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One


J.B. Clarke’s day began in the typical fashion.

Or rather, what now passed for “typical” ever since he’d started dating a succubus.

The bed shifted, and he stirred in the twilight between dreams and waking. The heat of another body moved across his, cautiously tracing down toward his abdomen, delicate fingers caressing his well-defined muscles. The sheets shifted, ballooning to make room for the newcomer, who slipped her knees between his legs.

“Morning, Sexy,” cooed a sultry voice, barely above a whisper, its source obscured by the sheets. The barest hint of morning’s light slipped around the edges of the blinds to splash the bedroom with warm pockets of illumination.

Her fingers caressed him again, daring to venture lower, stroking him through a layer of cloth. She reached under the elastic band of his boxers and tugged them down slowly, carefully, fingertips teasing him to greater hardness. He stirred once more, murmuring through parted lips, his mind unsure if this was a dream or not.

A sound came from underneath the sheets—like an exaggerated licking of the lips—and then wet heat enveloped his tip.

“Mmm!”

That roused him! In more ways than one, as a shudder of pleasure ran through his body, jolting him to greater alertness. He blinked his eyes open, rubbed some of the sleep away, and gazed down—without any surprise—at the rhythmic bobbing of the comforter.

The obscured figure appeared roughly human enough, though something shifted as she continued her ministrations, taking the form of irregular shapes moving along her back.

Clarke cleared his throat.

No response came besides repeated wet slurps.

He grabbed the edge of the covers and tossed them aside, revealing the succubus kneeling between his legs.

Emma paused, her dark eyes meeting his, her face framed by a cascade of raven black hair, mouth full and occupied. Dark, batlike wings unfurled from beneath her shoulder blades, and a black, slender tail whipped happily back and forth. Her heavy breasts hung beneath her, and pale light accentuated the generous curves along her back.

“Why, hello there,” Clarke said. “Anything I can help you with?”

“Ohn ine ee. I’m juhh ha’in refaash.”

“Emma, please.” He gave her a look of mild reproach. “We’ve talked about this before. You know I can’t understand you when your mouth is full.”

She came up off him, freeing his tip with a loud pop.

“I said, don’t mind me. I’m just having breakfast. You’ll barely know I’m here.”

“I somehow doubt that. What time is it?”

“Sixish.”

“Uhh.” He flopped back into his pillow.

“You don’t mind, do you?” She stroked his exposed member.

“Normally I wouldn’t, but we have our Data Structures test today. I was hoping to get a full night’s sleep, which I believe I mentioned to you before we turned in last night.”

“You did.”

“And?”

“This isn’t my fault.”

“Emma, I woke up to find my cock in your mouth. Couldn’t you have waited until I woke up on my own?”

“But I was hungry!” She gave him an innocent, almost pouting look, and her tail swished.

“You’re always hungry.”

“Okay, granted. But if anyone’s to blame for this situation, it’s you.”

“Excuse me?”

“You were having erotic dreams.”

“I was?”

“You better believe it!” Emma sat up and spread her wings. “And not just any old fantasies. You were doing it with all three of us at the same time, which eventually escalated into all four of us, despite the health risks of having sex with a celestial.”

“I don’t remember any of that.”

“Well, I do. Your mind was radiating. You were like this big, muscular space heater under the sheets, except instead of warmth, you were broadcasting sexy thoughts. Trust me; a succubus knows these things.”

“I suppose you have a point there.” He paused for a moment, and his brow creased. “Wait a second. I thought you couldn’t read minds. Empath, not telepath.”

“That’s right.”

“Then how come you could see into my dreams?”

She glanced away guiltily. “I … may have cast Dream Share so I could watch.”

He raised an eyebrow at her.

“All I wanted was a peek,” she said, tilting her head innocently.

“Right. And how long was this ‘peek’?”

“About an hour.”

Clarke rolled his eyes and dropped his head back into his pillow.

“You were having a really good dream! The sexual vibes were exquisite.” She mimed a chef’s kiss. “I had to get out of bed twice to change my panties.”

“This situation is sounding less and less like it’s my fault.”

“Well, when you think about it …”

“Emma.”

“Okay, fine. This one’s on me.” She sat back on her legs, using his as a cushion. “Clarke, I’m sorry for waking you when I knew you wanted to sleep in.”

“Thank you. Apology accepted.”

“And now that we have that out of the way”—she gave his member a few quick strokes—“can I finish my breakfast?”

Clarke raised an eyebrow at her again.

“Please?”

He held the expression, fighting back an urge to laugh at the ridiculousness of it all.

“Pretty please,” she added, “with a sexy succubus on top?”

He chuckled. “Well, since you insist.”

“Yay!” She gave him a happy clap, then bent down, brushing her long hair behind an ear. She took him back into her mouth, lips stretching to accommodate his girth, then slid all the way down to the root.

“God!” he groaned. “You’re so good at this!”

“Mmhmm!” she replied, her throat full of his dick. She rose off him, leaving only his tip in her mouth. Her tongue swirled across the head, and then she sank down on him once more.

Clarke closed his eyes, reducing his world to himself and the succubus he loved.

And who loved him back with all her heart.

She bobbed up and down on him, faster now, her slurps filling the bedroom. Her hands explored his abs, thighs, and buttocks. A rising fire built within his loins, boiling hot, begging for release. He ran fingers through her silken hair, then grabbed a fistful and urged her deeper.

She bottomed out and ground her face against his crotch, the full length of his cock lodged all the way down her throat. That pushed him over the edge, and his world exploded with delicious release. His balls tightened, and his cock twitched, jetting his load deep into her.

She moaned contently, then pulled halfway back so he could deposit the rest into her mouth. When he finished, she suckled the tip playfully, then pulled off him.

“So good.” She licked across her teeth and swallowed audibly. “So good! You have no idea how much I needed that!”

“Always happy to be of service.”

“Which I appreciate!” She crawled forward and snuggled up next to him. Her tail coiled around his thigh. “Sorry about waking you up.”

“It’s all right.” He put his arm around her and gave her shoulders a squeeze. “Sometimes a guy’s got to make sacrifices for the woman he loves.”

“Not that much of a sacrifice, I hope.”

“No,” he replied with a chuckle. “Not much at all.”

“How much longer do you plan to stay in bed?”

“Maybe an hour, hour and a half. Why?”

“Because, after I’m done getting in some quality snuggles, I’m going to make your breakfast!”
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It took less than an hour for the aroma of Emma’s cooking to spur Clarke out of bed. He grabbed a quick shower and shave, then dressed and joined her by the apartment’s kitchen countertop.

Evidently, Emma hadn’t bothered to dress in anything besides her glasses and an apron, which said “Kiss the Cook” on the front. She kept her wings folded while her tail swung back and forth like a happy pendulum.

“Good morning, Sexy!” She greeted him with a big smile. “Breakfast is almost done.”

“Smells great. What’s on the menu?”

“Omelets with feta cheese, spinach, and oven-roasted tomatoes. Want anything to drink besides coffee?”

“No, thanks. Coffee’s good.” He grabbed a stool by the counter, sat down, and took a sip from the steaming mug. His eyes lit up after the first invigorating swallow. “Oh, wow. Is there something different with today’s brew? It’s going down smooth.”

“Glad you noticed!” She waved her spatula toward the open bag of coffee grounds. “I’m trying out a local company’s roast. This one’s called Quigley’s Dark Delight. It’s been getting rave reviews.”

“I can see why.”

He drained his first cup and refilled it at the coffee maker before she served their omelets alongside a plate of buttered toast.

“It’s a shame you and I are so busy this week,” she said, joining him on a stool at the counter. “We could have used today as an excuse to celebrate.”

“Celebrate? What’s the occasion?”

“You mean you don’t know?” She flashed a coy half-smile.

He shook his head.

“Why, today’s the three-month anniversary!”

He froze with a forkful of egg halfway to his mouth, a sense of trepidation falling over him. Emma watched him expectantly.

“Wait, don’t tell me.” He lowered the fork, wracking his memories. The past few months had easily been the densest in his twenty-year life. “It’s been about a month since we defeated Heinrich.”

“Just about.”

“So that means …”

“Yes?”

“That means it’s been three months since you freed me from the hex.”

“Close, but not quite. You’re off by two days.”

“Two days?” He snapped his fingers. “Of course! That’s when we started dating!”

“There you go!” She clasped her hands together.

“Sorry. I didn’t realize it had been that long. The last few months have just flown by.”

“Tell me about it.” Emma chuckled and dug into her omelet.

“Did you have something in mind?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Her eyes glinted playfully. “I’m sure I can come up with an activity we both enjoy.”

“Emma, we do that all the time anyway.”

“Nothing wrong with doing it more.”

“Is it even possible for you to grow tired of sex?”

“Don’t know.” She draped an arm around him and whispered huskily into his ear. “Let’s find out.”

“What have I gotten myself into?”

“Let’s see here.” She sat back. “A sexually overcharged harem with a succubus, a werewolf, and a slime girl?”

“Yes, that would be it.” He laughed and shook his head. “That’s a lot of dates to keep track of.”

“I can program all the important ones into your phone if you like.”

“It’s not that. Have I ever mentioned that I feel like I need a manual for dating demihumans?”

“Maybe once or twice.”

