From both of us. I can sense the magical change within him.”

“Well, yeah.” Clarke gave them a shoulder shrug. “But it’s not like this hasn’t happened before. We all know how temperamental my Power Graft can be.”

“But it triggered again?” Sammy asked. “You’ve gained even more abilities from us?”

“Seems so.”

“And that’s on top of what you acquired through our bonds?”

“Yep.”

“Clarke, this is huge!” Sammy exclaimed. “I thought the bonds would replace Power Graft. I didn’t think you could use both to power up!”

“Me neither, but that seems to be what happened last night.”

“Okay, but why wait to tell us?”

“It would have ruined the mood. You two wanted last night to be special, and I figured this could wait until morning.”

“And now here we are.” Emma bent down and swirled her tongue over the tip. “The sun has risen, and we should explore your newest powers.”

“Yes!” Sammy agreed. “This is important! ‘For science!’”

“Exactly!”

“Uh, ladies.” Clarke cleared his throat. “How about you finish what you started first?”

“Oh, fear not,” Emma replied with a salacious grin. “We have no intention of leaving you … unfulfilled.”

The succubus took him into her mouth while Sammy licked his shaft from the side. They worked his cock like that for several minutes and then changed positions, Sammy deepthroating him while Emma provided the sensual support. His two wives took turns until hot excitement churned in his balls, and he spewed his load all over their faces.
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“My back itches.” Clarke scratched one of his shoulder blades vigorously. Sammy and Emma had dressed and joined him in the basketball court.

“Your back?” Emma stepped around and ran her hand across his shirt.

“It started last night and it’s been getting worse.” Clarke shrugged. “It’s more annoying than anything. I don’t know what to make of it, other than it feels connected to what I gained through Power Graft.”

“Can you tell if this is from me or Emma?” Sammy asked.

“Emma. I’m almost certain.”

“Interesting.” Emma placed both open hands on his back then frowned. “Would you mind taking your shirt off?”

“Sure.” Clarke pulled the T-shirt off and placed it on the basketball rack.

“Now that’s what I like to see.” Sammy grinned.

“You can see this whenever you want,” he replied.

“Doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate shirtless Clarke when it happens during the day.”

“Okay,” Emma said, “let’s have a closer look at you.”

She ran her fingertips up and down his back, inspecting every crease and muscle with exacting attention.

“Interesting,” she murmured after a while. “You’re right that some portion of my succubus magic has collected in your back muscles, though I’m not sure why.”

“It’s not dangerous, is it?” Sammy asked. “To him, I mean.”

“I don’t see how it could be,” Emma said. “Clarke’s blood magic possesses a natural affinity for absorbing powers from mages and demihumans, and nothing he could draw from me is all that powerful. At least in raw magical terms. My magic is more utilitarian than, say, Brooke’s raw combat power.”

“It still itches,” Clarke said.

“Yes, and that’s confusing me. None of my powers should have that kind of …” She paused, and then her eyes widened. “Clarke?”

“Yeah?”

She backed away. “Have you used Fly since last night?”

“No. Why? Did you miss me using it during sex?”

“No.” She frowned mildly then shook herself. “Well, maybe a little, but that’s not what I’m getting at. It’s just a hunch, but why don’t you cast it now and see if you notice a difference.”

“All right.”

He cast Fly, grasping the power with practiced ease when something new connected within him. The Fly spell joined with the essence of Emma’s magic webbed throughout his body, and the whole became stronger than its separate parts. The muscles along his back tensed, contorted, and roiled. Not painfully, but weirdly, as if something were wriggling under the surface, trying desperately to break free.

The skin over his shoulder blades stretched, and the digits of huge hands pushed outward through his flesh.

“Uh, that doesn’t feel right,” he managed before the skin broke, again without pain, and twin black wings burst forth, spreading grandly behind him. “What?!”

The sudden shift in his center of gravity caught him off guard, and he took a few stumbling steps back into Emma’s arms. She helped right him, and he inspected one of the batlike wings.

“Holy shit, Clarke!” Sammy exclaimed. “You’ve got succubus wings!”

His Empathy detected a sudden jolt of arousal from Emma.

“Incubus wings,” she corrected and ran her finger across the top. “Note the pronounced musculature and sturdier bones.”

“Okay, fair, but damn! He’s got wings now!”

“That tickles, Emma,” Clarke said, and his wings shivered.

“Sorry.” Her breathing became heavy and her cheeks flushed. “Why not give them a try? Let’s see what you can do.”

“Sure.” He gave the wings a slow, experimental flap, and the appendages moved with surprising grace. He infused them with Fly. Their webbing conducted the spell’s magic, and his feet left the ground.

“Okay,” Sammy said. “But you could Fly before. What’s the difference?”

“Let’s find out.”

Clarke focused on the Fly spell and spread his wings. He shot across the court, landed on the far wall, then pushed off and zipped back the other way. He flew swift circles around the two ladies, so fast they struggled to keep up with his blurred shape, and then he came to a precise, sudden stop and settled to the ground between them.

“Yep, that’s different.” He let the spell fade, and the wings retreated into his back. “It’s like Fly on steroids.”

“Nice!” Sammy gave the air a triumphant thump.

“Can you bring your wings out again?” Emma asked, cheeks a fierce shade of red. “There’s something I want to check.”

“Sure. Just a moment …” He concentrated, and his wings reemerged. The process felt surprisingly natural. “There you go.” He extended one broad wing toward the succubus.

“Thank you.” She ran her hands over the top and urged it down until the wing was level with her face.

And then she licked the upper muscle.

“Uh, Emma?”

The succubus switched to a playful nibble.

“Emma?”

“Mm?”

“Why are you chewing my new wings?”

“Sorry.” The succubus backed away and wiped the drool from her lips. “I couldn’t help myself.”

“You felt compelled to lick my wings?”

“I know that seems strange, but you have wings now.” Her fingers caressed his leathery flesh. “You were sexy before, but these wings are so broad and dark and muscular. They hit something primal in me and I need to do you!”

“Again?”

“Yes!”

“Right now?”

“Yes!” She was practically panting with excitement.

“Hold up, girl.” Sammy grabbed Emma by the shirt and tugged her back. “We still don’t know what he gained from me. Fair’s fair, all right?”

“I suppose.” Emma’s shoulders sank.

“How about it, Clarke?” Sammy asked. “Any thoughts?”

“A few. Our bond is the oldest and the one I’m most comfortable with, which means I already have a sense for how to use what I’ve gained.” He snapped out his wrist and cast Summon Thirstblade. A brilliant red sword flashed into existence, lightning crackling along its edge.

He concentrated, and a deep pink hue bled up through the translucent blade. The color darkened, collecting along edges that seemed to drip with lethal potential.

“Your thirstblade is … gooey,” Sammy pointed out.

“I’ve enhanced the blade with your slime toxins, weaving our two magics together.”

“A toxic thirstblade?” Sammy asked.

Clarke nodded.

“Nice! That it?”

“I may have gained more precise control over my Minor Shapeshifting, but I can test that out later.”

“Or we can test it now.” Emma tugged on his boxers, and he dismissed the blade. “What do you say, Clarke? Why don’t we crawl back into bed?”

“You are really worked up this morning.”

“It’s the wings! Can I touch them some more? Please?”

“You’re not going to take no for an answer, are you?”

“Clarke, this is the single most turned on you’ve ever made me, and I do not say that lightly!”

“Ah. Well.” He nodded solemnly, then glanced over at Sammy, who shrugged.

“Might as well give her what she wants. Besides, I’m hungry. Last night was a workout and a half. I’m going to grab some breakfast. You two have fun.”

Sammy gave them a wave and made for the door.

Emma looked up into his eyes.

“Am I being too needy?”

“Maybe a little.” He smiled at her. “But you are a succubus, and I know exactly how to satisfy your needs.”

Clarke scooped her off her feet, and she let out a happy squeal. She put her arms around him and rested her head against his chest.

He spread his wings and flew her back to the bedroom.


Five


Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang spent the day resting, testing, and preparing to venture beyond the White Door. Their magical bonds—and the powers granted through them—were new, and each member spent time familiarizing themselves with their new potential. Yes, they could now share a wealth of abilities, but those powers were worthless if they couldn’t apply them in the chaos of battle.

Clarke spent most of his time in the basketball court after he left Emma a limp, sated heap on the bed, cum leaking from between her legs. He experimented with his enhanced succubus—or rather, incubus—abilities and flitted about the air with the grace of a hummingbird and the power of an eagle. He thought he’d mastered Flight before, but he’d been wrong. His wings channeled the magic outward, binding him to the air itself. He could dart, dive, and dash around with swiftness and precision he’d never thought possible.

Brooke joined him an hour before lunch (she found his wings attractive, too), and they sparred for a while. The exercises gave them insight into both her Drain claws and Clarke’s slime abilities. He couldn’t shape his body on the fly the way Sammy could, but he realized he now possessed a certain … elasticity. His body could absorb blows far more easily, bending without breaking, and Brooke found it difficult to land any meaningful hits.

The same couldn’t be said for the reverse. Even a shallow cut from his toxic thirstblade sickened the wolf girl. His toxins weren’t nearly as strong or debilitating as Sammy’s, but enough slashes still caused Brooke to upchuck her breakfast.

They took a breather after that. Sammy drew the toxins out of Brooke’s body, Healed them both, and they joined the others for a late lunch.

Emma requested a chance to spar with him, and they headed back to the court after lunch. Together, they practiced her Sanguine Shield and discovered, unsurprisingly, that her version wasn’t as strong as the original. The succubus struggled to maintain her defenses after one or two solid hits, but her natural affinity for magic helped compensate. Yes, her defenses could be broken far more easily, but she could recast the spell by drawing upon her body’s rich reserves of mana.

Afterward, Clarke drove the ladies out to Bloat’s Bullets where they practiced with their firearms, both new and old. The Model 500 Ixia had given him kicked like a mule, but it left satisfying holes in the targets, and his enhanced muscles allowed him to control the revolver easily enough, even one-handed.

Emma grinned like a fool with each blast and pump of her new shotgun, and both Brooke and Sammy practiced diligently with their revolvers. Ixia and her sisters joined the crew later, and together they burned through box after box of ammunition. Only Ashley declined to participate, remaining at the mansion to continue her studies of the grimoires and the Scepter of Bone.

The team headed back home as the sun set. Sammy ordered Japanese takeout, and Clarke grabbed a selection of sashimi and nigiri. He ate in relative silence, his mind wandering to the White Door … and the strange realm they would soon face beyond it.
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Sunday morning came at last, and Clarke drove Brooke, Sammy, Emma, and Ashley out to Old Chester Cemetery. They left the X7 in a nearby parking garage and followed empty back alleys to the wrought-iron fence bordering the cemetery. The air was brisk with a sharp chill, and their hooded coats looked perfectly normal as Chester Creek roused itself for a dreary, overcast morning.

Emma, Ashley, and Brooke kept their faces hidden while Sammy and Clarke had reshaped their features ahead of time. Emma carried her shotgun in a “guitar case” Ixia had provided, its foam interior possessing ample space for both the weapon and a bandolier. Clarke and Brooke both carried their revolvers in shoulder harnesses, while Sammy’s pistol floated within her chest. Ashley came with them, unarmed, the Scepter of Bone stored in her satchel.

“Hardly anyone out this morning,” the angel commented, glancing through the iron fence. High stone walls and ancient trees cut the cemetery into sections: some chaotic jumbles, others laid out in orderly rows.

“Suits me just fine.” Clarke followed the walkway to the cemetery’s entrance. “You still okay with this? It could be dangerous in there.”

“I know it’s risky.” She gave him a faint smile. “But it’s important I come along. I know this. I feel this, and that’s even more true after we found the feather. Besides, I’m far from helpless. I can Fly away from most threats, and if I can’t …” She reached out and took his hand. “I know you’ll protect me.”

They cut through the cemetery and arrived at the blasted remains of a large tomb cordoned off by police tape. An angelic statue had once been draped over the grave’s weatherworn stone, but both had been blasted apart by Alant’s brides. The incident had appeared in the local news as “vandalism,” and no one had questioned the lie thanks to the vampiric mind control sedating most humans.

Clarke lifted the loose tape, and the ladies ducked underneath. Rubble clogged the secret path into the depths beneath the cemetery, but a gap in the stone provided a view of the long, dark stairwell.

“Sammy?” Clarke turned to her. “I thought you hid the entrance on your way out.”

“I did.” She approached the rubble and inspected the position of each stone. “I made enough space for Ashley to squeeze through and then closed it up again. I did that on the way down and then back again. This isn’t how I left it.”

“Someone else found the way in,” Clarke declared coldly.

“Do we abort?” Emma asked.

Clarke considered their options. He had no idea who—if anyone—was down there. The last time he’d led a team into that dark unknown, they’d been ambushed and a golem had ripped part of Brooke’s arm off. By all rights, he should have taken the cautious approach.

And yet …

He swept his gaze across his wives. His lovers, friends, and comrades in arms. He knew what they were capable of, knew the trials they’d faced and conquered, knew they would have his back, always.

And so he said:

“We’re going in.”

They didn’t argue, didn’t hesitate, simply sprang into action.

Brooke shifted a huge stone block aside to make more room, and Ashley cast Shine down the long flight of steps. The walls brightened, and the team filed down into its depths, Clarke in front.

He followed the stairs deep underground to a landing, then crossed a rough line of gaping holes blown in stone walls by the brides, bypassing the labyrinth built around the White Door. Instead of facing the labyrinth, Alant’s brides had demolished the few traps along a straight path to the door.

Broken Fang followed that path now and came to a circular space with an unsupported door in the center. The door was cracked open, pivoting on silver hinges to reveal a long, dark tunnel of black marble chased with veins of white stone.

The tunnel wasn’t visible behind the door, only through it. Clarke could walk around the door freely, or venture through that tunnel and into a space that existed … not here. Beyond that barebones statement, none of them knew where the White Door actually led.

“This is as far as Sammy and I came.” Ashley indicated an open glass jar on the floor near the wall. “And here is where I found the feather. The brides must have set it aside for later use.”

Clarke nodded and eased the door open. It glided silently, and he stared down the tunnel.

“Everyone, be ready for anything. We’re going in.”

The team rustled with activity. Emma opened her guitar case and retrieved her shotgun, slinging the strap over a shoulder. She donned the bandolier, rose, and cast Sanguine Shield. Red lightning snapped across her spread wings and sizzled down her tail before vanishing.

Sammy stripped down to her black bra and panties. Her face and body morphed from her disguise to the petite slime girl contours he knew and loved. Her skin turned pink, and her eyes blazed with a brief bluish light.

Brooke tossed her coat aside and grew, stretching taller, shoulders broadening, feet transforming. Fur sprouted from her face and hands, and her snout lengthened. She clacked her teeth together and flexed fingers tipped with claws like small, brutal scythes.

Clarke cast Sanguine Shield and conjured his thirstblade.

“A bit more light, Ashley?”

“Of course.”

The angel spread her wings and cast Shine down the tunnel. Her broken halo blazed above her head.

Clarke checked his team. Each woman nodded her readiness, and he led the way through the White Door. The narrow tunnel widened into a larger, rubble-strewn space with a high, craggy ceiling. Light spilled through an opening to his left. The air was dry and dead, stirred only by their movements. Even the temperature felt off, neither too warm nor too cold, yet still unwelcoming.

Clarke crossed the black marble floor to the gap in the wall and stepped out onto a gargantuan stone bridge. It was wide enough to support eight lanes of traffic, and the structure extended as far as the eye could see in both directions, ending in a dark pinprick one way and a bright point in the other.

Columns rose on either side of the bridge at regular intervals, some topped with radiant globes, others cracked and dim or broken. The ceiling—or sky?—was a featureless black. Clarke couldn’t tell if they were underground or suspended within a black, endless nothing.

Emma whistled, turning in a slow circle to take it all in for the first time. Clarke, Brooke, and Sammy had been here once before, though the strangeness of this place still took his breath away.

He faced Ashley, expecting to see the angel gawking, but she seemed unfazed, only appraising their surroundings with cool curiosity.

“You weren’t kidding when you described this place,” Emma said. “Where are we?”

“Ashley?” Clarke said. “Any thoughts?”

“A few, though none of them coherent. This place feels … familiar, for lack of a better term, though alien at the same time. It’s difficult to describe, but I can say this much: I’ve been here before.”

“Then we’re on the right path?” Clarke asked. “The path to the Portal of Gold?”

“I believe so.”

“But which way do we go?” Emma asked. “I can’t see either end of this bridge.”

“There may not be an end,” Ashley said, and the others faced her. “This bridge may, in fact, be infinite in length.”

Emma shook her head. “How’s that even possible?”

“We must be on another plane of existence,” Ashley explained. “Different planes have different fundamental laws governing them, which can include the nature of space itself. We can’t be underground, for example. Otherwise, we’d see the curvature of the Earth evident in a structure this large. Instead, the bridge is perfectly straight in both directions.”

The party was silent for long seconds as everyone soaked in the revelation.

“But wait a second,” Clarke said. “If we crossed planes, shouldn’t we have been hit by a vampiric hex? Like when you first arrived here, Ashley. Haven’t the vampires placed defenses around Earth to prevent this sort of travel?”

“A Transplanar Hex.” Emma nodded slowly. “You’re right. If we’re on another plane”—she twirled a finger to indicate their surroundings—“and I see no reason to doubt that, then why weren’t we all affected?”

“That part is indeed curious,” Ashley replied. “It may have something to do with the White Door and how it connects the two planes. Its magic may have protected us somehow, though that’s only a guess.”

“More importantly,” Sammy said, “which way do we go?”

“I’m not sure.” Ashley studied their surroundings. “Perhaps if I …”

She frowned suddenly and glanced at her satchel, then opened it and retrieved the Scepter of Bone.

The artifact’s runes glowed with faint, ghostly light.

“Has it ever done that before?” Clarke asked.

“No.” Ashley held the scepter out at arm’s length. “Never. Something about this bridge is …”

The angel stared intently at the scepter. Wisps of energy danced from one rune to the other, flowing like luminous strands of cotton. She tilted it forward, and it brightened. She then aimed it to one side, and it dimmed. She turned it the other way, and it glowed brighter until all the runes lit up.

Ashley held the scepter at this precise angle, and the runes stayed lit. She tilted it to one side, and the light wavered until she restored it to the correct direction. Her arms and the scepter formed an arrow pointing toward the distant light at one end of the bridge.

“Is it … showing us the way?” Brooke asked.

“So it would seem.” The angel smiled thinly. “Shall we see where this leads?”
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“I smell death,” Brooke growled, and they all stopped.

The Scepter of Bone had led them half a mile down the bridge in the general direction of the distant light that never seemed to grow closer. Brooke sniffed the air, snout bobbing, and Clarke came alongside her.

“Can you be more specific?” he asked in a low voice.

“Someone died nearby.” She sampled the air once more. “More than one. Shifters of some kind.” She drew in a deep breath, and her lips curled into a toothy snarl. “Werewolves.”

“Werewolves?” Clarke checked their surroundings. The massive bridge was empty and desolate, even to his sharper vision. “Can you find them?”

“Should be able to.”

“Then lead the way.”

They followed Brooke toward a fallen pillar, its globe shattered, stone segments split to form a rough ridge. She threaded a path through two sections of the pillar and then froze. A deep rumble emanated from her throat.

Clarke slid past her but stopped suddenly, sucking in a quick breath.

“My God …” he breathed.

The corpses of maybe half a dozen werewolves lay strewn about, surrounded by violent slashes of dried blood along with heavy gouges in the stone. He couldn’t tell how many werewolves there used to be because of all the torn limbs, split torsos, and missing heads.

The ladies filed in through the gap, and each took stock of the carnage.

“Do you know them?” Clarke asked softly.

Brooke shook her head. “I don’t recognize their scents. But still …”

“Yeah. I get it.” Clarke rested a hand on her shoulder. “They’re part of the wider pack.”

Brooke gave him a slow, sad nod.

“Could one of them be the Sandoval kid?” he asked softly.

“I … don’t know.”

“What the hell did this?” Sammy asked, making a slow circuit of the corpses.

“Hard to say.” Emma knelt beside one of the bodies and set her shotgun across a knee, her eyes hard but focused. “Taking out this many werewolves, even hexed ones, is no small feat. Note here: the ribs in this torso appear to have been crushed against the ground. An airborne creature?”

“Or something that leaps about,” Sammy suggested.

“Could be. But if so, where are the footprints? All I see are bloody werewolf tracks going in circles. Whatever attacked them, they stood their ground instead of fleeing.” The succubus held her hand over the corpse. “No traces of lingering magic, but that’s not surprising. These corpses are days old.”

“Check them for IDs,” Clarke said, and Emma grimaced at him. “I’m sorry, but we need to know.”

“I’ll handle it.” Sammy stood on the edge of the massacre and arched a slender limb inside. She sifted through each werewolf’s pockets, sometimes on legs ripped clear of their torsos, and came back with a collection of wallets. She sorted through their contents and handed the driver’s licenses to Clarke.

“No phones?” he asked.

“Nope. Just wallets and lint.”

“They may have left their phones at home,” Emma said. “It makes sense if they couldn’t remove the social media hexes like we can. This way there’s no chance the Big Tech vampires could snoop on them.”

“Makes sense.” He shuffled through the IDs. “Kozak. Kozak. Kozak.”

He glanced to Brooke, but she shook her head.

“I don’t recognize the name. Must be an out-of-town pack.”

“What are they doing down here of all places?” Sammy asked.

“And how’d they learn about the White Door?” Clarke checked the remaining IDs. “Kozak, Kozak.” He paused and frowned. “Sandoval, Richard.”

“Fuck,” Brooke breathed.

“We’ll worry about that later.” Clarke collected the wallets from Sammy and stuffed them and the IDs into his backpack. He shouldered the pack and rose. “We press on, but everyone keep your heads on a swivel. Something’s out there, and it doesn’t like visitors.”

“I’ll take the lead,” Brooke snarled and stepped forward. “Ash, point the way.”

The angel stared off into the black emptiness beyond the bridge.

“Ashley?” Clarke prompted, but she didn’t react. He snapped his fingers in front of her face, and she shook herself.

“Sorry. I was deep in thought.” Ashley waved a hand toward the corpses. “I may know what did this, if my memories can be believed.”

“Your memories?” Sammy crossed her arms. “Girl, please.”

“I know how tenuous that may seem,” the angel admitted, “but something about this place plucks at my thoughts, drawing a few memories toward greater clarity. I believe what we seek is guarded by a seraphic adjutant.”

“A seraphic …” Emma’s brow creased. “Adjutant? I’m not familiar with the creature.”

“You’d never find one on Earth,” Ashley replied. “Not natively, at least. It’s similar to a terrestrial hawk but very large and very powerful.”

“How dangerous is it?” Clarke asked. “Should we press on or turn back?”

“I recommend we continue. This adjutant won’t attack us.”

“You sure about that?”

“Yes.”

“You sure?” He bobbed his head toward the werewolf bodies.

“As sure as I can be. If I’m right, I’ve met this adjutant before. It should recognize me.”

“All right. We’ll press on, then. But stay alert all the same, everyone. This giant hawk has killed already.”

“Don’t need to tell me twice,” Brooke growled. “Ash? Direction?”

“One moment.” Ashley held out the scepter and its runes glowed bright. “This way.”


Six


They followed the scepter for another half mile to an unremarkable section of the bridge’s outer wall. Ashley stepped up to the high marble barrier and probed the surface until she found a section covered with a Concealment spell. Fake marble hid a secret path, and the illusion wavered as they passed through it.

Brooke led the way through a narrow stone passage, then down a long flight of stairs. The stairs seemed endless, and Clarke stopped counting after the first hundred. Ashley sent an orb of Illuminate down the stairs to confirm that, yes, there was a bottom, and the party eventually reached a small landing.

A wide arcing path led out onto another, smaller bridge, and they followed it forward as the scepter continued to point the way. This bridge was wide enough for perhaps two or three lanes of traffic, and it had a clear, visible end: a circular platform suspended in the middle of nothing. Globes atop regularly-spaced columns lit the way.

Clarke gazed across the black sky.

“I can’t see the main bridge. It should be above us, right?”

“Not necessarily,” Ashley replied. “Euclidean geometry may not apply here, so even though we took those stairs ‘down,’ we may not have ended up underneath the bridge.”

“Then is it below us?” Brooke peeked over the edge. “Nope. Don’t see it there either.”

“We may not be near it at all,” Ashley went on, “but instead within a separate space entirely.”

“So, you’re saying this dimension has pocket dimensions?” Sammy chuckled. “Is it like a turducken?”

The angel frowned. “I suppose that’s … a comparison.”

“But is it a good one?”

“Not really.”

“Movement!” Brooke pointed toward a distant shape flying across the endless black. It spread great, dark wings—six of them—and dove swiftly until it vanished from sight.

Brooke hurried back to the edge and looked over it.

“Lost it!” She snorted and pushed off the railing. “It just disappeared into the black ‘whatever’ beneath us.”

“Ashley, was that the adjutant?” Clarke asked.

“Yes, but something’s wrong.” Her halo dimmed. “Its feathers should resemble my own: white and faintly luminous.”

“That creature’s feathers were almost as black as this place,” he pointed out.

“I know, and that worries me.”

“Let’s keep moving,” Sammy urged. “The sooner we get out of this creepy place the better.”

“Agreed,” Clarke said. “Ashley?”

“The scepter is leading us to that platform up ahead.”

Clarke motioned the team forward, and Brooke led the way at a brisk walk.

They reached the edge of a circular platform composed of the same dark marble. Its diameter rivaled that of a football field, and the edges lacked any sort of railing. Gray and white veins traced outward from a raised dais in the center. A faint glow radiated from the dais as they approached, and the scepter seemed to resonate with the growing proximity.

Ashley approached the dais with Clarke and the others forming her escort. Unlike the surrounding marble, the center was a pristine white disk about two yards across and covered in the same runes as the scepter. A narrow depression at its center seemed perfectly sized for a human femur.

“This has got to be it,” Sammy said.

“The White Seal,” Ashley murmured. “One of the locks safeguarding Aureum Arcem.”

“Arry-what?” Clarke asked. “Ashley?”

“Pardon?” The angel lowered the scepter.

“You said a strange name just now. It started with ‘arry.’”

“I did?” Ashley frowned. “I don’t remember saying anything.”

“Well, you did.”

“Great,” Sammy groused. “Of all the times for Confused Ashley to show up. You going to shove the scepter into that slot, or should I?”

“Umm …”

“It does seem to be the obvious next step,” Emma said.

“Well …” Ashley studied the glowing bone in her hands, then nodded with renewed resolve and stepped forward.

She’d almost reached the dais when the seraphic adjutant shot up over the edge of the platform. The creature was a mass of dark feathers at least two stories tall, its six massive wings spread. The beast landed on the edge of the platform, black talons digging into stone.

“Shit!” Sammy cried, pulling the revolver out of her chest.

The adjutant stared at Ashley with black eyes flecked with gold. Its beak and talons were a glossy black shot with a tracery of golden veins, and hints of white glinted within its tapestry of dark feathers.

The creature folded its many wings and studied them, its eyes and head jerking from face to face.

Its gaze fell upon Ashley once more.

“Don’t you recognize me?” the angel asked, almost pleading with the creature.

“Careful!” Emma warned. “This thing reeks of evil!”

“Vampiric spells?” Clarke asked urgently.

“No, it’s something else! Something worse!”

The adjutant spread its wings and cawed. The harsh noise shuddered in Clarke’s chest. The adjutant stalked forward, crossing the platform with murder in its eyes.

“It’s me,” Ashley implored. “It’s San⁠—”

“Ashley, get back!” Clarke shouted, rushing forward.

The adjutant swiped at her with huge, gleaming talons, and Clarke yanked the angel back by the root of one wing. The black tip of a talon caught the V of her shirt and tore the front open. She stumbled onto her back, and Clarke placed himself between the two, thirstblade crackling with red energy.

“You want a fight?” he seethed at the beast. “You’ve got one!”

The monstrous hawk cawed again. Clarke’s shield shimmered from the shrill cry, and a wave of force shoved him a step back. Brooke covered her ears, and Emma winced, her own shield flaring with reddish light.

He cast Blood Freeze, spending a portion of his life to fuel the magic. The spell seeped into the creature’s bloodstream and a rippling, feathery tremor ran through it. The adjutant shook its head and glared at him.

All he’d done was annoy it. This beast was too large and too powerful for his spells to have much effect unless he Boosted them.

“Fuck this shit!” Sammy’s revolver cracked the air, and the shot thunked into the adjutant’s broad torso. She fired again and again, emptying the cylinder into the beast.

The adjutant locked its intense, gold-flecked eyes on her. It was almost as if the beast were saying “I’ve marked you for death, little pest.” Waves of hatred and malice radiated from the creature, touching Clarke’s Empathy as it angled its board wings. It flapped them once, twice, and blasts of air lifted it skyward.

“Oh, no you don’t!”

Clarke charged and swung at the adjutant, but it was already too high for him to reach. Emma fired her shotgun, and enchanted buckshot struck one of the adjutant’s wings. Brooke cracked off a trio of shots from her revolver; two missed, and the third zinged off the monster’s beak.

The creature soared above them in a rising spiral.

“The enchantments aren’t having much effect!” The succubus pumped her shotgun, ejecting an empty shell. “The creature’s resisting them!”

“Resisting our bullets, too!” Sammy added, reloading her revolver. “We’re only stinging it like this!”

“Watch out, Sammy!” Clarke shouted, drawing his pistol. “Here it comes!”

The adjutant dove at the slime girl. Pistols and shotgun cracked, and the beast slammed feetfirst into the platform. Stone shards flew from the impact, and the adjutant raked its talons at Sammy. She dove and hit the ground, transforming into a pink puddle that scurried away, reforming beside Brooke.

“No touchy!” she snapped.

Clarke drew a bead on the monster’s head, and pulled the trigger.

The weapon’s discharge split the air like thunder, and the .50 caliber round blasted out of the barrel at nearly two thousand feet per second. It struck beneath one of the creature’s eyes, and the impact triggered Dahlia’s Explosion spell. The eruption cracked its beak and burst one eye like an overripe fruit filled with golden juice.

The monster screeched and backpedaled.

And then it lunged at Sammy.

The slime girl dove clear again, but Brooke stood her ground, snarling in the face of the enemy. She slashed at the adjutant, and her claws tore open a ribbon of flesh. Golden blood splattered the ground, and the adjutant stabbed at her with its beak. The attack sank into her shoulder, drove her to her knees, but she didn’t relent, didn’t fall back, only swiped again, forcing it to pull away to protect its good eye.

Clarke and the others held their fire; they couldn’t risk any shots with Brooke that close, and so he holstered his revolver and sprinted into the melee.

The adjutant swiped at Brooke. Talons sank into her fur. It grabbed hold, lifted her off her feet, and then slammed her into the stone. Brooke cried out, blood weeping from where the talons pierced her flesh.

Clarke sensed her wounds through their bond, perceived the trauma wracking her body, and he gifted a portion of his own life to her.

Brooke’s eyes alighted with a sudden surge of vigor, and she roared back at the monster. She grabbed one huge talon with both hands and wrenched it the wrong way with bone-cracking force. The adjutant cawed, this time the shrillness edged in pain and panic, and Brooke chomped into a second digit with her viselike jaw.

The monster beat its six great wings, and a gust of wind pushed Clarke back. The creature lifted into the air, Brooke still clutched in one claw. The werewolf slashed and tore at the monster’s leg, blood and flesh spraying everywhere, even as it ascended.

A fall from that height would be fatal. Even for a werewolf.

And that was assuming the monster didn’t just toss her into the void.

“Emma!” Clarke faced the succubus. “Follow me!”

“You’ve got it!” She pumped another shell into the shotgun’s chamber and spread her wings.

Clarke cast Fly, and his incubus wings erupted from his back with enough force to rip his shirt open. He took a running leap off the platform and shot upward with Emma close behind.

The adjutant thrashed about, trying to shake Brooke loose, but she hung on by teeth and claws, now even more desperately than before. Clarke climbed toward the beast, thirstblade gleaming in his hands, and the adjutant faced him with its lone, baleful eye.

It swiped a massive claw at him, but Clarke darted beneath the attack, then rose behind the creature. His thirstblade cut through the monster’s back, and he pulled the luminous blade free in a spray of bloody feathers.

Emma dove in after him, her course arcing higher than his. She angled around the beast and unloaded her shotgun at point-black range. Buckshot peppered the monster’s neck, and it cried out as blood drenched its dark feathers. She pumped the action, fired again, then darted away before its claws could find her.

“Oh, shit!” Brooke cried. “A little, ah! HELP!”

With a final, violent shake, the adjutant flung the werewolf aside. She plummeted toward the abyss, screaming.

Clarke tucked his wings in and dove past the adjutant. He caught hold of the werewolf.

“Don’t worry! I’ve got you!”

“Shit!” She gave his face a quick, affectionate lick. “Fuck, that was scary!”

“This isn’t over yet. Hang on!”

Clarke swooped toward the platform like an aircraft angling for a strafing run. He let go of Brooke as he shot across the platform, and she landed on all fours next to Sammy. He flapped his wings and rose rapidly, speeding back toward the adjutant.

Emma juked back and forth, dodging the monster’s attacks as she pumped shell after shell into it. Talons slashed across her, and her shield shimmered as she darted away.

Clarke shot in, a vertical comet with red lightning snapping across his body. He spent a portion of himself, converting life into mana to fuel his magical engine, then cast Boost and Sacrifice, binding the spells to his thirstblade. The combined magics transformed the weapon into a bar of white light.

He flashed upward behind the adjutant, and his Boosted thirstblade cleaved through a wing, moments before ruinous magic blew it clean off. The dark wing fell away, and the creature convulsed in agony. It cried out as he swung around, thirstblade losing its luster, fading from white to red.

He cut the tip off another wing, darted underneath, and severed one claw below the thigh. He circled around the monster, slashing back and forth, cutting the creature over and over again, even as it flailed about dangerously. His thirstblade autocast Drain, and the blade drank deeply of his foe’s lifeforce, refilling all he’d spent.

He spent it again, recasting Boosted Sacrifice.

The combination overcharged his thirstblade once more, and he dove back in. His head swam from the sharp repeated rebounds—spending, replenishing, and spending again—but he focused through the haze and plunged his blade deep into the adjutant’s chest. White-hot energy radiated outward from the blade like glowing veins, and the chest bulged as internal organs exploded.

The creature plummeted, head back, tongue lolling in an open beak, the remnants of its wings limp and bleeding. Clarke rode the beast all the way down, and together they crashed upon the stone platform with a great crack of bone. His shield flashed, absorbing the worst of the impact.

Clarke withdrew his blade and rose to stand atop the vanquished monster.

Emma landed lightly nearby. “That’ll teach it to mess with us.”

“You said it.” Brooke rubbed the side of her chest. Her wounds were already closing.

“I’m tempted to take your picture, Clarke.” Sammy held out her hands to form a fingered frame. “You look so badass right now.”

“Everyone okay?” Clarke dropped off the monster’s chest.

“Good enough.” Brooke spat out a gob of blood.

“No problems here,” Sammy replied.

“No injuries to report,” Emma added. “Your Sanguine Shield lives up to its reputation.”

“Glad to hear it.” Clarke smiled at the succubus, but the relief vanished when he caught Ashley’s sad expression.

The angel knelt beside the fallen creature. It opened one eye, then wheezed through its broken beak.

“It’s still alive?!” Brooke spread her claws and marched forward. “I can fix that!”

“Hold up.” Clarke held out an arm, and Brooke stopped. She gave him a confused look. “It’s no threat anymore.”

“Yeah, but …”

“Give Ashley some space. This seems important to her.”

Brooke grunted and lowered her arms. “All right, but if it does anything funny, I’m ripping its throat out.”

They all waited as Ashley rested a hand atop the adjutant’s head.

It crooned softly to her, and a wave of emotions touched Clarke’s mind.

Was this … regret? Was the creature ashamed of its actions?

“I’m sorry.” Ashley stroked the adjutant’s blood-soaked feathers. “This burden wasn’t yours to bear.”

“What burden?” Clarke asked quietly, but Ashley shook her head.

“I don’t know.” She rose and stepped away. “Give it peace, Clarke. Do it cleanly. This wasn’t its fault.”

He nodded and stepped forward. The adjutant’s eye seemed to glisten. Tears, perhaps? It was hard to tell. It closed the eye and tilted its head ever so slightly, as if to expose its neck for the end it desired.

Clarke beheaded it with a single stroke.

Cleanly.

Precisely.

Without malice.

What little life remained oozed out as the body settled.

“It’s done.” Clarke dismissed the thirstblade.

“Thank you.” Ashley stared at the monster for long seconds, then finally ripped her eyes away and walked over to the dais.

The rest of Broken Fang followed her.

“Is this what we’re after?” Clarke asked.

“I believe so.” Ashley set the Scepter of Bone into the dais’ central recess. Runes flashed bright across both artifacts, and a door appeared out of nowhere before them. It seemed to grow out of nothing, small at first—or perhaps distant—until it grew to fill the space a few steps beyond the dais.

It was a plain, familiar white door with silver hinges.

“That looks the same as the one we came here through,” Clarke said.

“That’s because it is.”

Ashley retrieved the scepter and placed it in her satchel. The runes on the dais stayed lit. She opened the door and swung it aside. The door led to the circular chamber beneath Old Chester Cemetery.

“Our way out?” Clarke asked, and Ashley nodded.

“Well, that’s convenient.” Sammy peeked through the opening. “No need to backtrack through the whole dungeon. I like it when designers are considerate like that.”

“This isn’t a video game, you know,” Brooke said.

“Sure, yeah, but it helps when I conceptualize it that way.”

Ashley passed through the door, and Clarke followed her out. His coat, Sammy’s clothes, and Emma’s guitar case were on the ground nearby. He gestured for the others to follow.

The door swung shut behind them, even though no one had pushed it closed. It locked with a loud click⁠—

—and then vanished.

Sammy frowned at the empty space. “Hope nobody left anything important back there.”

“What about the bodies?” Brooke asked. “Richie and those other werewolves?”

“No way to get to them now,” Clarke surmised.

They turned to Ashley, who shook her head.

“The first lock has been turned,” the angel said. “And now the doorway has fulfilled its purpose. This is it. This is the first step. And now …”

She turned to Clarke.

“Now we find and turn the other locks,” he said with a resolute nod,” until the path to the Portal of Gold is open.”


Seven


“Mr. Sandoval, your son is dead,” Clarke stressed, standing before the huge wolfman outside his duplex. “Don’t you care about that?”

“I would if it were true,” Mason Sandoval spat.

“If it were …” Clarke shook his head, disbelievingly. “Sir, I saw his body.”

“Oh, yeah? Where’d you find it?”

“Near Old Chester Cemetery. Along with at least five other werewolves.”

That much was close enough to the truth. Clarke had no desire to complicate the already tense exchange with talk of pocket dimensions or transplanar doorways.

“Then why haven’t I heard about this?” Mason demanded.

“Excuse me?”

“You said five other werewolves, right?”

“At least.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means the bodies were in such a state I couldn’t tell how many there were!”

“You’re making this shit up.”

“Sir, I wouldn’t dare joke about such a serious matter. Your son is dead, and frankly, I’m baffled by your indifference.”

“If there were this many dead shifters, the entire city would be in an uproar! Their packs would be out for blood, and since that’s not the case, your fable about dead werewolves doesn’t hold water!”

“Sir, when’s the last time you spoke with your son?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“It is my business because …” Clarke grimaced and reached into his pocket. He produced a leather bifold wallet. “Because this was on his body.”

“What’s that supposed to be?”

“Your son’s wallet.” He held it out in an open palm.

“What?” Mason spat. “You’re a thief now on top of a liar.”

“Just take the damn thing, would you?”

Mason grunted something unintelligible, then snatched the wallet and unfolded it. He glanced over the cards and driver’s license. His expression remained cold and stoic, tinged with annoyance, but there were ways to see through his mask.

Clarke reached out with his Empathy and interrogated the wolfman’s emotions. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find. Grief? Anger? A deep, repressed sadness?

Fear wasn’t on that list, but he found the emotion in abundance. And not just any fear, but one both deep and haunting. So strong it threatened to soak the wolfman’s sheets with the sweat of his worst nightmares.

But that wasn’t all. Alongside the fear was a wellspring of love, pure and bright. Clarke couldn’t identify the subject of this overpowering affection—his Empathy didn’t work that way—but its mere presence confounded him. How could these two emotions reside within Mason’s heart at the same time and with such strength?

It didn’t make sense, but there it was all the same.

Clarke had hoped the wallet would provoke a response from the man and perhaps uncover a clue as to his strange coldness toward the loss of his son, but this result only added to Clarke’s confusion.

“So you found his wallet.” Mason pocketed the article. “This proves nothing.”

“I wasn’t aware I had anything to prove,” Clarke retorted.

“Are you done yet? You returned his wallet, so kudos to you. Would you like a gold star or something?”

“What do you know about the Kozaks?”

Mason snorted. “Where’d this come from?”

“Please, sir. Do you know them or not?”

“Doesn’t ring a bell. Who’re they supposed to be?”

“Another werewolf pack. Members of which were found dead with your son.”

“This nonsense again.” Mason rolled his eyes.

“Did your son ever mention the Kozaks? Or mention working with another pack?”

“No.”

“What about⁠—”

“Look here.” Mason leaned forward. “I’ve tolerated your questions. I’ve put up with your lies, and now I’ve just about had it with you. I don’t know what you’re after, but you’re not getting it from me.”

“Sir—”

“We’re done. Either you get off my property, or I make you leave.” Mason crossed his arms and sneered toothily. “You must think you’re hot shit because you’re a mage and that lets you throw your weight around with us shifters. But I’ve got news for you: around these parts, you’re just regular old shit.”

Clarke grimaced at the man.

“Leave,” Mason said with finality, his yellow eyes wide and dangerous. “Now.”

Clarke let out a sharp, frustrated exhale, then nodded.

“Fine, sir. I’m leaving.”
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Clarke drove from the Sandoval duplex to the Hawthorne homestead and parked next to Brooke’s Jeep. He knocked, and Brooke met him by the door, her face long and her wolf ears low.

“You okay?”

She shrugged limply. “Mind if we walk and talk?”

“Sure.”

They stepped away from the porch, and Brooke led them to a path around the property.

“How’d it go at the Sandovals?” she asked.

“It didn’t. You?”

“Avery’s all torn up.”

“Naturally.”

“It’s not all bad, I suppose. Knowing what happened to Richie can at least bring her some closure.”

“What did you tell her?”

“That we found him and several other werewolves dead. I said they’d been killed by a dangerous monster, and that we took care of the problem, permanently. I left out the specifics.”

“Of course.”

“She doesn’t need to be burdened with all that. She asked if she could see the body, and I told her if there’s ever a funeral, it’ll be an empty casket. She eased off the questions after that.”

“Did you ask her about the Kozaks?”

“I did, and I checked with my parents as well. Nothing. The Kozak pack must prowl in different circles.”

“Makes sense. Their licenses were all from out of state.” He snorted out a joyless laugh. “Kentucky of all places.”

“What’s wrong with Kentucky?”

“Nothing. Just brings back memories.” He pulled out his wallet and showed her his license.

“You’re from Kentucky?”

“Yeah. Spent my youth in this little pimple of a town called Grassroots. It was a nice enough place to grow up, I suppose. My parents still live there.”

“We should go visit them sometime.” She put her arm around his waist. “When things aren’t crazy.”

“When are they ever not crazy?”

“I’m just saying.” She tilted her head toward him. “I’d like to meet your parents someday. All of us would.”

“I’d like that, too. But for now, it’s safest to keep them out of harm’s reach.” He wriggled the ringed fingers on his left hand. “Simpler, too. Explaining how I ended up with four wives is going to be … interesting.”

“Someday,” she insisted.

“Someday,” he promised, and meant it.

They continued their leisurely walk around the property, turning a corner by one of the converted barns.

“Thank you for giving the news to Mason,” Brooke said. “I would have come with you, but …”

“He’s a hard man to deal with.”

“That’s one way to put it.” She glanced over. “So, what’s next for us? Besides getting Ashley to the Green Door to see if her feathers will affect it.”

“We use any and all means to find out what’s going on with the Sandovals.” Clarke reached into his pocket and drew out a small, crinkled piece of paper. “I gave the wallet back to Mr. Sandoval, but I kept this.”

“The receipt from The Establishment?” Brooke asked, and Clarke nodded.

The team had sifted through all six werewolf wallets, and while most had contained only cash and cards, one of the Kozaks had saved a receipt from a recent dinner at The Establishment.

“I don’t know.” Brooke gave him a doubtful sigh. “A werewolf eating at The Establishment doesn’t exactly scream ‘clue’ to me. More like ‘situation normal, nothing to see here.’”

“It’s still worth checking out. Richie may have met the Kozaks there or perhaps one of the staff saw something unusual.”

“It’s a long shot.”

“I know. There’s also the chance Emma’s parents will turn up a lead of their own, especially now that we have more names for them to chase down.”

“Now that one isn’t quite so long a shot.”

“We should head there next, check in on them. Where’s Emma?”

“Already on her way. We can meet her at her parents’ office anytime.”

“Good. I need to talk to her anyway. The emotions I picked up from Mason didn’t make sense, and I want to pick her brain about it.” He faced her as they walked. “Seems we’re still left with several questions. What was Richie doing past the White Door? How’d he learn about it in the first place? And who sent him there?”

“You think he and the Kozaks weren’t working alone?”

“Just a hunch. A bunch of werewolves venture into the unknown and get slaughtered? That has the feel of hired, expendable muscle to me. An attempt to probe the area that went south. Plus, there’s Mason’s bizarre behavior to consider. It’s safe to say other interested parties know about these doors now, and that someone sent Richie and the Kozaks down there to have a look around.”

“But why Richie?” Brooke asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Why was he tagging along with an out-of-town pack? Why include a kid like him at all?”

“A good question. Wish I had an answer.”

“Yeah.” Brooke let out a slow sigh. “Me too.”

“You feeling any better?”

“A little.” She gave his side a tug and held him closer. “Thanks.”

“Any time.”

“We off to the Roses next?”

“Whenever you’re ready.”
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Emma’s parents ran a small business called Roses Are Red Marriage Counseling. It had taken Clarke some time to wrap his head around the concept of a succubus and an incubus working as marriage counsellors, especially with the sexual overtures Mrs. Fiona Rose had made—and continued to make—in his direction.

Her interest was one of the reasons Clarke had laid down a “No Mothers” policy to his girlfriends-at-the-time, and that policy had yet to be rescinded.

He was pretty sure Emma still yearned to invite her mother over for a succubus threesome, and he knew Ixia’s mother Hepatica would bear his child at the drop of a hat—the witch didn’t care which bun the oven baked in, be it hers or her daughters’. She just wanted the bun.

Or buns, plural, to be more precise.

At a casual glance, the Roses used their counseling business to fuel their proclivity for wild couples swinging, but that was a highly inaccurate picture framed by Clarke’s old concept of how the world worked. Their empathic abilities allowed them to understand a client’s problems far more easily than a human therapist, and their invigorating magics—both for physical and mental maladies—could help a marriage in any number of ways.

As long as the client was okay with those spells being cast during sex. In that manner, Emma’s parents utilizing sex magic to improve the lives of their clients was perfectly natural.

He still found it weird, though.

“What’s with the face?” Brooke asked, walking beside him to the front door.

“Just dwelling on thoughts of demihuman social mores.”

“My mother will never proposition you for sex,” Brooke stated confidently. “At least as long as my dad’s alive.”

“I … okay?”

“She has her alpha, and I have mine.” Brooke put her arm around him and wagged her tail.

“Good to know. I’m glad someone understands how I feel about this.”

“My sisters, however, are a separate matter.”

“I …” He lowered his head.

The front door opened and Emma stepped out.

“I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation.” Her eyes twinkled mischievously, and she pushed her glasses up her nose. “It reminds me of a saying my father is fond of. ‘A man should never have more women than there are days in the week.’ Any more than that, and harems grow so unwieldy.”

Clarke sighed and massaged his temples.

“I remember,” was all he said.

“Which means you’ve got at least two slots you need to fill.”

“‘Need’ is pushing it.”

The succubus shrugged, her eyes laughing.

“Are your parents free to see us?” Clarke asked.

“They are. I only beat you here by a few minutes.”