“It would really help. I want to treat all of you right, but I still feel like I’m stumbling around in the dark. Rewind three months, and I didn’t have a clue about demihumans or magic or the vampires who secretly rule the world. I’m still new to all of this, whereas you and Brooke have lived your entire lives with that knowledge. Even Sammy has me beat by years.”

“You haven’t let us down yet.”

“And I intend to keep it that way. For all our sakes. Let’s not forget that one of you is strong enough to snap people in half.”

“Brooke would never hurt you.” Emma paused with a slight frown. “On purpose, anyway.”

“I know. I just …” He shrugged. “I’m not sure what I’m saying. I guess it boils down to me knowing we have something special. I don’t want to screw that up.”

“I’m confident you won’t. You know why?”

“Why?”

“Because you worry about it. You’re keeping an eye on yourself, probably asking yourself questions like ‘Am I being the partner I need to be?’ ‘Is there more I should be doing?’ Stuff like that, right?”

“More or less.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because”—she leaned in with a sly smile—“I ask myself those same questions when I think of you.”
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Clarke helped Emma clean up after breakfast and then sat down to study for the Data Structures test. He could hear Emma in the shower while he reviewed his notes, but soon he found his mind wandering for a different reason, his eyes drawn to a familiar three-ring binder.

He pulled his gaze away and frowned at his laptop. In some ways, the notes on the screen represented a life he barely recognized anymore—one clouded by ignorance of the real world—while the binder symbolized his fresh awakening, its horizon filled with possibilities.

And danger.

So much danger.

He tried to resist the distraction, but eventually told himself another hour of studying wouldn’t make much difference. He clapped the laptop shut, set it aside, and retrieved the binder.

He thumbed through pages cluttered by folded corners, handwritten notes, and sticky pointers. He stopped, almost at random, and scanned over the list of spells.

Blood magic.

His magic.

Clarke was a blood knight, descended from a nearly extinct line of vampire slayers, and these spells were the tools of his trade. He was one of the five members of Broken Fang, a small (and perhaps overly ambitious) team who fought to overthrow the current order. He wasn’t sure how five college students would ever break the scourge of vampiric mind control over humanity, but he supposed it was good to have stretch goals.

The binder clashed with his sensibilities in so many ways; every fantasy he’d ever played, read, or watched told him a spell book should be bound in leather, wood, or metal and its lore scratched out with ostentatious quill pens, not produced from a laser printer and hole-punched into the kind of boring office supplies he’d carried around since elementary school.

The contents resembled a list of spells for a pen-and-paper RPG, but despite the mundane exterior, the knowledge it contained had already saved his life more than once. He’d mastered so few of the spells, yet even that limited arsenal had allowed him to face and defeat vampires in single combat.

Barely.

And with no small measure of luck, plus tons of backup from Emma and the rest of Broken Fang.

But a win was a win, and together they’d rid Chester Creek University of the vampires who once stalked its grounds and preyed on its students.

The reprieve was temporary, unfortunately; it would only be a matter of time before more vampires noticed the vacant territory and decided to claim it. But for now, for this moment in time, the university was safe thanks to their efforts.

He traced a finger down the page until an entry caught his eye, and he began to read:

“Power Bond—The advanced form of Power Graft. Cast to copy magical spells or abilities from a willing target to self. Specific spells or abilities may be targeted, in contrast to Power Graft’s randomized selection. Requires advanced magical proficiency to cast. No cost to cast since mana from the willing target is utilized.”

The entry continued to entice him with its untapped potential.

He knew Power Graft all too well, but he could only cast that spell under very specific conditions. Something had gone wrong when Emma had broken the Antimagic Hex suppressing his blood knight abilities.

No, perhaps “wrong” was too harsh a word; she’d succeeded in freeing his mind and magic, but he’d triggered Power Graft in that same instance, causing his magic to combine with hers in an unexpected way, producing … something different.

The short version was he could only cast Power Graft during sex. Not exactly the worst of restrictions when everyone else in Broken Fang was a smoking hot monster girl (or angel, in Ashley’s case), but it did make practicing the spell both awkward and difficult.

Still, if I can improve my proficiency with Power Graft, or even advance to using Power Bond, then perhaps⁠—

A pair of hands covered his eyes. “Guess who!”

“Do I get a hint?” he teased dryly. He knew who it was, of course.

“How’s this?” Emma licked his ear, and he shivered.

“Is that you, Sammy?”

“Guess again.” She hugged him from behind and ran her hands all over his chest. “Mm, I love your muscles. How do you stay so buff? What’s your secret?”

“Sex with werewolves. Best fitness plan ever.”

“Ha!” She sat down beside him on the couch, wearing a towel wrap, glasses, and nothing else. Her wings and tail were gone. “You want any help studying?”

“Yes,” he replied with a sigh, “and no.”

“Something wrong?”

“Just wondering if my priorities are in the right place.” He set the binder aside. “Been thinking about Power Graft. I haven’t been able to cast it in over a month.”

“That’s hardly a surprise. During that time, you only tried it with me, Brooke, and Sammy, and you’ve already absorbed magic from each of us. Seems like we’ve hit a limit on what you can gain from Power Graft, at least until you become more comfortable with your magic.”

“That’s what we’ve assumed. But we’ve been practicing my magic regularly. Shouldn’t Power Graft have improved by now?”

“Hard to say. I’ll ask the next blood knight I see.”

Clarke chuckled darkly. As far as any of them knew, he was the only living blood knight in the world.

“The point is my magic has improved,” he said. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Definitely. Your Blood Boil and Blood Freeze are scary-good now! I would not want to be hit by them!”

“Right. But those efforts haven’t affected Power Graft.”

“Maybe so, but don’t forget you’ve been working on more than just your magic.”

“That’s true, too.”

Clarke had recently enrolled in HEMA longsword lessons to help with his abysmal swordsmanship, which took up his Tuesday evenings. His “Historic European Martial Arts” instructor held class over an hour’s drive away, but the inconvenience was a small price to pay for skills that could very easily save his life. His duel with Heinrich had taught him many things, and one of them was that two-hundred-year-old pureblood vampires really knew how to swing their swords!

That fight had perhaps been the most dramatic part of the past few months—well, aside from discovering vampires secretly ruled the entire world! Before then, he’d known Heinrich as his quirky calculus professor—not the kind of man who’d turn out to be a vampire. Heinrich had come close to killing them all, and he was far from the most dangerous foe out there.

I need to become stronger, Clarke thought. Much stronger if we’re to have a chance at this.

“We’ve assumed my skill with Power Graft would improve alongside my overall magical proficiency”—he tapped the spell list—“but I’m wondering if that’s not the case.”

“It’s in a unique state all right, what with it being fused with the sex magic you absorbed from me.”

“Which could mean we need to give it special attention before we’ll see results. Some sort of specialized training regimen tailored to the spell’s unique …”

Emma grinned at him with wide-eyed glee.

“Emma?”

“Yes?”

“What’s with that look?”

“What look?”

“You know what I’m talking about. You look like the cat who ate the canary.”

“Maybe I am.” She scooched closer and her thigh pressed against his. “What if you’re right? What if you do need training? Except, it’s not the blood magic half of Power Graft we need to exercise.”

“I think I see where this is going.”

“Instead, you need someone to teach you the basics of succubus sex magic!” She rested a hand on her bountiful chest. “And, as luck would have it, you’re living with a highly skilled instructor. Versed in a plethora of advanced techniques.”

“I’m not a succubus, Emma.”

“True, but if I’m correct, then we’re dealing with incubus magic. Works on the same principle as mine, like opposite poles on a magnet. Same fundamentals, different direction.” She spread her arms, eyes bright with mischief. “What do you say? Shall we give it a go?”

“I don’t know.” He reached for his phone to check the time.

“Data Structures doesn’t start until ten.”

“And our other classes?”

“Skip ’em. This is more important.”

“Well …”

“Come on.” She gave his shirt a tug. “Come on.”

“You sure you’re not just searching for an excuse to skip class and have more sex?”

She gasped in fake surprise. “Clarke, I would never betray your trust in such a crass manner. I’m offended the thought even crossed your mind.”

“Uh huh. What species are you again?”

“You’ve got me there.” She smiled sweetly. “But in all seriousness, I think we’re on to something here. Please? Can I try out just a few techniques?” Her butt wiggled on the couch. “Please?”

“I suppose it’s worth a shot.”

“YES!” She bolted to her feet and flung her towel aside, revealing all her wondrous curves with an equally wondrous jiggle. “To the bedroom!”

“To the bedroom,” he echoed, standing.

“You sound so excited.”

“Just not sure what to expect. We have sex all the time.”

“Yes, but this is different.” She took hold of his hands as her wings and tail grew back. “You’ll see!”

She urged him back through the apartment and then flopped onto the bed, taking up the entire surface like a voluptuous X marking the spot on the sexiest, most obvious treasure map.

“Shall I take my clothes off?” he asked.

“Yes, please! And then come over here and snuggle with me.”

“We’re not getting right to it?”

“No. Snuggles first. This is important.”

“Okay.”

He stripped down and then crawled onto the bed next to her. The pleasant warmth of her flesh mingled with his, and much as he looked forward to their more energetic exploits, he couldn’t deny that he enjoyed this quiet intimacy just as much. In some ways, the easy mundanity made it feel just as meaningful as what would happen after. He placed his hand atop her soft stomach, simply enjoying her presence, and their legs intertwined. She moved his hand up to her breast.

“Is my hand on your boob an important part of this, too?”

“No, I just like the feel of it. Your hands are rugged.”

He chuckled and gave her a playful squeeze.

“Now close your eyes and relax,” she began in a soft, soothing tone. “Let all your worries slip away. As easily as you removed your clothes.”

Clarke followed her instructions, his head resting in the crook of her arm. She guided his head over, letting him rest atop her natural pillows. He took long, leisurely breaths, and with them, the tension in his body melted into a quiet awareness.

“Now,” she continued, her voice even softer, “open yourself to the magic around you. Don’t reach out. Don’t stretch or strain. Don’t put any effort into it. Instead, think of yourself as a cozy home. Your door is open, like an invitation.”

Her chest rose and fell against him, their breaths synchronized.

“I feel something,” he whispered.

“What is it?”

“Magic that resembles a warm breeze. Gentle and inviting.”

“Good. Now imagine you’re stepping outside your house. Just a few paces. The motion takes barely any effort at all.”

He visualized the action, but instead of air, he found himself drifting through a sea of magic—Emma’s magic. It rose and fell around him with their shared breaths. As always, he perceived the ethereal energy as a combination of other senses, every aura or spell a unique experience in his perception. Her aura was warm and soft with a strangely slick tightness that reminded him of …

Yep, he thought wryly, she’s a succubus, all right.

“I can feel you,” she whispered, stroking his head. “Your magic is touching mine. Can you feel it, too?”

“I can.”

“Your aura is so powerful.” She took a shuddering breath. “So vibrant. I could drown in its depths. Open your eyes.”

He did, then tilted his head to meet her gaze. Her cheeks were flush, her eyes smoky.

“Take me,” she uttered breathily. “Take me in any way you desire. This body is yours to do with as you please.”

He hadn’t realized how achingly hard he was until that moment, and his carnal desire growled within him, as fierce and urgent as an animal in mating season. He rose onto all fours, shadowing her body with his. He let his eyes drink in her soft, luxurious curves then gripped her hips with firm hands and pulled her to the side of the bed so that her legs dangled over the edge.

She clasped her hands underneath her knees and spread her legs.

Her sex glistened, nearly to the point of dripping. He tested those exotic waters with a pair of fingers, found them to be as hot, wet, and inviting as he’d expected, and he decided it was time to take the plunge.

He guided himself to her and drove himself all the way in with one sharp stroke.

“Oh, God!” she gasped. “Yes!”

He pulled out and slammed back into her, then again. She was so wet and ready he didn’t need to start slow, and he began fucking her at full speed. He pounded her relentlessly, without mercy, her breasts bouncing with each deep, powerful thrust. She cried out, arms reaching for him, pulling him into her.

Faster and harder.

Faster and harder.

He grabbed her breasts, kneaded them roughly, and she grinned hungrily for more.

Excitement rose within him, but soon he became aware of a different sensation, and it took him a moment to realize he wasn’t only making love to her physically. Their magic had begun to mingle, like two pools of energy in the midst of a swirling, chaotic dance. Both distinct and separate, yet deeply interconnected, almost indistinguishable from each other.

He’d never experienced that before. His perception of his partner’s magic often came as a brief epilogue, as if his magic had dipped into hers and then pulled back.

This was different.

More intimate.

More complete.

He let it happen, embraced the difference, the newness. He offered no resistance to the sharing of mana, all while he pounded Emma into the bed. Their bodies glistened with sweat, and soon Emma’s shimmered in the morning sunlight with the jolts of her highest ecstasy. She cried out, quaking from her orgasm, muscles clenching around his cock, driving him toward his own climax.

He looped powerful arms under her legs, hiked them up onto his shoulders and bent her forward. And then he pounded her hard and deep. The physical and the ethereal mingled in his mind, both joined through joyous intimacy. Every barrier that remained between them collapsed, and he grunted, exploding within her.

He settled down atop her, took hold of her face, and kissed her. Their auras pulled back, retreating into the physical boundaries of their bodies, their magical borders reasserting themselves.

But she had left her mark on him.

He could feel it. Feel the difference.

He pushed off the bed, rose to his feet, and closed his eyes.

Emma’s gaze was on him. He knew without looking, but she didn’t ask anything, didn’t probe him with questions, merely waited on the bed for what came next.

Clarke found the core of newness within himself⁠—

—found it and cast Fly.

His feet left the floor and he ascended, then stopped a few inches from the ceiling. He stayed there for a moment, feeling out the changes to this ability, and then he darted to the side, dashing over the bed without touching it before settling down to the floor.

He’d never been able to do that before—to control it so easily, so precisely. All he’d managed before today was a lazy, barely guidable float from one location to another. This wasn’t floating; this was flight!

He opened his eyes.

Emma sat up and crawled across the bed toward him, her eyes expectant and loving.

“I think I can fly now,” he told her at last.

“Yes!” She spread her wings and leaped toward him. He caught her and twirled her around, their combined magic levitating both of their bodies.

“I’ll admit it,” he said. “I had my doubts, but you were right.”

“Sex magic for the win!”

He laughed. “Guess so.”

“Oh, wait until the other girls hear about this!”


Two


Clarke and Emma made it to Chester Creek University in time for their Data Structures test, which wasn’t as bad as he’d feared. A few questions stumped him, but he filled out most of the test without too much trouble. He figured his somewhat lackluster preparation would result in a score between 80 and 90. Not bad for having spent the morning making love to one of his girlfriends.

The university remained a surreal experience, even after three months of seeing it with unclouded eyes. He walked past a wide variety of demihumans—orcs, elves, shifters, dragonkin, and more—as he cut across campus to his next class. Besides their appearances and powers, they acted like any other students: rushing from class to class, studying, playing on their phones, or wasting time with their friends.

He saw twice as many humans along the way, but none of them so much as batted an eye at the university’s more unusual denizens. They saw only what they expected to see: a mundane world full of mundane people. The demihumans did see the world as it was, but they kept their figurative heads down and their mouths shut.

And somewhere in between the oblivious and the silent lie the vampires, Clarke thought darkly, staking their claim to territory in an invisible war, preying on a humanity they purposefully keep blind.

Clarke had been like his fellow humans not long ago, his mind fogged by the control spells propagated through movies, books, social media, and much more. If a medium could be read or viewed, chances were the vampires had stuffed it to the gills with their corrupting magic—magic that altered a person’s perception and twisted their memories.

A month ago, the stadium had been littered with corpses and craters from a battle that had claimed three vampires. It had since been fenced off for “renovations.” Did any humans—either student or faculty—remain who even questioned why?

The lies and forced blindness both angered and saddened him, but there was only so much he could do. Yes, he was a blood knight—killing vampires was in his nature—but he was only one college student, still new to this strange world hidden in plain sight. Even with Broken Fang at his back, he could only change so much without a wider support network.

He met Emma at the food court for lunch. They found a quiet corner and shared two of her boxed lunches: omelet sandwiches, fruit medleys, and yogurt.

“I’m sorry, Clarke,” she said as she picked at her food. She wore a burgundy leather jacket that strained to contain all her womanly assets, accented by a short black skirt, matching thigh high stockings, and a pair of heeled boots.

“Whatever for?” he asked, almost finished with his meal.

“Our sad excuses for lunch.”

“Oh? What’s wrong with them?”

“All I did was remix breakfast leftovers into sandwiches.”

“It’s still delicious.” He looked up and smiled. “Besides, we were busy this morning.”

She sighed contently. “That we were.”

“We still on for this evening?”

“We are. My parents have agreed to meet and discuss our ‘undefined business proposal.’”

“What have you told them?”

“Only the basics. They know we’re behind the four dead vampires on campus, and they know you’re a blood knight. I haven’t told them we’d like them to act as intermediaries between Broken Fang and potential allies, but they may already suspect that part.”

“How’d they react to the news?”

“Surprised and worried for my safety, which I expected.”

“Do you think it’s okay for them to know I’m a blood knight?”

“As safe as anything is these days, given the risks we’re all taking regularly. You can trust their discretion, though. Both of my parents know how to keep a secret, and they have no love of the vampires. They’re also well-connected and well-respected within demihuman circles, and their almost legendary discretion goes hand-in-hand with their success. Your secret’s as safe with them as it is with me. You have my word on that.”

“Got it. If you trust them, Emma, then so do I. Where are we meeting them?”

“At their office. We can drop by any time after six. Meet me at the apartment, and we’ll drive there together.”

“Sounds good. Broken Fang needs allies if we’re to have a real shot at our goals. This could be the start of something big.”

She let out a brief sigh. “I hope you’re right.”

“You sound worried.”

“Not worried. Just wrapping my head around how life has changed. A few months ago, me and the other girls would talk about taking the fight to the vampires. But that’s all it was: talk. It was a fantasy for the future. And now look at us! Four corpses to our names and a university free of vampires. I’m both elated … and frightened by what that all means. We’re heading into uncharted territory.”

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

“I know, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.” She put on a brave smile. “No looking back now. For all of us.”

“Any news from the others?”

“Not much. Brooke is chasing down leads in the shifter community. Not sure if that’ll go anywhere. Sammy can’t help us, since her parents are humans, and Ashley is …”

“Being Ashley.”

“Yup.”

“Sounds like it’s either us or a long shot with Brooke.”

“Pretty much.”

“Any thoughts on how we approach your parents?”

“A few. I expect both will be on the fence once we make our case. If that pans out, then we need to focus on my dad. He’s likely to be the more skeptical of the two, and if we manage to convince him, my mom will support his decision.”