Emma led them past a cozy reception area with pastel blue walls and a gentle beach soundscape playing in the background. She cut through the office hallway to a breakroom with enough seating for impromptu meetings. Emma served fresh coffee while they waited for her parents to finish up.

It wasn’t long before both Fiona and Oliver Rose joined them. The succubus wore a knitted sweater that hugged her salacious curves. She adjusted her horn-rimmed glasses and tossed strands of her silken brunette hair over a shoulder.

“Clarke! What a pleasure!”

“Mrs. Rose.” Clarke gave her a subtle dip of the head and braced himself for the inevitable.

The hug arrived with predictable, suffocating strength. Her arms formed a vise behind his back, and she scrunched her breasts against his chest. He endured the affair with a forced smile. She held him in her grasp for long seconds, then took a few moments to let her hands explore his back before she finally released him.

“Are you more powerful again?” she asked, holding him at arm’s length, but then scoffed before he could respond. “What am I saying? Of course you are! There’s a maelstrom of new magic within you. You absolutely must tell me what’s changed.”

Oliver Rose cleared his throat.

“Fiona Dear, why don’t we take care of business first?”

The incubus was a broad-shouldered man. Not as tall or fit as Clarke, but still handsome in his own right. He shared Emma’s raven-black hair, and many of the features on his face were sharper echoes of the softness that granted Emma her striking sense of beauty.

“Oh, if we must.” Fiona gave Brooke a hug next. “Good to see you, Brooke. How’s your sister holding up?”

“About as well as can be expected.”

“My heart goes out to her, truly.” Fiona rested a hand on her bosom. “Life and love are challenging enough without tragedy being thrown into the mix, especially for one so young. How about you? Are you okay?”

“I am, thank you for asking. Eager to get to the bottom of this.”

“Then let’s see if we can help.” Oliver gestured to the table, and everyone took their seats.

“What have you learned?” Clarke asked.

“Not much, I’m afraid,” the incubus began, “but perhaps the pieces we have will help you uncover the greater whole. First, Richard Sandoval is the only missing werewolf, locally at least. If others have disappeared, we’ve seen no signs of it.”

Clarke nodded. If the Roses hadn’t heard of more disappearances, then it was very likely they hadn’t happened. Their positions within the demihuman community granted them access to all the best gossip, and while they always kept their counseling sessions strictly confidential, they knew exactly who to ask when the need arose.

“That matches up with the IDs we found,” Clarke said. “None of them were from Chester Creek or its suburbs.”

“We’ve started asking around about the Kozak pack,” Oliver added. “Nothing so far, but give us time. We’re more certain with the information we have on the Sandovals.”

“Which is?”

“The Hawthornes aren’t the only family to notice a shift in their demeanor. Mason’s pack has become increasingly insular, as you yourself have seen. But whatever this may look like at face value, I do not believe it’s related to any sort of conflict or falling out between the Hawthornes and the Sandovals. The reports are too widespread for that. No, the problem is the Sandovals. Or whatever has driven them to become so secretive all of a sudden.”

“Is the whole pack acting this way?” Clarke asked, and Oliver nodded.

“They’re all sticking together. On the surface, it’s perfectly normal for a werewolf pack to act this way if the alpha declares a new direction. It’s the abruptness of the change that’s making more than a few people ask questions.”

“Any thoughts on what might have caused this?” Clarke asked.

“I’m afraid not. We’ll keep poking around, but with the Sandovals zipping their lips, I doubt our usual sources will turn up anything useful.”

“What about where we found Richie and the others?”

“There isn’t any buzz in the grapevine about those mysterious magic doors,” Fiona replied. “And no one has noticed unusual activity around the cemetery. Beyond the recent ‘vandalism.’ At least not yet. That said, the damage to the cemetery was in the news, and eventually that tomb is going to be fixed. Knowledge of these secret passages will almost certainly go wide once that happens.”

“If it hasn’t already.” Clarke sat forward and frowned. “I spoke with Mason Sandoval this morning, and while the conversation itself was about as helpful as beating my head against a brick wall, I did notice something strange about his emotions. I want to discuss that with you.” He pointed around the table. “All three of you.”

“His emotions?” Fiona raised an eyebrow. “But how would you know that?”

“Clarke’s an empath now,” Emma said proudly. “He gained that ability recently.”

“Oh my.” Fiona grinned and fanned herself dramatically. “Clarke, you keep becoming more and more the prize.”

“What was strange about Mason’s emotional state?” Oliver asked.

“First, it was strong. Potent enough for a newbie empath like me to pick it out loud and clear. Second, it seemed to be in conflict with itself. On the one hand was fear. I’m not talking about any old apprehension or phobia. I mean the wake-up-screaming kind. But on the other hand was love. Pure and clean and very potent.” He sighed. “Does any of this make sense to you?”

Oliver and Fiona’s faces darkened almost immediately, and Emma frowned at them.

“Are you sure about this?” Fiona asked, sounding hesitant. “You sensed a mixture of fear and love?”

“I did.”

“And it was strong. Unnaturally so?”

“I’m less certain about that. I don’t have enough experience to say for certain.”

“But it struck you as off. Maybe even artificial?”

“The potency and the two emotions together didn’t feel right. Beyond that, I can’t really say.”

Fiona and Oliver exchanged worried looks.

“What is it?” Clarke asked. “What’s wrong?”

“The symptoms you described could be related to a mind control spell,” Emma explained. “Perhaps even Enthrall.”

“You mean the spell vampires use to brainwash their minions?”

“One of them, yes. Though this may be a case of Dominate or Charm instead.”

“My money’s on Charm,” Fiona said. “It’s the combination of fear and love. Clarke, something you did or said may have made Mason believe he’d failed whoever Charmed him. The overpowering love you described could be the fixation generated by the Charm spell, and his fear arose from his perceived failure.”

“I see,” Clarke said. “It happened right after I handed him his son’s wallet. Perhaps that set him off. How does Charm work, exactly?”

“It fills the victim with love for whoever cast it, often to a blinding degree.”

“We shifters are naturally vulnerable to Charm,” Brooke said. “I’m no expert on magic, but even I know that.”

“It’s your instinct to follow an alpha,” Fiona explained. “You’re hardwired to follow a strong leader, to show that leader great loyalty. Skillful use of Charm can twist that behavior, swing your loyalty to a new focal point. A new leader.”

“Charm …” Oliver nodded solemnly. “The theory fits the facts. It’s only a theory, mind you, but one with grave repercussions if true. Clarke, you gave Mason his son’s wallet. If Mason is Charmed, and he knew his son had ventured past the White Door, then he knows you did as well.”

Clarke sat back, a worrisome pit forming in his stomach.

Oliver nodded as they both came to the same conclusion.

“If Mason knows I was there,” Clarke said in a slow, careful tone, “then the vampire who Charmed him does as well.”


Eight


“We hadn’t considered Mason might be a thrall,” Clarke said, his face grim as he stood between their cars with Brooke and Emma. “I’d hoped sharing news of his son’s death would shake some sense into him. I didn’t even think a vampire could be behind this!”

“This is bad.” Brooke’s ears were flat. “Really, really bad. If Mason knows about you, then he’s one step away from ferreting out all of us. This could expose Broken Fang.”

“The situation may not be quite so terrible,” Emma said with cautious optimism. “First, we believe Mason’s Charmed, and if so, that doesn’t make him a thrall.”

“Ah!” Brooke’s ears perked. “Right, right.”

“What’s the difference?” Clarke asked.

“A Charm spell alters your perception,” Emma explained. “You begin to love the caster, trusting him or her without question. This altered mind state makes you extremely vulnerable to suggestion. You’ll feel an overriding urge to please the caster and will go to great lengths to receive even the smallest modicum of praise.

“All that is pretty terrible, but the important part is Charm doesn’t change who you are. That’s the key difference between it and spells like Enthrall. The latter corrupts the original personality, warping your mind until your brain is as malleable as putty. You become a tool for the vampire, an unquestioning—and unthinking—minion. That’s where we may have lucked out. It’s the fear you picked up on. The fear of failure. The fear of displeasing the vampire who Charmed him.”

“Okay, but how is that a good thing?” Clarke asked.

“It means Mason might seek to hide his failure.”

“I’m hearing a lot of mights and maybes in all this,” he pointed out.

“I know,” Emma said, doubt creeping into her voice.

“If Mason does hide this mess from the vampire,” Brooke began, “then he might try to solve it himself.”

“Which means he could send the entire Sandoval pack after us.” Clarke folded his arms and stared without looking at the pavement. “How hard is it to reverse Charm?”

“Difficult but doable,” Emma explained. “One approach is to restrain the individual and use a magic circle to Dispel Charm. Alternatively, enough physical trauma can usually loosen the spell’s grip enough for the victim to realize what’s going on and begin fighting back.”

“So we can literally knock some sense into Mason?”

“Yes, but the effect won’t be instantaneous, even if it does work.”

“That’s a dangerous approach,” Brooke cautioned. “We wouldn’t face just him. Even if he or only a few Sandovals are Charmed, he’d rally the full pack to his defense.”

“And that’s the sort of bloodbath we can’t afford.” Clarke sighed. “The bottom line is we don’t have a good handle on the situation, and there isn’t a good way to fix that without either exposing ourselves further or waiting for trouble to show up at our doorstep.”

“Then what do we do?” Brooke asked.

“That’s the question.” Clarke nodded and looked up. “All right. Here’s how I see it. We have another vampire in town: the Charming Vampire, for lack of a better name. This vampire knows about the doors and probably the Portal of Gold by extension. Let’s assume for the moment the Portal is the Charming Vampire’s ultimate objective, which is reasonable given how Heinrich, Olcott, and Alant all went after it to greater or lesser extents. This charmer commands multiple werewolves, some from out of town, others ‘recruited’ from local packs. Additionally, Broken Fang has been exposed to at least some extent.”

“It’s a mess all right,” Brooke said, ears flattening again.

“But here’s the thing.” Clarke raised a finger. “What motive does this vampire have to come after us? We’ve already taken out six bloodsuckers in this city. Sure, very few people know it was us, but the Charming Vampire has no way of knowing it wasn’t us. Why pick a fight if there’s nothing to gain? Why not stick to the shadows and go for the ultimate prize?”

“The Portal of Gold,” Emma said, nodding.

“Exactly. Yes, we should be on guard for a potential attack—either from the vampire or minions like the Sandovals—but let’s also keep our eyes on what’s really at stake.”

“How do you want us to approach this?” Brooke asked, a hint of eagerness emerging.

“We’re not going to sit back and wait for them to come to us, that’s for damn sure. I’m beginning to wonder if this is more a race than a clash, with both parties going after the doors. If so, then we’re in the lead and we need to stay there. We succeeded at the White Door where the werewolves failed. We also have the Scepter of Bone, which the charmer may or may not know about. What we need most right now is more information.”

“My parents will do what they can,” Emma said. “I can also get in touch with Hepatica and see what her coven has heard. I know you wanted us to handle this one ourselves, but the situation has escalated to the point where we should really pull them in.”

“Agreed. Go ahead and reach out to Hepatica. Also, do your parents know Linda Sarkany?”

“The owner of The Establishment? They should. She’s one of the who’s who of Chester Creek’s demihuman community.”

“Ask them to arrange a meeting between me and Sarkany.”

“They should be able to, but what for?”

“I want to find out if Richie and the Kozaks were up to something. Forget dithering about with the hired help. We’ll go straight to the top.”

“Got it.” Emma nodded. “I’ll make sure you get that meeting.”

“Thanks. Brooke, head back to your parents and give them the latest, and while you’re there, see if they can help us out by keeping a closer eye on the Sandovals.”

“Or several eyes. Given how concerned my dad is, I bet he’d leap at the chance to help out.”

“Good.” He pulled out his phone and dialed Sammy. “And now for the big one.”

He waited for the slime girl to answer.

“Hey, Sexy. How’s it going?”

“Hectic.”

“Oh? Something up?”

“You could say that. I need you to meet me at the university ASAP. Bring one of Ashley’s feathers, a baggy suit for me, and your teal disguise.”

“That’s quite the grocery list. What are we cooking?”

“You and I are going to see if we can’t open the Green Door.”
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A man and a woman stalked purposefully down the corridors of CCU’s administrative building, which mixed the baroque stonework of a forgotten church with the sterility of modernist architecture. The pair cut down a sleek hallway that had once been part of the altar.

The man was tall but portly and near the end of what people kindly referred to as “middle aged.” He hadn’t bothered to comb his thinning hair, and the tweed suit hung from his shoulders in a slovenly manner. About the only dignified part of his attire was a dark blue bowtie.

The woman was an offensive, monocolored disaster on legs. She wore a teal pantsuit with teal necklaces, hoop earrings, and bracelets. Her build was attractive enough, though her face was sharp-edged and severe, and her teal eyeshadow did nothing to enhance her “beauty.”

The man was Clarke, and the woman Sammy.

They passed a janitor pushing his vacuum back and forth over the beige carpet. He didn’t bother to look up as they rounded the bend, and why would he have? “They” were regulars in this office, though the late hour made their presence unusual.

Unusual, but not unheard of.

The pair reached the entrance to a small maintenance room. Clarke cast Minor Telekinesis on the lock. The bolt clicked clear, and he swung the door open. He and Sammy slipped in, and he closed the door softly.

“You’ve gotten better,” Sammy commented. “Last time we did this, you had to wear me like a fat suit.”

“Last time, your toxins nearly put two people in the hospital.”

“Eh.” She shrugged without apology. “Those jerks had it coming.”

Sammy retrieved the flashlight stashed inside her wrist, switched it on, and they crossed the small, claustrophobic room. Old computers and spare equipment sat on metal racks, and the heavy pine scent of concentrated cleaners filled the air.

“You need this anymore?” She wiggled the light beam.

“Not as much as I used to, but the extra light still helps.”

They reached the back wall, and Clarke inspected it with spread fingers.

“Concealment magic. Same as before. Anything look out of place to you?”

“Nope,” Sammy said. “Ashley and I left this place like we found it, same as the cemetery. Maybe the Sandovals don’t know about it.”

“We can only hope.” He ran his hand across the smooth stone surface.

“Need help with the secret door?” She extruded a pink tentacle from her sleeve.

“No, I’ve got this.” He probed the wall with Minor Telekinesis, found the ancient locking mechanism, and released it. Something gave, and he pushed the wall forward, letting it swing in a smooth arc.

Clarke led them down a long, narrow flight of stairs. With his body blocking Sammy’s beam, he pulled out his own flashlight before clearing the first twenty steps.

“Down, down, down,” Sammy grumped. “Why’s everyone build these secret rooms underground?”

“I believe you answered your own question with the ‘secret’ part.”

“Okay, fair, but they didn’t have to make them all universally creepy.”

“At least this one isn’t swarming with zombies.”

“A valid point, good sir,” she replied in an officious tone. “I withdraw my objection.”

The air cooled as they descended roughly a hundred steps, then the path leveled off, and they entered a circular chamber very similar to the one beneath Old Chester Cemetery, except this one lacked any traps or other defenses.

A door stood upright at the chamber’s center, its wooden surface a comforting shade of grass green. A brass lever and brass hinges glinted as their light beams danced across it.

“Still here,” Sammy said. “Still closed.”

“Let’s see if we can fix that.”

He tested the lever. It refused to budge or even wiggle. The door looked normal, but it might as well have been a singular solid object.

“I tried that a few days ago,” Sammy said. “Plus, Ashley was here with me at the time.”

“True, but did one of her feathers touch the door?”

“Nope. Her wings weren’t out.”

“Which makes this worth a shot.”

Clarke retrieved a Ziploc bag from his suit’s inner pocket. He set the flashlight on the ground so it shone on the door, opened the bag, and pulled out a single, perfectly white feather. It glowed with a faint but pure light and was slightly warm to the touch.

He rested the feather on the door and tried the lock.

Nothing.

He placed the feather on the handle and tried again.

Same results.

“Hm.” Clarke grimaced at the door’s lack of change.

“Here, let me try.”

Sammy took the feather and brushed it back and forth, then up and down, almost like a paintbrush. She tested the lever, and when it refused to yield, she pressed down on it while gliding the feather almost flirtatiously across the green, lacquered surface.

“Something tells me it’s not ticklish,” Clarke told her.

Sammy put all her weight onto the lock but only succeeded in lifting herself into the air. She dropped back to her feet, glared at the door for a while, then gave it a swift kick.

Nothing.

“Well, shucks.” She handed the feather back to him. “I’m out of ideas.”

“Same here.” Clarke put the feather back into the bag and grabbed his flashlight.

“What now?”

“Now …” Clarke took a long, hard look at the Green Door, but no revelations came to him. “Now we head home and try to come up with a better approach.”
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Hepatica Grey contacted Clarke that evening. He’d been ready to sit down for dinner with his wives when her call came in.

“Yes?”

“Clarke, you naughty boy.” The witch’s tone was playful.

“I’m sorry?”

“You’ve been holding out on me. Drumming up business with the Hawthornes behind my back?”

“Oh, that.”

“Anything you’d like to say in your defense?”

“It wasn’t my intention to exclude you or your coven. We were simply doing them a favor.”

“How altruistic of you,” she said more seriously. “But please, in the future, at least keep us in the loop. I could have been researching this whole Sandoval situation days ago, but now I’m stuck playing catch-up.”

“Duly noted. And sorry.”

“It’s all right.” The witch sniffed. “Did you really think I’d charge your father-in-law an arm and a leg for our services?”

“No.”

“Good, because⁠—”

“I assumed it’d only cost him a leg,” Clarke said dryly.

The call fell silent.

“That was a joke,” he added eventually.

“Well, I suppose I had that one coming. Anyway”—her tone brightened—“I have good news for you.”

“Oh? Let’s hear it.”

“I spoke to Linda this evening, and she’s agreed to meet with you and the rest of Broken Fang.”

Clarke paused nervously. “Between her and all of us?”

“Well, everyone but my daughter.”

“She knows about us?”

“Of course she does. Linda has eyes and ears everywhere. Hardly anything goes on in this town without her knowing about it, but don’t let that worry you. She’s been a valuable contact of mine for the better part of a decade.”

“I notice you said ‘contact’ and not ‘ally.’”

“Officially, she’s a neutral party, not affiliated with any mage clan.”

“And unofficially?”

“She despises vampires right alongside the rest of us.”

“Then she’s a contact you trust?”

“If she wasn’t, I’d have argued against you meeting her. That said, do be on your toes. Linda is a very old, very powerful dragonkin, and that gives her a unique perspective on events. She keeps her eye firmly on the long game, whereas you …”

“Sometimes have trouble seeing past my own shoelaces,” Clarke finished.

“I would have put it more charitably, but yes. You do seem to stumble headfirst into trouble.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. When and where’s the meeting?”

“Wednesday at seven. She’ll receive you at The Establishment.”

“We’ll be there.”


Nine


The Establishment’s décor was part old timey saloon and part hunting lodge. Richly varnished walls led up to a vaulted ceiling supported by thick wooden beams. Huge slabs of meat rotated on spits over the hearth, fat dripping and crackling in the flames. The strong, savory aroma filled the open dining hall, and Clarke’s mouth watered with his first inhale.

Generations of shifter magic soaked every surface, overlapping to form a pleasing—if bestial—aura. The walls were adorned with animal skulls: deer, lion, elephant, and some that Clarke failed to identify due to oddly placed eye sockets or forests of horns. Three full animal skeletons hung from the ceiling. They must have come from some truly nasty creatures judging by all those teeth, claws, and horns.

Sammy, Emma, and Ashley filed in through the door while Brooke came alongside him and slipped an arm through his. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. Her tail wagged energetically, brushing across his butt with each swing.

“Think we’ll have time for a bite afterward?” she asked.

“Maybe.” He patted his pocket. “I brought the gift card with me, though I’d prefer we spend it when Ixia is with us.”

“That’s okay.” Sammy stuck an arm between them. “I’ve got the evening covered!”

She conjured a credit card as if by magic, though Clarke knew she’d been hiding it inside her wrist. The slime girl had assumed her petite human form with pale skin and a shock of red hair with purple highlights.

“Let’s see to business first,” Clarke replied with a chuckle, then approached the hostess’ podium. “Good evening. Please inform Linda Sarkany that J.B. Clarke and company are here to see her. She should be expecting us.”

“She is indeed, Mr. Clarke.” The hostess was a white-haired wolf girl in a short dress. Her yellow eyes glinted, and she smiled pleasantly and gestured to one side. “If you’ll follow me, please?”

The hostess led them around the main dining hall. Nearly every table was packed with werewolves and werebears in their hybrid forms, some in casual attire, others dressed up for the occasion. They passed through a back door marked Private Lounges, then followed the hostess up to the second floor and down the hall.

The hostess knocked delicately then cracked the door open.

“Ma’am? J.B. Clarke and company here to see you.”

“Wonderful. Please let them in.”

The hostess pulled the door back to reveal a spacious room with nature paintings and animal pelts on the walls.

Linda Sarkany rose as they entered, a beautiful, statuesque young woman. Or, at least she appeared to be young, but looks could be deceiving. Her long red hair trailed off her shoulder in a braid intertwined with a green ribbon, and her green backless dress embraced her every curve with the eagerness of a long-lost lover. Her single blue eye sparkled knowingly; the other was concealed behind an eyepatch.

“J.B. Clarke, in the flesh. What a pleasure it is to see you again.”

“Ma’am.”

“Please, call me Linda.” She extended a slender hand. “I knew you were special from the moment I laid eyes on you.”

Clarke reached to take her hand when her expression changed like night and day. The muscles in her face slackened, and her arm turned as limp as a noodle. She tilted her head to the side and stared, disbelievingly, past him.

He turned to see what had caught her eye.

Ashley blinked at them both with mild confusion.

“Is something wrong?” the celestial asked.

“Sandy?” Linda’s lower lip trembled. “Sandy, is that you?”

“I’m sorry, but you must have me mistaken with someone else.”

“No, no mistake.” Linda approached the angel. She began to reach out, but her hands hesitated, and she returned them to her side. “It’s been twenty years. Twenty long years.” She shook her head, her eye moistening. “I can’t believe you’re back. It’s so good to see you again!”

Linda spread her arms in invitation of a hug, but Ashley only frowned at the woman.

“I’m sorry, but you have me at a disadvantage.”

“Sandy, it’s all right.” Linda swept her hand to indicate the lounge. “I Warded this room myself. We’re safe from eavesdropping. I would never in a hundred years let you down. You can drop the act.”

“The act?”

“Are you pretending to be a mage again?”

“Again?”

“Like you did twenty years ago. Or have you assumed a different cover for your angelic powers?”

Ashley raised her eyebrows. “You know I’m an angel?”

“Of course I do.” Linda snorted out a laugh. “I have a better memory than that.”

“Memory …” Ashley gave the woman a small frown. “You see, that’s where we come to the problem.”

“Are you comfortable with us telling her?” Clarke asked. “All of it?”

“I am,” Ashley replied matter-of-factly. “She clearly knows I’m an angel, and I can see no harm in sharing the rest.”

Linda echoed Ashley’s slim frown. “Why are you acting like we’re strangers?”

“Because you are, in a sense,” Clarke said. “Ashley’s memories aren’t in the best of shape.”

“Ashley?” Linda seemed to taste the name, and then her expression brightened. “I see. You’ve been using a different pseudonym. So that’s why I never made the connection. My informants thought Clarke had two mages assisting him, though they could never place the one—you—with a specific clan. I assumed you were a stray. Someone who broke ties with your original clan. I never imagined it would be you, Sandy!” She flashed a smile. “Or should I call you Ashley from now on?”

“That would be preferrable. As for my memories, I was injured by a hex when I last transited to this plane. My mind has been temperamental ever since, though I retain a clear sense of my purpose here on Earth.”

“You?” Linda gave her a look of disbelief. “Injured?”

Ashley hairband lifted to form a broken halo, and Linda’s eye widened.

“You were. That must have been some hex!”

“It was,” Ashley replied simply.

“Then that’s why you don’t remember me? With your halo broken, you’ve lost some portion of your celestial nature?”

“That seems to be the case, unfortunately.”

Linda nodded gravely. “I’m very sorry to hear this. I’d offer to help, but I doubt there’s much an old dragonkin like me can do. Not when we’re talking about magic this powerful.”

“That’s all right. I’m managing well enough, and my condition seems to be improving, bit by bit.”

“So, you’ve known Ashley since way back?” Clarke asked.

“Kid, I wouldn’t call a piddly twenty years ‘way back.’” Linda gave him a wry, smoky glance. “But yes. I knew her back then.”

“Then can you tell us how you know each other?”

“It’s quite simple.” Linda smiled, and her one eye laughed. “I was helping her team slay vampires.”
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Establishment staff delivered a selection of hot appetizers from the kitchen along with pitchers of coffee, tea, and several colas. They poured everyone’s drinks then left. Linda whispered instructions to one of the werebears, and he returned with a faded manila envelope, which she tucked beneath her chair.

“Mind if I let my hair down?” The dragonkin brushed her braid aside as she took a seat at the long table next to Clarke. “Suppressing my inner dragon can be such a chore sometimes.”

“I don’t see why not,” he replied.

“Thanks.”

A pair of dark corkscrewing horns extruded up and back from Linda’s head to form a curving V that reminded Clarke of an African kudu. Red scales materialized along the backs of her arms and hands, and her nails transformed into rubies. More scales appeared along her back as she stretched out her wings. Dark webbing bridged each scaled digit, and sharp rubies tipped their ends.

“There! That’s better!”

A palpable aura of magic radiated from the woman, suffused with roaring flames and a deafening bellow, so potent the air itself seemed to grow heavy. Clarke tried to touch her mind with Empathy but could only gaze upon her emotions as if through fogged glass. Emma had coached him about this limitation on the drive over; dragonkin were naturally resilient to many magics, Empathy included, and Linda was an exceptionally strong dragonkin.

The heady magic filling the room didn’t bother Brooke or Sammy, but Emma rubbed her forehead as if to ward off a headache. Ashley must have noticed as well, given how magically sensitive both she and Emma were, but the angel’s resistances rivaled that of a dragonkin.

Perhaps even surpassed them.

“I’m curious to learn more about our history together,” Ashley turned from Linda to Clarke. “If you don’t mind the detour before we get to business.”

“No, not at all,” Clarke replied. “I’d like to hear more as well.”

“There’s not that much to cover, really,” Linda said. “I wasn’t a direct member of your team and mostly helped from the sidelines. I provided you with information and resources and would assist in the coverup whenever things got messy, as they often did.”

“What can you tell me about this team?”

“There were two others involved besides yourself: Helen and Arthur Helsing.”

“Helsing?” Sammy made a sour face. “Wait a second. Do you mean Van Helsing? Like from the anime?”

“Or the Bram Stoker novel,” Brooke added.

“Haven’t read that one, so can’t speak to it, but I’ve seen the anime like a zillion times.”

“Which one?”

“Both, but I prefer Hellsing Ultimate for the lavish animation. Plus, something about that show always makes me want to go out and buy gloves.”

“You two are more right than you realize,” Linda said. “There actually was an Abraham Van Helsing. I knew him personally”—she flashed a somewhat flirtatious grin at Clarke—“back in the day. He was one of the most powerful blood knights in history, and Helen was his direct descendant. The gift ran strong in her blood.”

“I see you’re speaking of her in the past tense,” Ashley observed, and Linda gave her a solemn nod.

“She died twenty years ago, along with her warlock husband.”

“Wait a second.” Sammy held up a hand. “If she was Van Helsing’s descendent, then why are they called Helsings? Wouldn’t they use Arthur’s family name? Also, wouldn’t it be dangerous for a blood knight to use a last name that obvious? I mean, it’s not even rearranged like a proper secret. Like a …” The slime girl frowned thoughtfully. “What do you call it when you mix up the letters to make a new name?”

“An anagram?” Clarke replied.

“Yeah.” Sammy snapped her fingers. “That’s the ticket.”

“We’re getting sidetracked.”

“Right. Sorry!”

“It’s all really quite simple.” Linda spread her hands. “‘Helsing’ was Helen’s secret family name, conveyed through the generations to honor her heritage, and her mission.”

“What did she use in public?” Clarke asked.

“Smith.”

“Ah.”

“And let’s not forget Arthur. He may not have been a blood knight, but his skills as a warlock were phenomenal. Ashley brought them together to slay vampires, and they did just that. By the scores. But that’s not all that happened. Helen was a blood knight, after all. Over time, their bonds deepened”—her gaze flicked over to Clarke—“and eventually bore fruit.”

“Excuse me?” His eyes widened.

“Unless I’ve missed my guess, you’re the child of Helen and Arthur Helsing.”

Clarke sat back, trying to process the sudden revelation. He didn’t know what he felt, or what he should feel. He’d always assumed the circumstances of his birth had been sad and mundane—an unwanted pregnancy brought to term and dumped at the orphanage—and it had only been the luck of the draw that had landed him with such loving parents.

Now, however, his entire concept of his past had been brought into question.

“What happened to them?” Clarke asked, unable to call them his parents. Not yet. Not so soon, even though he sensed the rightness of the word.

“They were killed by d-hunters,” Linda explained, “and not just any thugs from the Academy of Silence. These were the elite of the elite: a terrifying team of ancient purebloods called Knightfall. Specialists who’ve killed more blood knights over the centuries than anyone else. They’re the main reason blood knights teeter so precariously on the edge of extinction.”

“Knightfall …” Ashley sat back. “The name sounds familiar for some reason.”

“It should. You’ve faced them before.”

“I have?”

“Faced and been defeated by. I don’t know the details of that battle, but the results were clear enough. Helen and Arthur were killed, and you were forced to flee this plane of existence, your mission here in shambles.”

“I see.” Ashley let out a heavy sigh, clearly grappling with these revelations alongside Clarke.

“But despite all that,” Linda went on, “you refused to accept defeat. Even that far back, you set plans in motion that laid the foundation for your eventual return. Yes, Helen and Arthur died in your war against the vampires, but you saved their child.”

Ashley and Clarke exchanged a long, thoughtful look.

“I … saved you?” she said uncertainly to him.

“You must have been the one who placed me at the orphanage. Maybe even the person who made sure I ended up with a good family.”

“I suppose that’s possible.” The angel frowned. “But I simply don’t remember.”

“You never shared the full extent of your plan with me,” Linda continued, “but now that you’re back, I can see the shape of it. You waited until Clarke was old enough to inherit the family tradition.” She swept a hand across the table. “You’ve assembled a new team around him, and now you seek your trump card: the Portal of Gold.”

The table grew quiet at the name.

“Isn’t that what’s going on?” Linda asked. “Isn’t that why you’re here in this city? You need to open the path to the Portal of Gold, the one weapon capable of challenging the vampires at the seat of their power. Twenty years ago, you sealed it away.”

“I did?” Ashley shook her head in disbelief.

“But if that’s true,” Clarke said, “and she had the Portal back then, why not use it?”

“I don’t know,” Linda replied bluntly. “She never told me, but again the threads of her plan seem clear to me now.” She faced the angel once more, her blue eye sharp. “You needed to safeguard the Portal before you left this plane. And so that’s what you did. You—with the aid of allies—created defenses around the Portal and then departed until the time was once again right to move against the vampires.”

“Other allies?” Clarke said, and Linda smiled.

“Sandy— Sorry, Ashley didn’t need to involve me in setting up those defenses, though I was tangentially involved. You left something in my care, and now it’s time I returned it.” Linda reached under the table and set a full-sized manila envelope on the table, its edges worn and the color faded. “I followed your instructions to the letter.” She paused, then shrugged. “Almost to the letter.”

She released the clasp and dumped three smaller envelopes onto the table: one white, one green, and one black.

Ashley picked up one and read the elegant cursive script on the front.

“It’s my handwriting. The text reads: ‘The White Riddle.’” She thumbed the envelope open to find a folded piece of paper inside. “This has been opened previously.” She checked the others. “All of them have.”

“Your instructions were to give these to the first blood knight I met,” Linda said. “I presume this was intended as a backup plan of sorts, in case you were unable to return.”

“Or arrived with a scrambled brain,” Sammy added.

“I’m not sure I would have had that much foresight,” Ashley replied with a frown, “but who can say?”

“Also, I’m sorry.” Linda gestured to the colored envelopes. “Curiosity got the better of me, and I peeked inside them about a decade ago.”

“What’s inside them?” Clarke asked.

“Riddles,” Linda replied. “Descriptions for the unique key to each magical door.”

“Then you know how to open them?”

“I do not. The riddles are all rather obtuse, and the Portal never interested me.” She shrugged with mild apology. “I know this war against the vampires is important, but I haven’t lived this long just to stick my neck out and have some vampire chop it off. Sorry if that sounds callous, but there are limits to the help I can provide.”

“You’ve done more than most.” Ashley opened the green envelope and unfolded its sheet. She perused her own handwriting and sighed. “You weren’t kidding when you said these were obtuse.”

“Whose fault is that?” Sammy asked.

“Mine, it would seem.”

“Three envelopes.” Clarke laid his hand on one. “Which implies three doors in total. The White Door is open and its seal released. The Green Door is closed and hidden beneath CCU’s admin building. That means there’s a third door we haven’t located.”

“A black door by the looks of this.” Emma tapped the black envelope.

“Do you know where it is?” Ashley asked Linda.

“Yes, but I can do you one better.” The dragonkin rose. “How about I show it to you?”
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Clarke and the others followed Linda back down to the ground floor and through a door marked Employees Only. She guided them around the perimeter of The Establishment’s bustling kitchen then through a large storage room filled with spare tables, chairs, and seasonal decorations. She stopped at a nondescript patch of the wooden wall where Clarke sensed a subtle Concealment spell.

“This way.” Linda Dispelled the Concealment, and a sturdy metal door appeared. She cast Telekinesis and Clarke felt her lift an unseen metal bar and set it aside. She swung the door open, cast Shine, and headed into the secret basement.

Clarke followed their dragonkin host down over a hundred steps. The path leveled off and opened into a circular room almost identical to the others. The Black Door stood upright and unsupported in the middle, its surface glossy except for the wrought iron handle and hinges.

“Ladies and gentle knight.” Linda flourished her arms as if presenting a game show prize. “May I present the Black Door!”

Clarke rested his hand against the lacquered wood and closed his eyes. The door’s magic stank of blood and iron, but also possessed warmth and light. The two halves mingled within the door’s layered magic, interwoven with astonishing complexity.

He opened his eyes.

“There’s no way Ashley created this on her own.”

“Of course she didn’t,” Linda replied. “I told you she had help.”

“But his parents were dead when Ashley made these,” Brooke pointed out. “Or am I missing something?”

“No, you’re correct.” Linda tapped her knuckles against the doorframe. “But there were others. Others like myself who weren’t a part of her core team but who nonetheless provided aid.”

“This door reeks of vampiric magic,” Clarke pointed out.

“Yes, I came to the same conclusion,” Linda went on in an unbothered tone. “Clearly, one of those allies must have been a vampire.”

“No way,” Sammy said incredulously. “A vampire was helping Ashley?”

“Apparently so.”

“You never met her?” Sammy asked, and Linda shook her head.

“Ashley arrived one day with the black door; I wasn’t around when she crafted it. My contribution was to Shape this chamber.”

“We’ll need to find a way to open it.” Ashley patted her satchel. “Fortunately, we now have clues to point us in the right direction. As for the matter that originally brought us here …”

Linda chuckled. “Got a little sidetracked, didn’t we?”

“Who could blame us?” Clarke said. “But yes, we came here to ask you about the Sandovals, and about some werewolf out-of-towners from the Kozak pack.”

“Ah.” Linda quirked a smile.

“You know something?”

“Not exactly, but I have caught wind that something’s been off about the pack. The Sandovals, I mean. I’m not familiar with the Kozaks. Why? What’s your interest in them?”

“We were asked to find Richard Sandoval.”

“One of Mason’s kids? The one who went missing?”

“You know about that?”

“Kid, you’ve seen my clientele.” She gestured above them. “I’d be a fool not to keep tabs on the shifter community. But if you’re looking for information on what happened to him, then I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

“No, that’s not what we’re after. You see, we found Richard Sandoval and five Kozaks dead beyond the White Door.”

“No kidding.” Linda crossed her arms. “They found a way to open it?”

“No, it had already been opened by the d-hunter, Dorian Alant, or one of his brides.”

“A d-hunter got through?” Linda goggled at them. “That’s bad. Good thing you took care of him! Though that does explain one of the other threads I’ve been chasing, and it’s not a good one. Studio Nightshade was broken into recently, as were a few seemingly random apartments across town. Apartments that were once occupied by Alant’s loathsome brides. Someone’s retracing the d-hunter’s footsteps, and there’s a decent chance this person’s another vampire sent here by the Academy.”

A sobering silence fell over the room. They’d suspected this was the case, and now here was more evidence a fresh threat had arrived in Chester Creek.

“Alant’s trail leads to the doors,” Ashley pointed out, breaking the silence. “And to us.”

“If this person’s a vampire,” Linda added, though not with much hope.

“Unfortunately,” Clarke began, “what you’ve told us fits the evidence we’ve gathered. We have reason to believe Mason Sandoval, and perhaps other werewolves from his pack, have been Charmed by a vampire.”

Linda’s brow creased in barely repressed anger, and Clarke recalled she’d been married to a shifter once.

“This is getting serious,” she grated. “And personal. Leave it to vampire scum to play dirty like this. What can I do to help?”

“We were wondering if you had information on the Kozaks and Sandovals. We know at least one of the Kozaks came here, to The Establishment, shortly before he died, and Richard Sandoval may have been with him.”

“I’ll ask around, see if anything caught the attention of my staff.”

“Thank you.”

“Here are their photo IDs.” Ashley retrieved the licenses from her satchel and handed them over.

“Thanks. These’ll help. What else?”

“We could use your help tracking down this new vampire,” Clarke said.

“Consider it done. I have plenty of contacts of my own and favors I can call in. Mark my words, Clarke, if there’s a vampire Charming shifters in this city, I will find the bastard!”


Ten


“Ashley, I understand what you were trying to achieve here.” Sammy set the page down. “But seriously, girl. What the fuck?”

The angel frowned from the other side of the dinner table. The whole team had gathered back at the mansion. Emma had printed enough copies of the riddle for everyone. She followed this with plenty of carb-heavy snacks, and together the team had set about working through the riddles.

Progress had been slow.

“I find it difficult to disagree with your assessment,” Ashley replied at last.

“Are we missing part of the riddles or something?” Ixia asked, her own copies arrayed in a neat row. “Maybe a hidden message on the originals?”

“I’ve already checked each page for just that,” Ashley said. “And I examined the envelopes themselves. They’re all devoid of magic. What you see is what you get.”

“Well”—Sammy placed her chin on a fist—“what I’m getting is confusion. What does any of this even mean?”

Clarke picked up one of his own pages. Emma had added titles to each of them, and this was for the Green Door. The riddles read as follows:

What has a bottom at the top?

What can you hold in your right hand but never in your left?

What runs but never walks?

There was a large space on the page, then the riddles continued.

I am less than nothing.

I take when I should give.

I exist before the undividable.

What am I?

He set the page down, slid the Black Door page closer, then reread those riddles.

The more there is the less you see.

What is so fragile that saying its name breaks it?

Why was there more than one riddle, and how did any of this translate into a method for opening the magic doors? He glanced over the White Door’s page last.

What can fill a room but takes up no space?

What is easy to lift but hard to throw?

“Some of these are fairly common riddles.” Emma looked up, pen in hand and phone by her side. “Starting with the Green Door, here’s what various riddle websites say the answers should be.”

Emma pushed a page toward the center of the table, and Clarke rose halfway out of his seat.

What has a bottom at the top? your legs

What can you hold in your right hand but never in your left? your left hand

What runs but never walks? your nose

“They’re all body parts.” Sammy’s expression turned sour. “Good grief. Are we supposed to chop off people’s limbs and offer them to the door as a sort of pagan sacrifice?”

“That …” Clarke grimaced, “doesn’t sound like something Past-Ashley would make us do.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Ashley added, still engrossed in her own pages.

“But are you sure about that?” Sammy pressed. “Past-Ashley had a vampire helping her out. A vampire, and we know there’s vampiric magic in those doors.”

“I’m as confused as everyone else.” Ashley looked up. “Perhaps even more so. For now, I suggest we focus on solving the riddles.”

“What about the ‘undivided circle’?” Brooke asked Emma. “Any clue what that means?”

“Not really. Whatever it is, it’s not one of your run-of-the-mill riddles. The Black Door riddles, however …”

The succubus slid another page forward, and Clarke read it.

The more there is the less you see. darkness

What is so fragile that saying its name breaks it? silence

“This one seems a bit more straightforward.” Clarke rubbed his chin. “Could it be as simple as trying to open the Black Door in the dark? And silently, too.”

“It’s worth a try,” Ashley said.

“Given that we have more than one answer per door,” Clarke continued, “I’m guessing we have to combine the answers in some manner. Given that, it might be worth looking at the White Door’s riddles more closely.”

“But it’s already open,” Sammy said.

“Yes, and that’s my point. We know its answer, or at least think we do.”

“An angelic feather,” Emma said softly.

“Right,” Clarke replied. “And since we know the endpoint, we can use that to better understand Past-Ashley’s thought process when she composed these riddles. We should also keep in mind that some answers, like a pile of body parts, are completely unthinkable to her, past or present. Looking at these riddles through an Ashley-tinted lens should help us narrow our efforts.”

“It’s got to be better than banging my head against the table in frustration,” Sammy turned to Emma. “Do those websites have answers for the White Door riddles?”

“One moment.”

Emma performed a few quick searches on her phone and jotted down a few words.

“Here.”

The page now read:

What can fill a room but takes up no space? light

What is easy to lift but hard to throw? a feather

“Seems simple enough.” Sammy tapped the page. “Put light and feather together, and you’ve got a glowing, angelic feather. Now we just need to do the same with the other two.”

“Darkness and silence for the Black Door,” Emma said. “And then legs, a left hand, a nose, and whatever the circle riddle means for the Green Door.”

“Here’s a question,” Brooke said. “How did Alant’s brides figure this out? They didn’t have access to the riddles. And yet they brought a vanishingly rare angelic feather to the White Door. How’d they make the connection?”

“Perhaps they managed to obtain the answer by other means,” Ixia suggested. “Scrutinizing the White Door’s magic, for example.”

“Could we use the same method?”

“Maybe. If we hit a dead end with the riddles.”

“I have a feeling the riddles will be the easier solution,” Ashley said. “I’ve examined all three doors. The opening requirements are buried under dense layers of magic. I’m not sure I could unravel them without destroying the door’s magic in the process.”

“The brides figured out a way,” Ixia pointed out.

“So it would seem.”

“Let’s stay focused on the riddles for now.” Clarke picked up his sheets and squared them against the table. “And the Black Door in particular. It’s the one we have the best access to, which makes testing our answers that much easier.”
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Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang spent the next few evenings in The Establishment’s secret basement, trying and failing to open the Black Door. They tried turning the handle in complete darkness. They tried approaching the door as silently as possible. They even tried the opposite, bathing the construct in magical light or creating a deafening racket, though they reserved the latter for outside business hours.

None of their attempts budged the door a millimeter.

Friday arrived, and Clarke drove Emma, Ashley, and Ixia out to The Establishment after class. Dahlia and Hyacinth tagged along as well, sticking close to their sister, and together the team planned to probe the door’s magic more aggressively. If Alant and his brides had deduced the solution to the White Door without the aid of riddles, then perhaps the same approach would yield results with the Black Door.

There was also the Green Door to consider, but Clarke had held off on any excursions that involved trespassing. At least until they had a better handle on what the Green Door riddles meant.

The last of the green riddles still perplexed him:

I am less than nothing.

I take when I should give.

I exist before the undividable.

What am I?

He and Emma had theorized this could mean a negative number, though how that fit the other answers remained a mystery.

Once in the basement, the ladies drew a five-point magic circle around the door. With five skilled magic users working together, they finished the circle in under an hour and began charging the arcs of runic script.

Clarke helped where he could, but he didn’t want to step underfoot, and he stood back once the circle was complete. He spent the time pondering the Black Door and its mysteries, wondering if it led to a space similar to the White Door’s infinite bridge. If not, then what strangeness awaited them? What sort of dangers would they face along the way to the Black Seal?

More importantly, was the seal defended? Did each seal have a seraphic adjutant watching over it? Or were the defenses unique for each door?

If only Ashley’s memories weren’t a muddled mess, he thought.

The ladies finished charging the circle and then knelt at each focal point. Ashley spread her wings, halo glowing like molten gold as she guided the circle’s magic. The others followed her lead, allowing the circle to drink in their power. The air grew thick with their overlapping energies: so full of light, sensual desire, and the caress of falling petals.

Clarke turned at the sound of a swinging door, followed by soft sneakered footfalls starting down the long flight of stairs. He peeked up the stairs, still surprised by how sharp his hearing now was, and spotted a black-haired werebear hostess heading his way.

“Mr. Clarke?” The young woman greeted him with a polite, almost bashful nod once she reached the bottom, her hands clasped in front. She wore a short dress and stockings over her pale, slender frame, and her bear ears were two fluffy circles crowning her cropped hair.

“That’s me,” he replied. “Need something?”

“Miss Sarkany would like to speak with you in her office.” She shrugged an apology. “If it’s not too much trouble. She said she can come down here later, if you prefer.”

“I should be able to break away.” He glanced back at the circle.

“We’re fine,” Ashley said, eyes closed in concentration. “No need to stand around if you have something better to do. We’ll be a while.”

“All right.” He faced the bear girl. “Lead the way.”

The hostess guided him to a second-floor office where Linda sat behind a massive wooden desk. She smiled warmly and rose to greet him. Today she wore an elegant cream-and-gold halter top dress that left her arms exposed. The top was tied behind her neck, and two long cream bands hung down her overwise bare back.

“Clarke, it’s good to see you again.” She gestured to the chair in front of her desk, and they both sat. “How go your efforts in the basement?”

“Slow. We’re trying a different approach today. Ashley’s leading a circle designed to delve into the door’s magic.”

“Not too deeply, I hope.” Linda sat back. “Too strong a probe could damage the door’s connection.”

“We know, but Ashley’s guiding the circle. I trust her to not take any unnecessary risks.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll find a way in eventually.” Linda settled into her chair’s worn leather. “I’ve seen Ashley in action before, and while she’s not all there right now, any angel is still a force to be reckoned with.”

“She’s certainly done a lot for us.”

“As she did for your parents.”

Linda paused, nails tapping out a quiet rhythm, her single eye studying him. Clarke wasn’t sure what to make of her gaze and eventually replied with a shrug.

“I suppose she did,” he said at last.

“And what do you think of all that?”

“All what?”

“Your lineage? Ashley’s connection to your past? The tragic deaths of your parents. All those revelations.”

“To be honest, I’m not sure what I think. I’m still coming to grips with it. I’d be lying if I said I never wondered who my real parents were. Did you know them?”

“Not really. It would be more accurate to say I knew of them. From what I’d heard, they were a brave, loving couple who yearned to make the world a better place. A young man could do far worse for his parents.”

Clarke shook his head. “It’s funny. I always assumed the truth would be a letdown. Or depressing. Or both.”

“Being the son of a Helsing is far from a letdown, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I know, and I’m happy to know at least that much about my past, but my heritage doesn’t really affect the now. Yes, I have a better grasp of where I came from, but where I’m going is far more important.”

“A good attitude to have.” Linda gave him a reserved smile. “You’re surprisingly mature for your age. I like that about you.”

“Thank you. I appreciate the compliment.”

“It’s a little more than that.” She winked at him, and he found his brow creasing. He took in the seductive slant of her body, one elbow resting casually on the armrest, the other emphasizing her hip. Stroking it, as if to invite him to try the same with his hand.

“Linda?”

“Yes?”

“Are you flirting with me?”

Her expression remained fixed for several seconds, but then became confused, as if unsure what to say or do next. She sighed and gave him a little headshake.

“I’m so out of practice.”

“Then you are flirting?”

“At least trying to. Clarke, do you remember what we talked about the first time we met?”

“Um.” He tried to recall the conversation.

“It was the night you came here with Brooke and the Norths. You and I had a chat by the bar.”

“Ah, right. We talked about shifters and being in relationships with them.”

“Yes, but what else?”

“We talked about …” His eyebrows rose at the recollection. “Your desire for a child.”

She nodded.

“You want to have a child?”

She nodded again.

“With me?”

“Well, not exactly. You see, I’ve never had a child. I’ve loved before, been married before, and outlived all of them. Through all of that, I’ve never been able to bear offspring, but it’s something I’ve greatly yearned for.”

“You believe you could have a child with me?”

“I do.”

“Why? If you’ve been unable to for this long, then⁠—”

“It’s because you’re a blood knight,” Linda explained. “Your magic is different. Your seed is different. And while our time together has been brief, I can tell you’re a good man. I see how you treat the women in your life, see how they love you so completely, and how you love them back with equal fervor.”

Clarke swallowed. “This is … unexpected. I’m honestly at a loss for words.”

Linda slumped back, though in a strangely attractive manner.

“It’s my age, isn’t it? Okay, granted, there is a slight age difference between us, but that’s not a problem for you.” She gave him a hopeful, nervous look. “Is it?”

“Well, I think there are more pressing issues. First of all …” He raised a hand and wiggled his ringed fingers.

“Oh, yes, of course I would consult with your wives about this.” She made a shooing gesture. “I wouldn’t dream of courting you without their consent. I’m just …” She twirled the same hand aimlessly. “I’m testing the waters. Gauging the potential interest. There is interest, I hope?”

She met his gaze and, when he failed to respond, quirked an eyebrow.

“Well …” Clarke cleared his throat. “This is all very⁠—”

“You’re not put off by the eyepatch, are you?”

“No, that’s not even close to⁠—”

“Would you like to inspect my body first?” She rose and reached for the tie behind her neck holding her dress up. “To see if it’s up to your standards?”

“Now, hold on a second!” He stood and raised his hands in what was intended as a halting gesture.

“Oh?” Her eyes fell approvingly upon his hands. “You want to see how they feel?” She shrugged and released the tie. “That can be arranged.”

Cream and gold cloth showered off her voluptuous body, huge breasts bouncing free, and in the same moment, the door swung wide. The werebear hostess from before rushed in, a folder clutched under an arm, and she froze, taking in her nearly-naked boss with Clarke standing nearby, arms extended, hands in what could only be characterized as a “grabby” position.

“It’s not what you think,” he said.

“Umm.” The werebear’s eyes flashed from him to Linda and back.

Linda let out a disappointed sigh and reached down.

“Timing is everything, it seems. Clarke, we’ll continue our talk later.” She picked up her dress and slid back into it. “Yes, Mary, what is it?”

“An urgent report for you, ma’am.” The hostess tapped the folio under her arm. “Your fears have been confirmed: we have a new d-hunter in the area.”
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“You go, Clarke!” Emma whispered, nudging him in the ribs. “Chasing after some sweet dragonkin booty. Which, I might add, has aged like fine wine. I wholeheartedly approve.”

Clarke gave her a stern side eye, but she only smiled as she took her seat at the conference table. Linda had spent the past hour privately reviewing the report’s contents and “consulting with my eyes and ears,” as she had put it. She’d called the meeting to go over the results, and both Sammy and Brooke had joined them at The Establishment.

“Is everyone here?” The dragonkin swept her eye across the room. Emma, Ashley, Brooke, Sammy, and the Grey triplets all settled into their seats. “Good. Then let’s get right to it.”

She opened the folio and arrayed over a dozen full page photographs on the table. Clarke took one and spun it around. It showed a young woman stepping out of a red vintage muscle car. Maybe a Mustang? The photo was too zoomed in for him to identify the make, but the woman’s image was much clearer.

She stood by the passenger door with clear poise and confidence, as if she held power over the very lives around her. Perhaps she did, though not for long if Clarke had anything to say about it.

She was slim and wore her honey-blonde hair short and angled, one end dipping over her sunglasses. Glossy red lips contrasted against alabaster skin, and her dark dress hugged narrow hips.

A man was exiting the vehicle opposite her, though the image was too unfocused for Clarke to make out much beyond a ponytail of glossy white hair that framed purple skin and the tall points of his ears. A dark elf, then.

Clarke set the photograph down and picked up another. This one provided a better angle on the man as he crossed the parking lot. Even in this frozen instance, he appeared coiled and alert, like a cobra ready to strike with whipcord lethality. His black suit was well-tailored and hung on his lithe frame as if it were a second skin. He wore a pair of black gloves, and his necktie was a dark purple.

“A deviant hunter and her groom?” Clarke returned the picture to the spread.

“That’s right.” Linda tapped one of the photos. “Allow me to introduce you all to Jezebel Hatchett, who is almost certainly a d-hunter from the Academy. The dark elf, who we can assume is her groom, goes by the name Elliot Pryce.”

“What makes you so certain she’s our vampire?”

“Several factors. First, my informants have been keeping their eyes on this pair for a few days, given they’re new arrivals in Chester Creek and they seem to favor ‘exploring’ the city at night. Recall how I mentioned those random break-ins around town? The ones at Studio Nightshade and the apartments used by Alant’s brides? Those gave me the impression someone was retracing Alant’s progress, which is why I staged extra lookouts at key locations like CCU’s admin building and the Old Chester Cemetery.”

Clarke nodded. “The Green and White Doors.”

“Exactly. Alant knew the locations of both, and he most likely kept a written record of his progress. This wouldn’t be his primary grimoire, of course. He would have kept that one safely off site, perhaps even back at the Academy of Silence itself. Regardless, it’s reasonable to assume our new vampire has followed in his footsteps.”

Linda spread her hands to indicate the array of photos.

“And follow them she did. We have a confirmed sighting of this pair at both locations. From there my informants were able to track them to what appears to be their base of operations.”

Linda slid one of the photos toward Clarke, and he turned it around.

“Oakdale Regional Medical Center,” he said.

“That’s where my informants caught their names. Or at least their pseudonyms. Both Hatchett and Pryce have appeared out of nowhere to claim high level administrative positions within the hospital.”

“Charm spells?” Clarke asked.

“Or something worse like Dominate. The place could be crawling with thralls by now. Zombies, too, with her access to the morgue.”

“And you’re certain she’s a vampire?”

“As certain as I can be.” Linda pushed another picture forward, and Clarke frowned as he examined it.

“Empty blood bags in a trash heap?” He set the photo down. “Not disposed of with the medical waste?”

“That’s right. One of my informants snuck in and sniffed around. Literally, in his case. He found these blood bags with all the other random trash. And while it’s hard to see in the picture, each bag has two puncture points.” Linda leaned back and tapped an incisor. “Someone’s been snacking.”

“Sniffed around, huh?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “Your informants are werewolves?”

“Some of them.” She smiled thinly. “I’ve always shared an affinity with shifters. It’s one of the reasons why I enjoy running this business so much. I could have sold it after my late husband passed away, but I just couldn’t let go.” She sighed longingly, but then grimaced. “Just to be clear, Clarke, he died of old age. I’m not some kind of black widow.”

“I never said you were.”

“Good.” She nodded, a bit uncertainly. “Good. I’m glad we understand each other.”

“Speaking of werewolves …” Clarke gestured across the photos. “Have either of these two been spotted interacting with the Sandoval pack? Or any packs, for that matter?”

“Not yet, but we’re keeping our eyes out for it. That said, there’s no reason for her to be physically present once they’ve been Charmed.”

“Fair enough. And we’re certain Jezebel Hatchett’s the vampire and not this Elliot Pryce?”

“Not one hundred percent,” Linda cautioned, “but if we assume the Academy dispatched a d-hunter after Alant’s death—which is very likely—then the vampire is going to be an old, powerful pureblood. In my experience, demihuman purebloods are a rare sight. Ergo, Jezebel Hatchett is the primary threat, though don’t underestimate the strength of a pureblood’s groom.”

“Believe me, we won’t.” Clarke glanced across the pictures then raised his eyes to the team. “Well, ladies, looks like our fair city has a new pest. Now, what do we do about her?”

“We take out the trash.” Brooke’s grin exposed her fangs. “Permanently.”

“I second that,” Ixia added. “It’s going to be hard to investigate the doors with them snooping around. Best deal with them now.”

“Agreed,” Ashley said, “but I would advise against a frontal assault. If Oakdale Regional is serving as her base of operations, then she may have fortified the location with Wards and summons.”

“And let’s not forget, we’re dealing with a deviant hunter,” Clarke said. “She’s come here to kill us, just like Alant did. But we’re not going to let that happen. Not this time. Not again. This time we’ve IDed her first, thanks to Linda’s efforts. That gives us the advantage.”

“What do you propose?” Emma asked, her voice full of calm confidence in his leadership.

He met each of their gazes in turn, saw the anticipation in their eyes, the comfort in his leadership, and he felt a swelling of pride in his chest. They’d come so far from the ragtag misfits who’d struggled against a lone risen vampire feeding off shelter animals. They were a force to be reckoned with, a hammer to be wielded against the vampires.

Or perhaps a stake.

Clarke’s lips curled into a frosty smile.

“We’re going to set a trap. And when we spring it, we’re going to annihilate these bastards.”


Eleven


“I’m having difficulty following them,” Ashley reported.

It was Saturday, and tinted skylights bathed the angel’s room in a warm glow.

Clarke sat beside her on the couch, their thighs close but not touching. The angel’s broken halo glowed above her head, and her radiant wings hung across the couch back.

“What seems to be the problem?” he asked.

“Hatchett placed Wards all throughout the hospital. The whole interior is resisting my attempts to Scry it.”

“We expected as much.” He shrugged. “It was worth a try, but we knew a vampire this experienced wouldn’t give us an easy opening. Any luck with their ride?”

“A little, but not much. She Warded the vehicle as well, which makes it … slippery, for lack of a better term. It’s more difficult to Ward a moving object, and that difference shows in the Ward’s integrity. That said, Hatchett applied her spells quite skillfully, and I’m struggling to find an opening. All my Scries can reveal is the general area they’re in.”

“How general?”

“I can narrow their position down to a square kilometer, maybe a little less.”

“That’s not narrow enough for us to stage an ambush.”

“I know.” She frowned a little, and her halo dimmed. “I can raise the strength of my Scrying, but then I risk detection and the possibility she’ll backtrack the spell to me.”

“We don’t want that.” Clarke sat forward. “Anything you can tell us based on where she’s been? I get that your info is vague, but …”

“Nothing we don’t already know.” Ashley placed the tips of her fingers on a notebook. “I’ve recorded my findings, such as they are, but so far there’s no discernible pattern to their movements. She and her groom seem to be poking around Chester Creek almost at random.”

“Looking for us, no doubt.” Clarke grimaced. “Have they spent much time around the university?”

“Some recently, though I can’t tell you which door they went to. The cemetery and admin building are too close, and the results of my Scrying too blurred.”

“And even if we did know, that still doesn’t tell us where they’re going next.” Clarke rested his chin atop his hands. “Any suggestions on how to get a better handle on their movements?”

“Besides relying on physical observation?”

“Yeah, besides that.”

“I do have one idea, though it’s not without risk.”

“Ashley, we’re stalking an ancient pureblood who’s been trained to kill people like us. If we fail, and she calls in help from the Academy, the whole city could be swarming with d-hunters within the day. What’s a little more risk at this point?”

“A fair point.”

She gave him a slim smile and rested her hand on his thigh. The contact intensified his perception of her aura: as radiant as the sun and just as eternal. He found himself reaching out with his Empathy, almost as a reflex to the potency of her presence, and found her thoughts full of love and admiration but edged with anxiousness. She feared letting him down.

In a way, her emotions were similar to those he’d detected in Mason Sandoval, but in Ashley’s case, they sprang from a well of genuine affection, not the forced perversion of a Charm spell, and he sensed the purity and rightness of her feelings.

He placed his hand atop hers and gave her slender fingers a soft squeeze.

“What’s this idea of yours?” he asked.

“We can use Tracking to follow their movements more closely.”

“Tracking magic, huh.” Clarke thought back to what he knew about the spell. “We’d have to prepare the spell ahead of time, enchant an innocuous object of some kind—like a pen or scrap of paper—then plant it on them somehow.”

“Or their vehicle. Either way, the spell would then provide us with real-time information on their movements.”

“If we can get the enchantment into position in the first place.”

“As I said, risky.”

Clarke mulled the suggestion over in his mind. “What about the Wards on the car? Wouldn’t they interfere with the Tracking spell?”

“Not in this case. They’re well-crafted but not strong enough to dispel a decent Tracking spell.”

“Okay, but what if Hatchett sniffs out the spell?”

“The chance of detection isn’t zero, but Tracking spells are difficult to ferret out. To us, the spell will produce a meaningful signal, but to anyone else its mana emissions would resemble ambient magic. Once the spell is in place, I can then use Scry to pinpoint those emissions—and the location of their vehicle.”

“Then the trick becomes how to plant the spell in the first place,” he said, coming around to the idea.

“I’m afraid I won’t be much help for you there.”

He sensed a surge of worry within her, and her halo dimmed slightly. He put his arm around her and hugged her closer. She rested her head on his shoulder, spread one of her wings and draped it across his back.

“Ashley, this is a great idea,” he said, and immediately sensed the warmth within her, the easing of her stress his praise brought. “Don’t worry about how to plant the spell. We’re a team, remember? No one person needs to carry the full load.”

“Says the man who carries more than the rest of us combined.”

“I don’t know about that, but what I do know is Broken Fang has the people and the talent to make this work. Between Sammy and my own burgeoning repertoire of slime abilities, we’ll find a way to get the enchantment into position.”

“Thank you, Clarke.” She closed her eyes and snuggled up against him.

“No, Ashley. Thank you.”
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“Clarke!” Dahlia grinned broadly as he entered Ixia’s workshop. “You look like a man on a mission. Here to sample the coven’s wares?”

He crossed the room to the workstation the Grey triplets were crowded around, all of them with safety goggles, rubber gloves, and leather aprons on top of their goth attire. Orange fluid spiraled through a tall condensing tube.

“Not today, Dahlia,” he replied. “I need to speak with your sister.”

“Oh?” Hyacinth shook herself.

Ixia rolled her eyes.

“Your other sister.” He glanced over the complex chemistry set. “Is now a bad time?”

“Nope.” Ixia raised her goggles. She pulled off her gloves and set her safety equipment aside. “Just taking care of an order Mom sent us.”

“What kind of potion are you working on?”

“It’s, umm …” Ixia glanced away uncomfortably. “It’s one that enhances a person’s, umm … elasticity.”

“It’s a sex potion!” Dahlia declared boldly.

“Not technically,” Ixia objected.

“The hell it isn’t.” Dahlia slapped the tabletop. “We got an order from⁠—”

Ixia cleared her throat noisily.

“From an elf who wishes to remain anonymous,” Dahlia amended. “Anyway, she’s dating an orc, and there’s a bit of a size issue to their relationship. Like, he’s got a third leg, if you catch my meaning.”

“I believe I do,” Clarke replied blandly.

“He’s not that big!” Ixia snapped.

“He might as well be. Anyway, the order is for three ‘flexibility’ potions”—Dahlia added air quotes—“and one to reduce her gag reflex.”

“Three, huh?”

“You bet! Seems she’s got a craving for orc meat and has plans for a full course meal. Can’t blame her, either. If I wasn’t trying to get into your pants, I wouldn’t mind having an orc boyfriend to rail me into an unconscious stupor each night.”

“Good grief!” Ixia shook her head. “Why do you have to be like this?”

“What’s there to be ashamed of? The client has a need and we’re filling it. Well, technically her boyfriend is, but you all get my point.” Her expression became contemplative. “Or would that be the tip? Or maybe the whole shaft?” She shrugged. “Whatever. Take your pick.”

“Uhh!” Ixia put her face in her hands.

“I believe he came here for a reason,” Hyacinth said quietly.

“Oh, right!” Dahlia’s eyes lit up. “What can the Grey triplets do for you, Clarke?” She grinned like a shark. “Or to you?”

“I need a bullet.”

“A bullet?” Dahlia blushed for some reason. “Well, I’ve got one I could lend you, but it’s in my nightstand, and I’ll need to clean it before⁠—”

“What caliber and enchantment?” Ixia cut in.

“Caliber?” Dahlia blinked, then her cheeks reddened further. “Oh, you mean a bullet bullet!” She bonked the side of her head. “Sorry. My brain was in the gutter.”

“I noticed,” he replied, trying not to sound impatient. “Now, about that bullet bullet. I need one with a Tracking enchantment. Caliber doesn’t matter.”

“Easy enough.”

Ixia searched a shelf laden with ammo boxes and speedloaders.

“Here!” She held up a .38 Special. “The spell on this one is only a week old. Practically good as new, unless you need something fresher.”

She dropped it into Clarke’s palm. One of the witches had scribbled TRACK on the brass in permanent marker. He could just barely sense the presence of the spell, like an annoying pebble inside his shoe.

“This should do it.” He pocketed the bullet. “Got any adhesive putty?”

“We should have a bottle of Loctite or Gorilla mounting putty around here somewhere.” Ixia raised an eyebrow. “Why? What are we working on?”

“What else?” He grinned at her. “A tracking device for our new d-hunter’s car.”
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“Drizzt is on the move!” Sammy exclaimed over the radio.

Clarke frowned at the odd report. He’d spent the last several hours parked in a rental within sight of Oakdale Regional Medical Center, his facial features concealed thanks to the Minor Shapeshifting he’d absorbed from Sammy. The hospital was a sprawling complex of brick and glass buildings of varying heights connected by skyway bridges that crisscrossed over the parking lots.

“Drip who?” Brooke asked over the team’s radio.

“You know, Drizzt Do'Urden?” Sammy said. “The famous ranger from Forgotten Realms?”

“I don’t know anyone named Drip.”

“He’s not a real person, Brooke.”

“Then why did you say he’s on the move?”

“Come on, Sammy,” Emma said, somewhat wearily. “He doesn’t look that much like Drizzt. His skin is too light a shade of purple. If you ask me, he’s more reminiscent of a night elf from World of Warcraft.”

“Yeah, but just you wait. He’ll pull out twin scimitars as soon as we make a move.”

“Can someone please explain to me who this Drip person is?”

“Drizzt, Brooke!” Sammy snapped. “It’s Drizzt, not Drip!”

“Sorry. These earbuds don’t sit well in my wolf ears. I keep having to adjust them. Also, what was that about him having swords?”

“Sammy,” Emma asked, “does the groom have swords?”

“Not right now, but I bet you he can conjure them.”

“Then no drip swords?” Brooke asked.

“Girl, when did Twinkle and Icingdeath suddenly become ‘drip swords’?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Can someone please,” Clarke cut in, “give me a description more precise than ‘he’s on the move?’ Come on, ladies. This isn’t our first rodeo.”

“Actually, I’ve never been to one.”

“Sammy?”

“Sorry, sorry. Elliot Pryce is outside having a smoke.”

“Alone?”

“Yeah, no sign of Hatchett. Wait … wait … okay, update! Pryce just checked his carton of cigs, and it’s empty. He tossed it in the bushes—the fucking litter bug—and now he’s making for his Mustang.”

Clarke tapped out an idle rhythm on his steering wheel as he waited. Sammy was parked in an adjacent lot while Emma and Brooke were camped out in a forest that girdled the medical complex on two sides. Together, they had eyes on the place from a variety of angles.

Theoretically, they could have gone in and planted the tracker while the car was in the hospital’s lot, but he’d judged the risk too high given the concentration of static Wards. Instead, they’d opted to plant the tracker when the car was at a neutral location. Pryce or Hatchett would need to top off their tank eventually, especially with them driving a gas-guzzler back and forth around town.

“Pryce is opening the driver side door,” Sammy reported. “He’s getting in. Starting it up. Now driving toward the south gate. He’s probably heading out for some more smokes.”

“I’m moving out.” Clarke started his car and pulled up to the road. The sun was high and the roads congested with lunch traffic. He merged into the lane and caught sight of the south gate. “I should see him … yeah. Got eyes on a red vintage Mustang exiting from the south.”

“That’s him. He just pulled out. Want me to follow?”

“Yes, though keep your distance. I’ll tail him for now.”

“Got it.”

Clarke heard a car start through his earbud.

“What about us?” Emma asked.

“You and Brooke hold position. Keep your eyes peeled for Hatchett or any signs of trouble. Sammy, you’re with me. We’ll handle planting the tracker.”

“Roger that, Bravo Kilo Alpha.”

“Sammy.”

“I know, I know. I’ll behave.”

Clarke tailed the Mustang for two blocks before Pryce pulled into a large QT gas station. He made the same turn and followed Pryce down the long row of gas pumps until the elf parked in a vacant space.

The opposite side of the same pump was empty, and Clarke pulled in there. The rental was only down a quarter tank, but he climbed out and topped the vehicle off anyway.

Elliot Pryce rounded his car, half a cigarette hanging from his lips. He gave Clarke a brief glance as he slotted the pump into his vehicle and swiped his credit card.

“That’s a nice set of wheels you have there,” Clarke said congenially. “A Mustang King Cobra, if I’m not mistaken. From 1978? She’s in beautiful shape.”

Pryce flicked the cigarette into the trash and sneered at him.

“Fuck off. Mind your own business.”

The dark elf left his pump running unattended and headed into the gas station’s convenience store.

“And a pleasant day to you, too!” Clarke called out with a forced smile. He slipped a hand into his pocket and palmed the bullet set in a gob of gray mounting putty.

“Sammy, where are you?” he whispered, his lips barely moving.

“Parked by the store.”

“Get in there right now. If it looks like Pryce is there to buy something, try and keep the cashier busy. Maybe buy some snacks. Delay him for as long as you can.”

“On it!”

Sammy climbed out of her rental, looking nothing like her usual self, and jogged toward the storefront.

Clarke checked his surroundings. No one was paying him any attention.

He retrieved the tracker from his pocket and let his arm stretch like a huge wad of gum until his knuckles touched the pavement. He continued to extrude the limb at a right angle across the ground, his hand crawling toward the Mustang on three fingers while his thumb and pinky held the tracker.

His hand reached one of the Mustang’s tires and began to climb up.

The door to the convenience store swung open, and Clarke froze.

A man with a safety vest shouldered through the door with his head low, eating a hot slice of pizza.

Clarke resumed his hand’s climb up the tire and into the wheel well. He jammed the gob of mounting putty against the bend at the top right of the well, squishing it against the sound deadener, then began to retract his arm.

The door opened again, and he froze once more. A mother with two kids in tow left the building. None of them looked his way. He waited until they left his field of view and then slurped his arm back into its original shape.

He shuddered involuntarily. The sensation was like sticking his arm into a puddle of thick oil, except his arm was the puddle. That would take some getting used to. He wondered if Sammy felt that way all the time.

Pryce pushed through the door a few minutes later. He stuck a cigarette in his mouth, lit it, then crossed the station to his car. He finished up at the pump, but then paused and glanced over.

A spike of anxiety shot through Clarke as their eyes met.

“It is,” the dark elf said, his voice low, almost a growl.

“I’m sorry?” Clarke replied, maintaining a calm exterior.

“The car. It’s a King Cobra.” Pryce smirked at him. “My boss is a collector with refined tastes. She lets me drive it whenever I want.”

“That’s some boss.”

“You have no idea.” Pryce stared off into the distance. His red eyes became dreamy and he touched the side of his neck, caressed it with the gentleness of a lover.

Clarke knew what the elf’s high collar hid. He’d seen the scars on Alant’s brides. Whatever affection this man felt for his vampiric master, he was a tool to her. A weaponized snack on legs, nothing more.

Focus returned to Pryce’s eyes and he once again faced Clarke.

“Way better than whatever that piece of shit is.” The dark elf flicked his cigarette, and it hit the fender in a brief shower of orange sparks. He laughed, climbed into the Mustang, and drove off.

Clarke waited until he was out of sight.

“What a charming fellow. I bet he kicks puppies, too.”

Sammy joined him by the pump, her arms laden with junk food.

“Want some?” She hefted the impressive haul.

He placed a hand on his hip and gave her a look of mild reproach.

“What?” she said unapologetically. “I got a case of the munchies. Don’t judge.”


Twelve


“We have a problem,” Ashley said, her voice coming through the phone’s speaker.

“Why do you start so many conversations with those words?” Sammy asked, her voice also on speaker.

Clarke frowned, sitting in a rented sedan with Brooke in the passenger seat. Night had fallen hours ago, and the harsh yellow glow of the parking lot’s pole lights slanted in through the windows. He held the phone between them.

The plan to Track Hatchett and Pryce had worked better than expected, and Ashley’s Scrying had helped Broken Fang amass a wealth of data on their movements. It was difficult to determine where the pair would go on any given day, but they almost always roamed the city in the dead of night.

They rarely visited the same location twice, and this unpredictability had made staging an ambush more difficult. But the team had come up with a simple solution: If they couldn’t know for certain where Hatchett and Pryce would go on any given night, they would intercept the pair at a time and location advantageous to Broken Fang.

Simple in concept but difficult to execute, especially with the d-hunter sticking to the city’s more populous regions over the previous few nights. Still, the team had agreed that this was their best shot, and they’d repeatedly staged themselves in nodal locations.

The bulk of Sunday had come and gone already. Clarke and Brooke had parked behind a strip mall several miles south of Oakdale Regional, their car facing the ugly back of a building lined with grungy doors and large trash bins. Emma and Sammy had taken up a similar position north of the hospital while Ashley and Ixia remained at the mansion, providing long-range Scrying support.

Three teams, two ready for combat. One combat team would perform the initial intercept—it didn’t matter which—and the second would ride in and hit their targets from behind. If everything worked out, they’d catch the Academy bastards in a pincer and take them down right then and there.

Simple, right? What could possibly go wrong?

Everything, Clarke thought darkly. Anything and everything could go wrong.

“I only wish to be clear with everyone,” Ashley said, somewhat tartly. “Would you prefer I paint the news with rainbows and gumdrops?”

“No,” Sammy replied, “but it’d be nice if you weren’t such a downer all the time.”

“Ashley,” Clarke cut in before this little tiff escalated, “what seems to be the problem?”

“The Mustang is on the move, and I believe I know where they’re headed.”

“Sounds like that’s a good thing.”

“It is and it isn’t.” Ashley paused to take a breath. “You see, unless Ixia and I are mistaken, that vehicle is headed for the mansion.”

Clarke’s pulse quickened.

“Shit!” Brooke rose from her seat, ears flattening. She caught herself a moment later and slumped back. “Sorry. I meant to say ‘shoot.’”

“It’s all right.”

Clarke placed his hand over hers, sensed the tension there, the coiled strength ready to erupt. They’d already been forced to defend their home once, and the memory of that battle—and all its close calls—must surely have been at the forefront of Brooke’s mind.

“Ashley,” Clarke said, “how sure are you?”

“I can’t be certain until they get closer, but they haven’t ventured this far from the city center since we started Tracking them, and they’re moving fast. I don’t know where this sudden urgency comes from, but there’s not much of interest around us. Just a smattering of other high-end properties.”

“Got it. Give me their location.”

“About three miles northeast of you, heading east along the interstate at thirty miles over the speed limit.”

“The interstate …” He pulled up his phone’s map and swiped over to the location. “There’s no way we can hit them on that road. It’s too busy, even at this hour. Plus we’ll burn too much time trying to catch up.” He scrolled down. “But we may be able to intercept them once they exit the freeway. Should be able to hit them somewhere along Cherry Dale.”

“That might work for you,” Emma warned, “but we’re in an even worse position than you. No way we can catch up in time.”

“Then we’ll make do until you arrive.” Clarke started the engine. “We’re heading out.”

“Same here,” Emma replied.

“Ashley, you and the Greys get ready to bolt. Don’t stand and fight if you don’t have to.”

“Understood, and don’t you worry about us. Dahlia’s already two steps ahead of you. She takes protecting her sister very seriously.”

“Good to hear.” He closed the call and pocketed his phone.

“We’ve got a lot of windy backroads ahead of us,” Brooke said, pulling her seatbelt tight. “Think you can make it there in time?”

“We’re about to find out. We should have taken the Z4.”

“Hindsight is twenty-twenty.”

“Don’t I know it.” He put the car in reverse. “Here goes. Hold on to your buns!”

He peeled out of the parking lot, switched gears, and slammed on the gas.
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“There!” Brooke pointed at the glint of distant headlights through the trees.

“I see them.” Clarke pushed hard on the gas, even as they took a treacherous, banking turn through the forest. Tires squealed and slipped, and again he wished for the control of his roadster. That thing felt like it was glued to the road.

He fought for control, regained it, and sped down a relative straightaway. They crested a hill. The wheels lifted off the ground, and they landed with a brief shower of sparks. He caught sight of their target, the landscape a tapestry of vivid grays to his night vision.

He knew Cherry Dale Road well enough to judge where the speeding Mustang was, could gauge where he was in relationship to the enemy, and knew he could reach the road in time.

Barely.

But that was only part of the problem. He could reach the other vehicle, but then he needed to stop it.

“We’re coming up on Cherry Dale fast,” Brooke warned, “and at a right angle. You’ll need to slow down to make the turn.”

“Who said I’m turning?”

Brooke faced him, ears pert, worry flashing across her eyes.

“They’re going to pass right in front of us,” Clarke added.

“You don’t mean …”

“I do.” He gave her a quick glance. “Your seatbelt snug?”

She tugged on the belt. “It is.”

“Then brace yourself.”

Clarke’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel. He cast Boosted Sanguine Shield, spending vitality like bloody coins to fortify his body. Brooke transformed beside him, filling out her clothes with fur and muscle, swelling with barely restrained power. She shook out her head, lips curling, ears flattened.

Cherry Dale Road came into full view, and Clarke switched off their headlights. He checked the position of the Mustang barreling down the road, judged the remaining distance, and floored the gas.

The engine roared. Rubber squealed, and Clarke gritted his teeth.

“FUCK!” Brooke cried, claws digging into her armrests.

The gorgeous, glossy red 1978 Mustang King Cobra shot in front of them, a symphony of engineering, craftsmanship, and decades of loving care. It was a mechanical beauty worthy of being framed in an art gallery.

And then it wasn’t.

Their drab, gray sedan crunched into its side, T-boning it with terrible force.

Metal screamed. Glass shattered. The hood folded and the engine block crumpled. Airbags exploded in their faces, and Clarke’s head thumped against the balloon. His shield flashed, absorbing the worst of the shock, even as the force of the impact carried both vehicles forward.

They spun, their combined momentum carrying them ahead and to the right. Rubber burned against asphalt, and their sedan pinned the Mustang against a guardrail.

The folded hood blocked Clarke’s line of sight, and he checked to his right.

“Not as bad as I’d feared,” Brooke growled. She sliced through her seatbelt and swung her door wide.

Clarke tried his own door, but the crush of metal had jammed it in place. He kicked it off its hinges, and it skidded across the road, spinning and sparking until it landed in a ditch.

He rose and drew his huge revolver while Brooke did the same. Smoke fumed from both engines, and the dark elf faced him. His red eyes seemed to glow with fierce malevolence, and his lips curled to bare white teeth against purple skin. He was struggling with his seatbelt when they opened fire.

The first bullet erupted in a fiery bloom that blew out the windows and bulged the roof. He lost sight of the elf but kept on firing. This wasn’t meant to be a fair fight; it was an execution, and he rattled off five quick shots as a flash of cold necessity jolted through his mind.

Their fusillade shredded the Mustang with a series of deafening eruptions. Flames roared, and bits of debris scythed through the air with each blast. But through all the carnage, a corner of his mind had the prescience to wonder: Where was the vampire? Where was Jezebel Hatchett?

Where was the real threat?

Both their cylinders clicked empty, and Elliot Pryce rose from the carnage, balancing with one foot atop what remained of his headrest. Blood trickled from one frayed ear, and flames danced across his charred clothes. But beneath those garments was a layer of Kevlar that burned with green runes.

“You’ll have to do better than that!”

Clarke holstered his pistol and snapped out his wrist. His thirstblade flashed into existence.

“A blood knight?” Pryce snarled. “I’ll kill you both! I’ll tear the beating hearts from your chests and offer them as prizes to my love!”

“Go ahead and try!” Brooke spread her arms, teeth and claws shining in the flickering firelight. “Wouldn’t want this to be too easy. I’ve got an itch to rip and tear!”

“Worthless trash.” Pryce raised a defiant fist. “My love, give me the strength to fell these gnats!”

The ring on his finger blazed green, and ghostly flames engulfed his body. His ear reformed, and flames coalesced around his hands, forming twin curved blades of fathomless obsidian.

“Watch it!” Brooke shouted. “He’s got the drip swords!”

“I see them,” Clarke replied dryly, then cast Blood Freeze.

The runes on the dark elf’s armor glowed hotter, and he sneered at them.

“Surely, you jest.” Pryce dragged one sword across the other, creating a brief fountain of green sparks.

And then he charged.

Clarke could hardly believe how fast the dark elf moved. One moment he stood atop the flaming wreckage, the next he was in Clarke’s face. Their blades met in a bright clash, and Pryce swung his off-hand scimitar in from the side, intent on spilling Clarke’s intestines.

Clarke fell back, let the blade sing through empty air, but Pryce slashed with his other scimitar, and it flashed against the Sanguine Shield. The dark elf advanced, his twin swords a blur around him, his quick, precise movements more akin to a ballet than battle.

How long had this man been a servant of the vampires? How many years had he spent honing his deadly craft? How many lives had he reaped before this moment? Clarke was up against a master swordsman, and all he had was a few months of killing vampires under his belt.

Icy fear danced through his mind. It was as if he’d been transported back to his fight against Otto Heinrich, where he’d first faced the reality of being totally, completely out of his league. That same sensation shot through him, but only for a moment. Yes, this man was more skilled with the blade, but he was a blood knight, a slayer of vampires, and he would not fall to the scum that served them.

Pryce held the advantage in skill, but Clarke knew he possessed the edge in raw power. The elf could flit about him all he wanted. His blood magic gave him all the tools he needed to conquer this foe, and he was far from alone in this fight.

Brooke lunged at Pryce from behind, and the dark elf darted away, keen to avoid being surrounded. His blades flashed outward as he retreated, and the tip grazed her bicep.

“That all you got?” she growled, even as blood trickled down one furry arm.

Pryce smirked and flourished his scimitars.

“Together,” Clarke said. “Now!”

They charged as one, and this time Pryce held his ground. Claws slashed, jaws snapped, swords arced, and Pryce’s blades became a black, glinting whirlwind around him. He fended them off at the same time, then switched to the offensive, blades slashing against shield and fur.

Clarke pulled back, red lightning flickering across his body as his shield struggled not to die the death of a thousand cuts. Brooke bled in several places, but her eyes remained sharp and fierce.

“Not bad.” Brooke wiped a line of blood off her cheek. “You’re almost as good as the last goon we put down.”

Pryce only sneered in response.

Clarke gathered his strength, burning life to fuel his magical engine. He raised the sword in a twohanded grip and readied his next set of spells.

Pryce’s ears twitched, perhaps detecting the gathering magic, and his eyes locked on Clarke.

“I don’t think so.” His voice was barely a whisper, as cold and barren as the grave.

The dark elf lunged.

Clarke cast Fly. His incubus wings exploded through the back of his shirt, and he shot above the dark elf. The attack grazed Clarke’s foot, and Brooke attacked, slashing and biting at the man in a furious whirlwind of her own.

Clarke paid the blood price for his next attack, and three forms of magic interwove within him to form something new.

He drew his blade back, and then cut through the air. His blade left a livid purple wound upon reality, and an identical mark slashed across Pryce. The elf’s armor burned with defensive runes, and he staggered back.

“Scarlet Slash?” Pryce spat, collecting himself. “As if I wouldn’t have protection against …” His eyes bulged, and he dropped to one knee. “What the fuck?!” His chest heaved and he vomited in his mouth.

“Boosted Toxic Slash,” Clarke said calmly. “A variant of my own creation that combines blood magic, witchcraft, and slime toxins.”

“Damn you!” Chunky bile dribbled down the dark elf’s chin as he backpedaled. He raised a ringed fist to the air. “My love! Grant me your⁠—”

His words were cut short as Brooke chomped onto his raised forearm. His free blade sank into her gut, but she didn’t seem to notice as her claws latched onto his armored torso. She picked him up and slammed him into the pavement. Bones cracked, and fluid fountained from his mouth, some of it blood. Brooke gnashed on his arm, and then with a violent jerk, she ripped the limb off.

Pryce cried out, eyes wide in terror as blood spurted from his ruined stump.

Clarke tucked his wings in and dove. He landed beside the pinned elf and cleaved his head off with a single, clean stroke. His blade autocast Drain, and the man’s lifeforce became his, replenishing all he’d spent.

The scimitar in Brooke’s side shattered into a million dark motes. She regarded her claws as reddish light flickered across them, and her own wounds began to close rapidly.

“The Drain is working!” She grinned toothily at him. “I feel good as new!”

A car screeched to a halt near the crash, and two figures rushed out.

“Ladies.” Clarke gave Emma and Sammy a brief wave. “Welcome to the party.”

Sammy surveyed the carnage. “Looks like we’re late.”

“A little.” He shrugged. “But it’s all right.”

“Pryce, I presume?” Emma asked, nodding to the headless corpse.

“You presume correctly.”

“What about Hatchett?”

“A no-show. She may still be at the hospital.”

His phone rang. He dismissed his thirstblade and fished the phone out of his pocket.

“It’s from Ashley.” He put the call on speaker. “Go ahead.”

“Clarke, I just detected a powerful aura leaving the hospital in a straight line.”

“A straight line? Not following the roads?”

“No.”

“Heading?”

“Where else but straight toward you?”
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Jezebel Hatchett floated through the night sky, moonlight kissing the clouds behind her. Green runes glowed across her formfitting bodysuit, and a long black trench coat flapped in the breeze. Her eyes were calm, and green energy crackled faintly within them.

Clarke stood in the open, thirstblade to his side, shield flickering about his body, incubus wings folded. A pillar of smoke rose from the wrecks behind him, and Pryce’s headless corpse lay near his feet.

The vampire glided to a halt high above the road, looking down her nose at him. Flickering flames underlit her face, granting her an aura of menace that had nothing to do with magic. Her eyes met his.

“And who might you be?” she demanded.

“The name’s Clarke. I’m the reason a wretch like you came to this city.”

“My, aren’t you a bold one.” Hatchett cracked a thin, condescending smile. “And a blood knight, I see. Here to challenge a pureblood scion of the Academy in the dead of night?”

“That about sums it up.” He gave the thirstblade a quick twirl. “You game?”

Hatchett’s eyes swept across the smoldering wrecks, then to Pryce’s body, and finally back to Clarke.

“You managed all this on your own?”

“I did.” Clarke nudged the corpse with his boot. “Your groom wasn’t much of a challenge.”

“Is that so? I suppose I’ll have to entice someone better next time.”

“That’s rather presumptuous of you, don’t you think?”

“How so?”

“Because there won’t be a next time.” Clarke spread his wings and rose until he was level with the vampire. “I’ll see to that.”

“You? Alone? Please.” She scoffed. “I’m no fool. I Scried this area on my way over. You’re not powerful enough to take me alone, and you are alone.” She licked her lips. “It’s been centuries since I’ve dined on a blood knight. Oh, how I’ve missed the flavor of your kind. The exquisite mixture of magics. What have you absorbed, I wonder? Incubus magic, clearly.”

“Succubus, actually. But yes.”

She extended a hand, and green energy enshrouded it.

“And some werewolf, too.” She chuckled. “The whores and mutts of the underworld. How very pedestrian of you.”

“Not to your taste?”

“I suppose the combination will add some zest to your blood.” Hatchett shrugged indifferently. “Better than nothing.”

“You going to prattle on all night, or are we going to fight?”

“You that eager to die?”

“I could ask you the same question.”

“You don’t lack for confidence; I like that trait in my food. It makes the moment I break you that much more delicious. The look of terror in your eyes when you realize you’ve been defeated and there’s nothing that will save you.”

“Wow.” Clarke shook his head. “You vampires really are the worst. Not that I need a reminder for why I keep killing your kind, but thanks anyway.”

“So you’ve killed a few vampires. So what? I’m not some common risen. I am pureblood. My birth was blessed by Belphegor herself, and I have never known defeat.”

Hatchett spread her arms, and green flames concentrated into weaponry. An obsidian rapier floated vertically to her right and an obsidian kite shield hovered to her left. She didn’t take hold of them.

“There’s a first time for everything.” Clarke raised his thirstblade.

“So they say.”

“How about we kick this fight off in style?” Clarke permitted himself a cocky smile. “Fire.”

Hatchett began to tilt her head when gunfire lit her up. The Concealment spells shrouding Emma, Brooke, and Sammy dispersed, and enchanted shots blasted the vampire from all angles. Emma pumped her shotgun and fired again while Brooke and Sammy unloaded their revolvers.

Clarke unholstered his Smith & Wesson Model 500.

Hatchett flailed about under the onslaught, arms raised to cover her face, kite shield spinning reflexively around her as spells like Cripple, Agonize, and Break assaulted her. Her armor and natural resistances were too strong for the spells to take full effect, but some measure of their debuffs leaked through her defenses alongside the physical force of each blow.

Then the first bullet from Clarke’s gun struck her. The Explosion spell blew her back, and she hit the ground on her side, skidding to a halt.

Brooke holstered her empty firearm and charged in with Sammy close behind. The nearly naked slime girl slipped the gun into her chest and transformed her fists into huge mallets. Emma pumped her shotgun again and blasted the grounded vampire.

“You insects!” Hatchett raged, green energy exploding from her body.

The shockwave slammed Brooke and Sammy the hardest. The force threw the slime girl back, but Brooke lowered her stance and powered through. She closed on the vampire in a low sprint and dove, claws extended, jaw wide.

Hatchett flung a ball of ghost fire, and the projectile hit Brooke with a sharp snap-flash. The explosion launched the werewolf, and she arced back through the air and landed somewhere in the woods.

The vampire climbed to her feet, one eye blazing with green fire, the other dark and bleeding down her cheek.

“Brooke!” Clarke called out, but there was no time for an answer as Hatchett threw another green fireball. This one slammed into the ground near Emma and sundered the very earth under her feet. Dirt and rock exploded upward amidst terrible corpse fire, and the succubus flew back, her Sanguine Shield flashing around her body.

“Eat this!” Sammy’s massive fist smashed into Hatchett’s face. The vampire’s jaw flew wide, almost to the point of dislocation, and she staggered back, but not before her floating rapier twirled around, slashing clean through Sammy.

Green lightning crackled through the slime girl’s pink body, and two pieces dropped to the ground in twitching puddles.

“It hurts!” she cried. “It hurts!”

Clarke clenched a fist, and his bond rings glowed red. He knew through the rings that all three women were alive, but both Brooke and Sammy had been injured, and he gifted a portion of his own life to each woman, then spent even more on his own spells. He folded his wings and dove, Boosted sword ready.

Hatchett caught sight of him, and her rapier spun to meet him. The two weapons clashed, green and red lightning arcing into the pavement. Chunks of the road exploded upward, and Clarke pressed the attack, knocking the rapier back and swinging for Hatchett’s torso.

Her shield rotated around, and his blade gonged against it. Obsidian cracked, and his thirstblade blazed bright. But Hatchett’s defenses held long enough for her to snarl at him and ready another fireball. She threw this one at her feet, and the explosion blew outward in a ring around her.

Clarke found himself catapulted into the air, his shield flickering sporadically. He spread his wings and steadied himself.

Emma fired from the edge of the road, and buckshot rained against the vampire. She squinted in pain.

Sammy reformed, first into a singular puddle that then rose into a vague humanoid. The shape formed an arm, and this arm followed through with a vicious uppercut that clapped against Hatchett’s lower jaw. The impact threw her head back, and blood and spittle flew from her lips.

Brooke charged in from behind, dashing across the road to rake savage claws across the vampire’s back. She pulled her claws out, their tiny scythes glistening in the moonlight. Hatchett screamed, back arching.

Clarke charged his sword with Boost and Sacrifice, then dove in, his blade transformed into a bar of white light. He swung at Hatchett, and she countered with her shield. His blade crashed against her defenses, and white-hot lines branched across the shield like a glowing spider web.

The shield shattered into obsidian shards, and Clarke bored in. Hatchett brought her rapier up in the nick of time, backpedaling desperately from the blood knight. Clarke’s blade cut through the rapier; the tip flew high and he slashed through the vampire’s chest.

Hatchett fell back, her one eye wide in disbelief. She dropped to the ground and touched the glowing tear in her chest with a trembling hand.

“It can’t end like this …” she gasped as the wound bulged. White light shot through her like veins. Her mouth gaped in a soundless cry, and smoke rose from her throat. The green light in her good eye faded. She shuddered, chest rising, bloating.

And then she burst into a fountain of blood and guts that splattered all of them.

Clarke took a deep breath, and drank in the vampire’s polluted life force. He let the essence replenish his own reserves and then channeled a measured portion to his lovers. He sensed the easing of their wounds and breathed a sigh of relief.

Brooke gave him a nod of appreciation, and Sammy flashed a quick thumbs-up. They’d slain another vile killer and had passed through the ordeal relatively unscathed. Their powers and teamwork had grown—even in the short time since their battle with Alant—and he closed his eyes to revel in their success.

Emma broke the moment when she tried to shake the gore off her arm.

“Eww. Does this happen often?”

“Kind of.” Sammy shrugged. “You get used to it.”

“Come on!” Brooke walked up, lips curled into a broad, wolfish grin. “It wouldn’t be a proper fight if Clarke didn’t explode the shit out of something!”

“So I see.” Emma frowned at her blood-soaked clothes. “Perhaps I should stand farther back next time.”

Clarke chuckled. He wiped his hand off with the tattered remains of his shirt then pulled out his phone.

“Who are you calling?” Emma asked.

“Hepatica.” His sweeping gesture encompassed the bloody, cratered road and the two smoking cars. “Someone needs to clean up this mess, and it’s not going to be us.”


Thirteen


Hepatica slid a facedown sheet of paper across the table, then leaned back and folded her arms under her breasts.

“What’s this?” Clarke picked it up and turned it over.

“My bill.”

He met Hepatica’s violet gaze, framed by halfmoon glasses that hung low on her nose.

“Surprised?” the witch asked.

“Not really,” Clarke sighed more than said.

It was Monday, the day after they defeated Jezebel Hatchett, though the long nights had blurred his memories of the week. He sat across from Hepatica in the mansion’s dining room, the ladies of Broken Fang seated or standing nearby.

The only surprise participant was Linda Sarkany. The dragonkin had assisted the coven in organizing their latest coverup, and Hepatica had invited her to this meeting with Clarke’s permission.

He skimmed down to the bottom line, and his eyebrows rose.

“There was a bit more cleanup needed than usual,” Hepatica said, perhaps sensing his unspoken question. “Between the wrecked cars, the bodies, the craters, the huge pillar of smoke that could be seen for miles, and all the explosions going off—both magical and mundane—the demihumans on the Chester Creek police force took … extra convincing this time.”

“Such is the cost of doing business in this city,” Clarke said in a resigned tone.

“And keeping that business secret,” Linda added. “There always seems to be another palm that needs greasing.”

“Fair enough.” Clarke handed the sheet to his left. “Sammy? Please reach out to your parents. See if they’ll cover these expenses for us.”

The slime girl took the sheet and glanced over it with a studious air. She snorted when she reached the bottom.

“Sure, Mom and Dad can handle a piddly bill like this, no problem. You know the Eloise coffers are open to Broken Fang, right?”

“I know,” Clarke replied, “and I greatly appreciate their generosity, but also I don’t want to abuse it.”

“You’re not.” Sammy folded the page and stuffed it in a pocket. “Trust me, this is a rounding error to them. And even if it was a problem, I know the magic phrase to open their wallets. It’s ‘We slayed another bloodsucker!’”

“That you did.” Hepatica nodded approvingly. “Though, I’m afraid this merely postpones the inevitable. With two dead d-hunters, the Academy of Silence will begin taking a stronger interest in this city.”

“How soon before they send another hunter?” Clarke asked.

“Hard to say.” Hepatica turned to Linda, and the dragonkin shrugged.

“It depends on when Hatchett was due to report back. Days? Weeks? Longer, if we’re lucky, but when the Academy does find out, they’ll send more than one hunter. Probably a team of three. That’s how I’ve seen them operate in the past, escalating their response until the problem is dead and gone. If you intend to open the path to the Portal of Gold, now is the time to do it.”

“Then we need to prioritize reaching the Portal before the vampires do.” Clarke swept his gaze across the table. “Both Hatchett and Alant possessed at least a partial picture, and we can’t discount the possibility they reported their findings back to the Academy.”