“Then that’s where we focus our attention.”

“Right. Unless my mom is super cagey. If she’s a hard no, then it doesn’t matter what my father thinks; he’ll recognize her discomfort and will pull his support regardless of whether he likes what he hears or not.”

“Sounds like your parents have each other’s backs.”

“They do. So much so that it’s become a trait I look for in my own relationships.” She leaned in with a smile and spoke softly. “And boy, did I find it.”

Her words put a smile on his own face. “Thanks.”

“No, Clarke. Thank you.”

“What do you think our chances are?”

“With my parents? Fifty-fifty.”

“That low?”

“Not going to lie; It’s going to be a tough sell.”
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Clarke climbed out of his bright red BMW Z4 roadster and stared at the sign over the entrance.

It read: Roses are Red Marriage Counseling.

“Your parents are marriage counselors?”

“Yep.” Emma closed the passenger door. “Didn’t I tell you?”

He shook his head.

“Well, they are. You were expecting something a bit more … exotic?”

“Not sure what I was expecting.” He glanced back at the sign. “It wasn’t this, though. A succubus and an incubus as marriage counselors. Who would have thought?”

“It’s not all that uncommon. Our empathic talents help us sort through people’s emotional baggage.”

“Doesn’t your empathy mostly revolve around sex?”

“Many marriages struggle with romantic difficulties, and our species is extra-sensitive to sexual tension.”

“Granted, that’s true. But counseling?” He shook his head. “Didn’t see that coming.”

“My parents also offer ‘specialty services’ to select clientele.”

“Okay, now that I expected.”

Emma laughed. He held the front door for her, and they headed inside.

The reception lounge was a cozy affair with pastel blue walls, potted plants, deep couches, and a soundscape of ocean waves and seagulls—the kind of place designed to set people at ease.

Fiona Rose, mother of Emmaline “Emma” Rose, saw them enter from behind the front desk. Her face lit up, and she swept around the counter to greet them.

“Emma, darling!” She hurried up to her daughter, and the two embraced warmly.

Clarke had been told that Emma took after her father, at least when it came to her face. But if that were true, then she’d inherited the rest of her body from her mother. Fiona resembled Emma from the neck down, her curves fully ripened by motherhood.

The woman’s beige sweater hugged her chest so closely he feared it would explode off her at any moment and shower the lounge with knitted shrapnel. A wave of dark brunette hair cascaded over her shoulders, and horn-rimmed glasses framed her chocolate eyes.

“Good to see you, Mom,” Emma replied, smiling as the two women stepped away from each other.

“And you must be Clarke.” Fiona adjusted her glasses.

“Hello, Mrs. Rose. A pleasure to meet you.”

“You a hugger, Clarke? Or one of those heathens who only shakes hands?”

“Uh … I suppose I don’t mind a good hug.”

“That’s what I like to hear!” Fiona embraced him without delay, so suddenly and tightly she squeezed a brief exhale out of him. She crushed her breasts against his chest while she explored his back with inquisitive hands.

He gave Emma a helpless look, but she only flashed a quick thumbs-up.

“Good grief, that’s some aura on you!” Fiona released him and began fanning herself. “Whew! Got a spell masking your true strength?”

“Yes, ma’am. Ashley, another member of Broken Fang, applied a Concealment spell that keeps my true nature hidden.”

“She did a good job. I wouldn’t know you were a blood knight if Emma hadn’t told me. At a distance, you read like a regular human, but up close the Concealment becomes muddled. Like you’re a mage attempting to pass as normal. That’s impressive work, Concealing someone with your magical makeup.”

“Ashley has put a lot of effort into the spell,” Emma explained. “She’s refined it several times to more effectively mask the magic Clarke has absorbed from me and the other girls.”

“Ah, yes.” Fiona’s eyes gleamed. “The ‘other girls.’ How many are there, now?”

“Three of us,” Emma replied proudly. “Four if you count Ashley, but she’s a special case.”

Clarke grimaced, unsure about discussing their complex love life in front of Emma’s mother. He didn’t want her to believe he was loose with his affection, so he decided to clear his throat and clarify the matter.

“Mrs. Rose, let me assure you⁠—”

“My daughter’s first harem!” Fiona pulled Emma in for another epic hug, their breasts compressing together. “I’m so proud of you!”

“Thanks, Mom. That means a lot to me.”

Clarke let his jaw clap shut and reminded himself once again he was dealing with succubi.

Just go with the flow, he told himself. Don’t let this weird you out.

“Oh, I remember my first harem,” Fiona said wistfully, still holding her daughter close. “This makes me pine for the good old days.” She released the younger succubus. “You know, Clarke, I used to be quite the looker.”

“Used to be?” he replied, not sure what else to say. From where he stood, the years had been very kind to her.

“Oh, yes.” She gave her behind a firm smack. “And I’ve still got it where it counts. So, if you ever want me to join in with you and Emma, all you have to do is ask.”

Clarke goggled at the woman.

That’s it, he thought. I’m officially weirded out.

“Mom, please!” Emma gave the other succubus a light, onehanded shove. “You can’t suggest something like that! I explained this already! We haven’t even had our first threesome. You can’t jump straight from the basics to a mother-daughter menage a trois! We need to work our way up to more advanced activities.”

Clarke’s jaw flopped open. It seemed he and Emma weren’t quite on the same wavelength.

“I suppose I can’t fault you there,” Fiona said as she gazed at Clarke, practically devouring him with her eyes. “Still, such a shame. I’m sure he could sate us both without the least bit of trouble.”

“That’s beside the point, Mom.”

“Yes, I suppose so.” Fiona let out a resigned sigh. “Either way, the offer still stands.”

“Mom?”

“Yes, yes. I promise to behave.” The twinkle in Fiona’s eyes said otherwise. “Anyway, your father should be finishing up any minute. We can have our meeting in the break room.”
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Oliver Rose was a handsome, athletic man with broad shoulders and a full head of wavy black hair. He shared his dark—almost black—eyes with his daughter, and the features of his face were obvious in hers now that Clarke saw them side by side. In particular, the high cheekbones and prominent nose that gave his face a distinguished air had been softened and rounded for his daughter, enhancing her gentle beauty.

“Mr. Rose.” Clarke shook the man’s hand. Oliver’s grip was firm, and his gaze intense.

“Clarke,” the incubus replied curtly. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Good things, I hope.”

“Most of it is. The rest I haven’t decided on yet. I hope my bluntness doesn’t offend you.”

“Not at all, sir. I’m sure I’d feel much the same way if I were in your shoes.”

“Can we get you anything to drink? Tea or coffee, perhaps?”

“Coffee, please. Emma?”

“I could go for some tea.”

Fiona poured and served the beverages: unsweetened coffee with cream for Clarke, tea for everyone else.

“You mind if we get a bit casual?” Fiona asked, taking her seat.

“Not at all.” Clarke wasn’t sure what “casual” meant in this company, but he figured the small concession would help put them at ease. He sipped at his coffee and sat down.

“Thanks,” Fiona said. “It’s been one of those days.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Oliver added with a sigh.

Fiona pulled off her too-tight sweater, revealing a pink lacy bra that barely contained her abundant femininity. Clarke began to worry about what she intended with that “casual” wear—but then she unfurled thin, flexible wings webbed with dark, veined skin. Oliver retained his button-down shirt as he did the same—his attire must have featured vertical gaps along the back. His wings resembled his wife’s but with heavier muscles along the top and down each digit.

They uncoiled their smooth, prehensile tails, letting them drape over the sides of their chairs. Emma let her own wings out through twin slits in her leather jacket. Her wings and tail were almost identical to her mother’s.

“That’s better!” Fiona exclaimed, stretching both her arms and wings.

“Now,” Oliver said, knitting his fingers over the table. “Let’s hear this proposal.”

“First, I want to provide you with some background,” Emma began. “Three months ago, Clarke and I successfully removed the Antimagic Hex suppressing his blood knight talents.”

“Which makes five of you now, if I’m not mistaken.” Oliver eyed them warily. “Five people with dispelled hexes.”

“Four, actually. Ashley seems to be immune to a lot of vampiric magic. She’s never been hexed.”

“Ashley is the angel?” Fiona asked.

“Yes, and the one who broke my spell. The two of us then helped free the others.”

“The werewolf, the slime”—Oliver’s eyes flashed over to Clarke—“and now the blood knight.”

“That’s us!” Emma flashed a bright smile.

“Aren’t you worried the vampires will notice you?” Fiona asked, warming her hands with her teacup.

“We are, which is where Ashley’s magic comes in again. Her Concealment spells keep our unhexed status a secret from most eyes.”

“Most?” Oliver let the word linger over the table.

“No illusion is perfect. We know there’s risk involved, especially with Clarke because his aura changes as he absorbs more magic. That’s probably why Mom sensed something amiss when she got close to him.”

Oliver’s eyes glanced over to his wife, who shrugged.

“He reads like a mage who wishes to be discreet,” Fiona said. “I wouldn’t have given him a second thought if Emma hadn’t shared the truth.”

The incubus nodded and returned his gaze to his daughter. “And? What have you done with this newfound freedom?”

“We’ve taken down four vampires, all of them based in or around the university. Three were risen of various power levels, but one was pureblood. A vampire named Otto Heinrich who’d stalked humans for over two hundred years, or so he claimed.”