“That may be the case,” Linda admitted, “but it’s not as certain as you might think. Recall how we identified Hatchett’s movements because she was retracing Alant’s steps? Why would she need to do that if he’d reported everything back to the Academy? Likewise, when she did learn about the doors, would she have kept it to herself in the hopes of gaining greater power?”

“Either way, we need to put this respite to good use.” Clarke lowered his head in thought, then looked back up. “Let’s say Hatchett didn’t tell the Academy about the doors. We know Hatchett was using Oakdale Regional as a base. She may have kept a grimoire there. I doubt it would be her primary, but the book may contain a log of her investigation here in Chester Creek.”

“Ah, I see.” Emma pushed her glasses up. “And that log might contain clues we don’t have.”

“Like how Alant’s floozies got through the White Door,” Sammy added.

“And we’d be keeping that knowledge out of the Academy’s hands,” Clarke said. “This way, we can buy ourselves more time by making the trail harder to follow.”

“An excellent idea.” Ashley’s halo brightened. “Here’s my suggestion: Give me some time to analyze the Wards around Oakdale Regional. I should Dispel or at least weaken them before you head in.”

“And after that”—Sammy nudged Clarke—“you and I can handle the infiltration. I’ll start working on our costumes.”

“Uh …”

An image of Sammy in a nurse fetish outfit flashed through his mind, complete with diamond-shaped cleavage window and garter straps holding up her white stockings.

“Not the …” he began, and Sammy laughed.

“No.” She leaned in and whispered sultrily. “That one I save for your eyes only.”

“Good. Then I’ll leave the prep to you. Ashley, let us know when we’re clear to head in.” He glanced around the table. “In the meantime, there’re still the Black and Green Doors to open. How are we there?”

“Progress has been slow,” Emma said. “The circle we crafted around the Black Door has provided some insight into what the solution might be, but we’re struggling to pull it all together. To be honest, Ashley did too good a job when she crafted them twenty years ago.”

“Sorry about that.” Ashley’s halo dimmed.

“Don’t worry, Clarke.” Ixia gestured to indicate herself, the succubus, and the angel. “Emma and I will head out to The Establishment first thing in the morning, and I’ll drag my sisters along for the ride. Ashley can join us once she has the Ward situation sorted out. We won’t stop until we’ve cracked that door wide open for you, and that’s a promise.”

“Thank you.” Clarke nodded to them. “I appreciate all your hard work. Keep it up.”

“Will do.” Ixia smiled warmly. “You can count on us.”

“I know I can.” He turned to Brooke. “Finally, we need to follow up with the Sandovals.”

“Not a problem,” the wolf girl replied. “I’ll check on how they’re doing.”

“Actually …” Linda sat forward, fingers knitted on the table. “I’d like to offer my services here.”

“Oh?” Clarke replied. “In what way?”

“I’m trusted within the shifter community—with werewolves especially, given who my late husband was—and I have some skill with magic.”

“Some?” Hepatica snorted out a laugh. “You’re being modest.”

“My point is even with Hatchett dead, the Charm spells will still hold sway over the Sandoval pack. They’ll fade over time, but that process can be hastened with the right counter-spells. Plus, someone needs to help them through a … rough detox period, shall we say. I can handle all of that for you.”

“I see.” Clarke met Brooke with a questioning gaze, and the wolf girl nodded.

“Linda’s right. The Charm spells are a problem. All I can realistically do is beat some sense into them.”

“That would help break the Charms,” Linda noted with a quick rap of her nails, “but there are more elegant solutions.”

“Very well,” Clarke said. “Linda, we’ll leave the Sandovals in your care. And with that, I believe we’ve covered every⁠—”

“Hold it!” Sammy said. “Sorry, Clarke, but I need to intervene here.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Us.” Sammy swept her hand across the table. “We just faced another d-hunter in the span of a few weeks. Yes, we need to stay on top of things, but we also need to recharge our batteries.”

“Okay. That’s fair. What did you⁠—”

“And on that note,” Sammy continued, “I’m putting my polymorphic foot down. No one is doing any work tonight. We’re taking a breather. Hell, we’re going to celebrate this victory!” She grinned broadly at them. “And I know just the way.”
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“Uh!” Sammy flopped back in her recliner, arms sagging until her knuckles touched the floor. “What is with this scenario?”

“What are you complaining about?” Ashley asked from behind her Game Master screen. “This was your idea.”

Lavishly-painted cavern terrain took up most of the table, and the hand-high miniatures of steampunk robots were positioned in a wide arc around a huge purple dragon, its wings spread grandly, mouth roaring.

The savory aroma of piping-hot cheese sandwiches filled the air. Emma had grilled several variants for their night including garlic aioli with mozzarella, pimento cheese with bacon, and cheddar cheese topped with sauteed pickles. Clarke had been surprised by that last option. He’d never considered adding pickles to grilled cheese, but the result had been so delicious he’d ordered seconds.

“I know,” Sammy replied to Ashley, “but I didn’t think we’d be stuck doing this!”

“Are you going to roll or not?”

“Do I have to?”

“Technically no.” Ashley sat up straighter. “But if you want to win, then you need to complete the objective.”

“The objective can bite my toxic ass!”

“It’s not that bad,” Emma said with a sultry smile. “In fact, it’s a nice change of pace.”

“You would say that.” Sammy rolled her eyes. “Look, I play Titan Mage to fight badass monsters and upgrade my mech. Not this!” She gestured with both hands to the dragon model.

“You can forfeit your action this turn if you like,” Ashley pointed out.

“Come on, Sammy,” Ixia said, readying her own dice. “Just roll already.”

“You sure we can’t just blast the dragon instead?”

“Not if we want the optimal ending. We get more loot that way.”

“Fine.” Sammy scooped up her D20. “I roll …” She paused to shake her head in disbelief. “… to seduce the dragon.”

“How do you plan to attempt this?” Ashley asked.

“By talking to her.”

“Then roll, please.”

Sammy tipped her hand over. The die clattered across the terrain, lodging itself within a “bottomless” cleft.

Everyone leaned in except Ashley, who sat expectantly behind her screen.

“I rolled a nine.” The slime girl looked up.

“What did you say to the dragon?”

“I don’t know. Something seductive. Does a nine cut it?”

“It does not,” Ashley replied blandly. “Ultranoth the Organized remains unmoved by your attempts to woo her. However, I’ll allow you to enhance your roll with a performance.”

“A … what now?”

“You may act out your attempt at seduction.”

“You want me to try and woo you?”

“The dragon, Sammy. Woo the dragon.”

“But you’re controlling her. This is all kinds of awkward. Clarke is watching.”

“It’s just roleplay,” Clarke said. “I say go for it.”

“I, well …” Sammy blushed all over. “Do I have to?”

“Not if you’re happy with a failed roll,” Ashley said.

Ixia leaned close to the slime girl and whispered: “Fat loot drops.”

“Fine, okay. Let me think.” She cleared her throat, placed a hand on her hips, and thrust out her chest. “Why, hello there, Ultranoth. What nice, err, scales you have.”

Everyone at the table stared at the slime girl in disbelief.

Except for Ixia, who began shaking with silent laughter.

Ashley sighed. “I’ll add a one for the effort.”

“Is that enough?”

“No.”

“Can I try to seduce the dragon?” Emma asked.

“When it’s your turn. Ixia, you’re up.”

“Good.” Sammy sat back. “If anyone can save us from this scenario, it’s Miss Min-Max.”

“I’m sorry, but that’s Mrs. Min-Max, thank you very much.” Ixia presented the ring on her left hand. “I’m a married woman now.”

“Just seduce the dragon already.”

“Ixia?” Ashley prompted.

“I’m going to spend three Fuel on Create Swiftmetal Artifact.” She removed three tokens from the stack beside her dice tray. “The artifact I’m creating is a giant bouquet of flowers.”

“Swiftmetal extrudes from the left wrist port of Titan Effervescent Glitch. You guide the material with your Matter Magic to take the form of a giant, silvery bouquet.”

“Next, I’m going to use my move to approach Ultranoth.” Ixia placed her titan model in front of the dragon. “And finally, I will present the bouquet and attempt to seduce her.”

“Roll please.”

Ixia rubbed her D20 between both palms and dropped it in the tray. She inspected the result.

Her face darkened.

“Critical fail. I rolled a one.”

“Ultranoth is not simply unimpressed by your overtures but insulted as well.” Ashley rolled several dice behind her screen. “She swipes at you, claws rending through your front armor with ease. Her attack inflicts Gravitic Knockback and sends you flying. Your titan collides with the back wall, and you suffer additional impact damage. You lose twenty-four hit points in total.”

“Oof!” Ixia marked the damage on her character sheet.

“I guess dragons don’t like metal flowers,” Emma said.

“It seemed like a good idea in my head. Oh well.”

“Brooke?” Ashley prompted. “You’re up next.”

The wolf girl didn’t say anything, merely stared at her character sheet with eyes that didn’t see. She’d been a boisterous participant up to this point, but now her thoughts had drifted elsewhere.

Clarke opened his mind to her emotions. He had to sort through the ambience—Sammy’s overblown frustration, Ixia’s sharp attentiveness, Emma’s playful nature—but he managed to parse through the noise to sample Brooke’s mind-state.

He discovered a well of sadness within her, deep and dark, its intensity taking him by surprise. Where had this come from, and how had he failed to see it take hold?

He caught Emma’s eye.

The succubus frowned worriedly. She’d sensed the sudden shift as well.

“Sorry. I …” Brooke shook herself. “What are we doing again? Fighting a dragon?”

“Seducing one,” Sammy corrected. “And doing a piss-poor job of it.”

“Okay,” Brooke replied halfheartedly. “What do you need me to do?”

“You can⁠—”

“Hold up,” Clarke interrupted, and the room fell silent at his serious tone. He met the wolf girl’s uncertain gaze. “Brooke, are you all right?”

It took her a while to respond, and when she did her ears sagged.

“Yeah.” She rested a hand against her stomach. “You could say that.”

“What’s wrong?” Sammy asked, all her gaming frustrations evaporating, leaving only genuine concern for her fellow wife.

“It’s …” Brooke swallowed. “It’s nothing.”

“Clearly it’s not!” Sammy replied, perhaps too sharply, but then her face softened. “Come on, girl. You can tell us.”

“I …”

“Would it be all right if I tell them?” Emma asked.

Brooke hesitated for almost half a minute, but then she nodded, and Emma faced the others.

“It’s her estrus. She feels it coming on, changing her body. I’d guess it’s only a few days away.”

“Her estrus?” Sammy asked.

“Heat,” Emma clarified. “She’s about to become fertile.”

“You mean like a wolf?”

“Pretty much. Female werewolves share the same reproductive rhythm as wolves, which has her entering a cycle of heat once a year.”

“And it only lasts a few days,” Brooke added softly. “A week, tops.”

“Okay,” Sammy said, “but why is this a problem? I’m missing something here.”

“It’s …”

“Brooke?” Clarke sat forward. “Would it be all right if I share what we discussed with the others?”

“Uh, yeah.” She nodded. “Yeah, go ahead. Words aren’t happening right now, but I’m okay with you telling them.”

“Thank you.” He faced the others. “Brooke wants a child.”

“Well, of course she does.” Sammy snorted out a quick laugh. “I mean, we all do, right?”

“You’d better believe it,” Emma agreed. “Just the thought of bearing the fruit of his loins makes me …” She closed her eyes and shuddered rapturously, hugging her chest.

“I’m good for a while.” Ixia patted her baby bump. “Someone else can go next. Might as well be Brooke.”

“But that’s the thing.” The wolf girl looked up. “I want to, but I shouldn’t. Not yet.”

“Ah.” Ixia nodded. “I get you. All the concerns surrounding my own child are still there. Plus, how being pregnant will take you out of the fight for a couple months at least.”

“That’s not something we can afford right now,” Clarke said, trying to soften his words. “Not with the threat of d-hunters hanging over our heads, not to mention whatever challenges await us behind the other two doors. All of us need to be in top form.”

“I know.” Brooke lowered her gaze. “And I thought I’d accepted where we were and what I can and can’t have right now. But then I felt my first heat pang of the year, and it all hit harder than I expected.”

“Then just wait until next year,” Sammy said. “Problem solved.”

“But what if we can’t?” Brooke’s shoulders slumped. “What if … something happens to Clarke?”

Grim silence fell over the table.

“I have no intention of dying anytime soon,” Clarke said after a while. “But we all know the risks. We all know I’m a priority target for any d-hunter. But that said, Brooke, I give you my word we’ll find a way to make this work. Now may not be the right time, but it will come, and when it does we’ll both know it. I’m certain of this.”

“Thank you …” Brooke smiled weakly.

Sammy rapped her knuckles against the table.

“Not to continue this downer topic, but how about this? What if we freeze some of Clarke’s sperm as a backup plan?” The slime girl shrugged. “I know it’s not perfect, but …”

“It’s not an ideal solution on several levels,” Ixia explained. “For one, a child conceived in that manner won’t inherit any of Clarke’s blood magic.”

“Really?” Sammy’s brow crinkled. “I didn’t know that.”

“There’s a magical component to sex with mages. Demihumans, too, for that matter. Trust me on this one.”

“Well, you would know.”

“What about a potion?” Clarke asked the witch. “You and I drank a fertility potion that day. Would something similar help here? Say, a potion that helps Brooke manage her heat cycle? Letting her trigger it at a time of her choosing?”

Brooke’s ears perked up, but then sagged slowly when she caught the witch’s doubtful eyes.

“I don’t know.” Ixia ran a thoughtful finger across her lower lip. “We don’t get a lot of fertility potion requests from werewolves. One, because most werewolves don’t have problems in that department, and two, there’s something of a cultural component. Werewolves abide by cycles—the moon, the year—and breaking from that isn’t natural to them.”

“But could you?” Brooke asked hopefully. Her tail flicked across the back of her chair.

“Maybe. Like I said, the question doesn’t come up often, and in the rare cases it does, the potions enhance an existing estrus.” The witch looked up. “Let me do some research, maybe pick my mom’s brain. At a basic level, I think Clarke’s right. There’s got to be a brew out there that’ll either let you extend your heat cycle or trigger it early.”

Brooke beamed at her. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.” Ixia returned the smile. “We ladies need to look out for each other, so rest easy. I absolutely have your back.”

The night settled down after that, and Brooke once again participated in her usual, boisterous manner. As the hours grew late, Clarke noticed how the wolf girl’s gaze kept flashing toward him. Her yellow eyes were bright and lively once more, less burdened by her earlier worries.

She was still concerned about the future—Clarke didn’t need Empathy to see that—but the existence of other options, other paths forward beyond waiting a whole year, had relieved some of her stress, and now her eyes were filled with a far different emotion:

Rampant sexual desire.

[image: ]


“Whoa!”

Brooke pounced onto Clarke, and he landed on the bed. She pinned his arms, straddling him, her gaze ferocious, tail wagging.

“I love you,” she breathed more than said, then bent down to kiss him. Their lips met, their tongues dueled, and she broke away with a hungry grin. “I love how you care so much for me, for us.”

“Ixia’s the one who has to figure out the potion.”

“True, but it was your idea.” She drew closer to drape her body atop his, her huge breasts smooshed against his chest. “I find your thoughtfulness so. Unbelievably. Sexy.”

They kissed again, long and rough and wild, as if both were competing to see who was the most excited. Brooke ground her hips against him, dry humping his now aching crotch. She broke away, her lips less than an inch from his.

“And I love this, too.” She reached down and stroked him—a soft caress to serve as a deceptive prelude to rambunctious, chaotic sex. He knew what to expect from Brooke by now, how sometimes she needed to let all her pent-up energy loose, and the intercourse that followed could be likened to a car crash.

Well, he’d survived one of those already this week. What was one more at this point?

She placed her hands atop his shoulders and then raked her claws down his chest. The razor-sharp tips shredded his shirt, but failed to pierce his magically-infused skin. She grabbed fistfuls of the tattered garment and flung them aside.

“I liked that shirt,” he said dryly.

“I’ll make you forget all about it.” She ran her hands over his muscles, exploring each crease and crevice. Her hands reached his belt, and she grinned, growling hungrily. With a quick jerk, she ripped his belt and jeans apart with a loud tearing of fabric. She sat back, still straddling his legs, and ran her fingers over his prominent bulge.

“And the pants,” he added with a teasing smile. “I liked those, too.”

“You won’t care about your wardrobe when I’m done with you.”

She tugged his boxers down, yellow eyes bright in the bedroom gloom. She let him twitch to full prominence, and then took him into her mouth.

Clarke closed his eyes, enjoying the warm, wet embrace of her mouth as she swallowed half of him. She paused there, struggled with his next inch, then pulled back.

She swirled her tongue around the tip. He opened his eyes, and she made a show of licking her lips before deepthroating him again. She held him in her mouth, then drew back and repeated the motion. Each plunge was faster and harder than the last until she was fucking him with her mouth.

She reached underneath and squeezed his butt cheeks, claws poking but not hurting. With all the shifter magic he’d absorbed, there wasn’t much she could do to him that caused him genuine alarm.

She pistoned up and down his cock, taking him a deeper with each hot, frenetic plunge, and his glans struck the back of her throat over and over again. She swallowed him one last time, driving him deeper into her throat, forcing herself to take more of him, until his girth won and she pulled back up with a relieved gasp.

She draped body over his again, took hold of the back of his head, and brought his lips close.

“I need you,” she moaned breathlessly, grinding her clothed crotch against his exposed member. “I need you inside of me so bad.”

He grabbed the back of her head and tugged her close. He pressed his lips against hers, and she devoured him with her tongue, the urgency of her desire plain with every trembling breath.

She meant those words.

No, it was more than that this time. She felt them, through every inch of skin, every muscular cord, every neural synapse. Her entire body ached with the need to join with him, to pleasure him and to receive delicious release in return.

Clarke ran his hands up the sides of her hips and then underneath her shirt. Together they pulled it off. She tossed it aside and then she reached back and unclasped her bra.

Her bountiful chest bounced free. He cupped one breast, thumb playing across her nipple, and took the other into his mouth.

“Yes,” she moaned. She grabbed the back of his head and pressed him deeper into her soft mounds. His tongue danced across her areola, flicked and teased her nipple, all while he kneaded her flesh with one hand.

She sucked in a sharp breath and pulled back.

“More,” she growled, the word rumbling deep in her chest. “I need more.”

She gripped the front of her jean shorts and slipped clawed thumbs behind the waist band. The muscles in her arms bulged, and she ripped her shorts off and tossed the ruined halves to either side. Her panties met the same fate as a brief, shredded afterthought.

“Did you like those?” he asked in a playful tone.

“They were in the way.”

She shoved him onto his back, took hold of his root, and then guided the tip to the tiny rosebud of her backdoor. As usual, she’d prepared herself thoroughly, and she groaned as he penetrated deep into her well-lubricated ass.

What followed could loosely be called “sex” because it met certain basic criteria. But that simple word didn’t do the frantic, desperate pounding true justice. Brooke rode him hard and fast until he shot his first load into her. That might have been enough for a human couple, but not a werewolf and a blood knight whose body was enriched with so much magic. His cock remained rock hard as he flipped her over and pounded her into the bed.

The mattress groaned in protest as they fucked the night away. They switched positions, and he railed her ass from behind, her breasts swaying like firm, round pendulums. She gasped in ecstatic pleasure with each deep thrust, and after that she mounted him again, riding him with her back turned. Her tail swished across his chest as she took his full length with each plunge of her ass.

He pinned her to the wall and took her that way, and then she countered by fucking him on the floor. Clarke mixed his Fly magic into their lovemaking, and their antics intensified throughout the night. The bed, the walls, and even the ceiling all took damage.

A simple word like sex didn’t do it justice, nor did it seem fair to liken their antics to a car crash. It was more like a jet fighter hitting its afterburners and ramming full-force into the side of a mountain.

Their lovemaking was as much sex as that was flight.

But even Brooke’s carnal lust had limits, and eventually Clarke wore her down, sating her in mind and body. She curled up with him on the bed, skin slick and shining with sweat, a content smile gracing her lips.

She snuggled up to him, his arm cradling her head against his chest, her leg draped over his. She closed her eyes, whispered one last “I love you,” and then drifted off into peaceful slumber.


Fourteen


Clarke and Sammy strode down the bright, clean corridor with the casual indifference of people who belonged there.

Even though they absolutely did not.

Ashley had battered the Wards around Oakdale Regional into submission, casting her long-range Dispels freely now that detection was no longer a concern. It took her only a few hours to wreck the hospital Wards, and now it was Clarke and Sammy’s turn.

Clarke wore a black suit with a dark purple tie, fists clenched, ID swaying from his lanyard. His sharp facial features emphasized the unfriendly scowl, purple skin giving way to long ears, white hair tied back in a ponytail. Sammy strode a few steps behind him, clad in a black dress with a stack of folders clutched under an arm. Her short blonde hair dipped at an angle across her unnaturally beautiful face, partially obscuring one eye. Her lips were a severe line.

Clarke took a left, following Ashley’s instructions on where the Wards had been strongest. A nurse passed them, her bushy hair shot with gray.

“Administrator Pryce?” The woman’s eyes widened, her voice edged with subtle fear. “And Hatchett? I thought you two were on vacation.”

Clarke met her with penetrating red eyes but said nothing. That struck him as the way a bastard like Pryce would treat his master’s food. The sharp stare worked, and the nurse frowned worriedly and hurried past them.

The woman hadn’t noticed his dark elf features; vampiric hexes twisted the occult into the mundane, but the disguise was still important. If it had been incomplete—a more natural coloration instead of purple, for example—the woman would have known something was off, even if she couldn’t put her finger on what precisely was wrong.

Clarke pushed through a set of double doors and marched past the nurses’ station. One of the women glanced up and gasped. The sharp inhale drew the attention of two more nurses, and their combined anxiety shot through Clarke’s senses. He cut rapidly through the examination rooms, and Sammy came up alongside him once they were alone.

“I get the feeling these two weren’t regulars in this part of the hospital,” she whispered.

“Can’t be helped,” he whispered back. “We don’t know our way around or what their daily habits were like. If someone confronts us, we’ll bluff our way past.”

“I doubt that’ll be necessary.” Sammy glanced over her shoulder. “Did you see the way they looked at us?”

“Yeah. Hard to miss.”

“What did those two do here?”

“Nothing good.”

Clarke picked up a conversation from down the hall. He held a finger up to his lips, and Sammy nodded. They passed a doctor in a white coat discussing something on his clipboard with a nurse. The nurse patted his arm urgently, and the doctor looked up with a start. He gulped once he recognized them.

“Sir? Ma’am?” The doctor nodded to each of them. “Aren’t you supposed to be⁠—”

“We’re back early.” Clarke made a sharp gesture to his side. “Out of our way.”

“Of course, sir!” The doctor put his back to the wall, clutching his clipboard protectively. He and the nurse watched Clarke and Sammy pass with wide, worried eyes.

“I hate that we’re doing this,” Clarke grumbled under his breath once they were alone again, “but it is the easiest way to get what we want.”

“We can rest easy knowing the real ones are dead.” Sammy checked the room numbers. “Not much farther now.”

“Four forty-eight. Four fifty.” Clarke stopped in front of an archival storeroom. “Four fifty-two.”

He tried the knob, but only managed to wiggle it. He pantomimed unlocking the door with his own set of keys and cast Minor Telekinesis. The lock clicked open, and they both slipped in.

Clarke shut the door behind them. Sammy flipped the wall switch, and fluorescent lights revealed rows of filing cabinets, disorderly shelves packed with hundreds of disk cases, and tall stacks of boxes overflowing with papers. One of the lights buzzed and flickered.

“What a mess.” Sammy planted her fists on her hips. “You’d think they’d have a better system than this.”

Clarke held out his arm and spread his fingers. “You feel that?”

“Feel what?” She frowned at his extended arm. “The air?”

“The remnants of a Ward. A very dangerous one.”

“I don’t feel anything.”

“The Wards we passed on the way here—what’s left of them at least—were cast to detect intruders or unfriendly magic. This one, however, was far more robust and aggressive. Hatchett would have used a disarming spell of some sort to enter this room safely.”

“Good thing Ashley softened this place up.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” Clarke lowered his arm.

“What would it have done to us had we tried to come straight here?”

“Not sure. The magic is in tatters, but it still feels sharp. Like a scalpel.”

“Seems appropriate for a hospital.”

“My guess is the magic would have flayed us alive.”

“Ouch.” Sammy winced.

“Or tried to in your case.”

“Still ouch. I don’t like being separated from my bits. There’s always something that ends up in the wrong place.” She ran a finger across one of the shelves. “Dust everywhere. Doubt this room sees much traffic.”

“Which makes it perfect for a vampire’s temporary lair. Let’s have a look around, but be careful. Don’t touch anything.”

Sammy jerked her hand back.

“Pieces of the Wards or other defenses may still be active,” he warned. “Leave them to me.”

“You’ve got it, boss.”

Clarke led them in a slow circuit around the room. He stepped carefully around the boxes and disk cases that littered its aisles, keen to the presence of hostile magic. He turned a corner near the back and came to a secluded alcove tucked behind high stacks.

Two sleeping bags were rolled out on the floor next to a cooler.

Sammy stretched her neck to peek over his shoulder.

“Cozy, I guess.”

“A veritable home away from home.” Clarke raised the cooler’s lid to find three blood bags swimming in ice water.

“Snacks for the vampire on the move?”

“Yep.”

He dropped the lid and crouched by the sleeping bags. He ran his hand over the surface, sensing an ethereal tug. Like the magical equivalent of gravity or suction. He pushed the sleeping bags into a corner.

“Find something?” Sammy asked, keeping her distance.

“Maybe. This feels familiar. Almost like …” He spent a sliver of his magic, letting the suction drink in the barest thread of power. An arc of runes lit on the floor, and he nodded. “A magic circle.”

“What were they using it for?”

“Not sure.” Clarke shifted to a low squat. “It’s not a spell I recognize. Why don’t you take a picture? The others should be able to tell us more.”

“Got it.” Sammy took out her phone and snapped half a dozen photos. “Circle saved.”

“That’s something, at least.” Clarke closed off the trickle of mana, and the runes began to fade. He swept his eyes over the alcove, hands resting on his knees. “Now, if I were a grimoire, where would I be hiding?”

“Maybe in plain sight? Like in a filing cabinet?”

He glanced up at her, and she shrugged.

“Just trying to help.”

“No, you could be right.” He continued his slow scan of the area, caught sight of an odd clump of hair and picked it up. “What’s this?”

“That’s not Pryce’s hair.”

“Neither did it belong to Hatchett.” Clarke held it up to the light. “It’s too dark.”

“Maybe it belonged to an unlucky victim?” Sammy suggested. “In case she was in the mood for something fresher than chilled blood bags.”

“Maybe, but I don’t think so.” He pinched the clump then dragged it through his fingers. “This feels like werewolf fur.”

“You sure?”

Clarke gave her a half smile. “I do have some experience in this department.”

“Fair point, but that’s still awfully specific of you. You sure you’re not just seeing what you expected to find?”

“There’s shifter magic in the hair.”

“Ah. Gotcha.”

“We’ll take it back. Maybe Brooke’s nose will tell us more.”

He held out the tuft. Sammy lifted her shirt and retrieved an empty duffle bag from her chest. She unzipped one of the side pockets, and stuck the fur inside.

“Now, about that grimoire.” Clarke rose and looked around. He closed his eyes and sampled the ambient magic.

The air was polluted with mana from the broken Ward. The weak charge on the magic circle added its own interference, but Clarke could sift through the noise. He was a blood knight, after all, and his sensitivity to vampiric magic was far higher than any normal mage.

He cleared his mind and stood motionless, breathing in and out with a steady rhythm. Sammy waited patiently at his side, careful to avoid any noise that might distract him. The tattered complexity of the Ward came into focus first, and he strove to filter it out, to gaze beyond it, underneath it.

An ethereal scent tickled his perception: rust and ink and the hint of blood.

He opened his eyes and approached one of the stacks. He set the top two file boxes aside, removed the lid from the third, and rummaged through old papers until he came upon a leatherbound pocket organizer.

Touching the organizer filled his senses with the taste of blood. He brought it into the light and thumbed it open. The pages were blurred by a Concealment spell, because of course they were, but this had to be it. Nothing else in the room reeked so strongly of vampiric magic.

“Hatchett’s grimoire?” Sammy asked.

“One of them.” He clapped the grimoire closed and stuffed it in a pocket. “We have what we came for. Let’s get out of here.”
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Clarke and Sammy headed to The Establishment after finishing up at Oakdale Regional. They took the stairs down to the secret basement to find Ashley, Emma, and the Greys all seated cross-legged around the Black Door, their magic circle blazing. Brooke leaned against the wall, waiting patiently.

“Hey, Clarke.” Brooke gave them a quick wave. “Sammy. How’d it go?”

“Better than expected.” Clarke retrieved the leatherbound organizer. “We found this.”

“Hatchett’s grimoire?”

“The one, but not the only. Looks like her away-from-home journal.”

“Nice!” She gave him a playful thump in the shoulder. “Way to show us up!”

“No luck on this end?”

The wolf girl shook her head, and her tail swatted the air with annoyance.

“Luck has proven to be a fickle mistress,” Ashley said from the circle, eyes closed, halo bright. “The Black Door refuses to yield its secrets.”

“And whose fault is that again?” Ixia asked, her eyes shut as well.

“Yes, we know,” Ashley replied tartly. “I can only apologize so many times.”

“You’ll figure it out,” Clarke reassured them. “I know you can. It’s only a matter of time.”

“Speaking of time …” Ixia peeked an eye open. “Can we take a breather? I’m tired, frustrated, and hungry.”

“You mean hangry?” Emma asked.

“That’s not a real word.”

“Yes, it is. It’s a state of mind, and you’re experiencing it now.” The succubus glanced at the angel. “Which is to say we should probably take a break soon.”

“Another few minutes,” Ashley replied primly. “Let me conclude this probe, then perhaps we can break for dinner.”

“Consider the motion seconded,” Emma said.

“And thirded.”

“‘Thirded’?” Emma quirked an eyebrow at the witch. “Is that a real word?”

“It is if it gets me fed sooner.”

Clarke stepped away from the circle and waved for Brooke to join him.

“Sammy and I found something else. Sammy, can you show her?”

“Got it right here.” The slime girl pulled the folded duffle bag out of her chest and retrieved the tuft of fur from the side pocket. “Here you go, Brooke.”

“Can you tell us what it’s from?” Clarke added.

“Should be able to.” Brooke held the swatch of fur to her nose and sniffed. “Male werewolf. Probably a Sandoval. That pack has a distinct scent. Most do, though sometimes the lines can get a little blurry, especially from one generation to the next as new blood marries into the pack.” She drew in another deep breath. “Could be Mason. There’s a hint of his cigar smoke on the fur, though that could be from proximity.”

“A second-hand scent?” Clarke asked.

“Something like that. Where’d you find this?”

“In Hatchett’s lair, right next to a magic circle and some sleeping bags. There wasn’t much else there besides the grimoire and a cooler full of iced blood bags. Not sure what the circle was for, but Sammy snapped a picture for our team of resident magic experts.”

Clarke, Brooke, and Sammy waited for the others to finish. True to her word, Ashley let the circle’s light fade a few minutes later. Clarke helped Ixia to her feet, and the whole team gathered around him.

“Sammy? The pictures?”

“Got it right here.” Sammy brought up one of the pictures and held out her phone.

The angel, succubus, and all three witches crowded in for a good look.

“Charm,” Emma said. “No mistaking it.”

“Agreed, but …” Ixia frowned. “There’s something off about it. Do you see this band of runes on the left? What are those for?”

“They appear to be runes associated with shifter magic,” Ashley said.

Ixia slanted her head. “Okay, yeah, now I see it.”

“A Charm spell refined to work best on shifters?” Emma suggested.

“Looks like,” Ixia agreed. “Which makes sense, given the issues surrounding the Sandovals.”

“But why would the circle be there?” Clarke pointed at the picture.

“What do you mean?” Ixia asked.

“I mean its location in the hospital. If that circle was used to Charm one or more Sandovals, then why place it on a hospital’s fourth floor? Wouldn’t that make it harder for Hatchett to Charm them since she’d have to get them to the circle in the first place?”

“You raise a valid point.” Emma tapped her lips thoughtfully. “It could be Hatchett used a lesser spell first, like Persuade. She could have used that to get her victims to the circle. Having a circle would definitely have made Charming them easier.”

“Okay.” Clarke frowned. “I can see that.”

“You don’t sound convinced, though.”

“It’s not that I don’t agree with you. It’s just that parts of what happened aren’t sitting well with me. We have all this evidence that Hatchett Charmed multiple werewolves. And yet, when she faced us near the mansion, she came at us alone. Where was her furry backup?”

“A good question.” Ashley’s halo brightened as she pondered the situation. “Thinking back, we know Pryce was speeding toward the mansion. Therefore, we can assume he had some motive for his unusual urgency.”

“That seems simple enough,” Emma replied. “He knew, or at least suspected, where to find Alant’s killer.”

“Not necessarily,” Ashley said. “There’s also the Scepter of Bone to consider.”

“But the scepter is in the most heavily Warded room in the mansion.”

“Yes, but we also used it to investigate the White Door. It’s unlikely but still possible the scepter was detected while we had it outside the mansion.”

“I don’t know.” Emma crossed her arms. “That can explain why Pryce showed up alone; he was acting as a scout. But once he met resistance, it would have made sense for Hatchett to gather her forces, just like Clarke said.”

“Perhaps—”

“Maybe I can help you there.”

Clarke whirled around to find Linda sweeping toward them from the bottom of the stairs.

Wow, he thought. She’s quiet when she wants to be. I didn’t hear her coming, and I don’t think Brooke heard her either.

The dragonkin gave him a warm smile, her one eye glinting with mischief. She knew exactly what she’d pulled off, and Clarke sensed this small display was for his benefit.

Was she trying to impress him?

That tracked. She hadn’t been shy about flirting with him, though the appearance of a second d-hunter had pushed that topic to the side.

Not anymore, it seemed.

“Hello, Linda.” He gave her a curt nod.

“Clarke,” she replied with her own dip of the head. “The reason none of the Sandovals participated in that fight was because Hatchett had them searching the city for the Black Door. They were spread all over the place, and unlike her, none of them can fly. If I were to guess, I’d say she thought she could take you alone and didn’t want to risk losing your trail by gathering her forces first.”

“How is the pack?” Brooke asked, ears low with worry.

“As well as can be expected.” Linda’s expression softened. “Over a dozen of them were Charmed, and most of those are back home resting. I haven’t had any trouble countering the spells, mind you, but I also want to avoid any more magical shocks to their systems. That’s why I’m taking it slow. I’ll be back over there tomorrow for another round of therapy. Give me a few more days to manage their magical ‘hangovers,’ and the pack should be up and about, good as new. Except for poor Richard, of course.”

“Of course.” Brooke took a deep breath. “Still, it’s good to hear the pack will be back on its feet soon.”

“That they will be. You have my word.” Linda clasped her hands together. “Now, my keen sense as a hostess tells me there’s a problem here that needs solving. How about I open up one of the party rooms and let you all order anything you like, my treat?”

“Yes, please!” Ixia exclaimed, her words accompanied by nods, grins, and eager sounds of affirmation from the whole team.
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Linda escorted them to a huge lounge on the second floor. She summoned a pair of waiters to take their orders while a hostess brought out freshly baked bread and a selection of appetizers. Emma came up beside Clarke while everyone was settling in. The succubus waggled her eyebrows then bobbed her head toward Linda.

“You think?” he asked quietly.

“I don’t think. I know.” Emma grinned, almost bouncing on her heels. “Oh, I’m so excited for you!”

“You sure? I still can’t read her emotions.”

“That’s just dragonkin for you. They can resist a lot of magic.”

“Then how are you so sure?”

“Clarke, please.” She rested a hand against the small of his back. “I’m a succubus, remember? I don’t need magic to pick up on these signals.” She gave his butt a loving rub and took her seat.

“Everyone comfy?” Linda glanced around the table. “Good. Then, if no one minds, I have an important matter—a personal matter—I wish to discuss with all of you, Clarke especially.”

Emma caught his gaze and waggled her eyebrows again. She was practically vibrating with excitement.

“Most of you know bits and pieces of my situation,” Linda began, “but to lay it out there plainly, I’m old. Ancient, really. And in all my years I’ve never managed to conceive a child. There are a lot of reasons for this: my unusual strength as a dragonkin, the rarity of the blood that runs through my veins, and so on. I’ve explored options. A great many options, to the point where I grew sick of failure and simply gave up for a few decades. But in all that time, there’s one possibility I’ve never explored. One I believe could very well hold the key I’ve sought for so long.”

Her gaze settled upon Clarke, and he held it unwaveringly in return.

“I believe,” she continued, “a union between me and a blood knight has a very high chance of resulting in a child.”

An uneasy silence fell upon the table. Linda sat back and let the women of Broken Fang absorb her words.

“So, wait.” Sammy planted her forearm on the table. “Back up a sec. Are you suggesting we pimp Clarke out to you like some sort of stud? Because I can tell you right now that won’t happen.”

“No, nothing so crass or impersonal, I assure you.” Linda smiled thinly. “This may be a bit traditional of me, but if I’m to conceive a child, I wish to do so within the confines of a marriage.”

“Then you’re asking if you can marry him?”

“Not quite. Yes, I’m interested in Clarke as a mate. But”—Linda swept her hand to indicate the table’s occupants—“I also realize there are … gatekeepers, shall we say? Women who should be consulted before approaching him. Given that four of you are his wives, I thought it appropriate to be upfront with you about where a potential relationship might lead. And I do mean potential.”

She faced Clarke and smiled warmly.

“I suppose all I’m asking for right now is an opportunity for the two of us to get to know each other better. To test the waters of a potential relationship. To see how compatible we are.”

“You mean like a date?” Clarke replied.

Linda blinked, a look of shock fixed upon her face. Then she loosened up again.

“Yes, actually. Just like a date.” She sighed. “Sorry. I’m out of practice.”

“A date with our hubby.” Sammy shrugged and leaned back. “Well, I’m fine with this as long as Clarke is. What about the rest of you?” She caught Emma’s gaze.

“Do you really need to ask me?” the succubus replied.

“Just trying to cover all the bases.”

“Then, to be clear, I do support this. Linda would make an excellent addition to Clarke’s harem, assuming he consents, of course. But before we hear from him, I’d like to point out how Linda clearly doesn’t violate his ‘no mothers’ rule.”

Emma winked his way.

“Thank you,” Clarke said dryly. He turned to Ixia next.

“You’ll receive no complaints from me either,” the witch said.

Dahlia began to raise a hand, but Ixia smacked it down.

“Sis, you don’t get a vote.”

“Aww, but I want to be next.”

“Speaking for myself,” Brooke began, “Linda has been a good friend to the shifter community, werewolves in particular. She’s very much considered a member of the wider pack. I can’t think of any reason to object.”

“Glad to hear it.” Clarke faced Ashley.

“You wish to hear my thoughts on this?”

“I do.”

“But I’m not one of your wives.”

“Your opinion—your feelings—still matter to me. You know this.”

“I …” The angel faltered briefly, but then her halo gleamed with renewed light and she smiled at him. “Yes, I suppose I do. And as to Linda’s proposal, I can see no issues. She has been a great asset in our struggle against the vampires, both now and in the past. If a deeper, more personal bond were to grow from this, then I see no reason to get in the way.”

“The women in his life have spoken.” Linda met his gaze. “But what does the man himself say?”

“You certainly know how to be direct.”

“At my age, you learn when to cut to the chase.”

“I suppose I can’t fault you there.” He favored her with a smile. “But yes, I would love to go out on a date with you.”

“Wonderful!” The tension in her body deflated, and she fanned herself. “Whew. It’s been a while since a man made me this nervous.”

“Then I’ll do my best to make you feel more comfortable in the future.”

Food began to arrive, and the table settled in for less weighty conversation. But while everyone else dug into the appetizers, a thought tickled the back of Clarke’s mind. It grasped at mental fragments, struggling to draw them into a more complete whole.

A child.

He watched Linda as she conversed with the women in his life, saw the easy chemistry on display.

A child.

He turned to Brooke, his thoughts coalescing around her desire to bear his offspring.

A child?

Finally, his eyes fell upon Ixia and stayed there. It took a while for the witch to notice him, and her expression became confused as he stared not so much at her, but through her.

A child.

A child.

An unborn child.

A child without an age.

“That’s it!” Clarke bolted upright and extended both arms toward Ixia. “A child! The solution has been in front of us this whole time!”

“I’m sorry?” Linda blinked. “I’ve clearly missed something important. The solution to what?”

“The riddle!”

“You figured out how to open the Black Door?”

“No.” Clarke grinned excitedly. “The green one.”


Fifteen


“Why am I here again?” Ixia asked quietly. She knelt beside Clarke on the shallow grassy rise behind CCU’s administration building. Night had fallen, and yellow pools of light shone upon the empty parking lot between them and the building’s rear entrance.

Clarke dropped to one knee and faced the assembled members of Broken Fang, which this time included Ixia and her sisters. Sammy remained passably human, Emma carried her shotgun in a guitar case, and Ashley had the Scepter of Bone tucked safely in her satchel. Dahlia and Hyacinth had brought their own weaponry, but they were here to escort Ixia back to the mansion.

Assuming he was right.

“It’s quite simple,” Clarke whispered. “Ixia, you’re the key to the Green Door. Or rather, your unborn child is. Everyone, follow me.”

He led them down the hill and across the parking lot. A quick cast of Minor Telekinesis defeated the lock, and they were in. They filed quietly past vacant offices to a large storeroom, then to the stone wall at the back. Another cast of Minor Telekinesis released its unseen mechanism, and the wall slid back smoothly.

Ashley cast Shine on the walls, and they descended single file down the long flight of stairs until they reached the circular chamber at the bottom. The Green Door stood before them, its painted wood and brass handle as outwardly mundane as ever.

“Go on.” Clarke gestured Ixia forward. “Give it a try.”

“Okay.” Ixia stepped forward. Her sisters followed, weapons drawn, eyes alert for any potential danger.

There was none, as far as Clarke knew, but it didn’t hurt for them to be sure.

Ixia gripped the brass lever handle. She grimaced for a moment and then turned it with ease. She swung the door back to reveal a long, earthen passage with roots dangling from the rounded ceiling.

“It worked!” Emma grinned from ear to ear. “You figured it out, Clarke!”

“I still don’t get it,” Ixia said. “How could our child be the key?”

“It’s right there in the riddle. ‘What has a bottom at the top?’ ‘What can you hold in your right hand but never in your left?’ ‘What runs but never walks’?”

“Body parts,” Sammy said.

“Right. Put those together, and you have a human being.”

“But how do you then get to our child?” Ixia asked.

“That’s where the second riddle comes into play, and how the two interact with each other. ‘I am less than nothing. I take when I should give. I exist before the undividable. What am I’?” Clarke formed a circle with his thumb and middle finger. “The undividable is a zero.”

“Oh, gawd!” Sammy rolled her eyes. “Seriously, Ash? You brought math into this?”

“There are only so many ways I can apologize.”

“It’s all right,” Clarke went on. “The answer is a negative number.”

“But which negative?” Ixia asked.

“Doesn’t matter. Just has to be less than zero. Now combine the two.”

“A human being combined with a negative number?” Ixia pursed her lips thoughtfully, then her eyes widened.

“You see it, don’t you?” Clarke tapped the side of his head. “It was all the talk of having kids that finally did it for me. Caused the right synapses to fire.”

“I still don’t get it,” Sammy said. “A negative number of children?”

“Almost. The answer is a child with a negative age. An unborn child.” He gestured to Ixia. “A child still in the womb.”

“Yeah, I never would have figured that one out.”

“The important thing is the second door is open.” Ashley manifested her wings and halo. “And our leader has gathered us here for a clear purpose.”

Emma retrieved her shotgun from the guitar case and spread her wings. Her long, sleek tail dropped through her skirt and swept back and forth as she cast Sanguine Shield.

Brooke drew back her hoodie and transformed into a full werewolf while Sammy stripped down to her underwear, her skin changing to a bright pink.

“Your orders, Clarke?” Ashley prompted.

“My orders are simple. Dahlia, Hyacinth: escort Ixia safely back to the mansion. As for the rest of us …” He cast his own shield, snapped out his thirstblade, and pointed down the earthen tunnel. “We’re going in.”
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“Oh, wow.”

Sammy turned in a full circle, soaking in their alien surroundings.

The underground passage had led to a clearing. Bluish, knee-high grass swayed in a gentle breeze, and a lush jungle sprawled in every direction. But this was unlike any jungle Clarke had ever seen; its teal fronds were edged in a lighter turquoise. Thick vines ran across the ground, climbing tree trunks to end in giant lavender flowers. Two suns loomed high above, and the sky shimmered from something akin to an aurora borealis.

Clarke inhaled deeply. The air was sweet and pungent: the mellow scent of grass, the pleasant aroma of flowering plants⁠—

—and the distant, acrid hint of animal dung.

“Be on guard.” Brooke rubbed her muzzle. “There are strange smells everywhere. Tracks, too. Big ones. I can’t even begin to tell you what kind of creatures left them.”

“Figures there’d be beasties to contend with.” Sammy shook her head. “Where the hell are we?”

“Not on Earth,” Emma said. “That much is clear. Two suns and a crazy lightshow in the sky.”

“The Dazzling Skies,” Ashley muttered dreamily, gazing up at the strange sparkling stars that dotted the otherwise purple-blue sky.

“What was that, Ash?” Sammy said. “I couldn’t quite hear you.”

“Sorry.” The angel shook herself. “I just experienced a moment of recollection. We’re on what’s called the Monstrous Continent, an untamed land that exists beneath the Dazzling Skies.”

“Is that so?” Sammy replied matter-of-factly and looked up. “The name fits.”

“There’s a lot of jungle to search,” Brooke said. “Where do we go from here?”

“The scepter should answer that question.” Ashley unfastened the flap on her satchel and reached in when a terrible screech pierced the air.

Everyone’s eyes shot up as a distant winged creature banked over the lush treetops. The beast was reptilian, but with feathered wings and a feathery crest. It cawed again, traveling away from the party. A small figure straddled the base of its long neck, and both vanished beyond the trees soon after.

“What was that?” Sammy blurted.

“Don’t know,” Brooke replied, “but it looked like someone was riding it. Did you notice the reins and the saddle, too?”

“I did,” Clarke said. “Someone tamed that monster, that … pterodactyl?”

“Or maybe a dragon?” Brooke suggested.

“No, not a dragon,” Emma corrected. “A dragon has six limbs: two wings, two legs, and two arms. That creature only had four limbs: two legs and two wings. A wyvern, maybe?”

“Doesn’t matter what we call it.” Sammy stepped forward. “Right now, it’s not our problem. Ash? The scepter?”

“One moment, please.”

Ashley retrieved the scepter and held it out like a dowsing rod. The carved runes gave off a faint light, but brightened when she brought it around in a slow arc. The scepter’s glow peaked, then faded, and Ashley adjusted the angle until she found the brightest point.

“This way to the seal,” she said, and lowered the scepter slightly.

“We have our heading.” Clarke came alongside the angel and addressed the team. “Everyone, keep your heads on a swivel and call out anything that looks even remotely dangerous. We’ll form a loose perimeter around Ashley as we press on. Brooke, you and I are in the lead. We have the best eyes and ears, and we don’t have a clue what’s waiting for us out there. Sammy and Emma, you guard the rear.”

He surveyed the team, gauging their readiness. They replied with confident nods.

He returned his attention to the path ahead, through the dark underbelly of an alien jungle. A part of him couldn’t believe he was about to venture into the unknown beneath an alien sky.

But here he was.

“All right, everyone. Let’s move!”
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They trekked through the jungle for over an hour, their path curving around the most rugged parts of the landscape or barriers formed by dense vegetation, always following the Scepter of Bone’s runic beacon.

An oppressive fog hung low to the ground, and the heat and humidity dampened their clothes. Clarke’s shirt stuck to his chest, and sweat beaded on his forehead. Emma wiped at her brow, the sleeves of her coat tied around her hips. Sammy’s skin bore a damp sheen, and Brooke panted, tongue lolling in her jaw.

The only member of their group unfazed by the heat was Ashley, who hadn’t sweated at all, which made Clarke wonder—not for the first time—how resilient the angel actually was. He’d never seen her with so much as a scratch.