“A pureblood?” Fiona rested a hand on her chest. “My daughter fought a pureblood?”

“We keep Emma away from the fighting as much as possible,” Clarke cut in. “Brooke, Sammy, and I—they’re our werewolf and slime girl, respectively—perform the brunt of the dirty work.”

“But still, a pureblood?” Fiona shook her head.

“Yes, he was powerful, and I’ll admit it was touch and go there for a time, but we pulled through in the end. That monster will never harm another soul ever again.”

“An impressive achievement, to be sure,” Oliver said guardedly. “But the obvious question is what comes next? Where are you taking this?”

“All the way.”

“Meaning?”

“We’re going to break the vampires’ hold on humanity. Our goal is nothing less than freeing humanity from the prison they can’t even see.”

“What?” Oliver snorted. “The five of you? Don’t be ridiculous.”

“We’re not stupid, Dad.” Emma leaned in. “We know we can’t do this alone. We need help. Allies we can count on, both demihuman and mage. Like-minded individuals who aren’t afraid to stand up and fight for what’s right.”

“Only a fool doesn’t cower before the vampires,” Oliver replied bluntly. “And that rare breed isn’t long for this world.”

“They’re out there,” Emma stressed, undeterred. “We just need to find them.”

“Is this what you’re asking? For us to introduce you to some of these ‘like-minded individuals’?”

“That’s part of it.”

Oliver turned to his wife. She frowned and stared into her tea.

“What’s the other part?” the incubus asked after a lengthy silence.

“We know we’ll need powerful allies if we’re to pull this off, but the way we sit right now, no one’s going to take us seriously. Not enough to stick their own necks out. So, first, we need to build our reputation within the right circles by solving problems for local demihumans and mages. But in order to do that, we need someone who knows where the problems are and who to talk to.”

“Which is where we come in,” Oliver finished for her.

“That’s what we’re hoping.” Emma smiled. “Come on. I know you two hear all the good gossip.” She gestured around to indicate their business—and its nature.

“A lot of which is given to us in confidence.”

“We’re not suggesting you go behind people’s backs and betray their trust,” Clarke said. “But you could let them know other options exist. That you’re aware of a group of problem solvers who might be able to help them.”

“All we need is for you to set up the introductions,” Emma said. “If they’re not interested, then that’s as far as it goes. But if they are …”

“We put you in touch with the people in need and you handle the rest?” Oliver asked.

“Exactly.”

“I don’t know.” The incubus shook out his wings and settled back in the chair.

“Clarke,” Fiona said, looking up from her tea. “If we go through with this, will you guarantee my daughter’s safety?”

“You know I can’t do that. We all know what we’re proposing is dangerous. We’ve already had one close call, and we’re bound to have more if we continue on this path.”

Fiona’s face creased with worry. She began to speak, but Clarke held up a hand to let her know he wasn’t finished.

“But I can promise you this: I will never, under any circumstances, allow harm to come to your daughter if it is within my power to prevent it. Even if the act of protecting her costs me my life.”

Emma smiled warmly at him, and her tail flicked.

“And what about us?” Oliver asked pointedly. “Will you defend us as well?”

“Absolutely, should the need arise.”

“Then, when the vampires learn of our misdeeds and send one of their d-hunters to eliminate us, you promise to be here to defend us?”

Clarke frowned.

“You’ll stand at the threshold and hold back whatever monsters are sent to kill us? Or will you be somewhere else, too far away and too preoccupied by your crusade to help as we’re slaughtered as a warning to the rest? Will my wife be forced to watch as I charge helplessly at the hunter, only to have my throat ripped out and my blood drained, leaving her at the mercy of that monster?”

“I … don’t know how to answer that.”

“Look at us.” Oliver swept a hand around the table. “Besides you, what chance do any of us have against a vampire, let alone an elite deviant hunter? The best we can hope for is to run. You say you’ll defend my daughter, and I believe you—I can sense your conviction—but this plan will endanger more than your small team. Others will find themselves sucked into your crusade, whether they have the power to defend themselves or not. And so I ask you, what about them? Can you keep them safe, too?”

Clarke sighed and tapped his fingers on the table, unsure how to respond.

“I don’t make promises I can’t keep,” he said eventually. “There’s only so much within my power to control. We know we face an uphill battle; the vampires are numerous, powerful, and well-entrenched. But, with all due respect, sir, your daughter believes this is a battle worth fighting, and so do I.”

Oliver nodded. “I can respect that. Just as I hope you’ll respect the answer you know I’m about to give.”

“Dad, please, if you’ll just—” Emma pleaded, but her father cut her off with a sharp wave.

“Our answer is no.” The incubus rose to his feet, and his succubus wife pushed up from the table to join him, though with some reluctance.

“Dad …”

“I’m sorry, Emma. I know you believe deeply in this cause, enough to risk it all. I can respect that, even if I don’t agree with it. But what I can’t allow is for you to drag me or your mother into this. We won’t try to stop you—we love you too much for that—but we can’t help you in this fight.”

Emma’s eyes began to tear up.

“I’m sorry,” Oliver said, his voice devoid of any joy. “This is the way it has to be.”


Three


Clarke set the tray down on the table and shifted the Sprite and small fries over to Emma. He dropped into the booth across from her and began to unwrap his double-patty Five Guys cheeseburger.

“Well,” he sighed more than said, “all we can do is move on and try something else.”

“Yeah.” Emma nibbled on a fry.

“You want to talk about it?”

“What’s there to say? My parents have their heads stuck in the sand, and nothing we do is going to yank them out.”

“Can you really blame them? They’re just frightened, same as everyone else who knows the truth and stays silent while the vampires have their way with humanity.”

“I was hoping they’d show a little backbone.”

“Come on. You said yourself our chances weren’t great.” He raised his burger. “No point letting one failure get us down. Maybe Brooke will have better luck.”

“Maybe. Is she on her way?”

“Should be here any minute, according to her last text.”

Clarke bit into his burger, and Emma chewed her way through a second fry.

The bell over the door jangled a few minutes later, and a tall, athletic young woman walked in, clad in a pair of ripped jeans and a faded T-shirt with the picture of a gratuitous boob window on the front. Not that she needed any help to draw attention to that area. Behind the graphic, the T-shirt strained to hold in her high and heavy chest. A black collar hung around her neck, a single metal ring dangling from the front.

She’d wrangled her voluminous brunette hair into a ponytail, which almost reached all the way down to her wolf tail. She scanned the restaurant with yellow eyes, then caught sight of Clarke waving at her. The furry points of her wolf ears perked up, and she hurried over.

“Hey, Brooke.” Clarke slid over in the booth to make room for her. “How’s it going?”

“Not bad. A bit hungry.”

“I’ve got you covered.” Clarke transferred two double bacon cheeseburgers and a large Coca-Cola from the tray over to the wolf girl.

“Aww.” Brooke Hawthorne wagged her tail and smiled wide enough to show her fangs. “You know me so well.”

“How’d it go?” Emma asked.

“Just came from a place called The Establishment,” Brooke said, unwrapping her first burger. “It’s a restaurant and hotel that caters to the shifter crowd. I put out some feelers, let it be known there’s a new crew of specialty problem solvers in town. A few people sounded interested. How about you two?”

Emma let out a long raspberry.

“That bad?” Brooke’s ears drooped.

“My parents refuse to listen to reason. About the only good thing that came from it is now my mom wants to join our harem.”

Brooke froze with the burger halfway to her mouth. She gave Clarke an urgent, almost panicked look.

He shook his head, and the wolf girl relaxed enough to take her first bite.

“She may have been teasing,” Emma continued, staring out the window. “Hard to tell with her sometimes.”

“But would you be okay with that?” Brooke asked carefully. “Having your mom join in, I mean?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“Well …” Brooke frowned.

“It’s not like my dad would object. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

“But wouldn’t that be awkward?” Brooke asked. “Doing it with your mom present?”

Clarke took a long sip of water, not sure if he wanted to jump into this particular minefield.

“I don’t see how,” Emma replied. “The more succubi in the fuck pile, the better.”

Clarke snorted water out his nose.

“You okay there?” Emma asked.

“Never better.” He grabbed the communal pile of napkins and began sponging up the water.

“Succubi and werewolves are so different,” Brooke said. “Involving my own mother like that is completely inconceivable.”

“You tell her, Brooke,” Clarke said, glad to finally receive some support on the topic.

“I mean, she’s already in a committed relationship. I wouldn’t be here otherwise. She has her alpha”—Brooke leaned into Clarke—“and I have mine.”

“And you wouldn’t invite her in?” Emma asked. “Not under any circumstances?”

“It’d have to be an extreme case.”

“Such as?”

“My dad meeting an untimely end and my mom still wanting kids. Under those circumstances, I suppose it’s possible for a mother and daughter to end up with the same alpha, but like I said, that’s an extreme case. And a rather grim one, too.”

Clarke rubbed his aching temples.

“Something wrong?” Brooke asked.

“Look, ladies.” He put on his best serious face. “It feels strange that I have to clarify this, but I will not, under any circumstances, fuck any of your mothers.”

Emma and Brooke watched him for long silent seconds, as if expecting him to say more. They eventually turned to each other and shrugged.

“Works for me,” Brooke said, and chomped into her burger.

“You sure, Clarke?” Emma asked. “My mom is good. You should see what she charges her special case clients.”

“I feel strongly about this.”

“You sound like a human talking.”