“Keep your eyes peeled for spooders,” Sammy muttered under her breath as they weaved through the jungle.

Brooke’s ears twitched, and she curled her lips back along one side of her snout.

“‘Spooders’?” the werewolf asked quietly.

“Yup. Spooders.”

Brooke eyed the slime girl. “Sammy?”

“Yeah?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know, spooders. Gotta watch out for them. Insidious little things. All creepy crawly. They’re like spiders but worse, and don’t get me started on the giant spooders!”

“I’ve never heard of a spooder.” Brooke glanced over at Emma, but the succubus shook her head.

“News to me.” Emma pushed aside a huge frond and trudged forward.

“Sammy, you’re making this up,” Brooke said.

“No, seriously. Spooders are real. Ixia told me about them. Think giant spiders, but with a Lovecraftian twist.”

“So … spiders that walk on tentacles?”

“Yeah. And a big mouth on the belly. No eyes though. No idea how they see.”

“But if it has tentacles for legs, is it really a spider?” Emma asked. “Wouldn’t that make it some weird sort of cephalopod?”

“I’m not sure we should be encouraging her,” Brooke grumbled.

“Maybe.” Emma shrugged. “But now I’m curious. From a scientific perspective. What sort of creature is a spooder?”

“A figment of Sammy’s imagination, put there by Ixia.”

“Doubt me all you want,” Sammy said. “But I have it on good, witchly authority that spooders are real. Granted, they’re rare on Earth; she said they reside on another plane of existence but can sometimes cross over.”

“Sammy.” Brooke put a massive hand on the slime girl’s shoulder. “I hate to break this to you, but Ixia’s pranking you. There’s no such thing as a spooder. And even if there was, the mage clans wouldn’t give it a lame name like that. They’d call it … I don’t know. Emma, help me out.”

“A transplanar tentacle spider.”

“Yeah, something like that.”

“Spooder’s easier to say,” Sammy replied.

“You’re not talking about a real thing.”

“Actually, she is.”

The conversation came to an abrupt halt, and everyone turned toward Ashley, Clarke included, even though he’d been doing his best to ignore the chatter and keep an eye on their surroundings. The angel adjusted the strap of her satchel and raised an eyebrow at them.

“Is something wrong?”

“Spooders are real?” Brooke asked.

“Or at least a creature very similar to what Sammy described. The name ‘spooder’ is unfamiliar to me.”

“You’ve encountered them before?”

“I … believe so?” Her halo dimmed.

“Where?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Then how do you know these spooders—or whatever they’re called—are real?”

“I just do.” Ashley returned her attention to the dark, foggy jungle, confident her statement had ended the conversation.

“See?” Sammy nudged Brooke in the arm. “Told you so. Spooders are real.”

“Guess so.”

“Maybe a little less chatter, ladies?” Clarke hacked at the undergrowth with his thirstblade. “You’re starting to get loud.”

“Sorry.” Sammy made a zipping gesture across her lips, and her mouth vanished.

Clarke cut through a cluster of fronds and pressed on into a dark space underneath the thickening canopy. He followed the slope down into a huge, bowl-like depression. Luminous blue mushrooms dotted the dead soil, and huge bone piles littered the ground, picked clean ages ago.

“We’re close.” Ashley adjusted the angle of the scepter. “The scepter’s growing more sensitive to where I aim it. I noticed the same phenomenon as we neared the White Seal.”

“Then the Green Seal should be close,” Clarke said.

“Very close.” She gestured around the wide, sunken bone pit. “Somewhere down here, I’d say.”

“Along with a guardian?” Brooke flexed her claws. “Another seraphic adjutant?”

“I can’t say.”

“Be ready for anything, ladies,” Clarke warned.

They reached the pit’s center, and Ashley stopped. She angled the scepter toward her feet, and the runes burned hot.

“It’s here, buried.”

Sammy “unzipped” her lips. “Want me to start shoveling?” She formed her hands into a shovel head and pickaxe.

“No need.” Ashley returned the scepter to her satchel, then held out her hand.

Her halo transformed into a broken loop of molten gold, and Clarke sensed the rough feel of tilled earth and the cool scent of morning dew on grass. The angel’s Shape spell peeled the dirt back in a circle, digging downward while forming an ever-growing lip. She sustained the spell for over a minute, reforming the first two feet until she revealed the hint of a jade-like surface.

“There!” Sammy exclaimed. “That’s got to be it.”

Ashley extended both hands, palms angled out, then made a slow parting gesture. The earth split open wider, reforming until she’d fully uncovered a wide jade disk etched densely with runes. The slot in the center was perfectly shaped for a Scepter of Bone.

“Nice work, Ashley.” Clarke approached the lip and studied the surface. “The Green Seal, I presume.”

“Yes, and one of the three locks protecting Aureum Arcem.”

“You said that name before back at the White Seal. Are you starting to remember?”

“A little.” Ashley frowned. “It’s all so muddled. The name came to my lips so easily, but everything about it feels distant. I know it’s important—and related to the Portal of Gold—but beyond that, I can’t say.”

“It’s all right. You don’t have to force it.” He came alongside her, and her hand found his. “The good news is you’re getting better, remembering more.”

“Just bits and pieces.”

“It’ll come together with time. The closer we get to the Portal of Gold, the more we’ll come across that’ll jog your memory.”

“I suppose so.” She took in the seal with forlorn eyes.

“And speaking of which, how about you release the second seal?”

“Right.” Ashley shook herself. “Sorry.”

She retrieved the scepter and climbed down the two-foot embankment. Her foot touched the edge of the jade surface, and the ground rumbled.

“Watch out!” Brooke shouted. “Something’s beneath us!”

“Back away!” Clarke ordered.

The team fell back toward the edge of the pit. The ground trembled around the seal, dirt vibrating until it began to move like a liquid. Dozens of bones rose to the surface then skittered toward the seal. Green lightning shot between the pieces, and the bones lifted into the air. More bones rolled in from nearby piles then began to levitate. They swirled above the seal, hundreds of them joining into a whirlwind of bone.

One by one, the bones notched together. A clawed paw formed, and then a leg. The pieces of an elongated skull clumped rigidly together while uncountable teeth slotted into a jawline so large it could swallow a human whole. The ribcage took shape, wide enough to fit a small car inside, and a long, whipping tail of bone coalesced.

Green lightning snapped across a skeletal body that possessed canine sleekness, even in death. Its jaw was a brutal forest of teeth, and serrated claws capped each digit. It padded forward on four legs, bone tail thrashing, green fire blazing in its hollow sockets.

The undead creature raised and opened its mouth. Corpse fire burned where its throat used to be, and a terrible, screeching howl pierced the air.

“That’s vampiric magic at work!” Clarke said.

“I know!” Ashley replied, backing away. “It’s a Xession! A big one, too!”

“Zess-what?” Sammy snapped.

“A Xession! Don’t ask me how I know the name!”

“Doesn’t matter what it’s called!” Clarke raised his sword, red energy scintillating across his body. “All I see is an undead monster we need to thrash!”

“Works for me!” Brooke snarled, spreading her claws. “Come on! Let’s do this!”

“Ready when you are!” Sammy bounced on her feet like a boxer, reshaping her hands into huge mallets.

Emma rattled off six blasts from her shotgun. Most of the buckshot flew through the creature, but several pellets smashed against bones. She pulled shells off her bandolier and began slotting them in at a feverish pace.

“Gunfire doesn’t seem to do much,” Emma warned. “Protective spells have hardened the bones. Switching to Break shells!”

The monstrous skeleton raked its claws as if tilling the barren soil. It snapped its jaw and turned toward the succubus.

“Protect Emma!” Clarke lowered his stance, back foot pushing against the ground. “Charge!”

He exploded forward at a full sprint. Brooke bounded across the ground on all fours, and Sammy raced in. They converged from the front, and the beast reared back on its hind legs, tail lashing.

Brooke leaped at the Xession, her jaws wide, claws reaching. The skeleton swiped her out of the air, and she tumbled across the ground. She sprang back onto all fours, snarling, blood trickling from her mouth, and then she rushed in again.

Sammy stretched her arms to absurd proportions and swung them around like mallet-tipped whips. One bashed against the Xession’s side, cracking a rib. Bits of bone fell away, but the broken end floated in place. The creature slashed at Sammy, and a slimy arm fell to the ground like a long string of bubblegum.

“Ouch,” the slime girl grunted, more upset with herself than in any real pain.

Clarke cut upward through the Xession’s extended forelimb, and his weapon scythed through the monster’s wrist. Bones splintered, and the foot dropped away. But then it stopped and hovered. Green lightning snapped across broken bone, and the limb clapped back together. Clawed digits flexed, and the skeletal monster glowered at him.

The Xession backed away, then began to pad around them in a slow arc, its eyes burning with green hatred.

Sammy stuck a bare foot in one end of the elongated slime puddle, and her limb slithered back into her. Clarke sidestepped to keep himself between the monster and Emma while the werewolf and slime girl shifted toward loose flanking positions.

Emma fumbled a shell, and it slipped from her fingers. Ashley caught it midair and handed it over. The succubus slotted the shell in then pumped the action, chambering her next shot.

“Ready!”

“Shoot it!” Clarke ordered.

Emma raised her weapon to fire, but the Xession burst forward. Clarke braced himself for the attack, but the creature leaped over him. He swung upward, thirstblade hissing through one of its legs. The skeleton didn’t seem to notice his attack and landed heavily in front of the succubus.

“Eat this!”

Emma pulled the trigger, and a tight cluster of buckshot smashed into the Xession’s face. Cracks formed across its skull, and green energy bled from one eye. The beast opened its jaw and lunged.

Emma and Ashley spread their wings and took flight, dashing up and away from each other. The Xession landed between them, pivoted in place, then leaped after Emma. She fired again, peppering the beast with buckshot, but it rocketed upward through the blast and caught her between two massive paws.

“Oh no!”

Her shield flashed, holding back the force of the monster’s grip until both of them slammed into the ground. The impact shattered her Sanguine Shield, dispersing it in a cloud of red motes. Her defenses were far weaker than Clarke’s, and savage claws gleamed as the Xession raised a paw for the killing blow.

“Emma!”

Clarke took a running leap—cast Fly and Boosted Sacrifice—and spread his incubus wings. He shot forward with a sudden burst of speed, his sword a burning white rod, and cleaved through the Xession’s raised leg. Bones shattered, then exploded, and the limb dropped to the ground, this time for good.

The Xession staggered to the side, unbalanced by its missing limb, and Emma scrambled out from underneath it. Brooke leaped onto its back and punched its spine with enough force to crack bone. Sammy charged in from the side, and her uppercut threw the Xession’s head up and back.

Clarke landed, then sprinted into the melee, his thirstblade’s reddish hue restored. His head swam from the sudden loss of so much vitality, but it didn’t matter; this monster had threatened one of his loves, had nearly killed her, and he would see its existence brought to an abrupt, violent end.

Clarke cut up through the monster’s head, and part of its lower jaw fell away. The bone clattered to the ground, loose teeth flying everywhere. Brooke smashed its spine with one brutal punch after another, and Sammy lassoed one of its hind legs and yanked hard.

“Keep up the pressure!” he shouted.

The undead Xession stumbled. Its legs slipped, and it landed flat on its skeletal belly. Brooke clenched her raised hands together and brought them crashing down. The blow shattered the Xession’s spine, and it cried out with a horrible, deathly screech. The bones of its hide quarter fell apart, and it clawed at the ground, dragging itself forward with one leg.

Clarke severed that limb and then, with a slow, seething march, he cast Boosted Sacrifice once more. The thirstblade transformed into a burning white rod as he raised it in a high twohanded grip.

His blade whistled through vertebrae with ease, and white veins traced up the base of the Xession’s skull. Bone cracked, then exploded into a shower of pale splinters. The front half of the head arced forward, hit the dirt, and rolled until it came to rest on its side. The green light within its empty sockets faded, and then the pieces collapsed into a disorderly pile.

“Is everyone all right?” Clarke glanced around the pit, and the ladies all nodded. “Good. Emma, you sure you’re okay?”

“A little shaken up, but uninjured thanks to you.”

Ashley landed beside him. She retrieved the Scepter of Bone from her satchel.

“Shall we give this another try?” the angel asked.

“Yes,” Clarke replied, “but with fewer undead monsters this time.”

“I’ll do my best.” Ashley approached the depression with the Green Seal at its base. She climbed down the embankment, knelt near the center, and set the scepter within the perfectly-shaped slot. Runes lit outward from the scepter, filling the seal with magical light.

A dull point of green materialized further up the pit, enlarging into a familiar upright rectangle. Clarke couldn’t tell if the magical door was growing to its full size or if it was approaching from a great distance. Something about how it “enlarged” told him it was the latter, that the door existed “elsewhere” and was now moving into position to be “here.”

However the magic worked, the Green Door reached full size, firmly planted on the ground a few yards away from the seal, looking as if it had been there this whole time.

Ashley retrieved the scepter. The runes on the seal remained lit.

“Ah, yes.” Sammy planted her hands on her hips. “Our shortcut back to the start of the level.”

Brooke gave her a sideways glance. “Again, we’re not stuck in a video game.”

“Could have fooled me. We just trounced a miniboss.”

“Either way”—Clarke reached for the brass handle—“I’m glad Ashley set it up like this. Thanks, by the way.”

“You’re … welcome?” Ashley replied doubtfully.

“That said, not to be critical, but we could have done without the giant undead monster.”

“Yes, about that. I suspect we triggered a trap. The spell—clearly vampiric in nature—raised a guardian to defend the seal. If I were in possession of all my faculties, I’m sure we could have avoided this, and for that I must apologize.”

“It’s all right.” Clarke smiled her way. “We’ll keep muddling our way through this.”

“Still seems strange that a vampire was helping Ash,” Sammy said.

“No denying that’s the case, though,” Emma added. “All the monster’s bones stink of vampiric magic.”

“I’m as baffled as the rest of you.” Ashley hugged herself and let out a short huff.

“We’ll save that mystery for another day.” Clarke turned the brass handle and swung the door aside to reveal the chamber beneath CCU’s admin building. “For now, let’s head home.”

“Agreed.” Emma brushed a chip of bone off his shoulder. “We need to clean you up for your next job.”

“Excuse me?”

“Did you forget already?” The succubus smiled slyly at him. “You’ve got a date coming up.”
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“Face it, Clarke.” Sammy placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’s now your solemn duty … to seduce a dragon.”

“Dragon-kin,” Clarke clarified, gathered with his wives in his room. Emma and Ixia were debating over the most appropriate—and handsome—attire for him to wear while Sammy tried, in her own way, to psych him up for the event. Meanwhile, Brooke leaned against the wall, amused by the spectacle.

“Practically the same thing,” Sammy told him.

“Linda would disagree, and I’m not trying to seduce her. It’s a date. A way to test the waters, as she put it.”

“Sure, sure. We’ll go with that.” The slime girl waved dismissively. “But we all know where this will end. You’re going to turn on that patented Clarke charm, and before you know it, she’ll be giving you a teary ‘I do’ at the altar.”

“Let’s take this one step at a time, shall we?”

“Oh, of course, of course.” Sammy’s tone became serious. “I wouldn’t dream of approaching this otherwise.”

“Uh huh.” Clarke gave her a doubtful look.

“Wings or no wings?” Ixia asked Emma as they inspected a subset of button-down shirts they’d laid out on the bed.

“Wings, without a doubt,” Emma replied. “She’s dragonkin, so all his extra muscles will be a turn-on for her.”

“Then we need to make sure the shirt has hidden slits in the back.”

“Not necessarily.” The succubus gazed upward dreamily. “Just picture it: Clarke’s oh-so-sexy wings bursting out the back of his shirt and him, regrettably, having to remove the damaged garment.”

“Ah, good point. Good point.” Ixia nodded thoughtfully. “Very regrettable, him having to go shirtless for the rest of the date.”

Clarke spread his arms. “Do I get a vote?”

“No,” Sammy, Emma, and Ixia replied in perfect unison.

“Can you at least pick out something that doesn’t leave me half-undressed in public? Please?”

Emma sighed. “I suppose.”

“Thank you.” He lowered his arms.

“All of you are making a bigger deal of this than it warrants.” Brooke pushed off the wall and approached the bed. “If you ask me⁠—”

“We’re not,” Sammy interrupted.

“If you ask me,” Brooke continued more forcefully, “casual attire is better.”

“Casual?” Emma gave her a sour look. “You mean like ripped jeans and a T-shirt.”

“Maybe not that casual.”

“We’re not going the casual route.”

“Why not? It shows he’s comfortable around her. Relaxed. It’s a compliment.”

“Brooke”—Emma placed both hands on the wolf girl’s shoulders—“I love you as a dear friend and as my fellow wife.”

“I’m sensing a ‘but’ here.”

“But.” Emma leaned in, and their foreheads almost touched. “Leave this one to us.”

“What’s wrong with my dating advice?”

“It lacks pizzazz.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Then let me ask you this: which shirt would you have Clarke wear tonight?”

“Umm.” Brooke took a step back and paused to consider the question. Her tail flicked after a while, and she snapped her fingers. “The black one with those five little white dashes across the front. They sort of look like they’re converging.”

“You mean the one based off the title card for the original Alien?” Sammy asked.

Brooke’s wolf ears shot up. “Is that what those lines are for?”

“You didn’t know?”

“I thought it was a cool bit of graphic design. Like I was looking at the base of a strange pyramid or something.”

“Oh, good grief.” Sammy shook her head.

“No T-shirts.” Ixia picked up a navy cotton button-down with a subtle satin finish. She flipped it over and ran her fingers down one of two hidden vertical slits then presented the garment to Emma. “How about this one?”

“Hm.” The succubus rubbed the fabric between her fingers, then nodded approvingly. “Yes, this’ll do. Linda’s hands will glide all over him with ease.”

“Excuse me?” Clarke said.

“Just considering all possibilities.”

“Then it’s settled.” Ixia collected the rejected shirts, and Emma arranged the winner on the bed beside a sharp pair of black dress slacks.

“Clarke”—the succubus stepped aside with a wave of her arm—“I’m pleased to report we have selected your attire for this evening!”

“Yay,” he replied halfheartedly. He picked up the shirt, removed the hanger, and was about to start changing when he realized his wives had formed a line behind him. He faced them. “Yes? Something I can help you with?”

“Oh, don’t mind us.” Emma waved for him to continue. “You go right on changing.”

“You here for the show?”

“Something like that.”

“I can leave if you prefer.” Brooke made for the door, but Sammy reached out with an elongated arm and tugged her back in line. “Or not.”

“Come on, Brooke,” Sammy scolded her. “We all need our daily dose of bare-chested Clarke. I don’t know about you, but I’m running close to empty.”

“Hear hear!” Ixia added.

“Well, in that case …” Brooke clasped her hands in front, and her tail wagged happily.

“We’re all waiting, Clarke.” Emma gave him a smoky grin. “Though, I must say, the anticipation is enjoyable as well.”

Clarke gave them all a long stern glare.

Then he shook his head and chuckled.

“What am I going to do with you ladies?”

He pulled off his shirt.
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Clarke met Linda outside Studio Nightshade, which was tucked into a dark corner in downtown Chester Creek. Her choice of location had surprised him, since his last visit had ended with him tossing a grenade toward the stage. It hadn’t helped that Dahlia had enchanted the grenade with Immolation, and the resulting cataclysm had ignited a ferocious blaze. He hadn’t kept track of the property in the weeks since, but given the resources available to mages and demihumans, the speed of its restoration shouldn’t have surprised him.

“Good evening, Clarke.” Linda approached him in a dark red dress with a bare back, the golden pattern of a serpentine dragon curling around her. Stiletto heels clicked on the pavement and her long red braid swayed behind her.

“Hey, Linda.” He smiled. “You look great.”

“Thank you.” Her blue eye drank him in, the other obscured behind a red-and-gold eyepatch. “And right back at you. You cut quite the strapping figure. Did one of your wives pick out tonight’s ensemble, or is this all you?”

“It was a group effort. Shall we?”

He extended an elbow. She took it, and they walked over to the bouncer, a huge muscular orc in a suit and tie.

“Hello, Hershel.”

“Mr. Clarke, a pleasure as always.” The orc’s practiced neutrality laxed when he caught sight of his date. “And Miss Sarkany?” He stiffened. “My apologies, ma’am. I wasn’t informed of your arrival. Shall I have the staff prepare your usual table?”

“That won’t be necessary. Clarke and I are playing things by ear tonight. We’ll let you know if we need anything.”

“Understood, ma’am.” Hershel opened the door for them, and they descended into the studio.

“You’re a regular here?”

“Not quite.” Her eye glinted as they proceeded through a series of double doors. “I’m one of the owners.”

“You are?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “This and The Establishment?”

“You make it sound so dramatic.” She patted his arm with a sweet smile. “I have a minority stake in the property, plus several others around town. I have been playing this game for a while, though it’s nothing to fuss about. I mostly sit back and let other people run them, all while collecting a modest percentage.”

Clarke had a feeling his definition of “modest” was different from Linda’s, at least until he’d married into the Eloise real-estate fortune.

He opened the last door for her and followed her through. Raucous music assaulted his ears and thumped inside his chest. Huge spotlights illuminated the stage and cast smaller ovals across a mass of dancing demihumans. A banner that read Orcs with Jetpacks hung above and behind the four-person band, though he found the name mildly disappointing. There were no orcs in the band, and certainly no jetpacks.

The lead singer was a dullahan with a freckled complexion, her ginger hair knotted into twin buns high on her head, body clad in red leather so tight it left little to the imagination. Her disconnected head bobbed before the microphone, while her body twerked its firm butt at the audience from several feet away.

A blue oni jammed on his guitar while an incubus provided the bass accompaniment. Behind them, a siren pounded away at the drum set. She was naked except for a seashell bikini so skimpy it would have made Disney’s Princess Ariel blush and dive back under the waves. Her lower half formed a long, pearlescent tail that brightened at the tips of her wide caudal fin, which she used to beat at her foot pedal.

The song came to its bombastic conclusion, with the dullahan performing a handstand and perfectly horizontal leg split. Her head drew out the final syllable, letting it taper off before her accompaniment blasted out the final note, and the stage lights dimmed.

The crowd cheered. The lights came back up, and the band took a quick breather before their next number.

“Aww.” Linda made a tsk sound. “I was hoping for Dawn and Dusk. Those two elves are my favorites from the regulars who play here. Their softer songs really touch the soul.”

“Not a fan of Orcs with Jetpacks?”

“It’s not so much the band as the name. There should be at least one orc beefcake up there.”

“You know, I was wondering about the lack of any orcs myself.”

“Were you now?” She gave his arm a squeeze. “Great minds think alike.”

“I suppose so.”

“Lack of orcs aside, that dullahan is quite the looker, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I suppose she’s attractive enough,” he replied guardedly.

“I dated one once.”

“Oh?”

“This was over a hundred years ago, maybe longer. More a friends with benefits arrangement. The girl was sweet enough, but boring as sin. Still, she was a firecracker in the sack. Part of that had to do with her species. Sex with a dullahan has its own unique twists. Lots of interesting positions to try. In some ways, it’s like having a threesome that only requires two people.”

“That’s … good to know?” He struggled to come up with something else to say. “So, you’re into the ladies, too?”

“Not really. I can recognize feminine beauty, but it doesn’t light my fires.”

“Then why date the dullahan?”

“Boredom, to be honest.” She chuckled. “Now, don’t be judgmental. I’ve been around long enough to have tried pretty much everything at least once. Some of it hits, and some of it misses.”

The band began their next song, this one soft and sensual.

“And the dullahan?” Clarke asked.

“An entertaining diversion for a time. We parted amicably, and she moved on. I lost track of her after that.”

“I suppose a life like yours accumulates those.”

She turned to him with a quirked eyebrow, and he replied with a smile.

“Stories, Linda. Yours is a life rich with experience.”

She stared at him for a moment, then broke out into laughter. He waited for it to die down.

“Was it something I said?”

“No, quite the opposite. I don’t think anyone’s ever told me I was old quite so sweetly.”

“Then I’m pleased to have given you a new first.” He stepped away and held out his hand. “May I have this dance?”

“You absolutely may.”

She took his hand, and he guided her onto the dance floor. She put her arms around his neck, and he rested his hands upon her shapely hips. They swayed to the gentle rhythm of the song, their faces close, eyes sometimes meeting. She drew him in, and her chest rested against his, head finding his shoulder.

He closed his eyes and drank in Linda’s magic, letting it suffuse his senses. Her human guise suppressed her true nature, but not fully when this close. Her aura glowed in his mind, imbued with the heat of a star and the roar of a hurricane. Powerful, boundless, yet tame in the same instance.

For the moment.

All that raw potential strained against invisible chains, struggling to burst free, and yet her control over it was even stronger. Unyielding, absolute. She commanded the furious powers within her, shackled them with unbreakable authority, and they would only emerge when she permitted them to.

“I could get used to this,” she whispered huskily into his ear, her arms hugging him close.

Clarke let his hands trace delicately up her back, returning her warm embrace.

The song ended, and he held her at arm’s length. No words passed between them.

None were necessary.

They’d both felt it. A connection. A desire. A yearning.

The seed of so much potential.

Linda broke their silence first.

“Let’s grab some drinks.” She flashed a quirky smile. “And then, how about I show you the best seats in the house?”
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Clarke stopped by the bar first and ordered a jalapeno margarita for Linda and a gin and tonic for himself. The succubus bartender set the drinks on the countertop, free of charge, and winked at him. He carried the drinks over to Linda and followed her up a flight of exposed stairs along the outer wall.

She ducked in through the door, and he followed her down the corridor to another staircase that led up to an expansive deck on the roof. A low brick parapet enclosed the dark deck tiles, and an empty bar sat beneath an overhang. The music started up again, thumping distantly through the floor. They were the only two people present.

Linda crossed the deck to a pair of loungers then spun in a slow circle, her arms spread wide.

“Best seats in the house!” She closed her eye and breathed in the night air. “It’s beautiful tonight, don’t you agree? A clear, starry sky, the moon high above.”

“The sky isn’t the only thing that’s beautiful.”

She laughed. “I’m glad one of us remembers how this works.”

He handed her margarita over, and she took a sip. They sat down on the loungers, and Clarke began nursing his drink.

“I like to come here after hours.” Linda gazed up at the sky. “Just to sit and think.”

“I can see the appeal.” He soaked in the bustling of the city, the twinkling of its lights, then looked up at the cloudless sky. “By the way, you don’t have to hold back on my account.”

“Hold what back?”

“Your dragonkin nature. No need to hide it.”

“I’m not hiding. I’m merely being considerate. Most find my magic uncomfortable, so I keep it subdued.”

“Linda, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not most people.”

She laughed sweetly. “I’m not that oblivious!”

“What I mean is, if we’re to get to know each other, then it’s important you be at ease around me.” He smiled. “Please. Let me spend this evening with the genuine you.”

A brief flash of uncertainty crossed her face, but then she regained her composure and returned the smile.

“Very well.” She held up a finger. “Though don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

She set her glass on the small stand between the loungers. Great, leathery wings grew from her bare back, and the corkscrews of black horns extended from either side of her head to form a V. Sleek, red scales materialized down her back, up her neck, and along one side of each arm. She reached for her eyepatch, her fingers tipped with ruby nails, but hesitated.

“This, too?” she asked with a concerned tone.

Clarke understood her hesitation, recalling the last time Linda had removed her eyepatch in his presence. She’d revealed her draconic eye for only a few seconds, but the outpouring of magic had nearly floored him.

“We can at least try.”

Linda grimaced, but then peeled the eyepatch back, keeping the eye underneath closed. She paused, squinting with one eye shut, and he nodded for her to continue.

She peeked it open slowly, revealing a lustrous golden eye with a black slit down the middle. Her full, unshackled presence slammed into him with enough force to take his breath away, but the sensation lasted only a moment, retreating to a dull, omnipresent pressure, as if something were squeezing his head from all sides.

Not exactly pleasant, but not painful either.

“How is it?” she asked, slightly worried.

“Not nearly as bad as the first time.”

“You’ve grown stronger.” She breathed a sigh of relief. “I can tell, and thank you.”

“For what?”

“For letting me have a real look at you.” Her gold and blue eyes danced across his body. “And what a look it is. Wow. Just … wow.”

“Like what you see?”

“Very much so. Are you sure you’re just a blood knight?”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s something else here. Maybe something intertwined with your blood magic? It’s hard for me to describe.”

“That must be the traits I’ve absorbed from my wives.”

“Maybe. Can I ask you a personal question?”

“Shoot.”

“Have you absorbed any magic from Ashley?”

“No. She’s pretty sure that would kill me.”

“Ah, well.” Linda shrugged. “Perhaps I’m misreading you.”

She raised her glass, and they both leaned back, taking quiet sips.

“Clarke?”

“Yes?”

“What do you want?”

He sat up. “That’s a rather broad question. Do you mean tonight?”

“I mean what do you want? Out of hardship and struggle and everything else we ascribe to the journey we call life?”

“Ah, well, that’s easy enough to answer. I wish for humanity to be freed from its vampiric yoke.”

“Okay. And then what?”

He blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“Let’s say you’ve freed them. The vampires are defeated, their forces broken and scattered. The hexes binding human and demihuman alike have been dispelled. You’ve achieved everything you’ve set out to achieve. Then what?”

“I honestly haven’t given that part much thought.”

“You should.” She leaned closer. “Right now, the vampires are at the top of the food chain, both literally and figuratively. Take them out, and you create a power vacuum, and whether you like it or not, that’ll result in a great deal of societal upheaval.”

“I see your point.” Clarke sighed thoughtfully. “Defeating the vampires isn’t enough. There’s the day after to consider, along with the new problems it brings.”

“Not problems.” She raised a finger, and her nail glinted in the soft light. “Opportunities.”

“How so?”

“Nature abhors a vacuum. So, the question then becomes, what’s going to fill it?”

“I don’t know.” Clarke shrugged. “The mage clans maybe?”

“That’s one possibility, and a good one, too. They’re the second biggest power bloc behind the vampires, and you already have an in with them.”

“A small one, that being an alliance with one coven.”

“It’s a start, and a valuable one. Make the right moves, and you and the rest of Broken Fang could land in positions of great power when the dust settles.”

“I don’t know.” He leaned back and sipped his drink. “Wouldn’t it be enough for us to destroy the Throne of Shadows and defeat the vampires?”

“Sure, but why destroy the Throne in the first place? Why not claim it for yourself?”

Clarke paused mid-sip. He set his drink down, not sure if he was shocked or not. He’d always assumed the Throne of Shadows—the arcane heart of vampiric power—had to be eliminated as one of the essential steps to free humanity.

“I assume you know what it is?” Linda asked.

“Only in vague terms. It’s an arcane amplifier the vampires use to spread their hexes and control the world. No one on our side of this fight knows where it is.”

“It’s not just any old amplifier; it’s the most powerful one ever created. A masterful fusion of arcane wisdom and technological ingenuity. And”—she leaned in—“it doesn’t have to amplify evil spells.”

“You’re suggesting we should use it?”

“Why not?” she replied matter-of-factly. “It’s not the tool that’s evil, but how one wields it. Think about it, Clarke. Play this game right and you could land at the top of the new pyramid with all the power of the Throne of Shadows at your command.”

“‘Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.’”

“That’s nothing more than a famous quote. You could just as easily say ‘with great power comes great responsibility.’”

Clarke laughed. “Are you really countering Lord Acton with Spiderman?”

“My point is it’s the character of the person in power than matters most.”

“That’s a lot of power to wield. The Throne represents near-absolute magical supremacy over everyone else.”

“Better you wielding it than some random, power-hungry mage.”

“Hm.” He frowned. “I suppose you have a point there. Though I still say it’s safer to destroy it.”

“Perhaps,” she admitted. “But there’s another angle to consider. You have an advantage no mage could dream of: the Portal of Gold.”

“We don’t have it yet. Hell, we don’t even know what it is.”

“We know enough. We know it’ll help you defeat the vampires. What else can it be besides a terrifying weapon? Face it, Clarke, you’re already on the path to immense power, and you need to be asking yourself these questions. Because if you don’t, if you aren’t ready for the day after, someone else is going to seize all that power instead of you, and we could end up right back where we started. Maybe even worse off.”

Clarke emptied his lungs with a long, slow exhale. “This conversation got heavy in a hurry.”

“Sorry.” Linda drained the dregs in her glass and rose. “You can blame my age. Can’t help but think about the long term.” She stretched her wings. “How about we do something to lighten the mood?”

“Sure.” He stood and joined her by the parapet. “What did you have in mind?”

She glanced over him, and her eyes lingered on his back muscles.

“Tell me, Clarke, how fast can you fly?”
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Linda cast a simple Concealment spell for some extra privacy, and they took to the sky like a pair of smokeless rockets.

Clarke soon found himself lagging behind as Linda flitted about him, swooping and climbing and rolling and corkscrewing through an aerial dance. He thought he’d witnessed mastery of flight with Emma or Ashley, but their skills were pale imitations. Yes, all three women could fly, but Linda made the very air her servant.

“You’re doing better than I expected!” Linda shouted as she plunged across his path.

“It doesn’t feel that way!” Clarke shouted back over the roar of speed.

She laughed joyfully and came alongside him, slowing until they settled into a gentle glide toward the city’s outskirts.

“I wanted to show off a little,” she said, “but you made me work for it. It’s hard to believe you’re relatively new to all this.”

“I’ve had good teachers.”

Linda flipped over and slipped beneath him, almost touching him as they glided together.

“And now those teachers are your wives.”

“Most of them. Ashley is … a special case.”

“Naturally.” Linda wore a bemused smile. “I never did figure her out. Not fully. I consider myself a good judge of character, but her celestial nature creates a gap I was never able to cross.”

“I know what you mean.”

“Her incomplete memories must only make that worse. I wish she could tell us more about the Portal of Gold.”

Clarke cracked a half smile. “Are we back to serious talk again?”

“Sorry. It’s a bad habit.” Linda dipped upward, their bodies dangerously close to colliding. “Do you find that off-putting?”

“Not at all. It’s a commendable trait, keeping your eye on the long game.”

She gave him a sincere smile.

“I like you, Clarke,” she said softly. “I may even grow to love you.”

“Always a good thing when the possibility of a child is on the table.”

“Yes, well, when you’ve waited as long as I have, you’re willing to make compromises. Love would be an added bonus.”

“You’d be willing to marry someone you didn’t love?”

“If it got me what I wanted.” She backed off, flipped and came alongside him. “But for you, I’d rather not go that route.”

“Why not?”

“Well, to be blunt, marriage is a phase for someone like me. It takes up a fraction of a century, and then it ends. Hopefully with the gentle passing of my husband, but the end will come, and then I’ll move on to another chapter of my life.” She snorted a joyless laugh. “I know that must seem callous to you, but I’ve been down this road more than a few times.”

“Then why treat me any differently?”

“Because I’m not sure that’ll happen with you.”

“Oh?”

“You’re powerful, Clarke. Perhaps more so than you realize. There’s something rare within you, something I’ve never seen before, and I’ve known plenty of blood knights over the years. You’re … more, for lack of a better word.”

“That still doesn’t answer my question.”

“Because, Clarke”—she gazed at him, her gold and blue eyes serious—“I’m not sure you can die from old age.”

“What? Seriously?”

“I could be wrong.” She shrugged her wings, and the gesture caused her path to dip. “But what if I’m not? What if marriage with you will last centuries instead of decades? That’s a level of commitment I’ve never made before, so I’m approaching this cautiously.”

“Do you think I’m immortal or something?”

“Maybe not immortal, but at least highly resilient to aging.” She swooped around him in a circle, ending up back where she started. “That’s why what comes next is so important. To both of us. Two people with our abilities, given the right tools and the will to use them? We could rule the world if we wanted to.”

“Talk about stretch goals.”

“Sorry.” Linda laughed, flipped over, and glided beneath him. “I can’t help myself sometimes.”

They flew over rolling hills topped with verdant forests and the scattered lights of houses. Linda drew close, took hold of his shirt, and tugged him in. She placed her arms atop his shoulders, and he grasped her narrow waist.

“You’re someone special,” she said huskily, her face close to his, her voice now a faint breath against the wind. “Someone I want to learn more about.”

She placed a hand on the back of his neck, and their lips almost touched.

“Let me test the waters,” she whispered.

Her golden eye blazed with sudden fire, a shining beacon in the night sky, and the unrestrained immensity of her magic engulfed him. Her essence roared like the wind and threatened to scorch him down to the bones. It was as if he’d been thrust into the end times, and the apocalypse had arrived to wipe the slate clean with draconic wind and fire.

But despite the furnace spilling through her golden eye, her aura was strangely tender at the same time. Even sensual, in a rough sort of way.

She closed her eyes and brought their lips together, and his world exploded once more with fire and fury and an old, unsated yearning. She wanted him, wanted all of him, and yet even that sensation came with control and restraint. His path through the air faltered, but she held him aloft and steadied him.

He kissed her back, their hands exploring each other’s bodies as they soared through the night sky. Her magic burned around him, hot and deadly, yet painless. It probed at him, filled with a deep yearning to sink within the depths of another’s magic, one that could endure the harshness of her flame.

Clarke lost track of time, his mind sinking deeper and deeper into her magical embrace until she finally broke their kiss and gazed up at him, the flame within her golden eye ebbing, though not sated.

“I know I’ve belabored this point,” she said with a thin smile, “but I’m old and patient. We’ve no need to rush into this. I waited eight years before I joined my last husband in bed for the first time.”

“Eight years, huh?”

“Yes, well.” Her lips brushing against his. “Something tells me the wait will be much shorter this time.”

She closed her eyes and kissed him again.


Seventeen


Clarke and Linda talked, flew, and kissed most of the night away, but when it came time to settle in for a good night’s sleep—or something more energetic—the dragonkin remained true to her word. She wasn’t ready to spend the full night with him, and, respectful of the woman’s wishes, Clarke saw her off outside Studio Nightshade.

He thought he understood Linda’s desire for a slower paced relationship, at least compared to every other demihuman or mage he knew. Her longevity brought a different tempo to life and colored how she viewed it.

He slept in his own bed that night, but not alone. Emma slipped beneath the sheets mere minutes after his head sank into the pillows. She offered to relieve any physical discomforts he may have endured over the course of the date, and relief came.

Slowly, at the hands of her skillful ministrations.

And then spectacularly, all over her face.

She licked greedily at the product of his loins, then washed up and snuggled with him, her tail curling around his leg. They both fell asleep soon after, the succubus snoring like a cute, sexy buzzsaw.

He joined his wives for breakfast where Emma prepared a frittata feast, loading his with cheddar cheese, sliced baby tomatoes, mushrooms, and crispy bits of bacon. She served several stacks of buttered toast—some with cinnamon swirls—and a basket of warm blueberry muffins. Carafes of fresh orange juice and several decanters of coffee rounded out the meal.

They demolished breakfast in short order, and then everyone helped Emma with the cleanup. Ashley skipped breakfast that morning but joined them precisely at nine.

“Is everyone ready?” the angel asked primly.

“Almost.” Emma started the dishwasher then grabbed a towel and wiped her hands off.

“Am I still taking you girls over to The Establishment?” Sammy asked.

“You are,” Ashley replied. “We’ll make another attempt to probe the Black Door’s magic.”

“I feel good about this one,” Ixia said. “We’re close to unraveling the sucker, I know it.”

“Let’s not get our hopes up,” Emma cautioned. “We thought we were close last time, but then we realized someone”—she shot Ashley a sharp eye—“wove false trails into the spell’s architecture.”

“I’d say I’m sorry,” Ashley replied, “but I’m all out of apologies.”

“You’ll get it open,” Clarke said. “I know you will.”

“It’s not so much a question of if but when.” The angel’s hairband dimmed. “Only the one door remains. We need to open it and release the seal before more d-hunters start snooping around. The clock is ticking, but we have no real sense for what it reads.”

“I have faith in you.” He placed a tender hand on her shoulder, then swept his gaze across the room. “In all of you. You’ve got this.”

“Thank you.” The angel’s expression warmed. “I appreciate your confidence in us.”

“Shall we head out?” Sammy asked, grabbing her keys.

“Might as well.” Ixia snagged one last piece of toast then headed for the exit with Dahlia and Hyacinth in tow.

“You sound so excited,” Emma teased.

“Today’s a low energy day.” The witch patted her baby bulge. “You try lugging around a two-pound lump that kicks you and eats your food. See how energetic you feel.”

“Oh, I absolutely intend to.” The succubus winked at Clarke then followed the others out, leaving him in the kitchen with just Brooke.

“Part of me is surprised Linda didn’t join us for breakfast,” Brooke said.

“She’s taking it slow, and I’m fine with that. There’s no need for either of us to rush into this.”

“I take it there weren’t any baby-making activities last night.”

“Nope. No babies were made.” He put his arm around her. “How are you holding up?”

“Anxious. I’ll be in heat in a few days.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “You mean besides knocking me up?”

“Besides that.”

“I’ll be fine.” She slipped her arm around him, and a surge of warm emotions touched his Empathy. “After all, I have you by my side.”
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“You’re not going to believe this, Clarke,” Ixia said as he and Brooke joined her in The Establishment’s basement. She rested in a chair beside the Black Door, flanked by her sisters, while Ashley frowned at the magical construct with crossed arms.

“Try me,” he said. “My capacity to believe the unusual is a great deal larger these days.”

“We solved the riddle.”

“Really?” He beamed at her. “That’s fantastic! How did you pull it off? With the circle?”

“Yep! Ashley managed to worm her way deep enough to come back with the solution. Emma and Sammy are out shopping for what we need. They should be back soon.”

“What does the solution need?”

“A black bed cover and some WD40.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’ll see. It’ll all make sense.”

“If you say so.” He faced the angel, who continued to stare at the door. “You okay there, Ashley?”

“Merely deep in thought. Please, don’t pay me any mind.”

Ten minutes later, Emma and Sammy bounded down the stairs with a can of WD40 and a black bedsheet and pillowcase set.

“We’re back!” The slime girl exclaimed, unfurling one of the sheets and dropping the rest on the floor.

“And with lube this time.” Emma fitted a small red tube into the can’s nozzle. “Oh! Hi, Clarke!”

“Hello. What’s the lubrication for?”

“Nothing naughty.” She winked as she passed him. “Unfortunately.”

Emma sprayed down the Black Door’s hinges until they gleamed with oil. She stepped back and Sammy flung the bedsheet over the door, then adjusted the cover so none of the door was visible. She gripped the handle through the sheet and gave it an experimental half-twist.

It turned effortlessly.

“Seriously?” Clarke asked.

“It’s right there in the riddle,” Emma said. “‘What is so fragile that saying its name breaks it?’ And then, ‘The more there is the less you see.’”

“Silence and darkness.”

“Greased hinges and something to cover the door.”

“Right.” He glanced at Ashley. “Really?”

“I honestly don’t know what to say at this point.”

“We were all trying too hard,” Ixia said. “We kept imagining elaborate solutions when we should have gone with the most straightforward approach possible.”

“I don’t know,” Sammy said. “The blanket over the door makes some sense, but the WD40 bit would have stumped me.”

“Good job, everyone.” Clarke stepped up to the door. “Now, let’s see what we’re dealing with.”

He pulled the sheet off and tested the handle. It still turned freely, though the wrought iron was surprisingly cool to the touch. He gripped the handle more firmly, and something akin to a warning shivered up his arm. He didn’t know why, but in that moment, he knew this door was different. He turned the handle and eased it open.

A rancid, howling madness poured through the crack, fuming outward like gelatinous nothing. It touched Clarke, climbing his arm to fill his chest, and then reached up through the trunk of his neck to caress his mind.

A flash of nonsensical everything shot through him, sundering his consciousness with bizarre contradictions. His eyes were blinded by darkness, ears deafened by silence. His skin chafed to the point of bleeding from the softest caress while his stomach churned with rising bile as he tasted the sweetest confection of his life while breathing in the loveliest flowers imaginable.

He froze, hand locked on the lever, mind struggling to push through the miasma of unthought. Brooke screamed, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Sammy collapse into a pink puddle. Emma clutched her head, eyes squeezed shut while Ixia dropped to her knees, quivering, arms hugging her chest.

Clarke clung to those thoughts, those images. He found solace in how understandable they were, how real they had to be. His wives were in danger, and he needed to act.

He needed to act!

The madness clawed at his mind, teasing his thoughts apart, breaking them down piece by piece.

But for all this howling insanity’s power, a core within him remained unchanging, untouchable. It became his bastion: a mental fortress from which he gathered his strength, all while this evil assaulted its unbreakable walls.

His sense of self returned. Damaged, burnt, befuddled by swirling unreality. Yet resolute in the same instance. He collected himself, fortified his thoughts, and then bent his will toward a single purpose.

Close. The. Door.

His hand clenched the wrought iron lever, frozen by the molten heat, and he pushed forward. Roaring fumes of nothingness poured through the gap, and the madness around him fought back, fought to keep this beachhead open. The muscles in his arm hesitated, clenching and unclenching, unsure who their true master was.

He gritted his teeth, his anger at these waves of unthought girding him. He dueled with his sense of self for supremacy in a strange mirror match. The madness became a dark, blinding reflection of himself, holding him in place by releasing him.

He struggled to move one fraction of an inch.

And then another.

He forced the door closed one hair at a time.

He knew he could do this, could manage this task.

But it was difficult.

So immensely difficult!

And yet, despite how he struggled, he could—he would—endure this. He would not falter, would not let the women in his life down. He would⁠—

A hand rested atop his forearm, gentle and welcoming. Light and warmth and love blossomed within him, filling him with clarity and rightness. The clouds occluding his thoughts parted, and the bastion within his mind expanded, reclaiming lost territory.

“It’s all right,” Ashley whispered by his side. “I’m here with you. You’re not alone.”

No, Clarke replied, I’m not.

He didn’t know if he said or thought those words, but it didn’t matter because he knew they were true. He wasn’t alone, and he never would be. Never again. He saw Ashley beside him, a comforting smile on her lips. Her halo blazed like the sun, and her eyes met his, so full of admiration.

“Together now,” she said, and he nodded.

They clumped their hands around the handle⁠—

—and pushed.

The roaring, rushing madness pushed back, but its unspoken screams were now a dying whimper, eclipsed by Ashley’s angelic light.

Clarke took one step forward, leaned into the door and shut it at last. The unreality assaulting his mind stopped, cut off from the source, and he dropped to his knees, gasping for breath in sweet, sweet relief.

“Here.”

Ashley extended a hand to him. He took it, and she pulled him upright.

“What was that?” he asked.

“The never-realm of Kxlzrk-Nak. A very dangerous place, even to a celestial.”

“Is everyone all right?” Clarke glanced around the room. “Sound off.”

“Present.” Brooke climbed to her feet and slapped the side of her head. “More or less.”

“I’m here,” Emma sat up on her knees and shook herself.

“Me, too.” Ixia ran rough fingers through her hair. “Good grief, that was terrible!”

“Sammy?” Clarke asked the puddle of pink bubblegum.

“Don’t mind me,” the puddle replied. “I’m just going to lay here for a few minutes.”

“Take your time.” Clarke faced the angel. “Ashley, talk to us. What are we dealing with here? You called it the never-realm?”

“Correct. Like the other doors, this one leads to a foreign plane of existence. And, we can surmise, we’ll find the Black Seal somewhere deep inside.”

“There’s no way you can go in there,” Ixia said. “Not without some sort of countermeasure. You wouldn’t last five minutes, let alone however many hours it’ll take you to find and release the seal. Just cracking the door open was enough for this never-realm to peel my brain open!”

“Mine, too.” Brooke scratched behind a wolf ear. “It was like my thoughts had congealed into jelly. I was completely helpless.”

“Me, too,” Emma frowned at Clarke. “Sorry.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” he replied. “We were all affected.”

“But what is this never-realm really?” Sammy schlooorped into human form and scooped up her bra and panties. “Can you explain what we’re up against?”

“Yes, but it’s safer if I don’t,” Ashley replied. “Not all of the never-realm’s dangers are physical, as you’ve just witnessed. Knowledge will bring you closer to comprehension, and if you were to ever achieve true understanding of Kxlzrk-Nak, that revelation would shatter your mind.”

“Fuck that, then!” Sammy exclaimed. “I’ll keep my sanity. Ignorance is bliss.”

“Ash?” Ixia sat up beside the wall. “Do you understand what the never-realm is?”

“Yes, of course.”

“And you’re still okay?”

“As okay as I can be with this.” She plinked her broken halo with a finger snap.

“Right. Sorry. Didn’t mean to bring that up.”

“How’s your memory?” Clarke asked. “You seem awfully certain about this never-realm all of a sudden.”

“That surprised me as well.” Ashley regarded the Black Door dispassionately. “Experiencing the never-realm’s essence may have strengthened my connection to my lost memories.”

“Similar to what happened to you during our battle against the terrorgeist?”

“I don’t recall the episode, but from what you described to me after the fact, I suspect the two are similar.”

“Now that I think about it, you may have said the never-realm’s name during that fight.” Clarke scrunched his face in thought. “Kixl … um.”

“Kxlzrk-Nak.”

“Right. That.”

“It’s possible.” Ashley crossed her arms. “Perhaps these encounters are having a cumulative effect.”

“Which would mean the more bad stuff you encounter, the better your memory gets?”

“Perhaps. Regardless, it has improved. That’s the important part.”

“Then as our resident expert on the never-realm”—Clarke gave the Black Door a hard thump—“how do you recommend we approach this?”

“Very cautiously. We should head in with our full combat team plus me. Now that I know what we’re up against, I can Fortify each of your minds. I can then enhance those spells with an Aura of Certainty. Those two factors together should prove sufficient to hold back the worst of the realm’s influence, though the journey through it will still be taxing.

“As before, the Scepter of Bone will guide us toward the seal, but traversing the never-realm presents additional challenges. We’ll need to stick close together and follow the path the scepter gives us. You don’t want to get lost in the never-realm.”

“Then no one ventures off,” Clarke said, “even a little bit.”

“Just out of curiosity,” Sammy began, “what would happen to us if we got lost in there?”

“You would suffer a fate far worse than death,” Ashley explained. “Even if you survived the physical dangers, the Fortify spell would deteriorate within a day, and you’d be reduced to screaming madness as the realm shredded your mind. But even that wouldn’t be the end, because you would eventually become a part of the realm, and your tortured existence would stretch on through an eternity of hellish unlife.”

“Okay, yeah. That’s bad.” Sammy faced the team. “Important safety tip, guys: no venturing off.”

“What sort of guardian will we face this time?” Emma asked.

“Not a giant spooder, I hope,” Sammy added with a shiver.

“No.” Ashley frowned at the slime girl. “Not a ‘spooder.’ The challenge this time will be the Unborn Disciple of Zxzn-Qi. A dangerous foe, but one I believe we can overcome.”

“Okay. But what is it?”

“It’s safer if I don’t tell you.”

“Great.” Sammy folded her arms. “Guess it’ll be a surprise, then.”

“Sounds like our next step is to prepare as best we can,” Clarke said. “Ashley, how much time do you need to Fortify the whole team?”

“Not much. About an hour, I’d say.”

“Then we’ll head back to the mansion and gear up. Once everyone’s Fortified, we’ll come back here.”

“We’re going straight in?” Brooke asked.

“That depends on how effective Ashley’s spells prove,” Clarke replied. “We’ll open the door and see how we hold up. If the spells can protect us, then yes, we’re going straight after the Black Seal.”

“Understood.” Brooke nodded, and Emma stood up straighter.

“I’m fine with this plan,” Sammy said, “but can I say one thing before we leave?”

“Sure,” Clarke replied. “What’s on your mind?”

“Just need to get one thing off my chest.” She faced the angel. “Ashley?”

“Yes.”

Sammy drew in a deep breath. Her chest bulged unnaturally, and she paused with the breath held, then let it all out.

“What the fuck, Ash! Use a warning label next time!”

“Sorry?”


Eighteen


“Your workshop’s been ransacked?!”

Clarke stood behind the X7’s open tailgate in the mansion’s garage with the rest of Broken Fang’s combat team. A dark, sinking knot formed in his stomach as Ixia recovered from her sprint, panting with her hands on her knees. Despite her pregnancy, she’d somehow managed to outpace Dahlia and Hyacinth on her way down from her workshop.

“You sure?” Clarke asked, his mind still catching up with what this could mean.

And how bad the situation might be.

“Pretty darn sure!” the witch exclaimed. “Someone busted the lock, and the whole place is a mess. Half my reagents are on the floor, and most of the lockers are open.”

“What about the Wards?”

“Intact. None of them triggered.”

“Damn.” Clarke swung to face Ashley, and the angel shook her head.

Ashley and the witches had buttressed the mansion with layers upon layers of defensive spells. Some debilitated interlopers, hampering their physical and magical abilities, similar in concept to a vampiric hex. Others sent out magical alerts to the casters while Dahlia’s contributions were far more explosive in nature. No one should have been able to waltz right on in without a torrent of spells tearing them to shreds.

That meant the invader was either an incredibly skilled mage—one who’d managed to counter all their defenses—or …

No, he couldn’t bring himself to consider the latter.

Not yet.

Not without proof.

“What were they after?” Sammy asked, her skin turning pink. Beside her, Brooke’s ears flattened and claws extended from the tips of her fingers.

“The scepter.” Clarke drew his revolver. “Everyone, on me! We’re sweeping the mansion, starting with Ixia’s workshop! Move!”

He cast Sanguine Shield and Summon Thirstblade. His armaments materialized in flashes of red lightning, and he led the ladies of Broken Fang in a swift, forceful sweep through the mansion.
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Clarke stood in a half circle with the rest of Broken Fang, all of them gathered in front of a locker in Ixia’s workshop, the metal door torn off. The grimoires they’d collected sat on independent shelves, untouched.

Their search through the mansion had been both quick and fruitless. Other than the damage to the workshop, nothing had been disturbed. No doors or locks were damaged, and no Wards had been triggered.

That narrowed the list of who the interloper could be, but Clarke found his mind shunning his initial, dark conclusion.

“This is where you kept the scepter?” he asked Ixia.

“Yes, and for some reason the Wards on the locker didn’t fire, even when someone clearly ripped the door off.”

“What about the Tracking spell?” Clarke asked Ashley. “We can locate the scepter with that, right?”

“I’ve been trying.” Her halo dimmed to a dull gray. “But without success. The scepter is simply … gone. Either someone Dispelled the Tracking spell or it’s being blocked by some very powerful Concealment.”

“Who could have done this?” Sammy asked.

“A vampire?” Emma suggested. “Perhaps an associate of Hatchett’s we missed?”

“I don’t think so.” Clarke motioned Brooke forward. “Can you sniff around the locker?”

“Sure.”

The wolf girl crouched by the broken door first and took a long, slow inhale. She froze in the middle of it, and her eyes widened.

“No …” she muttered, lips quivering, tail flicking anxiously.

Clarke’s heart sank as she faced him, her eyes glistening close to tears.

“It can’t be,” she whispered.

“I thought so.” Clarke nodded slowly. “Damn.”

“Who is it?” Sammy punched her palm. “Who do we owe a pummeling?”

“It’s …” Brooke’s voice cracked and she swallowed.

“Well, come on,” Sammy urged. “Out with it.”

“I …” Brooke shut her eyes, and a tear trickled down one cheek.

“The Hawthornes did this,” Clarke stated in a firm, steady voice. “Either Vince or Luna.”

The room sucked in a collective breath. He raised his eyes to Brooke once more, and she met them uncertainly.

“Isn’t that right?” he asked, hoping he was wrong.

Brooke gulped and then nodded.

“You’ve got to be shitting me!” Sammy blurted. “Your parents did this? No way! No way in hell!”

“No, it’s true.” Brooke’s voice cracked as she struggled to say the words. “And it wasn’t one or the other. Both of my parents were here; their scents are all over the door. They … they’re the ones who took the scepter.” She drew a shuddering breath. “My parents betrayed us!”

The floodgates opened, and tears poured down the wolf girl’s cheeks. Clarke knelt and draped an arm around her. Her chest trembled with each sobbing breath, and he held her close, one hand stroking through her hair.

“It’s all right,” he whispered. “We’ll get through this.”

“It’s not all right!” Brooke cried. “My parents are the thieves! They betrayed us—betrayed you!”

“No, they didn’t,” he replied softly.

Brooke’s head snapped up, ears erect. She faced him with uncertain eyes.

“They’re not traitors,” he assured her. “They need our help, just as the Sandovals did—and probably still do.”

“You mean …?”

“Yes.”

Brooke sucked in a ragged breath. Her mouth became a thin, determined line.

“Hold up a sec.” Sammy stepped forward. “Some of us, me included, seem to be lagging a few steps behind. Can one of you explain what’s going on?”

“It’s quite simple.” Clarke helped Brooke back to her feet. “There are only so many possibilities for who could have stolen the scepter, and the key point is the Wards didn’t trigger. Sure, a skilled mage could have pulled that off with enough time and knowledge of our defenses, but there’s a far easier explanation.”

He faced them.

“The Wards don’t trigger for everyone; we’ve built exceptions into our defenses, but that list is a short one. It includes all of us, and …”

“Our allies.” Ashley’s halo dimmed until it was nearly black.

“Exactly. That leaves us with the Roses, the Eloises, the Greys, and the Hawthornes.” Clarke gestured toward the metal locker door, ripped off its hinges and folded like a piece of paper. “Which answer does this look like it fits?”

“Then the Hawthornes have betrayed us,” Sammy said.

“No, they haven’t.” Clarke patted Brooke’s shoulder and stepped away. “There’s another possibility, and one that’s been nagging at the back of my mind ever since we fought Pryce and Hatchett. How we fought only them.”

Emma looked up suddenly. “No werewolf backup.”

“That’s right. At the time, we thought we had an explanation, which was that Hatchett had rushed to engage us before we slipped away. But in hindsight, that seems rather odd, doesn’t it? A d-hunter has amassed a sizable force of Charmed werewolves, and none of them participate in the fight? Nor were any of them with Pryce when she sent him to scout out the mansion? Surely, her werewolves could have tracked us after we left the crash site, right?”

“Okay,” Sammy said, “but what does this mean?”

“It means someone else Charmed the Sandovals,” Clarke continued. “And this same person also Charmed Brooke’s parents. Furthermore, there’s little reason to Track the Scepter of Bone anymore. We know where it’ll end up eventually.”

Brooke’s ears shot up. “The Black Door!”

“Exactly. And that may happen sooner rather than later. Whoever is behind this has been operating in secret for some time.” He swept a hand around the ransacked room. “But this is a bold move, which tells me our enemy is done hiding.”

He fished his phone out of a pocket.

“Unfortunately, the list of people who could pull this off is also a short one.”

He selected one of his recent contacts and put the call on speaker.

“The Establishment, front desk. Here to provide all your moonlit delights. How may we serve you?”

“I’d like to speak with Linda Sarkany.”

“I’m sorry, but Miss Sarkany is busy at the moment. Can I take a message for you?”

“No, I need to talk to her directly. It’s vitally important that I speak with her.”

“Again, sir, I’m sorry, but she gave me clear instructions. She’s not to be disturbed under any circumstances. Is there something else I can help you with?”

“You can go get your boss and bring her over to the phone.”

“Is there something else I can help you with, sir?”

“Apparently not.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, sir. If you need anything else, please call again.”

The hostess ended the call, and Clarke lowered his phone. He tried contacting Linda directly but the call went to voicemail after several rings.

“You think Linda’s behind this?” Emma asked, brow creased.

“Either that, or she’s fighting for her life against a horde of mind-controlled werewolves.” He pocketed his phone. “Or she’s dead already. Whatever’s going on, we need to head for The Establishment. Right now.”
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Clarke drove the X7 toward downtown Chester Creek as the sun began its leisurely descent toward the horizon. Ashley cast Fortify on him, her hands on his shoulders, halo glowing. The magic sang within him, filling his mind with reassuring golden light, and when she finished, she switched to Brooke. Emma and Sammy waited their turns in the back row.

Emma gazed out the window in quiet contemplation while Sammy loaded her Smith & Wesson Model 686.

“Is the Fortify necessary?” the slime girl asked, breaking the silence. “Are we really going through that door without the scepter?”

“We need to be prepared for anything,” Clarke replied, and turned down a side street. “There’s only one place the scepter can be used. It was stolen now for a reason, and let’s not forget the timing. This happened almost immediately after we opened the Black Door for the first time.”

“I’ve been pondering the unusual timing myself.” Ashley rested her hands on Brooke’s shoulder and forearm. “Someone may have planted a Far Sight spell within the Black Door’s room.”

“Or had a secret camera installed,” Emma added, still staring out the window.

“Either way, the list of suspects remains short,” Clarke said darkly.

“Do you really believe Linda’s behind this?” Emma asked.

“I don’t know what I believe.” He shook his head, jawline tense. “Whatever’s going on, we’re charging straight into the thick of it, so make sure you’re ready.”

“You got it, boss.” Sammy sank the revolver into her chest.

“Same here.” Emma rested a hand on the guitar case across her lap.

“But if Linda …” Sammy paused doubtfully. “Or whoever’s behind this is already past the door, how do we pick up the trail?”

“The Tracking spell.” Ashley unbuckled and crouch-walked over to the back row. She rested her hands on Sammy.

“But I thought the spell was blocked,” the slime girl said.

“True, but within the never-realm, any conventional spell will stand out. The unusual nature of the realm will act as a contrast to the normal. An amplifier of sorts.” The angel gave her a tiny shrug. “If I’m wrong, we’ll know it almost immediately.”

“Wonderful,” Sammy groused, and ran fingers through her fiery hair. “I hope your magic works. I’m not looking forward to my brain being scrambled a second time.”

“None of us are,” Clarke said, “but I believe in Ashley, and her magic. She won’t let us down.”

“Thank you.” Ashley’s words were barely more than a whisper. “You all have my solemn word I’ll protect you.”

“And we’ll do the same for you.” Brooke put a hand on Ashley’s shoulder.

Emma echoed the gesture from the other side, and the angel’s smile grew as her halo brightened.

“We’ve got your back, Ash,” the succubus said in a solemn tone. “Never forget that.”

“Yeah, girl,” Sammy added. “We’ve got this. We make one hell of a team, and that includes you.”

“Again, I thank you.”

Clarke glanced at the ladies through his rearview mirror, and he smiled at the comradery on display. Sammy was right, they did make one hell of a team, and though none of them knew what sort of danger they were barreling toward, they would face it together.

That last part filled him with pride. Anyone who threatened one of them had to contend with all of them. Brooke and Sammy would rip and smash anyone who dared harm them, and Emma had eagerly joined their ranks thanks to the shielding she’d gained through their marital bond. Even Ixia, with her pregnancy and her support magic, was here in spirit, her efforts embodied within each enchanted firearm and bullet.

But with all that in place, there was yet another wrinkle they had to consider.

“The Charm spells,” Clarke began, “what’s the best way to counteract them?”

“Restrain the subject within a magic circle,” Ashley replied, “and Dispel the Charm over time.”

“I mean realistically, in the middle of a fight.”

“Enough physical harm should shake the effect. It won’t Dispel the Charm completely, but should loosen the spell’s grip enough for the victims to resist the corruption on their own.”

“So, basically,” Sammy summarized, “we can beat some sense into any werewolves that stand in our way.”

“That’s one option, at least.”

“Sounds like it’s our only one if we’re forced to fight.” Clarke caught Brooke’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “There’s a good chance we’re going to have a rough up a lot of werewolves, your parents included. You okay with that?”

“Yeah. I won’t like it. Hell, I hate the thought of doing this, but we can’t just leave them with addled brains. This needs to be done, and I’ll get my claws dirty right alongside the rest of you.”

“Glad to hear it. Then the question becomes: how much of a beating can we safely dish out?”

“Quite a lot.” Brooke thumped her chest. “There’s not much we can’t regenerate from, given enough time, but we’re not invincible. Severe head or chest trauma will do us in. Decapitation, anything that stops the heart, stuff like that.”

“Let’s be clear about this.” Clarke caught their eyes in the mirror. “Any Charmed werewolves we face are victims, just like poor Richie was. Killing them must absolutely be our last resort. Understood?”

“Loud and clear.” Sammy elongated her fingers into bubblegum pink ribbons. “My toxins should help there.”

“What about this bad boy?” Emma patted her guitar case.

“Should be fine.” Brooke shrugged. “Relatively speaking. Your targets won’t enjoy it, but they’ll live. Same with Sammy’s peashooter.”

“Hey!” Sammy rested a hand against her chest. “Not so loud. Bessy will hear you.”

“You named your gun Bessy?” Emma asked.

“Don’t judge. She’s sensitive.”

“She’s a revolver.”

“I don’t intend to use my gun unless I need to.” Brooke touched her holstered pistol. “And that goes double for your hand cannon, Clarke. It could blow their heads apart even without a witch’s magic.”

“I figured,” Clarke replied. “All right, ladies. Assume we’re in for a fight, but be ready to pull your punches. I know it’s going to be a tough balancing act, but if anyone can make this happen, it’s you. The werewolves we face may try to kill us, but don’t forget that they need our help, and we won’t let them down.”

He pulled into a parking space along the side of a narrow road. The street was lined with small businesses.

“We’re here. Let’s go.”
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They followed the sidewalk into the heart of Chester Creek, then turned down a pedestrian-only street. The Establishment was nestled in a humble corner of downtown, and the large wooden sign swayed on its chains from a gust of warm wind. The scent and feel of the air told Clarke a storm was brewing.

How appropriate, he thought wryly.

The setting sun cast orange highlights over distant clouds, and the back of Clarke’s shirt flapped in the strong breeze. He grabbed the door handle.

“Locked.”

“As if that’ll stop us,” Sammy mused.

Clarke turned back. “Emma, Ashley, wait out here for now.”

“Sure thing, but what for?” Emma asked.

“There’s a chance we don’t have a proper read on the situation. We think we know what’s going on, but we don’t know for certain. And even if we do have the situation nailed, there’s a chance I can get through to the Charmed werewolves. Maybe talk them down, but in order to do that, we can’t present a threat. That means you and I don’t cast Sanguine Shield until after the fur starts to fly, which leaves you vulnerable.”

“Got it, Clarke.” Emma set her guitar case on the ground and flipped the clasps open. She retrieved her shotgun. “I’ll wait out here with Ashley.”

“Brooke, Sammy, no transformations unless we’re forced to fight.”

“Understood.” Brooke nodded, struggling to keep her ears from folding back.

“Not a problem for me.” Sammy ran a hand down her body. “My skin’s just for looks anyway. I’m always ready for a brawl.”

“All right, ladies. Time to see what we’re up against.”

Clarke cast Minor Telekinesis on the lock, and it clicked open. He swung the door wide and led the way through. His step stuttered when he saw who awaited him behind the hostess podium. He steeled himself and marched smartly over with Brooke and Sammy at his back.

“Mason Sandoval,” Clarke said neutrally. “What a surprise.”

“I could say the same about you.” The huge, muscular wolfman ground his cigar into the podium’s varnished wood. His toothy grin was white against his long, black beard. “Seems I recall locking that door.”

“You did. We let ourselves in.”

He made a tut-tut sound. “Shame on you. That’s trespassing.”

“We’re allowed to be here.”

“I don’t see your name on the guest list.” The wolfman picked up a piece of paper and inspected it. As far as Clarke could tell, the page was blank. “Nope. Sorry. Your name’s not here.”

“Is Linda in?”

“Nope. She’s … occupied at the moment. Left me in charge.”

“Left you in charge?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “She hire you recently?”

Mason chuckled darkly. “Not quite.”

“If not her, then who?”

The wolfman gave him a condescending smirk.

“You should know Linda’s given us free rein over the place,” Clarke added.

“A lot can change in a few hours.”

“So it would seem.” Clarke glanced around the restaurant.

Dozens of tables were neatly arranged in preparation for the dinner crowd, chairs tucked in, centerpieces set, and silverware deployed within cloth napkin rolls. The hearth wasn’t lit yet, and the absence of its crackling light draped the decor in an unfriendly gloom.

Clarke didn’t see anyone else, even with his enhanced senses, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. He glanced back to Brooke, and she flashed a quick five-fingered signal, followed that with a one-fingered signal, then flicked her eyes toward the room.

Six more, he thought. Seven in total, counting Mason. Probably all unhexed werewolves. Damn.

He faced Mason Sandoval once more.

“We’re heading down to the basement.” Clarke made to cross the dining room, but Mason blocked his path.

“No, you’re not.”

“You going to stop us, Mason?”

“If you make me.” His muscles flexed, straining against his flannel shirt. “Wanna try it, runt?”

“What I want is for you to step aside.” Clarke met the wolfman’s eyes. “Now.”

“Let me tell you something, blood knight.” Mason cracked his knuckles. “You may be top dog within your own band of misfits, but I’m a werewolf alpha, unshackled by any hex. You should know what that means, given the pup you’ve been whoring around with.”

Brooke let out a deepthroated, bestial growl, but Mason ignored her.

“And don’t think for a second I’m alone,” the wolfman continued. “Mess with me, and you mess with my pack.”

The two men stood at the edge of a violent precipice, but neither seemed willing to take that final step forward into blood and fury and pain. Clarke reached out and touched the wolfman’s mind, sensed the shape of his emotions: angry and wild but slathered with a chilling fear.

The fear of failing the one he loved.

“You’re still Charmed,” Clarke said coldly, his own rage boiling hot.

But not at Mason, for he was simply another victim in all this. A victim so blinded by magic he’d been denied even the simple dignity of grieving for his dead son.

Mason’s face twitched. His lips curled to reveal long wolfish fangs, and he sneered. His black hair thickened, lengthened. His muscles bulged⁠—

—and then he pounced.
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Clarke cast Sanguine Shield a split second before the hulking, transforming wolfman crashed into him. Red energy flashed, and the pair tumbled across the ground. Wolfish claws and teeth snapped. Mason’s snout grew, eyes wild, and his shirt ripped open along the arms and back. Clarke kicked the werewolf in the stomach to throw him off, but his boot might as well have hit solid stone.

Brooke and Sammy rushed to his aid, but enraged snarls filled the restaurant, and more werewolves bounded toward them. Brooke replied with her own deafening battle cry as she transformed, and Sammy engorged her fists into pink bowling balls.

“Come at me, you furry punks!”

The two forces collided in a wild melee, and Mason chomped into Clarke’s neck. Red lightning sizzled his maw, but his teeth bored in, drawing blood. Clarke gasped as Emma burst in through the door. She leveled her shotgun at the black werewolf and fired.

Enchanted buckshot savaged the werewolf’s back, and he howled. Clarke threw him off with another kick and scrambled back to his feet. Mason landed on all fours, yellow eyes glinting with predator glee. He licked his teeth with a long, flexible tongue.

Emma dashed around and behind Clarke, blasting away. Sammy walloped a gray-and-white werewolf with one massive fist and sent the shifter flying. The werewolf landed on her side, breaking one of the tables. Brooke shoulder-tackled another into the wall. Wooden panels burst, and she twisted one of the shifter’s arms around until bone cracked.

“Die!”

A burly brown werewolf rushed Clarke from the side. He twisted away from the reaching claws, grabbed the shifter by the throat, and slammed him into the ground. He held him there, a knee against the werewolf’s massive chest, and cast Toxic Touch. The full force of his new slime powers seeped into the werewolf body, and his yellow eyes bulged.

The werewolf scrabbled under his grip, claws lashing at his arm, shredding cloth and drawing blood. Clarke punched him hard in the gut. The werewolf squirmed under him frantically, managed to gain some purchase against the floor and shoved Clarke off.

The two combatants backed away, and Mason bared his fangs at the other shifter.

“Find someone else to play with,” the huge alpha snarled. “This one’s mine.”

The brown werewolf snapped his jaws, then scurried toward the chaotic battle smashing and crashing its way across the dining hall. It may have been six against three, but Clarke knew his wives could handle themselves in a tussle. Yes, they were up against twice their number in unhexed werewolves, but they’d let him know if they needed help, and he’d be able to detect any injuries through their bonds.

His job was to take out the enemy leader.

Clarke and Mason circled the open space near the entrance, sizing each other up, and a realization bothered Clarke. That brown werewolf had been fazed by the toxins, but the attack should have put him down for the count. Something else was going on here, and Clarke stretched his ethereal sense to find out what.

He tasted the magic infusing Mason and found not all of it was shifter in origin. Someone had armored the werewolf in layers of defensive magic.

Clarke ripped one ragged sleeve off and tossed it aside. Droplets of blood splattered the floor as the cuts on his forearm began to close.

“That whore has made you as tough as us.” Mason’s lips curled back. “Good. I didn’t want this to be easy.”

“It won’t be, let me assure you.” Clarke raised his fists and lowered his center of gravity into a basic Karate stance.

“No thirstblade? Now I’m offended.”

“I won’t need it. Not for you.”

“Smug, aren’t we? We’ll see how long that lasts.”

“You’ve got some interesting spells on you, Mason. Resist Toxins and Resist Piercing, if I’m not mistaken. Maybe a few others.”

“What of it?”

“That combination makes you resilient to slime toxins and gunfire. In short, we were expected.”

“You trying to talk me to death?” Mason spread his claws. “I didn’t take the legendary J.B. Clarke to be a coward.”

“As you wish.” Clarke shifted his back foot for better traction. “Let’s do this.”

“About fucking ti⁠—”

Clarke exploded forward, and his fist crashed into Mason’s snout, throwing the werewolf’s head back. Mason let out a brief growl, then slashed at him, raking his claws across Clarke’s shield. Red sparks flew, and Clarke punched Mason in the chest. The impact reverberated against stone-hard muscles, and Mason swiped again.

Clarke backed away, letting the claws cut through open air.

Mason wiped his snout with the back of a huge hand. He spat out a bloody gob.

“That all you got, blood knight?”

“If you want more, you know where to find it.”

“Heh. Now that’s more like it.”

Mason barreled forward low to the ground with arms spread and jaws wide. He rose, claws slashing upward with enough force to rend steel. Clarke blocked one of the werewolf’s huge arms, his shield sputtering, then smashed his fist into Mason’s elongated face. Bloody drool flew from the werewolf’s mouth, but he spun around the attack and closed for a vicious neck bite.

Clarke jerked away, and Mason snapped at nothing.

Their eyes met, and Clarke spent a portion of his life to cast Blood Freeze. Vitality transformed into magic, pulsing outward to shudder through Mason’s body. He was too big, too powerful, and too magically armored for the spell to kill him, but all Clarke needed—all he wanted—was an opening.

He found it, and smashed his forehead against the werewolf’s snout.

Cartilage shattered. Front teeth collapsed inward. A canine snapped off. Mason staggered back, dazed by the colossal impact, and Clarke followed, hitting him with a second Blood Freeze. The werewolf twitched, and Clarke pummeled his chest with a trio of savage punches.

Ribs cracked, and Mason stumbled. He raised his arms protectively, but Clarke stuck to him. If he couldn’t hit the werewolf’s body, then he’d go for the limbs.

He cast Toxic Touch and grabbed the hulking werewolf by the wrists. Mason had to weigh at least twice as much as him, but Clarke didn’t need the ground for leverage. His incubus wings spread from his back, and he cast Fly, driving Mason’s arms into the ground. Wrist bones shattered, but the fight hadn’t yet been beaten out of the werewolf. He lay on the ground prone, but he managed to push himself forward and snapped at Clarke with his busted maw.

Broken teeth chomped into Clarke’s shoulder. His Sanguine Shield fizzled out, and Mason tore bloody grooves through his flesh. The werewolf jerked his head back, strips of flesh hanging from his teeth.

“Enough!” Clarke shouted. He brought his knee crashing down on Mason’s elbow, and more bones shattered.

Mason tried to pull away, but Clarke pinned his arms to the floor. The werewolf snarled, and jerked forward for another bite. Clarke saw it coming and preempted the attack with his own vicious headbutt. The werewolf’s skull cracked, and one of his eyes burst like rotten fruit.

Mason’s head dropped to the floor in a wet, misshapen heap, and Clarke rose, bloodied but victorious. He summoned his thirstblade and drove the blade through one of Mason’s palms, siphoning off a portion of the werewolf’s vitality to replenish his own, taking only what he needed, for he knew this battle had only just begun.

His shield snapped back to full strength, and his wounds closed more rapidly.

Clarke withdrew the blade and let it dissipate.

“Why …” Mason groaned, rolling onto his back. “Why was I so mad at you?”

“Think long and hard about what you’ve done here.” Clarke wagged a stern finger at him. “Bad dog. Bad.”

“Whatever.” Mason’s chest rose and fell with pained breaths. “I hurt too much to care.”

Clarke stepped aside and surveyed the restaurant floor.

Or what was left of it.

Roughly half the furniture had been smashed, and bones from demolished trophies littered the ground. Groaning werewolves sat, lay, rolled, or crawled about in obvious agony, most with limbs not in their correct orientation. One sorry example hung unconscious from the rafters, though how he’d gotten way up there wasn’t immediately clear.

Emma retrieved shells from her bandolier and reloaded her shotgun with calm nonchalance while Brooke licked at a nasty gash across one forearm. Sammy approached Clarke, smiling broadly, one slime arm looped around a werewolf’s neck like a thick leash. The werewolf appeared to be an inch away from losing his lunch.

“Hey, Clarke!” the slime girl said brightly. “Have fun with Mason?”

“For a certain value of ‘fun.’ How about you?”

“We managed.” Sammy tugged on the werewolf’s smile-leash. “That right, Fido?”

“Huk. Hurk.”

“Come on. Got anything to say for yourself?”

The werewolf shook his head, but that only served to make his indigestion worse. He closed his mouth, chest heaving.

“They all subdued?” Clarke asked.

“Yep.” Brooke lowered her arm. “Knocked some sense right into this lot. It’ll be days before they’re back to normal, but they’ll heal.”

“Good work. All of you.” Clarke placed a hand on Brooke’s shoulder, and she grinned toothily as he passed. “Come on. Let’s see what awaits us in the basement.”
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They found the Black Door’s room unchanged from earlier in the day.

“Brooke?” Clarke gestured around the room. “Anything you can tell us?”

She sampled the air, snout bobbing.

“My parents were here recently. Someone else was with them, but I can’t tell who.”

“Did they head through the door?”

“Not sure.” Brooke approached the magical door and sniffed its surface. Her snout lingered near the handle, and she nodded. “My dad’s scent is all over the handle.”

“Then we should assume they’ve gone inside.”

“With the scepter,” Emma added softly, her tone tinged with worry.

“Are we really doing this?” Sammy asked. “Charging into brain-melt-land without the means to find our way?”

“Ashley?” Clarke prompted.

“I won’t know if I can Track the scepter until we step through,” the angel replied, “but I’m confident I can protect everyone’s minds from the worst of the never-realm’s influence. Though not completely, nor indefinitely.”

“Those aren’t comforting qualifiers,” Sammy grumbled. “How long can you hold up the aura?”

“I won’t know until⁠—”

“Until you hit your limit and it’s too late for the rest of us?”

Ashley grimaced at the slime girl’s interruption, but then nodded.

“That’s a fair enough summary.”

“Clarke?” Sammy asked. “I’ll be honest. This has me worried.”

“Is there any other way we can do this?” Clarke asked. “Any way to keep the Portal of Gold from being claimed by someone else?”

“Other than following them through?” Ashley replied.

“Yes.”

“None that I’m aware of.”

“Then our path is clear.” He faced the Black Door. “Everyone, we’re going in.”

“Oh boy.” Sammy drew her pistol. “Here it comes.”

“We can do this,” Brooke hunched forward with spread claws.

“You said it.” Emma raised her shotgun.

Doubt clawed at Clarke despite his outward confidence. Yes, he was Broken Fang’s leader, and a leader had to lead, but was this the right call? Was everyone about to charge to their deaths because of him? He didn’t know, couldn’t know, but what other option existed? He could lead the loves of his life into peril and death … or he could turn away and let the Portal of Gold slip from their grasp.

That was no choice at all.

And yet …

“We’re with you, Clarke.” Emma gazed upon him with loving eyes. “Always.”

Of course, his empathic wife would sense his inner conflict. She knew how dangerous this was; they all did. And yet none of them showed the slightest sign of backing down. If he went through that door, they all would, and that was the end of it.

Of course, they were afraid. Of course, they feared what could happen to them.

But each of them knew their place, just as he knew his.

They were comrades in this battle against evil.

But more than that, they were family.

Till death do us part, he thought with grim determination.

“Ashley, cast your spell,” he commanded.

The angel’s halo blazed with golden light, and a thick blanket draped itself over his thoughts. It tightened around him, firm yet comforting, slipping into place alongside the Fortify spell to buttress his mind.

“Done.” The angel approached the door, her halo a hot, incomplete band spinning over her head. “I’ll need to focus on the aura the whole time we’re within the never-realm. It’ll be difficult for me to cast any other magic while maintaining the aura.”

“Understood.” Clarke reached for the handle. “Brace yourselves, ladies. We’re going in.”

He opened the door.

A gust of insanity rushed through the crack, billowing outward to slam his mind. The experience was like cannonballing into a frigid lake, and the sudden shock shuddered through him. But he remained in control. His mind was his own, his limbs were his to command. He swung the door wide and peered into the never-realm.

He squinted against the searing brightness of its pitch-black sky, the silent air howling around them. He wanted to shut his eyes and cover his ears, but he pushed back against those nonsensical impulses and took in the alien landscape.

He almost wished he hadn’t.

The ground, if it could even be called that, undulated. It heaved and shifted, creating hideous slow-motion waves of flesh. Gibbering mouths formed pits lined with human teeth. The smallest could gobble up his foot and the largest formed great ravines.

Clarke conjured his thirstblade and walked out onto the fleshy hellscape. The ground was as hard as stone underneath his boots, despite how it swelled and rippled across this terrible horizon.

The women of Broken Fang joined him.

“Hoh-lee shit!” Sammy took a few steps forward, hands on her hips. “I can now honestly say I’ve been somewhere worse than San Francisco.”

Clarke couldn’t help but chuckle. Leave it to Sammy to lighten the mood with a well-timed quip, despite the fears gripping all of them.

“The bluish jungle was better?” Brooke asked incredulously.

“Yep. Less poop on the ground in the jungle.”

“Ashley?” Clarke asked. “The scepter?”

“I can sense the Tracking spell.” The angel came alongside him, her voice as calm and proper as ever. She pointed toward a path that cut between a gaping mouth canyon and a cluster of … meaty tentacle trees?

“I should be able to help, too.” Brooke dropped to her knees and sniffed the ground. “Yeah, got them. This whole place smells wrong, which makes the familiar stand out more. I can follow my parents’ scent.”

The werewolf bobbed her snout in the same direction Ashley had indicated.

“Then we have our heading.” Clarke started toward the gap. “Let’s go.”
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They trekked across the never-realm for over an hour, cutting through a writhing forest of tentacles, past towering obelisks of bone and flesh, and across a slender, pulsating bridge that spanned a bottomless chasm rimmed with giant teeth.

Clarke shielded his eyes from the glaring darkness and steeled his mind against the realm’s incomprehensibility. Ashley marched alongside him, halo glowing hot, face fixed with harsh concentration. Alien voices whispered shouts into his ears, their unspoken words full of poisonous promises, but each time doubts began to worm into his skull, a bright, burning clarity scorched through him, banishing the insanity.

They marched on, across a plain that seemed to expand and contract with giant, slow breaths, and the air carried a noiseless warning. It was distant at first, yet close at the same time, descending from the ground, rising from the black sky.

The sound invaded his mind, indistinct at first, yet growing in clarity.

It was laughter, terrible and alien and so disgustingly joyful.

They approached a cluster of three mouths in the ground, each large enough to swallow a car, and all of them quivering with silent glee. Their lips curled into cruel smiles, tongues lashing, teeth chattering.

Ashley stopped.

Clarke turned back to the angel and saw the cold seriousness on her face.

“Something’s wrong,” he uttered. It was not a question.

“Gvk-Ta.” She never took her eyes off the three ground-mouths. “The neverlife horde is aware of us.”

“Should we pick up the pace?” he asked, and Ashley shook her head.

“Too late. Here they come.”

Clarke snapped out his thirstblade.

The three mouths strained and widened. Their tongues settled against the ground to form fleshy ramps, and black creatures skittered up their throats. They were vile, many-limbed abominations, similar in silhouette to spiders and about the size of small house pets. Their eyeless forms writhed forward on flexible tentacles.

“Ah!” Sammy squeaked, taking a step back. “Spooders!”

“They’re called Gvk⁠—”

“Spooders!”

One of the creatures reared up on its hind tentacles, revealing a large, red-lipped mouth along its belly. The mouth opened toothily and laughed at them in silence. It dropped back down and rushed forward.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Sammy brought an enlarged foot crashing down atop the creature, and its back split open in a shower of dark ichor.

The rest of the swarm rushed forward, and more chittering abominations poured out of the mouths.

“Let’s see how you like this!” Clarke shouted, his inner engine converting life into offensive magic. He drew upon the wealth of mana surging within his body and cast Wide Blood Boil. The spell slammed into the swarming creatures, and their front ranks stumbled. Their amorphous frames bulged, then exploded in violent black sprays, but more charged through the carnage.

Emma fired, and buckshot ripped through the creatures. She spread her batlike wings and ascended, peppering the swarm with shot after shot. One of the creatures reached Brooke, and she reduced it to wet ribbons with a brutal slash. Another leaped at Sammy, tentacles wide, teeth chattering. She punched through its mouth, fist emerging out its back.

Clarke cleaved two of the creatures in half, Drained their life essence, and hit the swarm with another Wide Blood Boil. More of the creatures exploded or dropped dead as he cooked their innards.

Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang sliced, ripped, smashed, and blasted their way through the swarm. The flow of creatures pouring out of the ground-mouths slowed to a trickle, and then stopped entirely. Two of the ground-mouths closed, but the central mouth gaped wide. It convulsed as if vomiting, and a far larger creature climbed up its throat.

“Spooder!” Sammy shouted.

“These are⁠—”

“Giant spooder!”

The throat convulsed again and again. Each time a new, hulking monstrosity emerged. Three tentacled horrors formed up and began to advance.

Clarke cast Wide Blood Boil once more, and the spell rippled through the creatures. They twitched and shuddered, but continued to close. He backed away, one careful step at a time, thirstblade ready as he appraised these larger threats. Sammy and Brooke took up positions to either side of him, and Emma floated above and behind them, reloading her shotgun.

“The bigger they are …” Brooke growled, claws dripping with black blood.

“Don’t underestimate the spooders,” Sammy warned. “They’re as devilish as they are ugly.”

“They’re not spooders.”

“They are in my book.”

“Ash?” Brooke glanced quickly over her shoulder. “You know what these things are called?”

“They are a form of neverlife known as Gvk-Ta,” Ashley explained, floating back beside Emma in relative safety. “These particular specimens are Gvk-Ta-Vxlkn.”

“Uhh, right. Giv … givic …”

“Just call them spooders,” Sammy said. “It’s easier that way.”

“Guess you have a point there.”

“Focus, ladies.” Clarke raised his sword. “On my mark.”

He was about to give the order to attack when a distant howl cut across the swelling flesh plain. It pierced the air as a clarion call of reality: loud, sharp, clear, and devoid of any contradictions.

The three tentacle monsters faced the source of the howl—for a certain value of “faced”—and then bolted in that direction, writhing tentacles carrying them forward with the speed of horses in full gallop.

Clarke watched them disappear over the rise, thirstblade humming in his hands.

“What was that?” Sammy asked.

“A werewolf.” Clarke turned to Brooke. “Right?”

Brooke nodded. “I think that was my dad.”

“The scepter is in that direction as well.” Ashley landed beside them.

“Then that’s where we need to be.” Clarke gestured for them to follow him. “Come on, ladies! Let’s move!”
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They chased after the huge tentacle-spiders but were quickly outpaced. Another angry roar echoed in the distance, and the monsters disappeared over an engorged, fleshy rise. Clarke had nearly crested the top of the obscene hill when an explosion cracked the air.

The sharp bang came as a welcome relief to ears assaulted by silent, deafening laughter. By contrast, the explosion was familiar and understandable, even though its source would undoubtedly pose a threat to him.

He reached the top of the hill and came within sight of a pair of spinal pillars that marked the entrance to a path leading down toward a wide, open ravine. A trio of figures stood or hunched at the threshold: two werewolves and Linda Sarkany. The ground before them had been blasted by magic, and smoke rose from the quivering remains of the three monsters.

One of the werewolves was a hulking brute, even larger than Mason, with rich brown fur the same shade as Brooke’s. The other was leaner with dirty blonde fur and a creamy chest and belly. Both were topless, their ripped jeans straining against thick leg muscles.

Linda wore a backless green dress completely unsuited for traipsing through an extradimensional hellscape. Her dark horns corkscrewed upward in a V shape, and her large, leathery wings were tucked behind her back. One of her eyes was a vivid blue, the other a golden orb with a black slit. An aura of smoke rose around her as she regarded the dead monsters with mild contempt. She held the Scepter of Bone in one hand, its runes glowing faintly.

“Sarkany!” Clarke shouted from atop the hill, and the woman’s eyes flicked up to meet his. He glared at her as the rest of Broken Fang joined him along the hilltop.

Linda put a hand on her hip, smiled thinly, and shook her head.

“I should have known you’d find a way.”

“What do you think you’re doing?” he barked.

“Exactly what I’ve been planning all along!” she shouted back.

“And that is?”

“You realize this isn’t the best place for a chat, don’t you, Clarke?”

“Maybe so, but here we are!”

“Fine then! But I’d rather not shout the whole time! The ground has ears around here!” She beckoned him closer. “Come on! I won’t bite!”

He took slow, deliberate steps down the hill, eyes fixed on her. The two werewolves snarled and snapped at the air, but Linda steadied them with a quick swipe of her arm.

“Vince and Luna Hawthorne, I presume?” Clarke asked once he stood opposite Linda, the blasted stretch of ground separating them. Black fluid wept from fleshy cracks, and a mouth formed. It began to eat one of the corpses.

“You presume correctly,” Linda replied.

“Charmed?”

“That’s right.”

“By you?”

“Correct.”

“Why?” Clarke shook his head slowly, never taking his eyes off her.

“Because that’s what I’ve been doing for decades.” Linda spread her arms. “I’m rather gifted when it comes to Charms, and werewolves are especially vulnerable. My late husband’s business has proven quite valuable, providing me with convenient access to the manpower—or were-power, I suppose—I’ve needed over the years.”

“Then you’re the one who Charmed the Sandovals.”

“Correct again.”

“The one who sent Richie to his death. And the Kozaks, too.”

“Regrettably so.”

“‘Regrettably’?” His mouth twisted in disgust.

“Don’t blame me for their fates. I’m not the one who summoned the seraphic adjutant.” Linda pointed an accusing finger at Ashley. “She did!”

“You’re the one who brainwashed them. You better believe I blame you. What about your late husband? Did you Charm him, too, just so you could control his business when he died?”

“Certainly not!” Linda frowned sadly. “Clarke, what kind of a monster do you think I am?”

“The kind who uses people as if they’re disposable tools.”

“That’s not true at all. I loved him, and my overtures toward you were genuine as well! I don’t want to fight you!”

“Because I’m the stud you believe can finally impregnate you?” he replied bitterly.

“That’s not the whole story.”

“Then what is?”

“What do you mean?”

“The whole, unvarnished story. What is it?”

“I …”

“If you don’t want to fight me, then you can start by giving me the truth. All of it.”

“You won’t like what I have to say,” she warned sadly.

“Linda, please.” He barked a laugh at her and spread his arms. “Look at where we are. Look at what we’re about to do. How much worse can the truth make this?”

“You say that now, but⁠—”

“Tell me!” His voice thundered across the undulating hills.

Linda flinched, but then slowly nodded.

“Very well.” She raised her head. “As a man I respect, I will honor your request, however foolish I believe it to be. I will lay all my cards on the table face up. In exchange, you’ll permit me to finish. No sneak attacks or other shenanigans. And when I’m done, I’ll have a question for you. Agreed?”

“Yes.” Clarke banished his thirstblade. “You have my word. There will be no violence between us until you’ve finished.”

“Or she breaks her word,” Brooke snarled.

Vince growled back at his daughter, and Luna bunched up her fists. Linda hissed out a quick command, and the two werewolves each took a step back.

“Fair enough.” Linda turned back to Clarke more diplomatically. “This part of my story starts roughly twenty years ago when I betrayed the angel Sandalphon.”

“Another angel?” Clarke asked.

“No. Sandalphon.” Linda pointed behind him. “‘Sandy’ for short. You know her as Ashley Smith.”

“You’re the one who betrayed us?” Ashley asked, uncharacteristic anger leaking into her voice.

“I did.”

“Why?”

“Because you were wrong!” Linda snapped suddenly. “You don’t understand the nature of mortals! Never have! Your plan would have led to pandemonium, and you needed to be stopped!”

“What was Ashley’s plan?” Clarke asked.

“To use the Throne of Shadows to wipe away all of humanity’s hexes in one fell swoop.”

“And this is a bad thing … why?”

“Because billions of people will become aware of the occult all at the same time! Think back to your own awakening. You had guides! Now imagine your wives weren’t there when you suddenly started seeing orcs and shifters and all the rest. Imagine all the ways that could have gone wrong for you, how misunderstandings could have led to violence and death. Now take those poor decisions and amplify them by several orders of magnitude. Put these confused people in charge of guns and ships and tanks and fighters and vast nuclear arsenals. Imagine the panic gripping whole nations. What would be left when the dust settled? A radioactive husk! An Earth littered with corpses! That’s why she needed to be stopped!”

Linda took a calming breath and met his gaze levelly.

“That’s why I revealed Ashley’s plan to Belphegor.”

“The mother of all vampires?” Clarke added.

“That’s right. And if you ever meet her, you’ll understand another reason why I refuse to trust this so-called angel. In response to my warning, Belphegor dispatched the vampires of Knightfall, her personal cadre of blood knight killers. You think the Academy’s d-hunters are bad? Ha! You haven’t seen anything yet!”

“You’re in league with the vampires?”

“I use them. Just as they’ve used me over the centuries. The only way to get ahead is to play the game, and the vampires set the rules.”

“But, because of you, these Knightfall vampires killed my parents?”

“Yes, though in the chaos Ashley managed to secret away their only child.” Linda gestured toward him with an open palm. “You.”

Clarke grimaced, his jaw tense, almost to the point of pain.

“Afterward, the being you know as Ashley left this plane. Belphegor used the Throne of Shadows to cast one hell of a Transplanar Hex, and Ashley stepped right into it on her way back.” Linda flicked a finger at the empty space over her head. “Which led to her current, weakened state.”

“Then you’re responsible for her injuries, too. How much blood is on your hands?”

“For what it’s worth, Clarke, I regret how my actions played a role in the deaths of your parents. I knew them, and though I didn’t know them well, I never wished any ill will upon them.”

“But your actions did lead to their deaths,” he grated.

“Yes, and I’ve admitted as much. The truth, as you’ve requested.”

“Just another two victims of your machinations?” Clarke asked spitefully.

“I suppose so.” She made a sweeping gesture. “But that’s in the past, and what should concern us far more is the present. And the future.”

“Then lay it all out. Why are you after the Portal of Gold?”

“Because it’s a way for me—” She paused and shook her head. “For us to claim the Throne of Shadows!”

“And then what? Use it to seize control of the world from the vampires? Claim the reins of power?”

“Yes! But also to wield that power correctly.”

“Is that why you kept bringing up the Throne during our date?”

“Yes!” Linda took a step forward. “Don’t you see? You’re the right man in the right place, poised at the threshold of great power. All you need to do is reach out and claim it.” She mimed a grasping gesture.

“With you by my side?”

“Naturally. You’re powerful but inexperienced, as are the rest of your wives. You need someone at your side who sees the big picture, who can navigate the long game.” She placed a hand against her chest. “I’m that woman.”

“But why’d you steal the scepter? Why are you even here?”

“To keep the Portal out of Ashley’s hands. To control the flow of events rather than sit back and let everything be destroyed. Which brings me to my question, Clarke. Will you and your wives stand with me against the angel Sandalphon and her insane plan?”

Clarke glanced over his shoulder at Ashley to find her brow creased with worry, hands clasped tightly in front of her. He’d never seen such a fearful expression on her face before, and he understood why, even as he sensed the angel’s doubt through his Empathy. She didn’t know—couldn’t know the whole truth. How could she hope to defend herself against such accusations?

But she didn’t need to.

He faced Linda once more.

“Before I give my answer, I have one last question for you.”

“Name it.”

“Did you ever try to Charm me?”

“I …” Linda’s lip quivered.

“Did you?”

“Well …”

“Did you?”