“Emma, I am human.”

“Oh, right.” The succubus laughed and shook her head, which was about the only good thing to come out of their discussion.

The trio resumed eating, and Brooke devoured her first burger before Clarke was done with half of his.

“That hit the spot!” The werewolf crumpled the empty wrapper and grabbed her second burger. “We still on for gaming this Friday?”

“We are,” Emma said. “Unless we need to follow up one of your leads. You finish upgrading your mech?”

“Not yet, but I’ll update my stats sometime this week. How about you, Clarke?”

“My titan is ready for more action. Plus, I’m meeting Sammy on Thursday to work on our minis.”

“Nice!” Brooke took out her second burger. “There’s something uncouth about playing with unpainted models.”
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Brooke texted Clarke that Wednesday: Someone’s interested in our services! They want to see you! Meet me at my apartment after school?

He replied: I’ll be there.

He pulled into the apartment complex around five, driving the Z4 again. Technically, the roadster was Sammy’s and not his, but she’d handed him the keys after they started dating, and his old hand-me-down had sat in the lot collecting dust ever since. The sports car may have lacked back seats, which sometimes proved inconvenient when it came to his complicated love life, but it was still a BMW roadster. No way he’d let a ride like that sit idle!

He rang the doorbell and heard a loud thump.

“Just a minute!” Brooke called out.

“You all right in there?”

“Never better!”

More noises followed, and Clarke struggled to decipher them. Was she rearranging furniture? He grimaced as he waited outside, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

The door peeked open, and Brooke slipped out and closed it behind her. She wore a loose T-shirt and yoga pants, which made her look sexy in a comfy, day-at-home way—but also screamed “ready for combat” in Clarke’s mind. With that outfit, she could shift into a full werewolf without endangering her wardrobe.

“Expecting trouble?” he asked.

“No, but it doesn’t hurt to be prepared.” She smiled broadly at him. “Anyway, ready when you are!”

“What was going on in there?”

“No-o-o-thing.”

“That was a lot of noise for ‘nothing.’”

“What noise?” Brooke gave him another toothy grin.

“You know, it occurs to me I’ve never seen the inside of your apartment.”

“Really?” She tried to sound surprised. “Imagine that.”

“Yeah.” Clarke tilted his head to look past her at the door. “And now I find myself curious.”

“It’s messy in there.”

“That’s all right. How bad could it be?”

“Well …” Brooke let out a nervous laugh. “Hold that thought. I’ll be right back.”

She cracked the door open, backed through it, and slammed it shut.

More sounds, perhaps from heavy furniture being pushed around, came from inside.

After a few minutes, he heard an excited, “Oh, that’s where you went!” followed by several loud squeaks.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

“Just another minute!”

The door eventually opened, Brooke swinging it back as if making a grand reveal. She tossed her ponytail over a shoulder and leaned against the doorjamb with arms crossed under her breasts.

“Good sir, welcome to my humble abode.”

She stepped aside and gestured for him to follow.

The first things he noticed were the bits of debris scattered about the floor: scraps of paper, strands of stuffing, chunks off the walls, and random pieces of rubber or plastic he couldn’t quite place. The carpet showed several arcs of discoloration where furniture had been dragged across it recently, most of the tracks leading to a single closed door wrapped in caution tape.

Against his better judgment, he headed straight for that door and reached for the knob.

“Not that one!” Brooke sprang in front of him.

“Any particular reason why?”

“It’s … messy in there.”

He glanced around the room, which lacked any furniture, though a few clean squares or rectangles on the floor betrayed its existence, now apparently relocated to the room with the caution tape.

“Messi-er,” she clarified.

“Is this making you uncomfortable?”

“Not at all!” She put on a forced grin.

“I’m making you uncomfortable. I can tell. I should probably stop.”

He turned in a slow circle. The kitchen counter was a mountain composed of boxes for protein bars, cereal, and Pop-Tarts. A long coil of rope hung over the edge, alongside a …

“Brooke?”

“Yes?”

“Is that a severed arm in your kitchen?”

“Oh, shit!”

She bolted over to the counter, grabbed the appendage, and rushed back to the caution door fast enough for him to feel the wind of her passage. She cracked the door open, tossed the severed limb inside, and slammed it shut again.

“Brooke?”

“It’s not real. It’s made of rubber.”

“Okay. Fair enough. But, if you don’t mind me asking, what’s a fake severed arm doing in your kitchen?”

“Because I brought it home.”

“Again, fair enough. Any particular reason why you decided to do that?”

“Because they let me keep it.”

“‘They’?”

“The people at The Establishment.”

“You mean the shifter business you mentioned? The one where you went looking for leads?”

“The same.”

“They let you keep a rubber arm?”

“I paid for it fair and square.”

“You—I feel like I’m missing something here.” He reached down and picked up a random scrap of rubber. The chunk was flesh colored.

“Shall we head out?” Brooke asked.

“Perhaps we should.” Clarke let the rubber scrap fall from his fingers.

They headed out and when they reached the car, he held the door open for her.

“Aww, yeah!” she declared excitedly, climbing in. “We’re taking the Bimmer!”

He chuckled as he closed her door, then rounded the hood to his side. He sat down and started the vehicle.

“I’ve got the address right here,” she said, programming it into the roadster’s GPS.

“Where are we headed?”

“North Star Construction. Jeremy North would like a chat with us about his problem.”

The first set of directions popped into the heads-up display, and Clarke followed them out of the apartment complex.

“What do we know about Mr. North and his problem?”

“He’s a werebear patriarch. One of the older ones around Chester Creek.”

“A patriarch?”

“The position is similar to a werewolf alpha, though the familial structure leans closer to an extended human family than a werewolf pack. His sons and daughters and their families all do their part for the company, but he sits at the eye of the pyramid. It’s more a gerontocracy than an androcracy.”

“You’re throwing a lot of big words my way.”

“Sorry.” Brooke laughed. “Shifter culture can get complicated. I mean werebears generally follow the oldest—and presumably wisest—amongst them rather than how werewolves gravitate toward the most powerful male. As for the problem, all I know is it’s something he’s not comfortable taking to the police.”

“Not illegal, I hope.”

“No, not a chance. First, he’s not going to involve unknowns like us in business that could land him in trouble, and second, his reputation tells me he’s a straight shooter through and through. The tough-but-fair sort. He’ll squeeze everything he can out of us at the bargaining table, but he’ll honor his word once given.”

“Good, we can work with that. Any idea what we’re looking at in terms of the actual work?”

“A supernatural issue of some kind, though your guess is as good as mine right now. Could be anything.”

“Then we’ll just have to wait and see.” Clarke took a turn onto Leffel Road, one of the city’s main highways. “Strange, though, that he’d seek help from outsiders rather than deal with it internally.”

“Could be the problem’s too big or powerful for them to handle. Remember, they’re all hexed, which significantly dampens their shifter magic. Individually, they’re nowhere near as strong or durable as I am.”

“How big is the company?”

“Maybe twenty or thirty people.”

“That’s a lot of shifters, even if they are hexed.” Clarke switched lanes and continued down the highway. “Why’s he want to see me?”

“Because you’re my alpha. He wishes to meet with you, one leader to another. You know, to get a feel for you before our ‘packs’ do business.”

“I’m not actually in charge of Broken Fang. We still vote on major decisions.”

“Well, you’re my leader,” she said, gazing at him fondly. “Besides, I’m trying to appeal to his shifter sensibilities. We want him to view you as an equal.”

“Does he know I’m a blood knight?”

“No, I deliberately left what you are vague.”

“Good. Let’s keep it that way until we have a better read on him.”

“You’ve got it. But even if he doesn’t know what you are, he knows what you’ve done. Our victory against the CCU vampires was more than enough to pique his interest.”

“Understood. I’ll try to play up that angle.” He glanced over at her. “This is our only lead right now, Brooke. We need this. Got your game face ready?”

“Absolutely. I’ll follow your lead, however you want to handle this.”

“Thanks,” he said, smiling. “I know I can always count on you.”
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The North Star Construction main office was a small, unremarkable building situated near a large, rectangular warehouse. Half the parking lot was taken up by a variety of heavy construction vehicles: wheeled cranes, cement mixers, bulldozers, excavators, forklifts, and more. Clarke parked the roadster next to a white Mercedes-Benz GLE and headed inside with Brooke.

A layer of magic permeated the building—not centralized, but ubiquitous throughout the brick walls and hardwood floors, as if years of ambient shifter magic had soaked into the foundations. It carried an animalistic musk, along with a sense of strength and heat.

The reception area was a simple affair, its walls lined with large, framed pictures of elaborate homes and commercial high rises. The receptionist looked up from her computer screen as they entered, her brown bear ears twitching.

“Hello,” Clarke said, stopping in front of her desk. “We have an appointment with Mr. North.”

The woman’s eyes flashed over to Brooke then back to her screen.

“Clarke and Hawthorne?”

“That’s us.”

“He’s expecting you. Straight down the hall, door at the end. Can’t miss it.”

“Thank you.”

Clarke and Brooke followed her instructions and found the door marked JEREMY NORTH, GENERAL MANAGER. He knocked politely.

“Come in.” The man’s voice was deep, clear, and resonant, despite the closed door.

Clarke stepped inside, and Jeremy North rose from behind his massive brown maple desk, a wide window at his back. He was a large man with thick arms and a broad chest. His white hair—complete with bear ears—was cut into a severe buzz except for a braided beard, which draped down the front of his well-tailored business suit. He studied them with sharp reddish-brown eyes.