She closed her eyes, then nodded slowly.

“When?” he demanded.

“During our date.” She looked up at him. “While we were flying together.”

“Why?”

“Because you weren’t seeing reason!”

“And so you sought to control me.”

“To persuade you.”

“Why didn’t you? What went wrong?”

“Your mind is too strong for my Charms to work.”

“Otherwise, I’d be another of your puppets.”

“No, Clarke! It’s not like that!”

“Linda Sarkany”—he summoned his thirstblade and spun it in a quick flourish—“I have listened to what you have to say. I have heard your question. And now I’m ready to give you my answer. You claim you’re trying to prevent an apocalypse. You claim you wish to seize power alongside us, minus Ashley. You’ve made a lot of claims, but you don’t have anything to back them up.”

Linda narrowed her gaze.

“You used us to release the Green Seal and to open the Black Door after that. You probably played us against Hatchett for your own benefit, too. You’ve treated us like … like game pieces on some elaborate board, lied to us time and time again. No!” Clarke slashed the air. “No more! Your plans end here!”

“I’m a patient woman, Clarke.” Linda’s lips curled back, and her golden eye glinted. “But not a merciful one. I’ll give you this one final chance. Otherwise …”

She snapped her fingers, and Brooke’s parents each took a snarling step forward.

“They won’t stop us.” Clarke pointed his sword at Linda. “You won’t stop us. We’re Broken Fang, and we don’t flee in the face of evil!”
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“So be it.” Linda spread her wings and levitated a foot off the ground. “It didn’t have to be this way, Clarke.”

“You’re wrong there.”

“Am I now?” A sudden, cruel smile spread across her lips. “I may give you a chance to beg for forgiveness later. If you survive.”

She snapped her fingers again, and the two werewolves launched themselves at Clarke. He swung, sword sparking against Luna’s claws, but Vince crashed into him from the other side, and they both went down. Claws sank into his sides and jaws chomped down on his head. His shield flickered and sparked as the werewolf’s jaw clenched like a vise.

“Later!” Linda gave them a quick, sardonic wave, then spun in the air and zipped past the twin spinal columns. She sped down the path into the ravine.

Clarke released his thirstblade and punched Vince in the gut, but the werewolf hardly seemed to notice. They both squirmed on the ground, grappling for advantage, and Vince twisted around, trying to drive more of Clarke’s head into his maw. Hot breath washed over Clarke’s face, reeking from a plethora of spells: Draconic Strength, Draconic Armor, and Draconic Resistance.

He punched the werewolf in the throat, and the jaws loosened enough for Clarke to yank himself free. He rammed a knee into the werewolf’s stomach and was about to follow that up with a punch when Brooke tackled her father from the side. The impact tore the larger werewolf off him, and the two brown furballs hit the ground, snapping and snarling and biting each other in a messy tumble.

“Go, Clarke!” Sammy shouted, squaring off against Luna with Emma providing fire support from above. “We’ve got this!”

“But—”

“Someone needs to stop Sarkany! We’ll handle these two!”

Luna bit into Sammy’s outstretched arm and ripped it loose with a quick jerk. The limb sloshed to the ground.

“Hey!” Sammy lassoed one of Luna’s legs and pulled it out from under her. “I was using that!”

The slime girl heaved the werewolf into the air and slammed her back into the ground. Luna rolled away and growled. Nearby, Brooke and Vince broke away, both of them with blood matting their fur.

Vince tensed himself for a lunge, but a quick shotgun blast knocked him back.

Emma pumped her weapon and fired again. The werewolf shielded his face with a thick forearm, and Brooke tackled him from the side.

“Go do what you need to do.” Emma pumped another shell into the chamber. “We’ll catch up as soon as we can.”

“Thank you, ladies.” He manifested his wings and flared them wide. “Heading out!”

He rose from the ground and shot between the two bone pillars. He followed a serpentine trail down the steep slope then cut left, following the base of the ravine. Pulsating flesh walls towered to either side, and a strange mental pressure built in his mind. He wasn’t close to Ashley anymore, and the effects of her Aura ebbed away, fogging his mind, slowing his actions.

He shook his head and redoubled his focus, weaving back and forth through the ravine. An explosion rang out from ahead. He drew his wings in and cut through the air faster. The canyon walls widened at the end, leading into a circular space that resembled a strange, fleshy auditorium.

Linda stood near the center of a wide black disk a few yards across, the Scepter of Bone in her hand. Smoke rose from her whole body, and the chunks of a massive, tentacled monster lay scattered across the surrounding slopes.

She faced him and tapped the scepter against her palm like a baton, a half-smile on her lips.

Clarke landed a few paces away.

“It’s all right,” she cooed in an understanding tone. “Sandalphon and your wives aren’t here. You don’t need to keep up appearances for their sake.”

“Who said anything about appearances?” he spat back.

Her smile faded. She gave him a little headshake then backed away until she stood atop the Black Seal.

“Stop right there,” he snapped.

“No.” She dropped the femur into its slot. Runes across the seal blazed blue, and the Black Door appeared behind her.

“You trying to run?”

“There’s no need.” She swept a hand across the smoking, tentacled wreckage. “The Unborn Disciple bound to this place couldn’t stop me. What makes you think you’d fare better? You’ve never faced anything like me, I promise you.”

“It’ll take more than a dragonkin with some fire spells to frighten me.”

“Dragonkin?” Linda burst into laughter.

“What’s so funny?”

“Dragon-kin?” She wiped away an imaginary tear. “Oh, Clarke. You poor, naive fool.”

She dug her fingers into the soft skin above her blue eye. Blood oozed as she pushed in past the first knuckle, and Clarke cringed as she scooped out her own eyeball and tossed it aside. Blood trickled from her ruined socket, but her golden eye gleamed.

“I’m no mere dragonkin. My true name is Illustris Tenebris Iram.”

She smiled malevolently, and her teeth transformed into sharp, glittering rubies. Her patches of red scales expanded to encompass her whole body, and a scaly tail sprouted from her tailbone. She grew and stretched, shredding her gown in the process. Her nails turned into ruby daggers, and her mouth elongated. Her twin wings expanded like grand, leathery tapestries.

She dropped down onto all fours, still towering over him, and he backed away.

“I am the Wrath of the Glorious Darkness!” she bellowed, smoke and spits of flame exhaling from her mouth with each syllable. She glared at him with a huge golden eye, the other one ruined by a thick scar that ran from temple to cheek.

“You’re a dragon?!” he exclaimed.

“That I am.”

“But your kind is extinct! The vampires killed all the dragons!”

“Not all of us. I made a deal with them. Even offered Belphegor one of my eyes as proof of my ‘allegiance.’”

Iram spat, and her saliva sizzled against the ground.

“You betrayed your own kind, too?”

“I survived!” Iram scraped ruby claws across the dais, and sparks flew. “As I always have. If survival forces me to ‘ally’ with the disgusting lesser creatures who slaughtered my brethren, then so be it. I still exist. They don’t. Which of us made the wiser choice?”

Clarke backed away.

“I would have given you the world.” The dragon’s lips pulled back to reveal rows of ruby teeth. “But you’re young. Foolish. Inexperienced. I am not … completely without mercy. It can all still be yours, Clarke. All of it. All the glory. All the power. Everything I promised you.”

“At what price?”

She straightened her long neck and fixed him with a cruel glare.

“Kneel. Beg for my forgiveness with all your heart.”

He raised his sword instead.

Iram laughed, and the hearty booms reverberated in his chest.

“Oh, please! It’ll take more than your magic toothpick to harm me.”

“We’ll see about that.”

“Where does this obstinance stem from, I wonder? Ignorance? Pride? Rage? Are you hellbent on opposing me because of your parents?” She struck the ground with her claws, cutting parallel grooves through black stone. “This won’t end well for you.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“Tell me, Clarke: Do you truly understand what it means to face a dragon?”

He said nothing, merely lowered his stance, bracing himself for battle, ready to dash in any direction.

“Then allow me to educate you.”

Iram drew a deep breath. The back of her throat glowed, and she exhaled a stream of white-hot flame. Clarke spread his wings and shot into the air. Her fire breath scorched the ground under him, and he felt the heat on his exposed skin.

The dragon clacked her jaw shut and eyed him as he darted through the air, circling around her.

“You imagine our difference in size gives you some advantage?” she asked, amused, craning her neck. “Go ahead, then. See how far you get.”

Clarke dove at her from behind, sword drawn back, but she spun with shocking speed for such a massive creature. She raised a huge, clawed hand and swatted him out of the sky. He slammed into the ground, shield flashing, body skidding, and came to rest against a fleshy slope.

Clarke rose to his feet and wiped the blood trickling from his mouth. He resummoned his sword and set his stance, wings spread.

“You can’t defeat me on your own,” the dragon said. “Surely you must realize this by now.”

“He’s not alone!” Ashley declared.

Clarke spun to find the angel atop the ravine’s slope. She carried a wounded Vince Hawthorne while Emma carried an equally roughed-up Luna Hawthorne. Both werewolves were back in their hybrid forms, naked from the waist up.

Brooke and Sammy ran into view, and the slime girl stuttered to a halt, eyes wide.

“Uh oh! She’s a biggie!”

“The bigger they are, right?” Brooke asked.

“You really like that phrase today, don’t you?”

Ashley’s Certainty Aura caressed Clarke’s mind, buttressing him against the strangeness of the never-realm.

The dragon cocked her head.

“More fodder for your insane plot, Sandalphon? I should have killed you twenty years ago.”

“Then why didn’t you?” the angel challenged.

“Because you were still of use to me back then. But not anymore.” Iram inhaled, and her throat glowed.

“Watch out!” Clarke shouted.

The dragon breathed flame. Ashley and Emma took flight, and everyone else dove for cover. The plume impacted the slope, blasting outward in fiery streamers and sizzling chunks of meat. A gob of flaming fluid caught on Brooke’s fur, and she patted it down. Another struck Sammy in the leg, and the entire limb combusted with a loud whoosh!

“Fire! Fire!” The slime girl tucked her leg in and rolled across the ground, streaming black fumes. She came to a smoky halt and rose, most of her leg charred.

Clarke felt her injuries as a seed of consciousness nestled within his mind, aware of her pain without feeling it, and he spent a portion of his life to heal her.

“Oh, wow,” Sammy exclaimed as her blackened skin began to break apart and submerge beneath her slime. “Thanks, Clarke! Love ya!”

“You’re all so unbelievably out of your league.” Iram shook her head. “I almost feel sorry for you. Almost.”

Clarke sidestepped around the dragon as Brooke and Sammy made their way down the slope.

Iram flapped her great wings, and the gust threw him back. She flapped again and shot upward toward Ashley. The angel tried to dive away, but the dragon caught her with one great fist. Iram brought her close and doused the angel with hot, hellish flame. Her clothes turned to ash, and her wings broke apart in a rain of vanishing feathers.

Iram clenched her fist around Ashley’s body, crushing her before she launched her toward the ground.

The angel slammed headfirst with a horrible crack, and the ground heaved from the impact. Her halo dimmed, then fell, ringing like a small, silver bell when it hit the ground. Her aura vanished, and all the absurdities of the never-realm pressed in on Clarke’s mind, suffocating his thoughts.

“Ashley!” he cried, racing toward the motionless angel.

“This farce is beneath me,” Iram growled, and landed. She draped her wings around her body and shrank, tail retracting, long neck and head disappearing with a leathery cocoon. She spread her now-smaller wings to reveal a beautiful horned woman, red hair showering over naked shoulders and breasts. She opened her draconic eye, the other squinted shut and leaking bloody tears.

Clarke stopped, halfway to Ashley’s motionless body, and a terrible sense of foreboding overcame him.

Iram backpedaled to the Black Seal and retrieved the Scepter of Bone from its slot.

“Goodbye, Clarke.” She raised the scepter to him. “Cheers to what could have been.”

With her free hand, she reached behind her and grasped the Black Door’s handle.

“Wait! Stop!” Clarke raced toward her, but he knew he was too far away. “Don’t do it!”

Iram smiled impishly, opened the door, and took one step through. She held out the scepter like an offering⁠—

—and then she crushed it one handed. She scattered the bone splinters to the winds and slammed the magical door shut behind her.
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Clarke’s thoughts raced, tugging him in two directions. He wanted to check on Ashley, but his oaths demanded a different action. He was a husband, and he needed to stay focused on saving all of them, and so he dashed toward the Black Door. His hand grasped the lever, and he turned it.

Or tried to.

It wouldn’t move.

It wouldn’t even wiggle.

The Black Door was locked once more.

He kicked it with a shout, but it refused to yield.

His eyes darted this way and that, taking in the shards of the Scepter of Bone, now sprinkled about like sharp, pale snow.

The way was shut.

The key was gone.

They were trapped within this terrifying realm, as hostile to their bodies as to their minds, and the only one among them capable of pushing back the madness lay face down in a crater.

What were they going to do?

What was he going to do to pull them out of this?

What could he do?

Emma landed beside Ashley’s body and placed a worried hand over her mouth. Sammy and Brooke gravitated toward the crater, and Brooke’s parents began their slow, pained descent down the slope.

Clarke sprinted over and knelt beside Ashley’s body. A motionless never-wind caught the blackened scraps of her attire, and flecks of ash pattered against him.

“Ashley?” He slipped tender arms underneath her naked body and slowly turned her over onto her back. He placed a hand against her chest, hoping for a heartbeat or the rising and falling of breaths.

He felt nothing, and began to despair.

He reached over and took hold of her halo, now an inert, broken ring of metal. He fitted it in place atop her head, but it slipped off and tinkled to the ground.

“Ashley?” he pleaded, cradling her head. His wives gathered around them in chilling silence.

He glanced at the rings on his left hand, his mind drawn to the power that flowed through them. If only he’d been stronger. If only he’d married Ashley as well. He could have spent some of his own life, would gladly have done so to bring her back.

But he didn’t have a fifth ring.

There was no way he could bring the angel back.

But maybe someone else could.

He looked up.

“Sammy? Can you heal her?”

“I … I can try.” The slime girl crouched in beside Clarke.

“She’s a celestial,” Emma said softly. “Sammy’s healing powers may not work.”

“I know,” Clarke replied, perhaps a bit too sharply. “But we need to try.”

“Here goes.” Sammy pressed her hands against Ashley’s side. She pushed in, limbs sinking into an expanding cocoon of bubblegum pink slime.

Ashley’s eyes flashed open, staring straight up.

“Wow, that was quick,” Brooke muttered.

Sammy withdrew and reformed her forearms. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Ashley?” Clarke asked, looking down at her, relief filling him.

“Is something wrong?” the angel asked matter-of-factly.

“Yes! We thought you were dead!”

“Fortunately, that doesn’t appear to be the case.” Ashley sat up and looked around, then glanced down at her nakedness. “Why am I laying naked in a crater in the middle of the never-realm? I seem to have missed something.”

“Uh oh.” Sammy rose to her feet. “We’ve got Confused Ashley again.”

“I’ll take Confused Ashley over Dead Ashley any day.” Emma shook her head with a smile.

Clarke helped the angel to her feet. Her halo skittered across the ground, then shot up above her head and began to glow radiantly. Her wings reappeared, and she shook them out.

Clarke held her at arm’s length and checked her for wounds. Her alabaster skin was unblemished. How could that be? He’d seen what Iram had done to her with his own eyes. How could she not only be alive but unharmed?

“Ashley, is it even possible to hurt your body?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because you were just breathed on and crushed by a dragon before being thrown into the ground.”

“A dragon?” She nodded thoughtfully. “I see. That would typically result in injury or death.”

“Yes! My point exactly!”

“Thankfully, I appear to be fine.” She glanced around. “Though that may be a temporary state.”

Silent, deafening laughter echoed across the ravine. Shadowy figures slithered along the top, flailing their tentacles.

“We’ve got company.” Brooke’s ears flattened. “We need to get out of here.”

“We can’t,” Clarke explained. “That’s the problem. Our exit is sealed shut. The handle won’t budge!”

“What about the Scepter of Bone?” Ashley asked.

Clarke reached down and picked up a bone splinter. He held it before the angel, and she took hold of it, cradling it in her palms. Her halo grew darker.

Grim silence fell over them as the true depth of the situation hit Ashley and his wives. Emma looked up.

“What about the one we came through?” the succubus asked hurriedly. “Can we backtrack through it?”

“That should work,” Ashley said. “Assuming …”

“Assuming what?” Clarke asked.

“Assuming the Black Doors aren’t deactivated by Aureum Arcem now that the seal has been released.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’m … not sure.” Her halo dimmed further.

“Are you saying the Black Doors could vanish entirely on our way back to where we arrived?”

“I … yes, I suppose I am.”

“Then we’re up against the clock.” He checked the horde gathering around the lip of the ravine, then glanced at Vince and Luna, who had finally joined them. Both moved with limps and hung heads. “Brooke, how are your parents?”

“Dazed and hurting. They were Charmed more heavily than the Sandovals and are in no condition to fight.”

“It’ll take us over an hour to get back to the starting point,” Sammy said.

“Longer with injured slowing us down,” Clarke said. “If we’re going to move, we need to do it soon.”

“There may be another option.” Ashley looked up from the bone splinter in her hands.

“I am all ears.”

“We can try to reassemble the Scepter of Bone.” Ashley swept her gaze across them, and Sammy shrugged.

“Don’t look at me. I left my superglue at home.”

“I can try to reassemble it,” Ashley clarified.

“How much time do you need?” Clarke asked.

“Less than it’ll take us to reach the other door.”

“Good enough.” Clarke pointed. “Emma, get Brooke’s parents over to the door. We need to keep them safe while Ashley works. Get set, ladies! We’re holding the fort until she’s done!”

Brooke spread her arms and roared, eyeing the tittering creatures high above. Her bellow went on and on, shuddering through Clarke’s chest and echoing across the ravine. The silent laughter ebbed in the face of her ferocity. She emptied her lungs, sucked in a fresh breath, and then roared again. Even the ravine’s flesh-walls seemed to quiver in fear.

“Yeah, you tell ’em, Brooke!” Sammy shook out her arms, and they extended into lashing pink whipcords. “You spooders aren’t welcome! No tentacle porn allowed outside my hentai collection!”

Clarke gave the slime girl a quick side eye, and she shrugged.

“What? I’m being serious here. There’s a time and a place for everything.” Her eyes widened suddenly. “Oh, right.” She cleared her throat, then shouted to the horde. “Correction! No tentacle porn allowed outside my collection or Clarke’s bedroom!”

“Araroo?” Brooke made a sound straight out of Scooby Doo and gave the slime girl a perplexed look.

“Don’t worry, girl,” Sammy replied. “We’ll invite you next time.”

A handful of creatures approached the lip, tentacle legs flexing, mouths chittering. Some of them were big, and the silent laughter grew louder once more.

“Ashley, how’s it coming?” Clarke asked.

“There are a lot of pieces,” she replied, drawing the shards in with Telekinesis until they floated in a haphazard ball between her palms.

“Keep at it, but hurry. We’re about to have company.” He glanced to either side. “Weapons out!”

Clarke retrieved the heavy frame of his Smith & Wesson Model 500. Brooke and Sammy drew their own firearms, and Emma stepped up beside them, shotgun in hand.

“Emma, how are you for ammo?” he asked.

“Three shells left, plus six bullets in my revolver and another six in a speedloader.”

“Running low, then. Sammy, you use the same pistol caliber. Can you spare her some ammo?”

“Sure can. Emma, hold out your hand.”

Emma did so, and Sammy leaned over. A bulge rose through the slime girl’s throat, and she opened her mouth.

“Bleh.”

A shiny speedloader dropped into Emma’s hand.

“Thanks …” She grimaced, wiped the loader off against her coat, then pocketed it.

“Here they come,” Brooke growled.

The writhing, laughing swarm began its grasping, slithering, rolling descent down into the ravine.

“Let ’em have it!” Clarke squeezed the trigger, and his revolver barked. One of the creatures exploded in a shower of flailing chunks and flaming flower petals. He fired again. Another creature dropped, and its corpse tumbled down the slope. Every time he pulled the trigger, a monster died, but more poured into the ravine.

Brooke, Sammy, and Emma cut loose, and volley after volley tore through the monsters. Carapaces shattered. Tentacles flew. Mouths vomited black ichor. But more came, clambering over the corpses of the fallen, even as mouths opened in the ground and began to consume the dead.

Clarke emptied his revolver a second time, then holstered it and summoned his thirstblade. He lowered his stance, drew his blade back, and transformed life into magic.

“Hold position!” he commanded. “Keep up the pressure!”

The women at his side obeyed, pouring enchanted fire into the horde. Bodies piled up where the slope leveled off, and tentacle-spiders scampered over them, laughing silently as they drew closer and closer with each wave.

“I’m out!” Brooke holstered her pistol and spread her claws.

“Me too!” Sammy jammed her revolver back into her chest.

“Hold, ladies!”

Clarke let the beating engine in his chest consume his life force. A range of possibilities opened within his mind’s eye, and he poured refined mana into Boost and Sacrifice. The latter drank deeply from the trough of his life, and his vision clouded, but he fought through the fog.

He combined these two spells, wove them together, and his sword transformed into a bar of light as red lightning snapped across its length.

Emma’s revolver clicked empty.

“Clarke?”

“Continue to hold!”

The black mass swarmed toward them, writhing over the flesh of the fallen. He could barely tell where the corpse mounds ended and the next wave began.

He drew his sword back, head low, eyes fixed forward.

The women held position at his sides, anxious in the face of the wave of black death barreling toward them.

But they held nonetheless.

They would never let him down, never leave his side in a time of need. He knew this through and through, to the bottom of his heart, even without the laughing monstrosities barreling toward them across a fleshy hellscape.

Even without the need to dip into his Empathy.

And he would do the same for them.

Stand between them and adversity.

Give his life to protect them if that’s what it took.

Fortunately, that moment had yet to arrive, and he let a heartless grin slip as he cast Boosted Wide Scarlet Slash.

He sliced horizontally, and his thirstblade seared the air with a blinding arc. A second horizontal blaze appeared ahead of him, but this one was far thicker and deeper. It cleaved through the horde’s front ranks, severing tentacles and torsos with equal ease.

And then it expanded.

The luminous arc grew, following the slope, curving upward as it hewed through each rank of the monsters. Everything it touched died, and the laughter died with them. Creatures further up the slope stopped and backpedaled while those high above continued to funnel into the ravine. A wriggling, stomach-churning traffic jam formed, and the Boosted Slash cleaved through them all.

The giant Slash finished its bloody journey up the slope and floated upward into the black, blinding sky. It dispersed into a rain of blood-soaked petals.

He waited long, anxious seconds for more of the creatures to appear. One did, a truly gargantuan specimen. It towered high over the edge and peered down at them without eyes.

It stayed like that for a while, its tentacles as thick as tree trunks.

And then it turned and fled.

The team breathed a collective sigh of relief.

“Hoh-lee shit!” Sammy clapped Clarke on the shoulder. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

“Neither did I …”

Clarke’s vision darkened. The thirstblade vanished, and he stumbled forward.

Brooke and Sammy caught him, and they eased him to his knees.

“That must have taken a lot out of you,” Sammy said.

“Yeah, no kidding,” he sighed.

“Here.” Brooke offered her forearm. “Take all the strength you need.”

“Good idea,” Sammy said. “Just look how pale he is!”

“Hold up, ladies,” Emma chided. “We can do better than that.”

The two women supporting him faced the succubus, who raised her wedding band. The werewolf’s ears perked.

“Oh! Right!” Brooke held out her left hand where her own wedding band constricted tightly around her enlarged finger.

The rings on each woman’s hand glowed red, and life poured into Clarke as easily as water filling a vessel. Given with love, absent all reservations. He sucked in a sudden breath. His head cleared, and he rose without assistance.

“There.” Emma stepped back. “That’s better.”

“Thanks. That’s just what I needed.”

“Any time.” She smiled sweetly.

“Ashley, how’s it coming?”

“I believe I’ve located all the pieces.” The angel shifted her hands around the swirling chips of bone. The top and bottom already resembled the original femur. “It’s an unusual jigsaw puzzle, but I should have it solved in a few more minutes. After that, the Black Door should obey my commands.”


Twenty-One


“Linda’s a dragon?!” Ixia exclaimed over the phone.

“Yes, but let us worry about that.” Clarke shifted the phone against his ear as he paced past The Establishment’s front door. “What we need from you is help for the Sandovals and Brooke’s parents. Linda bolted straight through here without lending a hand to her former minions. Sure, they’re werewolves, but we roughed them up pretty good, and there’s all this residual Charm magic addling their brains.”

“Say no more. I’ll head over with my sisters and reach out to Mom as well.”

“Thanks. I knew I could count on you. Later.”

“Be safe!”

He closed the call.

“Not likely tonight.” He pocketed the phone and faced the others. “Now, if only we knew where she was.”

“The magic doors are all gone,” Emma said. “Even if the way to the Portal of Gold is open, we have no idea how to reach it.”

“It’s a good bet Iram does. What about following her?”

“No can do.” Brooke rubbed her snout. “Her scent ends a few steps outside The Establishment. She must have taken flight.”

“Well, that sucks.” Sammy put pink hands on her narrow hips.

“There’s also the question of what we do when we find her.” Emma hefted her shotgun. “We’ve restocked, but I’m not sure that’ll be enough.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” Sammy shook her head. “She’s huge, can fly around, and breathes fire. There’s no way Brooke can reach her if she’s airborne, and I’ll burst into flames if she so much as glares at me.”

“I doubt my shotgun will do much either,” Emma added. “About the most we three can provide is some light fire support.”

“Don’t worry.” Clarke cracked a reassuring smile. “I have a plan that just might be crazy enough to work. For now, let’s focus on finding her.”

He approached Ashley, who stood silently with the reassembled Scepter of Bone in her hands. It appeared identical to the original except for hairline fractures that leaked a pale bluish light. Emma had grabbed her spare clothes from the X7, and though her shirt sagged on the angel given Emma’s … generous chest size, the ensemble covered her well enough for modesty.

“Ashley?” he prompted. “Any thoughts?”

“One.” She looked up, and her halo glowed warmly. “I believe I know where to find the Portal of Gold.”

“You’ve remembered?”

“No, but I’ve been aware of something strange since we came through the Black Door. Or, perhaps I should say something familiar. I can feel another source of celestial magic.”

“A second angel?”

“No. What I’m sensing feels like emissions from a celestial device, one that has recently become active.”

“A device? You mean like some sort of angelic … technology?”

“That’s right.”

“Huh.” Clarke paused to consider this. His mental image of Heaven—or wherever Ashley came from—was all blue skies, clouds, and pearly gates. He’d never imagined it would include machinery.

“Whatever’s producing this signal,” Emma began, “it sounds like this is our best lead.”

“Agreed,” Clarke said. “Ashley, can you zero in on it?”

“Yes, I believe so, though the task will be easier if I’m airborne. There’s more ambient magic close to the ground.”

“Got it. Emma, you and I will take to the skies with Ashley. Brooke and Sammy, take the Bimmer and follow us on the ground.” He gestured toward the exit. “Let’s move, ladies! We’ve got a dragon to catch!”
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“Hey, Ashley?” Clarke asked as he sailed through the air between an angel and a succubus. Night had fallen, and the city lights twinkled behind them. Warm gusts battered them, and dark thunderheads gathered over Reed River Park.

“Yes, Clarke?” the angel asked.

“I feel something. Like a tingle in the back of my head.” He pointed at the wooded peak of a hill covered in thick, unruly weeds. “Down there.”

“Strange.” She regarded him cautiously. “I was just about to direct us toward that hill. What does it feel like to you?”

“The magic is golden. Hot, bright, and smooth.”

“That’s … correct.”

“Why the concerned look?”

“Not concerned, just perplexed. I’m surprised by how sensitive you are to celestial magic.”

“Maybe you’re starting to rub off on me.”

“Maybe …”

Emma keyed her radio and relayed their destination as the trio made their descent.
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“Okay, I expected the magic door,” Sammy began.

“Yep,” Clarke said dryly, eyes narrowed at the golden door standing upright in the middle of the small glade. A soft rain had begun to patter against the ground, though the distant peal of thunder spoke to the strength of the approaching storm.

“The three colored seals on the front seem pretty normal to me, too,” Sammy went on. “Standard quest progression indicators.”

“Uh huh?”

“It’s a bit showier than the others, what with all the runes and intricate bits, but I suppose that’s to be expected. I mean, it is the final door. It should look special.”

“Sure.”

“But what’s up with the rubber ducky?” The slime girl held up the yellow toy and gave it a squeeze. It squeaked cheerfully.

“Not a clue,” Clarke said.

“There’s a loofah over here.” Brooke retrieved a pink mesh sponge and held it out between her claws. She surveyed the ground. “Some soap and shampoo bottles, too.”

They glanced to Ashley.

“I’m as confused as you are.”

“This the solution to another one of your riddles?” Sammy gave the rubber ducky another squeeze. “The last one needed a bedsheet and some lube. Why not a yellow flotation device for this one?”

Ashley frowned. “I … suppose that’s possible.”

“If so, Iram was holding out on us,” Clarke said. “Past-Ashley must have given her another envelope—a gold envelope—and she solved the riddle without us.”

“She’s been here.” Brooke sniffed. “Recently, too.”

“Then let’s not keep her waiting.” Clarke pulled the door aside.

Light from a bright blue sky spilled through the opening, accompanied by a fresh, clean scent. A long, slender bridge composed of perfectly white stones led directly toward the center of a large golden sphere, perhaps a hundred yards in diameter. The sphere was cracked in several places and appeared mostly hollow.

“Aureum Arcem,” Ashley whispered, her tone reverent. “The Golden Citadel.”

“Not the Portal of Gold?” Clarke asked.

The angel shook her head. “The Portal will be inside.”

“Seems your memory keeps getting better.”

“It is, piece by piece.” The angel stepped through the door, then closed her eyes to bask in the realm’s light. She turned in a full circle, lips curling into a content smile. “This place is so familiar. So comforting.”

“I don’t see any dragons.” Sammy tossed the rubber ducky aside.

“Seems like there’s only one place to go.” Clarke bobbed his head toward the huge golden sphere.

He started down the long, white-stone bridge, and the others followed. Brooke paused at the threshold to scoop up the squeaky toy. She smiled at him bashfully, shoved it deep into a pocket, then jogged to catch up. Ashley closed the door behind her.

White, puffy clouds speckled the brilliantly-blue sky. Clarke glanced over the edge and peered down into a fathomless, infinite sky. There was no land anywhere, nor any sun. Instead, light seemed to spill in from all directions, perhaps from the sky itself. He turned back to the Gold Door, which sat at the end of the unsupported bridge. Something other than physical anchor points must have held it up.

The Scepter of Bone gleamed in Ashley’s hand, its runes and fractures ablaze with a blue light.

“A moment, please.” Ashley held out the scepter, appraising it. “The scepter is reacting to this realm’s ambient magic.”

“Do you know what it’s doing?” Clarke pointed a thumb toward the golden sphere. “The way forward seems clear enough.”

“I don’t believe it’s trying to guide us this time. More like …”

“Ashley?”

“It’s … changing?”

She raised the scepter. Its runes brightened, flared hotter, and then the scepter burst into blue flames.

“Whoa!” Sammy jerked back, arms raised.

“It’s all right.” Rippling flame engulfed Ashley’s hand, dancing down her arm. “I have it under control.”

Fiery tongues expanded from the scepter’s top and bottom, elongating it. The flames swirled in a fierce column, concentrating tighter and tighter until they coalesced into a translucent blue staff.

No, not a staff, Clarke noted. A spear, judging by the slender blade at one tip.

Ashley lowered the arcane weapon, and its base clacked against stone. The spear resembled a rod of blue glass, glowing faintly with the Scepter of Bone forming its core. It resonated with power, the magic pouring off it vivid in Clarke’s mind, full of light and heat and lethal sharpness. Its magic was as insubstantial as mist and yet as solid as diamond.

“Neat!” Sammy lowered her arms. “Ash has herself a poker now. You going to use it?”

“I just might.” Ashley ran her hand across the spear’s glassy surface, almost lovingly.

“Do you mean that?” Sammy asked. “I was only joking.”

“Come on,” Clarke urged. “We need to get inside the citadel.”

They crossed the bridge and came before the huge, golden sphere, its cracked surface covered with intricate traceries and dense runework. A circular pattern at the end of the bridge gave the impression of a door or hatch of some sort. The runes shared similarities to those on the Scepter of Bone, and Clarke wondered if they belonged to the same language.

Ashley rested her free hand against the surface.

“Locked from the inside.” She smiled joylessly. “Impressive. Either Iram is a natural when it comes to celestial mechanisms, or she learned how to manipulate them some time in the past.”

“Probably the latter,” Clarke said. “She’s been around the block a few times. Who knows what scraps of rare knowledge she’s collected over the years. The more important question is: can you open it?”

“I should be able to.”

Ashley’s halo gleamed, and a wide circle of runes blazed bright on the sphere’s surface. The circular segment sank inward and then rose to reveal a small chamber with an identical hatch at the far end.

Was this an airlock of some sort?

They filed in. Ashley closed the outer hatch and then opened the second one.

“Oh, wow,” Emma uttered under her breath.

They all walked out onto a landing in collective, breathless silence. Clarke stepped up to the edge and gazed out across the sphere’s interior. It was immense! He couldn’t even begin to judge the distances involved. The walls curved away in all directions, looping around to meet on the far side, but that point was so unbelievably far away! He could pick out details in the nearest walls: walkways, platforms, circular doors of varying sizes bisected with columns of great, golden machinery, all of it bathed in clean, silvery light.

Some of the platforms were covered in grassy hills, lush forests, or burbling rivers, often damaged or overgrown. He even spotted a few lakes of crystal-clear water. The space was large enough to have its own weather! There were clouds moving across the interior!

“Hoh-lee shit.” Sammy took a few steps in. “It’s bigger on the inside. This Aurim place is a TARDIS!”

“Aur-eum,” Ashley corrected tartly. “Aureum Arcem.”

“Whatever. I’m calling it a TARDIS from now on.”

“Please don’t.”

“Where would Iram have gone in all this?” Clarke faced the angel. “Where’s the Portal of Gold?”

“That is …” Ashley glanced left, then right. “That’s a good question.”

“There’s no clear way off this platform.” Emma peeked over the edge. “Looks like flight is the only way to get around.”

“Great,” Sammy grumped. “Who’s carrying me and Brooke this time?”

“Hold on,” Clarke said. “We know Past-Ashley was skilled at creating magic doors, and the entrance to this one seems to have dropped us into a pocket dimension of some sort. Given all that, are we looking for a door to take us to the Portal of Gold?”

“Actually …” Ashley faced the circular hatch they came through. “You might be on to something.” She inspected it for several thoughtful seconds.

“But that’s the one we came⁠—”

Sammy’s comment was interrupted when Ashley rested a hand against the surface, and the runes lit up. The door sank inward, then rose to reveal not a small “airlock” but a vast circular chamber, perhaps twenty stories tall and just as wide, its top open to the same vast space they were currently in, but from a different angle.

They passed through to a platform about halfway up. Many of the surfaces were damaged, and pair of gargantuan white-and-gold statues took up much of the center: both battered heavily, entwined in the final vicious moments of some ancient duel. The statues resembled Greek hoplites armed with swords and shields.

“… through,” Sammy finished, slack-jawed.

“There.” Brooke pointed to the distant red dragon gliding by the statues.

“What did you do differently?” Clarke asked the angel.

“I told the door to take us to Iram.”

“That simple, huh?”

“This citadel will still obey my commands,” she replied softly, almost in the manner of a question. “Even though it isn’t what it used to be.”

“Can this place help us against a dragon?”

“Perhaps it once could, long ago. But now …” She shook her head. “The citadel is wounded and slumbering. It can’t aid us right now.”

“Then we do this ourselves.” Clarke faced them. “Emma, you carry Sammy. Ashley, you’re with Brooke. Get close and back me up, just like we discussed. Ready?”

“Yes, but with one recommendation.” Ashley tapped the base of her translucent spear against the platform. “Permit me to fight alongside you this time.”

Clarke had trouble believing his ears, and he met the angel’s steady gaze. He’d never seen her throw so much as a punch, let alone face down a dragon. Sure, she’d supported them plenty of times, but when it came to the fighting, she’d always refused to participate.

Until now.

Normally, he would have welcomed the change, but this fight was different. They were up against a dragon, one who’d already tossed the angel around like a ragdoll. But try as he might, Clarke could detect no doubt in her eyes, no fear or uncertainty. Only confidence and a cool readiness for battle. He’d been fighting monsters for over half a year, and Iram was by far the most powerful being he’d ever faced. This was the sort of battle newbies should sit out.

But something told him Ashley—the full Ashley—had seen her share of battles.

“The more the merrier,” he said at last. “All right. Everyone ready?”

The women all nodded.

“Good. Now let’s do this!”

Clarke spread his wings, leaped off the platform, and then sped toward the ruby dragon. He readied his thirstblade and cast Boosted Sanguine Shield. The others followed, Emma and Ashley skimming close to the ground.

“SARKANY!” Clarke bellowed, and the dragon spun in the air, wings unfurling like great, leathery curtains. Her eye took in the situation, then settled on him. She sneered, lips curling back from ruby teeth the size of daggers.

“Clarke.” She hovered in the air before the two huge statues, patiently waiting for him. “You continue to surprise me. Well, no matter. If you want to die this badly, then who am I to argue?” She beckoned him closer. “Come at me, then. Come claim the ‘heroic death’ you so blindly crave.”

Iram drew in a breath, and light bled through the gaps between her teeth.

Clarke shot in, wings back, sword at his side. The dragon opened her maw and released a stream of flame. Clarke ducked underneath the arcing fire, then pulled up toward her. He swung, and she slashed at him with ruby claws. Their attacks met, and a blast of competing energies bloomed from their contact.

Iram pushed in, overpowering him with brute force, and catapulted him toward the ground. He angled his wings and skimmed over the surface before climbing back toward her.

The dragon spat flames at him again, missed, then flapped her great wings and dove to meet him. They clashed again, red lightning snapping outward, and the force of her attack threw him back. He tumbled away, and she doused him with fire.

Scorching heat poured over him. Even Boosted, his Sanguine Shield flickered on the edge of failure. His hair charred, his skin crisped, and his clothes caught fire. He tucked his wings and dove underneath the attack, the speed of his descent extinguishing the flames.

He glanced to the side as he cut low across the ground. Brooke and Sammy both raised open hands toward him. Two of his rings glowed as his wives gifted him with the vitality he needed. His skin healed, his shield solidified, and he grinned as fresh vigor filled him.

Emma and Ashley took to the air, and he rendezvoused with them. Together, they ascended in a tight formation that looped back toward the dragon.

“One or three,” Iram rumbled. “It doesn’t matter. Which one of you wants to die first?”

Iram kept her eye locked on him, clearly perceiving him as the main threat. She readied another attack, and they broke formation. Ashley cut low and to the right, Emma high and to the left⁠—

—while Clarke shot straight in.

Iram spat hot, molten death, and Clarke pulled up over the attack, close enough to feel the heat on his face. He brought his wings in and dove toward her head, but she swiped him out of the sky and sent him flying. He spread his wings, brought himself under control, and then circled around her, searching for an opening.

“You’re tough,” Iram snarled. “I’ll give you that.”

She banked toward him, ignoring the others almost entirely. Ashley followed the dragon, glowing spear at her side, while Emma peppered the dragon with blasts from her shotgun. Enchanted buckshot ricocheted off her scales, and their enchantments failed to penetrate.

Clarke’s rings glowed, and gifted strength welled up within him, most of it stemming from Brooke’s near-bottomless reserves. He swung around, turning into Iram’s path, ready and willing to meet her head on. The dragon breathed fire, and he dodged the attack and arced in. His sword clashed against ruby claws, and arcane lightning spasmed outward.

The dragon’s raw power threw him back once more, but he’d occupied her long enough for Ashley to dive toward her exposed back. The angel landed between the dragon’s wings, raised her spear with both hands and stabbed it deep into the armored back.

“Gah!” Iram gasped.

The dragon spun too fast for such a massive creature, and the whiplike motion threw Ashley off. The angel flapped her wings, trying to pull away, but Iram’s vicious backhand crunched against her head. The impact rocketed the angel downward like a feathery comet, and she slammed against the ground with a horrible crunch.

Clarke sucked in a sharp, worried breath, eyes drawn to Ashley’s motionless body. But he quickly steeled himself and swooped toward Iram from behind. He’d seen the angel survive worse, and he needed to seize this opening now!

He cast Boost and Sacrifice, consuming a great portion of himself to fuel his next attack. His rings glowed, feeding him even more life, which his blood magic transmuted into raw power. His thirstblade burned like the sun, so bright its snaps of red energy were lost against the hot glare.

Iram’s eye caught his, then widened as she realized what was about to happen.

It was already too late.

Clarke shot across the dragon’s back and slashed through both wings.

“NO!” Iram cried, flailing, back arched with sudden, searing pain.

The leathery flesh tore, and white-hot veins spread like an arcane virus. The muscles at the base of each wing flexed, bloated, and then twin, bloody explosions blew the dragon’s wings off. She plummeted, a writhing serpentine silhouette against a rain of crimson petals, then crashed in a ragged, screaming, raging heap.

She rose onto all fours, snarling and spitting and cursing.

Brooke and Sammy raced in, the werewolf galloping ahead of the slime girl. Iram raked the ground with ruby claws, her eye full of venom.

Brooke leaped, and Iram swatted at her. The attack slammed into the werewolf, but Brooke latched on, tearing into the dragon’s limb with teeth and claws. Ribbons of red scales flew in a gory blizzard.

Iram raised her arm and exhaled flame and fury over it. Brooke kicked off, but an incandescent fringe caught her, setting her fur ablaze. She landed on all fours and patted down the burning patches, then roared at the dragon, arms spread, fur smoking. Clarke sensed her pain through the bond and tried to invigorate her, but his head swam from the effort, and he landed nearby.

He was tapped out.

He dropped to his knees, wings sagging until they draped over the floor. He looked over as Sammy charged in from the dragon’s side. The slime girl pummeled Iram’s exposed flank with fists like bowling balls, and something cracked under the force of her blows.

Iram arched her torso away from the assault and spun, her maw the gateway to a raging inferno. She fired, setting an arc of the ground ablaze, and Sammy scurried away. There was no way the slime girl could attack the dragon head on.

Emma swooped low, pelting the dragon’s wounded back with buckshot. Iram backed away and spat fire at the succubus. A gob struck her, and her Sanguine Shield flashed into a shower of red sparks. She spread her wings and flew higher, reloading her shotgun.

Clarke climbed unsteadily to his feet, eyes struggling to focus. He smacked his own cheek, set his jaw, and began marching toward the battle, his wings now a loose, batlike cloak dragging behind him. He staggered, dropped to one knee, and retracted the wings with a thought.

“Get up,” he commanded himself in a hoarse voice. “Get up, damn you!”

He shook his head, pushed off his knee, and pressed on.

Brooke charged the dragon, and Iram swiped her tail across the ground. The two collided with the crack of breaking bones, but Brooke held on. She tore into the tail, mauling it, even as Iram brought the appendage high and then slammed it into the ground. Brooke staggered back and Iram sent her flying with another quick lash of her tail.

Sammy tried to close from the other side, but Iram drew in a deep breath, and the slime girl scurried away. Overhead, Emma opened fire again, but Iram barely seemed to notice.

Clarke saw the situation for what it was. Despite all the damage they’d done, Iram could still take them. Brooke couldn’t defeat a dragon by herself, and if Sammy made one wrong move she was dead. Emma’s attacks would last as long as her ammo held up, and Ashley was lying face-first in another crater.

He needed to do something. He needed to turn the tide before it was too late.

But he could barely stand on his own two feet.

He staggered forward, his face full of grim determination.

He wouldn’t let these women down.

Not here.

Not now.

Not ever.

But what could he⁠—

“Clarke!”

His head snapped to the side at the unexpected voice. Ashley shuffled toward him in a daze, her wings slack, shoulders hunched.

But she still had the spear.

“Here!” she cried. “Take it!”

She threw him the spear. It wobbled through the air like a rod of blue glass, and he caught it.

Its magic connected to something strange and nostalgic within him. How could that be? How could this celestial artifact, crafted from a human femur, fill him with such familiar warmth by just holding it?

It didn’t matter. Not with a dragon to face and the women he loved to save. The mysteries surrounding this weapon would have to wait.

He summoned every scrap of his strength and rose, shoulders straight, head high.

“Ladies!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “Hear me!”

The battle seemed to pause, as if catching a much-needed breath. All eyes turned to him. Even Iram regarded him with scornful ire.

Clarke raised his left arm, ringed fingers spread.

“Everyone, this is not a command, but a request! I do not take from you, but rather ask for your support!” He lowered his arm and pointed at the dragon. “Please! Grant me your strength! All that you can spare, so that I might end her here and now!”

Iram seethed at him, smoke pouring through the sides of her mouth.

Brooke, Emma, and Sammy all backed away. The rings on his fingers glowed, filling him with loving warmth. It was a trickle compared to the torrent from before; they were all tired and injured.

But it would be enough, and once again Brooke gave the most.

Iram narrowed her eye and hunkered lower, hands upon the golden ground. They both knew this would be the deciding stroke.

Clarke leveled the tip of the spear at her, gripped it with both hands, cast Sanguine Shield⁠—

—and then charged headfirst into battle.

He cleared the distance in swift, powerful strides, then cast Boost and Sacrifice, almost as if by instinct. The spear transformed, vivid scarlet leaking from his hands until the entire weapon blazed a brilliant red.

Iram blasted him with the full fury of her black heart, and he charged straight through it. He screamed, eyes squeezed into barely-open slits as the raging torrent rushed across him. His shield flickered and died, and the inferno cooked his face.

He pushed through both pain and flame alike, emerged on the other side, and Iram enjoyed one brief moment of surprise before he thrust up into her open maw.

The spear pierced the roof of her mouth and skewered her brain. Iram jerked her head back, screaming and writhing, clawing at her face. Her mouth lit up, but not with her own flame, and her chest bulged. Something erupted deep within her, and she puked up a bathtub’s worth of blood.

She scrambled back on all fours, then collapsed onto her side, squirming and twisting like a wounded serpent. Her whole body smoked, scales receding, limbs and torso shrinking down into her naked dragonkin form.

She flopped onto her back in a pool of her own vomited blood, chest heaving with desperate breaths.

Clarke marched up to her. He raised the spear for a killing blow, but then paused when the woman’s eye met his. She held up a shaky hand, asking him not to strike without words.

“Are you about to beg for mercy?” he grated at her. “After all you’ve done?”

Iram shook her head, then coughed up more blood.

“Clarke, look at me.” Blood leaked from either side of her lips. “I’m dead either way.”

“Then what do you want?”

“To share my last words with you. You’re something special.” Her eyes flicked to the spear. “I see that now, more clearly than ever. And I want you to know I really would have done it. Shared the world with you.”

She let out a slow breath. He grimaced, meeting her sad eye, now almost pleading with him. Whether to end her suffering now or spare her, he couldn’t tell.

He hesitated for one last, regretful moment, then said:

“The world doesn’t belong to either of us.”

He thrust the spear clean through her heart.


Twenty-Two


Clarke cast Drain and gasped from the sudden inrush. Even dead and broken, the dragon lady’s body contained more vitality than he could possibly drink in. He drew the spear out of her chest and stepped back.

The women of Broken Fang joined him beside the corpse, and Emma rested a hand on his shoulder.

“You did it,” she said, her sweet relief mingled with exhaustion. She’d given him so much of her life—all three of his wives had—and each woman bore that cost on her face.

“No,” Clarke corrected with a warm smile, and gripped her hand with his. “We did.”

Emma nodded, shoulders and wings sagging, her tail a limp noodle.

“Thank you,” he whispered, then faced the others. “All of you.”

“Hell, what are you thanking us for?” Sammy quipped. “I wasn’t going to take her down, that’s for damn sure!”

“A little too flammable?” Brooke asked wearily, her shoulders hunched so low her elongated werewolf arms nearly touched the floor.

“How about a lot too flammable.” Sammy stuck out a leg. Her skin turned translucent, revealing dark, flaky silhouettes floating within. “Just look at this mess.”

“Come on. It’s not that …” Brooke took one halting step, then teetered forward. “Bad …”

Clarke caught her, and the spear clattered to the ground.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah. Just need to catch my breath.”

Clarke touched her through the bond, sensed the dim spark of her remaining life.

“You gave so much!”

“You needed it, didn’t you?” She morphed back into her hybrid form, lightening in his arms. “You’re my mate. No way in hell I’d ever let you down.”

Sammy rested a hand on the wolf girl’s shoulder, and the blue swirls in her eyes brightened.

“Oh, wow. Girl, you’re at death’s door! I don’t know how you were even standing!”

Brooke blew out a weak raspberry. “I’m fine. Just need a nap …”

Her eyelids grew heavy.

“Stay with me!” Clarke shook her, and she sucked in a sharp breath.

He reached to her through the bond, and their paired rings gleamed. He gifted her a portion of the rich vitality he’d claimed from Iram, and her eyes snapped wide. He expanded the connection, joining with Emma and Sammy. All of their rings glowed, and he acted as a conduit, Draining Iram’s corpse to feed that bountiful life force to his three wives.

Emma closed her eyes and sighed with relief. The black flecks in Sammy’s leg shrank away, and she thumped the air.

“Nice!”

Brooke gazed at him, ears pert, eyes wide. She bent up for what Clarke thought would be a kiss, but then she licked him across the cheek before giving him a bashful grin.

“You all right now?” He helped the wolf girl to her feet.

“Yeah. Thanks to you.”

“Marriage has its perks.” Sammy fiddled with her ring. “Wouldn’t you say?”

“You got that right!” Brooke agreed.

“I guess now there’s nothing to do but find the Portal.” Clarke turned. “What do you say, Ashley? Should we …”

He found Ashley standing nearby, staring off at a space between the two gargantuan statues.

“Ashley?” He picked up the spear and joined her. “Something on your mind?”

“I know where to go next.” Her eyes met his, all doubts gone.

“Then take us there. Where you go, we’ll follow.”

She nodded to him, then led them to a circular hatch in the floor, almost blocked by one of the statue’s fallen arms. She knelt and placed her hand against it. The door opened into a staircase that led to another hatch, and they all filed through.

The next chamber was quaint compared to the grand scales they’d seen so far. The circular room was wide enough for everyone to spread out comfortably, but not much larger. A small platform took up the middle, and the walls were decorated with swarms of gold butterflies.

“Please wait here.” Ashley stepped onto the platform, then turned to face them. She closed her eyes, then spread her arms and wings.

Nothing happened at first.

Then a multitude of tiny, bluish lights flickered across the walls. Dozens of golden butterflies stirred. They shook out their wings, took flight, and fluttered toward Ashley.

One landed on Clarke’s shoulder, and he marveled at the tiny machine’s intricacy. Like art created by a master watchmaker. The butterfly seemed to appraise him with the blue pinprick at its head, wings and legs twitching with the cadence of a ticking clock. It took off again, landed on the spear, climbed up to the tip, then leaped off and joined the others.

It was the only butterfly to show interest in anything besides Ashley.

The swarm gathered around the angel with some landing atop her arms and shoulders. More butterflies fluttered off the walls, and Sammy extended a finger, intent on poking one of them. Emma gave her hand a quick slap and shook her head.

“What?” Sammy asked.

“Let’s not bother the little robots,” the succubus warned.

“All right. All right. Don’t get your tail in a knot. I was only curious.”

The butterflies clumped over Ashley, and tiny spurts of bluish light flickered here and there. What remained of her clothes dropped to the ground, cut off by the butterflies, though enough of the machines remained to mask her nakedness.

Several butteries landed on her halo and then started … welding?

“Are they fixing her halo?” Sammy asked.

“Sure looks like it,” Clarke replied quietly.

They watched and waited as the machine swarm worked. The gap in Ashley’s halo shrank, and groups of butterflies clambered over her body. Others brought swatches of fabric or ingots of metal stored in racks recessed into the walls. The whole process took about half an hour, and when complete, the butterflies dispersed back to the walls.

Ashley lowered her arms and drew in a long, slow breath. Her halo was a complete golden hoop, and the machines had dressed her in … armor?

The getup resembled Greek hoplite armor, but only in the vaguest sense.

The breastplate (Clarke used the term loosely) did indeed cover her breasts, though he questioned the defensive efficacy of leaving so much cleavage exposed. Her midriff was also bare, and her skirt—constructed of leather strips—was short enough for panty shots to be a real danger just from walking. She wore arm guards and greaves, though her feet were clad in impractical high heeled sandals.

It’s as if someone asked for hoplite armor, Clarke thought, but in the style of a burlesque.

Ashley opened her eyes. She shook out her broad, feathery wings and smiled at him. It was the warmest, most genuine smile he’d ever seen on her too-perfect face.

“Hey, Ashley.” He extended a hand to her, and she took it and stepped off the platform. “How do you feel?”

“Whole again.” Her smile brightened with the radiance of a sun. “You have no idea how good this feels, and it’s all thanks to you.” She clasped his hand with both of hers. “You did it. You brought me to where I could be healed, and for that, Clarke, my dear son, you have my eternal gratitude.”

“Well, really, it was a team …” He trailed off as his ears and brain caught up with each other. His eyes widened. “Your son?”

Ashley nodded happily.

“Me?”

She nodded again.

“In a literal and not a figurative sense?”

She nodded once more.

“How?!”
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The room fell silent. Everyone stared at the angel in complete, utter disbelief until Sammy finally shook herself.

“Damn, girl! What the hell?”

Ashley gave the slime girl a stern eye.

“Sorry.” Sammy cleared her throat. “What the heaven? Clarke can’t be your son! That would make him, what? Part angel?”

“Yes, it would,” Ashley replied simply.

“Okay. Slow down.” Clarke made a halting gesture, his entire worldview spinning like a top. “Back it up. Let’s take this one step at a time.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” Sammy crossed her arms. “I feel like we’re overdue for a lore dump or something.”

“Ashley.”

“Yes, Clarke?”

“Was Iram lying when she said my mother was a blood knight?”

“No, your parents were indeed Helen and Arthur Helsing, and Helen was a truly powerful blood knight.”

“Then how can I be your son?”

“I believe you’re familiar with the basics of how this works.” The angel’s eyes darted around, indicating his wives.

“I …” He frowned at the angel. “Ashley?”

“Yes?”

“How can I be your son? If I’m Helen’s son, then where do you fit in? That’s the part I don’t get. Can you explain that at least? And, if you don’t mind, please use simple terms.”

“If you insist.” The angel let out a little exhale. “You see, when a man and woman love each other very much⁠—”

“Not that simple!”

“I’m only following your instructions.”

Clarke put a hand to his temple. He sensed a headache coming on.

“I don’t get it,” Brooke said. “How can both Ashley and Helen be his mom?”

“It’s quite simple.” Ashley’s brow crinkled as if she didn’t understand the source of all this confusion. “Clarke was born to two mothers.”

“But how does that work?” Brooke asked. “Not to put this indelicately, but you can only cook the bun in one oven.”

“Oh!” Sammy’s eyes lit up and she snapped her fingers. “Oh, oh, oh! I’ve got it! Arthur had himself a harem!”

“My father … had a harem?” Clarke looked up at the angel.

“Sammy’s not completely wrong,” Ashley began. “It’s true you’re the result of a physical union between Helen and Arthur Helsing. However, in addition to that, I personally Blessed the pregnancy.”

“Meaning?”

“A portion of you descends from my celestial power. In that manner, all three of us contributed to your birth. My contributions were purely magical, whereas you physically descend from your mortal parents. That said, I believe my contributions were no less important.”

“Then you’re saying I really am part angel?”

“Yes. In addition to being a blood knight, you are also nephilim, a fusion of mortal and celestial heritage.”

“Here’s a question.” Emma wore a salacious smile. “Would you mind describing how you ‘Blessed’ the pregnancy? And please, include all the juicy details.”

“I could, but I believe you’d find it all rather dull.” Ashley gave the succubus a sharp look. “It does not work like your sex magic.”

“Aww.”

“Okay, I guess this is less shocking than I first thought.” Clarke recalled the one time Ashley had kissed him full on the lips. He was glad he hadn’t stumbled into his own awkward Luke and Leia moment. At least, he didn’t think he had. “Ashley, is it safe to say your memories are back?”

“They are. I came to this plane over a thousand years ago in pursuit of a devil. You know her as Belphegor.”

“Belphegor,” Clarke repeated. “The mother of all vampires.”

“A name she earned when she transformed a cabal of dark mages into the first vampires. Every vampire on the planet can trace their lineage back to her one way or another. She is, quite literally, the vampires’ Great Mother.”

“Why would she do something like that?”

“Because her mission is to defile this world, just as mine is to protect it. That’s why, around the same point in history, I permanently spent a great deal of my power to create blood knights.”

“Excuse me.” Clarke’s eyebrows rose. “You? Created blood knights?”

“That’s correct,” she replied as if the revelation was nothing. “In that sense, all blood knights are part celestial. That aspect has diluted over the years, though its potency in you rivals—and perhaps even exceeds—that of the first generation. My Blessing seems to have elevated you above your predecessors. The act cost me a great deal, but I’m pleased to see my efforts were not in vain.”

“But why would you do that?”

“Because …” The angel’s expression turned grim, and her lower lip trembled before she continued. “Because I failed. I failed my allies and my mission. Twenty years ago, we were betrayed.”

“By the dragon Iram.”

“I didn’t know that at the time.” Ashley sighed. “But now, with the benefit of hindsight, I can see where the missing pieces fit. We were so close. Closer than we’d ever been to defeating the vampires once and for all. As Iram told you, our plan was to use the Throne of Shadows against them, to cleanse humanity of the hexes shackling their minds. We were on the cusp of achieving this. All we needed was the Throne’s location, and even that was within our grasp.”

“What stopped you?” Clarke asked softly.

“Knightfall, Belphegor’s elite. Their leader killed Helen with a cast of True Death and wounded Arthur with Ravenous Decay. I managed to slow the Decay’s progress, but that’s all I could do on my own. I fled to Aureum Arcem to manufacture a cure for him, but Belphegor followed me somehow.

“Our battle raged across the citadel for seven days and seven nights. I eventually forced her into retreat, but not without great cost to both myself and this place. With the last scraps of the citadel’s primary power, I moved it to this plane, temporarily safe from Belphegor, and then I returned to Earth.

“Arthur was already dead by then.” Ashley lowered her head, and a tear trickled down her cheek. “I loved him. Loved them both.” She smiled sadly. “Not the way you four do, but it was love nonetheless. I miss them both, deeply.”

She let out a heavy sigh before continuing.

“After that, I took stock of the situation. I still didn’t know where the Throne of Shadows was, the Portal of Gold had been damaged in my battle against Belphegor, and my most trusted and capable allies were all dead. I decided then to salvage what I could by using my most plentiful resource.”

“Which is?” Clarke asked.

“Time. I decided to place certain events in motion and then return to Earth when it was time to act once more. The doors and the seals you’ve encountered? Some portion of those obstacles I had created beforehand. I’d used them over the centuries as a means to safeguard my damaged citadel. My remaining allies and I repurposed what we could and built upon it, crafting the elaborate security system you’ve unfortunately had to contend with. The Scepter of Bone became a part of this, too.”

“Where did it come from?”

“Your father.” She gestured to the spear in his hand. “That’s his legbone.”

Clarke cringed. “That seems a tad dark for you.”

“It was his doing, not mine. What you’re holding is a fusion of celestial and warlock magic. He enchanted it as he lay dying from the Ravenous Decay, and I finished it after I recovered his body. Essentially, he forged a part of himself into a weapon against evil, and I completed it here, in Aureum Arcem.”

“Is that why you tossed it to me? Because my father created it?”

“Yes, though I didn’t fully understand my reasoning at the time. I simply knew you’d be able to use it. With the scepter’s connection to this place, I also decided to employ it as a key, adding another layer of security on top of the colored doors. I then entrusted the scepter to an ally, who I fear is long dead, killed by Heinrich when he took possession of the scepter.

“Before I left, I took time to invest even more of my celestial power into you and then arranged for you to be adopted by parents who were ignorant of the world’s true nature. I even made sure you were properly hexed.”

“Why?”

“To keep you hidden until I returned. I was in no condition to face Belphegor again, and my presence on this plane would only have placed my allies in peril. And so I left. Not to my home, but to other planes in need where I assisted other celestials and their missions for two decades, intent on returning once you’d matured and this place had repaired the Portal.”

“Roughly a year ago, this citadel signaled its readiness. It will never be what it once was, but the Portal of Gold was once again operational. I headed for Earth first to evaluate the situation, but …”

Ashley indicated her halo.

“You were hit by Belphegor’s Transplanar Hex,” Clarke finished, and the angel nodded.

“The rest of my story you more or less know already.”

Brooke thrust a hand upward, arm straight. Sammy, not wanting to be outdone, raised her own arm up as well and stretched it to twice the normal length.

“There appear to be some questions,” Ashley said. “Brooke?”

“You’re real name is Sandalphon, right?”

“It is.”

“Should we call you that now?”

“Ashley will do fine. I’ve grown rather fond of the name. Yes, Sammy?”

“What’s with the stripper outfit?”

“The …” Ashley looked down and tugged at her skimpy breastplate. “You mean this?”

“It’s rather boobalicious for angel armor.”

“It’s based on attire I’ve worn in the past.” Her eyes darted to Clarke and met his with surprising tenderness. “Though, I may have instructed the machines here to make a few adjustments. Any more questions?”

“Tons,” Clarke said. “But let’s jump to the big one: just what exactly is the Portal of Gold?”

Ashley let a crooked smile slip. “How about I show you?”
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“When I was first sent to Earth,” Ashley explained as she led them down a long corridor, “I tried to move Aureum Arcem directly into Earth’s plane of existence. That … proved to be my first great error.”

“What happened?” Clarke asked, walking alongside the angel.

“Belphegor anticipated my arrival by trapping the dimensional boundary, and those spells went off as I crossed the threshold. The damage to the citadel was catastrophic, and I was forced to retreat. Fortunately, her hexes, while incredibly dangerous to large-scale incursions, aren’t perfect; tiny punctures can be made, and I was able to reach Earth eventually. This was about a thousand years ago.”

“You’ve been without the bulk of your resources ever since?”

“Regrettably so.” Ashley shrugged her wings. “I’ve made do as best I can.”

“Why not go back home? You know, to get help?”

“Because I refuse to let Belphegor win.”

Clarke frowned. “I’m sorry. I must have missed something there.”

“Imagine the vastness of this universe, spread across billions of light years, every corner of the sky filled with galaxies, and those galaxies replete with stars and planets. Imagine all the places angels and devils may come into conflict across this vast tapestry of reality. Now factor in the existence of a multiverse, of other planes. How thinly do you imagine we’re stretched?

“If I were to return home without completing my mission, I would likely be given a new mission to some planet or realm in more dire need of our assistance, and Earth would be left to Belphegor’s machinations. Earth is but one world, after all. I know that might seem cold to you, but there are too many places where we’re needed, and we can’t save them all. That’s why, when I left twenty years ago, I chose to assist other angels’ missions temporarily rather than return home. I wanted to make sure I could come back.”

“Here’s a question,” Sammy cut in, “why are we traipsing down this corridor? Couldn’t the last door have taken us straight to the Portal?”

“No. The Portal is located in a more secure sector. As you’ve seen, the citadel’s doors each connect to multiple destinations, but not all doors connect everywhere. There are restrictions in place for added security around the Portal.”

“Ah.” Sammy glanced around, nodding. “Makes perfect sense.”

“I’m glad one of us feels that way,” Brooke grumbled. “I’m still a bit lost.”

Sammy draped her arm across the wolf girl’s shoulders.

“Is it much farther?” Emma asked.

“The next door will take us to the Portal’s chamber,” Ashley replied.

They crossed the corridor, and Ashley placed her hand against the door. It slid upward to reveal a spherical chamber lined with golden machinery. A narrow path bridged the entrance to a suspended central platform where a golden loop hung upright, its circumference wide enough for two people to walk through side by side. Much of the machinery on the walls was dark and inert, cracked or busted open, and the central loop showed signs of damage. The upper right quarter was once broken, and a thin web of golden filigree spanned the gap.

They crossed the bridge, and Ashley gestured to the upright loop.

“The Portal of Gold.”

“Is it literally a portal?” Clarke asked.

“Yes, but this one is different from all the others you’ve encountered.” The angel gestured back the way they came. “The citadel doors merely act as a mode of transportation within this place, and the colored doors all had fixed connection points. The Portal of Gold, however, isn’t fixed. It can connect to anywhere on Earth.”

“Even straight to the Throne of Shadows?”

“Assuming we knew where it was. There are some limitations, so I should say it can take us almost anywhere.”

“What gives, Ash?” Sammy crossed her arms. “I thought this was supposed to be a superweapon.”

“Mobility is a weapon,” Emma said. “The ability to travel anywhere in the blink of an eye? To bypass any defense and strike where the vampires are weakest? Face it, Sammy. This power is incredible!”

“Granted, granted. But I was expecting something more like a giant death ray. Ash, does your citadel have any of those?”

“No, sorry,” the angel replied dryly. “No death rays.”

“Lame.”

“How does it work?” Clarke approached the Portal. “Can we have a demonstration?”

“Certainly.” Ashley placed a hand on the golden loop. “Where would you like to go?”

“How about The Establishment? I’d like to check in with Ixia and the others.”

“Easy enough.”

Runes flashed across three quarters of the Portal, and rippling gold flooded the interior.

“Wow, Ash.” Sammy snorted out a laugh. “Stargate SG-1 is calling. They want their prop back.”

“The advantage here”—Ashley smiled thinly—“is the Portal of Gold actually works.”
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Clarke passed through the shimmering surface first and emerged in The Establishment’s main room. Wounded werewolves were laid out in rows while Ixia, her sisters, and Hepatica tended to them.

“Ah!” Ixia drew her revolver, and her sisters reached for their weapons.

“Whoa!” Clarke held up both hands. “Easy there, everyone!”

“Clarke?” Ixia lowered her aim. “Fuck, you startled me!” She looked him up and down. “What happened? You look like someone set you on fire.”

“A dragon happened. It was a hard fight.”

“It shows.” Ixia leaned to her side. “What’s the swirly thing behind you?”

“The Portal of Gold.”

Ashley and the others filed out into the restaurant. The golden portal hovered a few inches off the ground behind them.

“Congratulations, everyone!” Sammy raised her arms triumphantly. “We’ve unlocked fast travel!”

“We won?” Ixia asked.

“This round at least,” Clarke replied. “One dragon down and the Portal of Gold secured.”

Ixia approached the swirling gateway, then turned to Ashley. Her eyes widened.

“Your halo!”

“Yes?”

“It’s fixed!”

“It is.”

“That’s fantastic! But …” Ixia drank in the angel’s attire.

“But what?”

“Why are you dressed like you’re branching out into pole dancing?”

“I …”

“Hey, Ash,” Sammy gave the angel’s shoulder a cheerful pat. “You know all that exposition you gave us? Gotta repeat the whole thing to Ixia now.”

Ashley let out a resigned sigh. “I suppose I should.”


Twenty-Three


“You’ve changed.”

“Well, of course I have.” Ashley chuckled at Clarke’s observation. “I have all my memories back.”

The two of them had just finished relocating the Portal of Gold’s destination to the mansion. It floated over the carpet in one of Ashley’s rooms, a wavy circle of opaque golden water. Ashley had guided him through the process step by step, instructing him on the magical commands that controlled the Portal, and he’d been the one to perform the actual relocation.

The procedure had been surprisingly straightforward, akin to “speaking” orders through his mind, though he wondered if the ease came from the mechanism itself or his own nephilim heritage. Perhaps a combination of both?

It was Saturday, the day after their victory against the dragon Illustris Tenebris Iram. Broken Fang had moved the injured werewolves to the mansion, and all of them were recovering nicely—both from their injuries and from the Charm spells. Sammy, Ixia, and the rest of the Greys had cared for the shifters throughout the night, and when morning came, the leaders of both packs began calling in any dispersed pack members.

None of those werewolves were told why they had to drive out to the Eloise mansion, but the commands from their alphas were enough to spur them into action. The Greys were already deep into the process of screening the entirety of both packs for more cases of Charm magic and had already identified—and begun to cleanse—several other victims.

Linda’s disappearance had shown up in the news, and The Establishment had been temporarily closed due to “vandalism.” Hepatica had called in the usual litany of favors from the demihumans on the police force, a process made easier by the bribes funded by Sammy’s parents. Their efforts wouldn’t keep news of recent events quiet forever—not from the Academy and whatever forces it sent to Chester Creek next—but they could at least delay its spread while they considered their next moves.

“It’s not just your memories,” Clarke continued. “Your attitude has changed, too.”

“Oh?” Ashley smiled coyly, clad in her usual human attire, though her halo had vanished instead of settling into place as a hairband. “Changed how?”

“You’re more approachable now.”

“You’re saying I wasn’t approachable before?”

“Well, you could be a little …” He shrugged, not sure how to best word it.

“Frosty?” she finished for him. “From time to time?”

“Something like that.”

“I may not be human, but I’ve been around humans for over a thousand years, and now all those memories are mine once more. I’d like to think I’ve learned something in all that time.” She crossed the room to him. “But that’s not all. This might sound strange to you, but my year without memories has been more instructive than the thousand to precede it.”

“How so?”

“It freed me of … let’s call them preconceptions,” she explained carefully. “This has made me more open to certain possibilities.”

“Such as?”

“I think you already know.” She played with one of the buttons on his shirt. “And I know what you’re likely going to say.”

“I do have a strict policy⁠—”

“When it comes to mothers, yes. But in our case, my contribution to your birth was purely magical. Yes, I loved your parents, but not in any physical sense.”

“Still …”

“Would it soothe your concerns if I told you I’m still a virgin?”

His eyebrows rose at the revelation.

“It’s true,” she went on. “I’ve never known a man in the intimate sense.”

“That’s got to be a record as far as droughts go.”

“It’s not quite the same as abstinence in my case. More like I was oblivious to the possibilities.”

“And now?”

“I see an intriguing one before me.” She ran a hand down his chest.

“What about what happened last time? You quite literally floored me with one kiss.”

“True, but your powers have grown immensely since then, and you’ll grow even stronger in the days to come. Still, there’s no need for us to rush this. You and I have time to sort out how we feel about each other. And besides, you have more important duties to attend to. As a man, and as a husband.”

He nodded, guessing at her meaning.

“Brooke did seem a tad ornery this morning.”

“Her estrus has begun, and her desire for a child will be stronger than ever.”

“I should talk to her, then.”

“You should, though first let me give you a proper goodbye.”

Ashley tugged at his shirt, pulling him close. She leaned up, and their lips met.

His perception of the room vanished, replaced with a swirling vortex of stars rushing past him and through him, saturating him with her angelic light. His mind ached from sensory overload—and yet it rejoiced in how her luminosity overwhelmed him.

He took hold of her and kissed her back, hungrily, ravenously. He forgot where he was, who he was. All that mattered was her light and the tender warmth of their passion. His mind drowned in a sea of liquid photons, and he welcomed the onrushing end.

The universe contracted around them, collapsing inward. Matter and energy compressed, glowing with the radiance of a trillion suns. And yet for all her blinding luminosity, he perceived an undercurrent of gentleness. Of feathery caresses and soft fingertips and loving whispers.

Ashley broke their kiss, and he collapsed back, landing in a highbacked chair. He sat there, eyes open but not seeing as he fought to process all he’d experienced. His heart raced as he gulped down air, and he struggled to calm both his mind and body.

He looked up at Ashley to find her cheeks flush, her wings spread and her halo glowing bright.

“Soon, my love.” The angel panted, chest heaving from the shared ecstasy of their brief union. “Very soon.”
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Brooke left with her parents before Clarke had a chance to properly speak with her, and she didn’t return until that evening. Vince and Luna used the day to hunt and butcher what they called a “dire auroch” while the healthy members of their pack prepared a variety of sides: creamed spinach with pita chips, sauteed mushrooms, deep fried onion blossoms with horseradish dipping sauce, huge bowls of Caesar salad, and rows of baked potatoes with cheese, bacon, sour cream, and chives.

Vince and Luna took turns grilling auroch steaks and burgers out on the mansion’s back porch. Shifters, witches, and the ladies of Broken Fang all took well-deserved breaks from their duties, and Clarke grabbed himself an extra gooey cheeseburger.

He found Brooke alone off to one side of the pool.

“Hey.” He leaned against the wall beside her.

“Hey.”

“I’ve hardly seen you all day. How are you holding up?”

“Oh, you know. Horny and frustrated.”

“Because you’re in heat?”

“Yep.” She popped the end of the word with her lips. “Sorry if I seem out of sorts.”

“There’s no need to apologize. I know this has been difficult for you, and I wish I had a solution.”

“But you don’t.”

“Yeah.” He nodded sadly.

An awkward, contemplative silence fell over them.

Brooke sighed, staring off, and Clarke took a bite of his cheeseburger.

“Oh, wow,” he muttered around the mouthful. “This is really good!”

“You like it?” Brooke’s eyes brightened. “My parents slaughtered the auroch fresh today. I think they’re trying to apologize to us, but if you ask me, they’re overdoing it.”

“Luna mentioned the same to me.” Clarke set the burger back on his plate. “I told her we should be the ones apologizing to them given how badly we roughed them up, but she said she and your father don’t see it that way.”

“They understand we didn’t have a choice. Plus Linda subjected them to some very strong Charms. Ixia and the others can dispel the magic, but the way my parents lost control back there …” Brooke shook her head. “It terrified them.”

“I can imagine. Our ability to chart our own path through life is such an integral part of who we are. To lose that, to have all agency stripped away? Of course that would be scary. That’s one of the reasons I’m not angry at Mason. He was a victim in all of this, too, despite how much I want to punch him in the face every time he opens his mouth.”

“Speak of the devil.” Brooke nudged Clarke in the arm, and he glanced over to find Mason Sandoval exiting onto the back porch.

The festivities quieted down at the presence of the uninvited guest. Mason walked with a limp and squinted at them with his remaining eye. Most of his face was a puffy, half-regenerated mess.

“Where’s Clarke?” His tone was gruff and possessed a nasal quality.

“Right here.” Clarke crossed over to the wolfman, and Brooke followed him.

Mason’s ears rose.

“Good. There you are. I can barely see anything and my nose is stuffed with mucus and blood thanks to you.”

“You’re welcome,” Clarke replied dryly.

“Yeah, yeah. Anyway, I’ve got something to say to you.”

“Then say it, Mason, though I suggest you be on your best behavior.”

Mason snorted. Or tried to with his stuffed nose. “What? You expect me to cause trouble?”

“The thought had crossed my mind.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not here for that. Quite the opposite, in fact. An alpha knows when he’s met his better.” Mason pointed at Clarke. “And you? You’re about as tough as they come.”

“A compliment? From you? I’m flattered.”

“Look, I know I can be a dick sometimes. I said some nasty things, but I wasn’t in my right state of mind. I hated you back there, even though I had no real concept for why I hated you so much, and my words came from that blind feeling. Hell, my brain was so addled, I couldn’t even grieve for the loss of my son!”

The wolfman’s stoic demeanor cracked, and his eye turned misty. He sniffled—a sad, sucking sound—then gathered himself and continued:

“Now, though? My mind is crystal clear. I’ve come to respect your strength, just as I respect how you knocked some much-needed sense into me. You saved me from a terrible form of slavery, and I owe you”—he nodded to Brooke—“both of you, one hell of an apology.”

“Then, in that case, I graciously accept your apology.”

Mason’s lips quirked into a weird, puffy smile. Some of his teeth were missing.

“Is something wrong?” Clarke asked.

“Only that I haven’t apologized yet. Here, let me do this properly.”

Mason winced as he dropped to one knee, his eye locked on Clarke.

“Here and now, as alpha of the Sandovals, and in recognition of the terrible fate you’ve saved many of us from, I proclaim the following: We, the werewolves of Sandoval, hereby recognize J.B. Clarke as our Alpha Above. We swear fealty to you, and to any cause you name.” He bowed his head. “We are yours to command, from this day forward, and for the rest of our lives.”

Clarke gawked at the kneeling wolfman.

Mason brought his head up. “Do you accept our allegiance?”

“I, uh …” Clarke cleared his throat. “Yes. Yes, I accept it.”

Mason bowed his head again, stayed that way for long, anticipatory seconds.

“Um. You can stand up now,” Clarke said.

The wolfman climbed to his feet with a grunt of effort.

“Mason, you mangy old mutt!” Vince clapped the big man on the shoulder, and he winced. “I can’t believe you beat me to the punch!”

“The punch?” Clarke asked.

“I was going to surprise you after I’d finished stuffing everyone’s bellies, but I guess now is as good a time as any.” Vince dropped to one knee. “You know everything Mason said about pack fealty and you being Alpha Above?”

“Yes. And?”

“Ditto.”

“Ditto?” Clarke made a sour, confused face.

“Yes, ditto, but replace ‘Sandoval’ with ‘Hawthorne.’ Do you accept?”

“I guess so?”

“Then congratulations. You’re now the Alpha Above for two whole werewolf packs.” Vince rose and shook his hand. “A pleasure to swear fealty to you.”

“You’re welcome?”

“Dear, we really should do this properly at some point,” Luna said.

“Later, later. Right now we have more important business. Clarke?”

“Yes?” he replied, bewildered by the speed of events.

“How do you prefer your steaks?” He put his arm around Clarke’s shoulders. “I’ll prepare it however you like, but if you ask me, you can’t go wrong with dire auroch that’s left a bit rare in the middle.”
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“Did your parents tell you about this?” Clarke asked once he, his wives, and Ashley had retreated to the dining room. The werewolves were still outside celebrating his elevation to “Alpha Above,” which involved a lot of eating, drinking, and cheering.

“No.” Brooke shook her head. “I mean, a part of me wondered if they would, given how much you’ve helped them, but I didn’t know until my dad stepped forward. Otherwise, I would have warned you this was coming. Mason was a surprise as well, but it makes a lot of sense. For both of them, really. You freed both pack alphas from a fate worse than death, and this is how they’ve decided to repay you.”

“We freed them,” Clarke corrected. “No way I could have done this alone.”

“I know.” Brooke rested a hand atop his. “But you’re our leader, our alpha. You’ve guided us through so much, and we’ve emerged from it stronger than ever. Yes, we’re a team, but we’re a team centered around you.”

“Face it, Clarke,” Emma said. “There wouldn’t be a Broken Fang if not for you. We’d all be stuck playing at saving the world instead of getting our hands dirty with the business of slaying vampires.”

“And dragons,” Sammy chimed in. “Don’t forget the dragon.”

“No one’s forgetting the dragon.” Clarke let out a soft chuckle. “Okay, so I’m their Alpha Above. What does that mean?”

“Basically, you’ve been recognized as the alpha of an alpha,” Brooke explained. “A leader of packs rather than individuals. The alpha above other alphas, as the title implies.”

“But I’m not a werewolf. Will that be a problem?”

“Not in your case.” Brooke’s eyes twinkled, and her tail wagged. “You’re married to a werewolf, and that makes you a clear member of our community. That’s how they view you, and your strength and accomplishments only serve to elevate you further.”

“Then, as Alpha Above, I can … what? Order them around?”

“Within reason. The relationship is more akin to subordinate allies rather than being directly under your command. If they find your leadership distasteful or dishonorable, one of them might challenge your authority, but otherwise, yes. They are yours to command.”

“Hmm.” Clarke lowered her head in thought.

“What’s on your mind?” Emma asked.

“The small army of werewolves we’ve somehow stumbled into an alliance with.” He looked up. “With the Portal of Gold under our control, and Ashley’s memories back, we’re closer than ever to being ready.”

“Ready for what?” Ixia asked.

“Decisive action against the vampires who control the world.” He glanced around the table. “And their leader, the devil Belphegor. We now know who sits at the eye of the vampires’ pyramid, and we know the mechanism that has allowed her and her minions to reign supreme: the Throne of Shadows. We have our targets.”

“It won’t be easy,” Ixia muttered.

“That much is certain, but there’s more to Broken Fang now than just us. In addition to a sizable force of werewolves, we possess other advantages, other allies. The expertise and connections the Ashen Flowers bring to the table. The intel provided by Emma’s parents. The vast coffers of Sammy’s family. We’re not just a few clueless college students talking about saving the world anymore. We truly are in a position to strike a blow against evil. The question then becomes how best to utilize all these resources.”

“We await your orders, my alpha,” Brooke said with another happy wag of her tail.

“Short term,” he continued, “we should unhex all the Hawthornes and Sandovals willing to fight. No point in leaving our forces hamstrung. I know some of them are already unhexed, but not all of them, correct?”

“That’s right,” Ixia replied. “Iram unhexed every shifter she Charmed. She clearly wanted those individuals to be as powerful as possible, but the rest remain limited by vampiric magic. I can work with my sisters to fix that. We should have all their hexes cleared out in a few days.”

“Great.” He glanced around the table. “Long term, our plans become less certain because we’re still missing one critical piece of information.”

“The location of the Throne of Shadows,” Ashley said.

“Precisely. Until we know where to strike—and have some idea of what we’re up against—there’s very little we can do in terms of actual planning. Fortunately, though, the Portal of Gold grants us the means to strike. No matter where the Throne is, we’ll be able to reach it. For now, we wait, we prepare, and we watch for signs of new vampires arriving in Chester Creek.”

“I have some thoughts on how we might discover the Throne’s location,” Ashley said. “I need to tend to a number of matters within Aureum Arcem first, but we may wish to contact some of my allies from twenty years ago.”

“I hope these reunions go better than the last one,” Sammy grumbled.

“Yes.” Ashley’s halo dimmed slightly. “I do as well.”

“We need to be willing to accept some risk,” Clarke said. “Right now, we don’t have any leads on where the Throne is, so it makes sense for us to broaden our approach. Ashley, you let us know when you have things settled at the citadel. We’ll plan our next move once you’re ready.”

“Understood. It shouldn’t take me more than a week.”

“Which brings me to the last point I want to discuss.” Clarke leaned forward, and his eyes gravitated toward Brooke. “I’ve had a thought rattling around in the back of my mind ever since Mason and Vince swore allegiance to me. With so many werewolves at our disposal, we’re in a stronger position than ever. This means the absence of a singular individual for a few months is no longer that great a burden.”

Brooke’s ears shot up, and her tail froze. Hints of a hopeful grin graced her lips, and her yellow eyes watched him attentively.

“I guess what I’m saying,” Clarke continued, “is I don’t think it’s quite so big a deal now if one of you takes some maternity leave within the next year.”

Brooke began to judder with excitement. Her tail wagged, knocking back and forth against her chairback, and her claws bit into the table’s wood.

“And since one of you has more restrictions on when and how you can become pregnant, I thought⁠—”

“YES, PLEASE! IMPREGNATE ME!”

Clarke winced at the wolf girl’s volume. “Would it be all right if I finished first?”

“Oh.” Brooke’s demeanor became mousy. “Sorry.”

Clarke cleared his throat. “Anyway, I want to make sure all of you are okay with Brooke and me conceiving a child next.”

He met each of their gazes. Ixia smiled approvingly, Sammy flashed a pair of happy thumbs-up, and Emma … let out a slow, sensual moan? Her eyes rolled back into her skull, and she reached between her legs. Her wings emerged as she touched herself.

“Emma?”

She snapped back to the present and blinked. Her wings twitched.

“You all right?” he asked.

“I’m fine.” She wiped drool from one corner of her mouth. “Sorry about that. There’s just so much sexual energy in the room. It’s a bit overwhelming. I may need to take a me break after we’re done here.”

“Then I’ll try not to keep you ladies any longer.” He faced the wolf girl, whose eyes glistened with approaching tears. “Brooke, would you like to join me in bed tonight? And for as many more nights as it takes for me to father a child with you? ”

“Yes,” she replied breathlessly, tears finally leaking down her cheeks. “Yes, my mate. I would.”

“Should I prepare a fertility potion?” Ixia asked.

“I wouldn’t bother.” Emma grinned lasciviously. “They’ll only need the one night. Take it from a succubus, his seed is exceptional.”
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Clarke had barely finished his evening shower when he heard a delicate knock on the bedroom door. He could have sampled the magic on the other side to identify the visitor. He could have opened his Empathy to her emotions or listened with shifter hearing to the subtle cues of her movements, even her breathing.

But he did none of these things.

He knew who it was and finished tying off his towel before crossing to the door. His swift strides served to cool the dampness clinging to his skin but did nothing to temper the smoldering in his loins.

He opened the door for Brooke and smiled warmly. Her eyes were low and unsure, imbued with a strange timidness. Her long hair cascaded luxuriantly down the shoulder of her fluffy green bathrobe, belted tight around the waist. Her high and heavy breasts pushed against the low V at the front, providing a tantalizing glimpse of firm cleavage and hints of her dark green lingerie.

“Good evening, Brooke. You look beautiful.”

“Thanks. You, too. Handsome, I mean.”

“Are you nervous?”

She shrugged. “A little.”

“Don’t be.” He extended her an open palm. “Do you remember what I told you during our first night together?”

“Not specifically.” She took his hand. “We said a lot of things that night.”

“I’m referring to the most important part.” He drew her into his arms. “Back then, I told you our first night together was for us.”

“And you meant it.” Her eyes met his and glinted in the low light.

“I did back then, and I do now, because here we are again. This night is for us. I want this, and the time is finally right for us to take this next, great step in our marriage.”

“I know, but it’s one thing to yearn for a child. It’s another to commit to it.”

“Do you still want to go through with this?”

“Oh, hell, yes!” she blurted. “Please don’t tease me.”

“I’m not teasing you. I only wish to be certain this is what you want.”

“It is. From the bottom of my heart, it is.”

They gazed into each other’s eyes, and Clarke saw the clarity in hers. Yes, she was nervous, but she meant what she’d said, and he smiled at her. And then, with a swift, sudden motion, he swept her off her feet.

She let out a squeal of delight, then rested her head against his chest.

He cast Minor Telekinesis to swing the door shut, then carried her to the bed and set her down on the edge. He knelt between her spread legs, hands running up her smooth, silken thighs.

“Come here, you,” she breathed, and guided his head to her cleavage.

He kissed the top of one firm mound, then the other before loosening the robe’s belt and spreading it to reveal her lacy bra and panties. She shrugged her arms out of the sleeves, and the garment settled atop the bedsheets.

“I know this is a bit subdued for me.” She rested a hand between her breasts. “But I didn’t want anything getting in the way tonight. No kinks or cuffs. Just the purity of two lovers. Does that make sense to you?”

“It does. More than you may realize.”

He bent down and kissed her, gripped one of her firm mounds and kneaded it. She moaned into his mouth, kissing him back.

Their hands explored each other, and with a quick tug, Brooke loosened his towel. It dropped away, and her fingertips glided across his stiff member. He climbed up onto the bed with her, and they groped and kissed and ground against each other, foreplay heightening their anticipation.

Clarke stroked the front of her panties, then slipped his fingers underneath the sheer fabric to sample her wetness. He slid a digit inside, and she groaned wantonly.

“Take me, Clarke.” She nibbled on his ear, then added: “Don’t make me wait any longer.”

“As you wish.”

She unclasped her bra, and her breasts bounced buoyantly. He slid her drenched panties down her legs, and she pulled one foot through and then the other. She lay back for him, legs spread, her long ponytail coiled beside her.

Clarke rose before her, erection firm and proud. He guided the tip to her sweltering sex, pressed in a little, then took hold of the back of each of her knees. He spread her wider, and then leaned in and let gravity do the rest.

She moaned, his thick girth splitting her open, stretching her with sumptuous pleasure. She squeaked as he bottomed out inside her, and she pulled him close for another kiss. He began to rock back and forth within her, slow at first but with steadily building momentum.

“I’ve wanted this for so long.” She gasped as he thrust into her over and over again. “I’ve wanted you, wanted all of you.”

Clarke placed her knees atop his shoulders and pounded her, harder and deeper. Her moans turned into guttural, animalistic growls, and her nails extended. She clawed at his back, but he felt no pain. His body could take everything she dished out and more.

His groin slapped against hers with each hard and fast thrust, the excitement boiling within his gonads. Brooke’s cheeks were flushed, and sweat glistened across her body.

“I’m close,” he grunted between plunges.

“Then do it,” she gasped. “Finish this. Complete me. Fill me with your seed. Do⁠—”

She squeezed her eyes shut, and her mouth opened in a silent cry. Her body shuddered beneath an avalanche of ecstasy, her sex tightening around his plunging member. Her contractions pushed him over the edge, and he buried himself deep within her. He grunted, his cock flooding her with his seed one delicious pulse at a time.

He finished and then sagged atop her, their faces close. She took hold of his head and gazed lovingly into his eyes.

“Thank you.” She bent up and kissed his forehead. “Thank you, Clarke. My wonderful, loving husband.”
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Emma’s words proved prophetic; they only required the one attempt before Brooke became pregnant with Clarke’s second child. He could tell the deed was done from a subtle change in her aura, so there was no need for a second round. But need and desire were two separate forces, and they made love again, despite the lack of necessity.

And again.

And again.

And again.

And on and on the night went, till both lay as spent, sweaty heaps atop the bed.

They wouldn’t have had it any other way.



  

    Epilogue


  


  Belphegor, mother of all vampires, lounged deep within the Fortress of Sloth, her shapely body draped across the Throne of Shadows. Slender legs dangled over one arcano-mechanical armrest and broad wings hung over the other. The devil reached into the punchbowl resting atop her firm stomach, retrieved another Samoa, and bit leisurely into the cookie.


  She closed her eyes to relish the decadent combination of caramel, coconut, and chocolate. Sometimes the simplest things made her regret her mission to corrupt all life on this world, but these cookies were one of them.


  She popped the rest of the Girl Scout cookie into her mouth while her servants ate the Girl Scouts in another room. Both had been flown in earlier that evening for dinner.


  She didn’t share the vampires’ lust for blood, and some of their eating habits could be dreadfully messy. Even as recently as a few decades ago, one of her servants had made the unfortunate mistake of tearing open a virgin’s throat with her nearby. She’d had to make an example of him, and the mess she’d made as she’d dismembered him had served to remind the others of her intolerance.


  She found the limits of her vampiric children grating at times. Sure, she’d granted them a form of lesser immortality, but their minds remained bound by their mortal origins. Their memories were so flawed and limited. They could barely remember events from a century ago unless they wrote it all down!


  Belphegor shook her head and grabbed another cookie from the bowl. She didn’t need to eat and wouldn’t gain an ounce even if she gorged herself without end. But she’d come to appreciate the pleasures of this world and had sampled most at least once over the long centuries.


  A pureblood vampire entered the Throne’s chamber with timid, anxious eyes. He wore a black business suit and clutched a small obsidian box to his chest.


  “Great Mother.” The servant genuflected at the foot of the Throne’s dais.


  “Yes?” She sat up and set her cookie bowl aside. “What is it?”


  “This, umm, death box has reacted. Magically, I mean.”


  “So? Why bother me with this?”


  “The contents are old. Very old. We had to search the archives for your instructions on how to handle this properly.”


  “And what did they say?”


  “To bring it to you without delay.” He held the death box out like an offering.


  You had to search the archives? she scoffed inwardly. Vampires and their terrible memories. What a nuisance.


  She motioned him forward. He handed her the box, retreated off the dais, and dropped back to one knee.


  Belphegor turned the box over and brushed her fingers across the label, which read: ILLUSTRIS TENEBRIS IRAM.


  “I see now why I left those instructions. My compliments for following them.”


  “Thank you, Great Mother!” The man bowed his head, his joy at her words palpable. “Thank you!”


  Belphegor opened the box. The dragon’s eye had rotted away long ago, but the box remained bound to the dragon by her demonic magic, which could detect the ripples of a being’s death across all of creation.


  Belphegor brushed the ashen contents aside and read the bloody words hidden underneath: KILLED BY A BLOOD KNIGHT.


  “So, the old lizard is finally dead, and at the hands of a blood knight, no less.”


  Her servant started and raised his head sharply.


  “How very interesting.” Belphegor closed the box and set it aside. “It’s been twenty years since the last one emerged. I’d almost begun to hope we’d seen the last of their kind, but oh well. We know how to handle these sorts of problems. Summon the members of Knightfall to the fortress. I would speak with Lord Redpeak.”


  “At once, Great Mother.” The servant bowed again, then rose and hurried out of the chamber.


  Belphegor retrieved her cookie bowl and slung her legs over the armrest. She’d nearly cleaned out the Samoas by the time a dapper vampire entered the chamber. The tall, pale, elegantly dressed man looked as if he’d been plucked from the set of a Victorian period piece. His black top hat, knee-length frock coat and elaborate vest contrasted against his white shirt and blood red cravat.


  “Lord Baxter Redpeak, at your service, Great Mother.” He removed his top hat and swept it around for a flamboyant bow. He grinned at her toothily, maliciously, long fangs gleaming. “I hear you have another blood knight for me to kill.”
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Thanks for Reading!


Dear Reader,

If you’ve reached this page, congratulations! After all, out of all the spicy harem books you could have chosen to read, you chose my spicy harem book, and if you ask me, there are few better indicators of good taste.

That said, if you liked what you read and would like to see more, be sure to leave a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or Bookbub. The more reviews a book gets, the more likely I am to say, “Hmm, maybe I should write a sequel.” (Plus, it’s just fun to hear back from readers.)

Also, if you’d like to receive updates on what else I’m writing, be sure to follow me on:

	Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/edieskyeauthor 

	Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/edieskyeauthor 

	Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/edieskyeauthor/ 

	TikTok: https://www.tiktok.com/@edieskyeauthor 

	Backup TikTok: https://www.tiktok.com/@edieskyestrikesback 

	Twitter/X: https://twitter.com/edieskyeauthor 

	Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/Edie-Skye/e/B09X3PQFXX 

	Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/edieskyeauthor 

	Bookbub: https://www.bookbub.com/authors/edie-skye 

	Website: https://edieskye.com/ 

	Mailing List: https://edieskye.com/newsletter/ 




And finally, if you’re looking for more harem lit, be sure to join the Harem Lit, HaremLit Readers, Harem Gamelit, Pulp Fantasy, Harem, and Romance for Men, Monster Girl Fiction, and Dukes of Harem groups on Facebook! For more lit that may or may not be harem, but is definitely fun, join SuperLit Book Club, Club Kaiju, and LitRPG Legion.

Again, thank you for reading Portal of Gold (Blood Knight #4)! And don’t be shy! I love to hear back from by readers, and you can reach me at all the sites above, or directly at edieskyeauthor@gmail.com.

Best,

Edie Skye


About the Author


Edie Skye wrote Titan Mage as a joke and, in doing so, discovered that while she likes writing smart stuff, she also likes writing smut. Pretty spicy smut, too, ‘cause if you’re gonna do it, you might as well do it hard.

Specifically, she likes to spin fun (and funny) adventure fantasies about badass women and the equally badass dudes who want to do them. Vigorously. There’s action and monster-punching galore, sometimes with airships and mech upgrades, sometimes with monster girl gamers, but always with a substantial side of harem and fun-for-all-involved graphic spice. (Which is to say, it’s super NSFW. Unless your workplace is, like, really cool.)


Looking for More Harem Reads?
Here are some of my favorites! :D


Maid to Order (Build-A-Catgirl #1) by Simon Archer

Raven House (Otherworld Academy #1) by Deacon Frost

Magic Steampunk Pirate Booty (Magic Steampunk Pirate Booty #1) by Grady Sparks

Elemental Empire (Elemental Empire #1) by Peter North

Priestess (Aycrishi Sodality #1) by Phil Aerix

Detective in Mind by Justin Knight

Herald of Shalia (Herald of Shalia #1) by Tamryn Tamer

Future Reborn (Future Reborn #1) by Daniel Pierce

Wastelands (Rogan’s Monsters #1) by Jack Porter

Dukes of Harem Anthology by Various Authors

Master Class (Master Class #1) by Annabelle Hawthorne and Virgil Knightley

The Bawdy Ballads of Bodrick the Bard by Virgil Knightley and Serena Silverlake


[image: Blanket mockup depicting Brooke from Blood Knight.]


Cuddle up with Brooke!

Or Emma, Sammy, Ixia, Ashley … or any of your other favorite waifus from my books!

If you’ve ever said “Hey, I’d really like this hot vampire slaying girl on a blanket, desk mat, calendar, poster, or other swag,” hop on over to my shop.

There you’ll find not only fun merch, but signed copies of my books, and sometimes variant covers! :D

https://store.holowriting.com
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