“You two must be our problem solvers,” he said rather than asked, shaking their hands.

“We hope so, sir. Thank you for agreeing to speak with us.”

“Please, have a seat. Let’s talk.”

Clarke and Brooke settled into a pair of seats, and Jeremy dropped heavily into his own massive chair, the leather sighing.

“What can you tell us about your problem?” Clarke asked.

“First things first.” Jeremy leaned forward with a half-smile. “Why so cagey? Surely, you realize you’re among friends here.”

Clarke frowned ever so slightly. “I’m afraid I don’t follow you.”

“No need to hide your true self in this company.” Jeremy flicked one of his ears. “Come on. Out with it. What kind of shifter are you?”

“I hate to disappoint you, but I’m not one.”

“You’re not a shifter?” The werebear’s smile vanished.

“Is that a problem?”

“It depends, I suppose.”

“On what?”

“What are you, if not a shifter?”

“I’d rather not say.”

“Dragonkin, perhaps? A mage of some variety? A warlock or wizard?”

“I’d rather not say,” Clarke repeated.

“You can’t be any old demihuman.” Jeremy’s eyes flicked over to Brooke. “Not with a werewolf accepting you as her alpha. That already narrows the field. Come on. Why not tell me? What’s the harm in it?”

“Do you really need to know?”

“I don’t need to, but I like to understand who I’m dealing with when it comes to certain kinds of problems.”

“What sort of problem?”

“The difficult kind.”

“I’m strong enough to take on some very nasty problems, and I’m not a shifter.”

“And?”

“And that’s all I’ll say for now. I need to know you better before I’m willing to share more. Now, if you please, why don’t we get to the heart of why we’re here?”

“Hmph.” Jeremy turned to Brooke. “I suppose you won’t tell me either.”

“Not without his permission.”

“Naturally.” The werebear huffed out a deep breath. “Well, isn’t this uncomfortable?”

“Mr. North—” Clarke began.

“Look, I do have a situation at one of my construction sites, and a rather pressing one, too. But my gut tells me you’re more trouble than you’re worth. I’d like to bring you in on this, I really would. You certainly sound capable, but strength alone isn’t enough. I need to trust you, and right now I don’t.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Mr. North.”

“Can you at least tell me why you’re being so secretive?”

“I wish to avoid unwanted scrutiny from the vampires.”

“Don’t we all? Can you be more specific?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Hmm. Then there it is.” Jeremy rested his huge hands on the desktop. “Feels like we’re walking around in circles. I can respect the fact that you don’t know me well either, and I’d like to give you a chance. But mutual trust has to start somewhere, and if you’re not willing to take that first step, then I’m afraid you’re not going to have much luck drumming up business, with me or with anyone else. If you truly aren’t willing to be candid with me …?”

Jeremy let the silence linger, but Clarke only frowned and said nothing. He couldn’t go around declaring himself as a blood knight. He just couldn’t.

“Very well.” The werebear climbed to his feet. “Then I’m afraid we won’t be doing business. Thank you for your time, and I wish you good luck.” His face softened, showing a hint of sympathy. “I fear you’ll need it.”
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Clarke pulled out of the parking lot without saying a word. It wasn’t until they were back on Leffel Road that he said anything.

“Do you think I made the wrong call?”

“Hard to say.” Brooke sighed as she gazed at the passing terrain. “Everyone who knows you’re a blood knight adds to the risk.”

“But if we can’t find work, we can’t build our reputation. If we can’t build a solid rep, we’ll never attract allies. If we can’t do that, then our goals might as well be on the other side of the galaxy. Maybe I should have told North. Think we should head back and spill the truth?”

“It’ll make us look desperate.”

“We are desperate.”

“I’m sorry.” Her ears drooped.

“Whatever for?”

“This is my fault. I’ve been telling people you’re my alpha to drum up interest, but I should have realized North sticks to business within the shifter community. Of course he’d believe you were another shifter, which led straight to today’s mess.”

“It’s all right. We were bound to face some struggles coming out of the gate. Any thoughts on what comes next?”

“I’ll check back with The Establishment in a few days, see if there are any other interested parties.”

“Sounds good.” He reached over and patted her thigh. “Don’t worry. We’ll find someone who’ll give us a chance.”

“I hope you’re right.”

They drove on in relative silence. Clarke was tempted to switch on some music to brighten the mood, but then he glanced over at Brooke, at her wolf ears, and a thought crossed his mind.

“Got a question for you, Brooke.”

“Yeah?”

“A lot of shifters seem to stick to their hybrid forms. In fact, I hardly ever see you without your wolf ears and tail out. Is that the norm?”

“Usually. Our species used to stick to human form when in public, but that was a long time ago, back when vampiric hexes weren’t everywhere. Nowadays, there’s no pressing need to keep our true nature secret, since control spells prevent humans from seeing us for what we really are. Plus, we’re stronger in our hybrid forms.”

“Then why did you appear fully human the first few times I saw you, even after Emma broke my hex?”

“Ashley asked us to stay as human as possible around you initially. We weren’t sure when your hex would pop.” She chuckled. “Imagine all of us ‘transforming’ into monster girls in the middle of game night!”

“Yeah, that would have been quite the shock.”

“Speaking of which, game night can’t come soon enough. I could use something to unwind after today.”

“You and me both.”


Four


Clarke swung by Ashley’s apartment after class. Sammy wouldn’t leave the university for another hour, so he had time.

“It’s unlocked,” came the angel’s cool voice.

He opened the door. The interior was as barren as ever, barely showing any signs of occupancy. The walls were unadorned, the floor immaculately clean, and every piece of furniture was set at a perfect right angle. Contrary to what he’d expected from her origin, there was no religious iconography on the walls, no splashes of gold leaf or elaborate holy mosaics, and a distinct lack of heavenly choirs singing in the background—but then, they’d been using “angel” as shorthand for some unnamed celestial power, anyway, which may or may not have been tied to some specific earthly faith.

Of all his companions, Ashley was the most inexplicable, even to herself.

That mysterious nature extended to other facets of her being. The only food in the fridge was what he’d brought over during his occasional visits; he wasn’t sure Ashley even needed to eat. She often did when those around her were enjoying a meal, but the action seemed to stem from politeness or a desire to belong, rather than hunger.

Ashley Smith sat at her desk, an orb of light hovering above to illuminate a heavy, leatherbound tome. She looked up as the door closed behind him.

“Good evening, Clarke.”

“Hey there.”

She turned to face him, exposing her firm, round breasts. She was completely naked except for the large, feathery expanse of her white wings and the golden shine of her halo, broken and slowly revolving over her head. Her long, blonde hair cascaded over the too-perfect skin of her slender shoulders, and her eyes were deep pools of ocean blue.

Clarke held up a plastic bag. “I brought you some vegetarian pho.”

“That’s sweet of you.” She closed the book. “Thank you.”

He grabbed a bowl and silverware from the kitchen cupboard, mixed the pho noodles and broth with the carton of veggies, and set it on the dinner table for her. She joined him there.

“You’re not eating?” she asked.

“I’m heading over to Sammy’s after this. She’s feeding me.”

“Ah.” She smiled knowingly. “Of course. Feeding you and then some.”

“You know Sammy. I just figured you might appreciate a break and a bite to eat before I left.”

“I do, thank you.” She sipped at the broth with a spoon, then picked up her chopsticks.

“Still studying Heinrich’s grimoire?”

“Still.” She glanced back at the book on her desk.

“How’s it going?”

“In a word, interesting. Now that I can read the whole thing—and know Heinrich was actually an old pureblood vampire and wrote this grimoire specifically for his decoy—the gaps I’m finding make a lot more sense. He clearly chose to leave certain information out, especially when it came to his reasons for coming to this area.”

“He didn’t trust his own decoy with that knowledge?”

“It could merely be a matter of practicality. The decoy had a role to fill, and Heinrich only gave him what he needed to carry it out. Nothing more, nothing less. Either way, though, Heinrich held his cards close to his chest.”

“Then why continue to study it?”

“Because Heinrich isn’t the only one who wrote in it.” Ashley looked up from the bowl of pho. “The decoy made use of it as well, and his notes provide a unique perspective on his master’s activities. You see, he was wondering what Heinrich was up to around Chester Creek, same as us, and he chronicled his own attempts to learn more.”

“Anything good so far?”

“Not really. It’s all so scattered and incomplete. ‘What did my master mean when he said X? Why is my master doing Y? Why won’t Heinrich share Z with me?’ Page after page of questions like that, plus strange references to a ‘bone scepter,’ of all things. None of it is helpful on its own, but perhaps I can tease some meaning out by reading between the lines.”

“Well, if anyone can do it, it’s you.”

“Thanks. Any more news on the Broken Fang front?”

Clarke stuck his tongue out and gave her a thumbs down.

“I see.” She let out a quiet sigh. “I suppose these things take time.”

“Yep.”

“You’re not mad at Emma or Brooke, are you?”

“Of course not. Why would I be?”

“They both feel bad about letting you down.”

“Well, they didn’t. Our failures are as much my fault as anyone else’s, but so what? We knew this was going to be tough from the start. The only people who never fail are those who never try. Sure, we’ve had some stumbles this week, but that doesn’t change the fact that we’re a damn good team. We just haven’t caught our lucky break yet.”

“We’re a team, yes. But have you thought about who everyone’s started looking to for guidance?”

“Please don’t say it’s me.”

She gave him a slender smile.

“Come on, Ashley. I’m not the leader Broken Fang needs. It’ll be a while before I catch up to the rest of you, if ever.”

“It’s true you’re new to the world of vampires, demihumans, and magic, but like it or not, Clarke, you have that special spark. That knack that makes you a leader. I see it, and so do the others. Take Brooke, for example.”

“Brooke is … a very straightforward woman.”

“One who is instinctively drawn to strong men, often with an aura of leadership about them. And let’s not forget Emma. Do you know how rare it is for a succubus to mate exclusively with one man?”

“No.”

“Rare enough that I can count the ones I know on one hand.”

“She’s also straightforward, in her own way. Did you hear about how her mother came on to me?”

“Emma just wants you to be happy and is very flexible with how she helps you attain that happiness. Even if her hypersexual nature clashes with your human upbringing sometimes.”

“‘Clash’ is certainly the right word. What about Sammy?”

“She spent her entire childhood believing she was human, and her awakening was far rougher than yours. Both of you crossed that same threshold, which means you understand what she went through better than any of us can. That’s part of what draws her to you. You’ve helped her make sense of herself, which is a more precious gift than you may realize.”

“She still thinks of herself as a monster.”

“And you accept her for who and what she is, despite that. Don’t discount the power acceptance can have on a woman.”

“I don’t. I know Sammy has some tough hangups about herself.”

“Which you’ve helped her face, perhaps for the first time in her life. Why wouldn’t she follow you to the ends of the world?”

“Hmm.” Clarke glanced away with a look of contemplation.

“And?” Ashley added delicately.

“And what?”

“There’s one person left, or have you forgotten?”

“Certainly not!” He grinned at the angel. “But you’re as much a mystery to yourself as you are to the rest of us.”

“True. I wish I remembered what brought me to this plane of existence.” She plinked her halo with a finger. “But I’m out of touch with my older memories. Still, I recognize what the vampires have done here as a great and terrible injustice, and I find myself compelled to do everything within my power to stop them.”

“Honestly, I thought you were Broken Fang’s leader at first.”

“Maybe that was true for a time, back when it was just me and Emma picking who to bring into the fold, but things are different now. You’re a natural leader, Clarke, and you’ll only become more capable in this role with time and experience.”

“I’ll do my best not to let you down.”

“You won’t. I have every confidence in you.”

“At least that makes one of us.” He checked the time on his phone.

“Need to head out?”

“Yeah. Sammy’s last class is over, so …”

He began to rise, but Ashley reached out and gave his hand a soft squeeze.

“Would you mind staying a little longer? At least until I finish the pho you brought?”

“Sure, Ashley.” He smiled warmly at her and sat back down. “No problem.”
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Clarke stopped at the mansion’s main gate and leaned out the car window to key the reader. The wrought iron barrier split open, and he drove around the turnabout, parking in front of Sammy’s expansive two-story mansion. He climbed out of the roadster and swept his gaze around the property. A few lights shone through blinds along the ground floor.

“Guess I’ll let myself in.”

He fished his keys out again and buzzed himself in through the front door. The foyer was empty, and all the doors on both floors were shut.

“Sammy?” he called out. “You home?”

His voice echoed in the foyer.

His phone vibrated, and he checked it to find a message from Sammy: Picking up food. Be home soon. Love you!

He stuffed his hands into his pockets and leaned against the banister for one of the staircases.

It wasn’t long before the rumble from an emerald green BMW M3 pulled in beside his Z4. Clarke pushed off the banister and headed out the front door.

“Hey there!” Samantha “Sammy” Eloise gave him a quick wave as she rounded her car and popped the trunk. “Give me a hand with dinner?”

“Sure thing.” He paused to appreciate her appearance. “You’re looking rather voluptuous this evening.”

“Oh, you noticed.” She gave him a sly wink. “I may have a surprise for you later.”

“Can’t wait.”

His love life with the slime girl was filled with variety, since Sammy enjoyed experimenting with different appearances whenever they slept together. Tonight, her black leather jacket strained to hold in her breasts while offering a tantalizing peek of deep cleavage. She was also taller than her baseline appearance, and her ankles showed at the bottom of her black jeans. Her red hair was long and straight, reaching down to her thighs, and her eyes were a vivid blue-green.

The pleasant aroma of garlic and marinara tingled Clarke’s nostrils as he grabbed the first load of takeout.

“I was in the mood for Italian,” Sammy said, lifting her own stack. “Hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. Smells great.”

They needed two trips to bring all the food inside and set it on the kitchen counter.

“I bought lasagna, spaghetti with meatballs, chicken alfredo, veal parmigiana, two different pizzas, a buttload of garlic toast and …” She ran a finger back and forth across the spread. “There may be a salad or two cowering behind the real food. Also, I stocked the fridge yesterday with all your favorite desserts, so we are covered. Anything catch your eye?”

“I could go for the veal parm, unless you had your heart set on it.”

“Veal parm, it is!” She set his container aside. “You mind if I speed eat? I want to start painting as soon as possible.”

“Be my guest.”

“Thanks! You’re such an understanding boyfriend.”

“I try my best.”

Sammy stripped off her jacket and shirt, leaving on a black bra holding in two luscious mounds that drew Clarke’s eyes like a magnet. She opened one of the pizza boxes and rolled the contents into a giant bread-and-meat cigar before shoving the whole thing down between her breasts. Her skin turned pink and slightly translucent as the silhouette of a pizza floated inside of her.

“Yummy!” she declared, opening the second pizza box. “I’m glad they followed my instructions. Last time they sliced the pizza up normally. I still tried to roll it but half the toppings ended up on the floor!”

“Can’t have that.” Clarke cut into his veal parmigiana and took a bite.

Sammy devoured one dish after another with the vigor of a woodchipper buzzing through dry branches. Clarke barely managed to finish his meal by the time she cleared out the rest, and only because she decided to savor the lasagna by bothering to chew it. They topped dinner off with two ice cream sundaes, cleared out the trash, and retired to the art room.

All the art room tables had built-in wheels, and Sammy had prepped the place by unplugging the computer desk and printers and aligning them against one wall. She’d brought out a long white table for them to work on, its surface colored with flecks from countless hours spent painting. Dozens of mecha and monster models about as tall as his hand were lined up in front of tiered trays for paint pots, airbrush equipment, painting palettes, and cups full of brushes.

“I primed them yesterday,” Sammy said, turning on a wall-mounted TV. “You want to start with yours?”

“I figured I would.”

He picked out several red and metallic basecoats along with a few washes and sat down with his primed miniature.

An anime from Sammy’s extensive collection began to play in the background, and she joined him at the table.

“What show are we watching?”

“High School DxD. Heard of it?”

“I might have.” He eyed her curvy figure and shock of long red hair—a look that echoed his favorite character from the show.

“Later,” she said with a wink.

He chuckled and began basing his miniature’s armor in the darkest shade of red. Sammy began working through the other mecha models with assembly line efficiency, applying one color at a time and then circling back to the first for the next coat. She painted all of the joints and artificial muscles underneath the armor with practiced speed, all while avoiding the broad armored panels.

“By the way, Clarke?” Sammy asked sometime during the third episode.

“Yes?”

“I will not, under any circumstances, ask you to fuck my mom.”

He gave her some side eye.

“Under any circumstances,” she stressed. “Just want to be clear on that.”

“You and Emma have a chat?”

“Yeah. She passed on your preferences.” Sammy rolled her eyes. “As if that wasn’t a given already. I can’t even touch most people without poisoning them.”

“Emma means well.”

“I know. Still weirded me out. How’s your mech coming along over there?”

“I’m trying to figure out how you’re ahead of me when you’re painting so many at a time.”

“Speed painting experience. I’ve done up a few Warhammer 40K armies over the years.”

“I didn’t know that. You play Warhammer?”

“Play, no. Build and paint, yes. I especially enjoy kitbashing. I’ve got quite the collection of spare bits.”

“What armies have you painted?”

“Let’s see here …” She glanced up in thought. “Aeldari were my first.”

“Good old space elves. What else?”

“Did a space marine chapter next. Ultramarines, even though I know they’re the most vanilla of vanilla factions.”

“Hey, nothing wrong with the classics. Anything come after that?”

“Tyranids. Lots and lots of Tyranids. I had fun using spares from the other armies as mangled body parts and gore.”

“Nice. Very appropriate for the Great Devourer.”

“I’ve done a few others over the years, but my most recent army was Imperial Knights. Because I love me some big, stompy robots.”

“Who doesn’t?”

“Exactly! And it’s not just Games Workshop products for me. I love digging into a good Gunpla kit and giving the model a custom paint job. The more complex and finicky the build, the better. I freakin’ love those things!” She pointed her brush at him. “How about you? Any plastic crack in your history?”

“Not as much as you, I’m afraid.”

“Details, my good man. I demand details.”

“Well, I had a Necron army once, but the paint job wasn’t very good. Just the bare minimum I needed to make it tournament legal.”

“Hey, everyone’s got to start somewhere.”

“After that I did a space marine chapter.”

“Which one?”

“The Grey Knight daemonhunters.”

“Neat. What drew you to them?”

“I got them for cheap and I had a lot of metallic paints left over from the Necrons.”

Sammy snorted out a laugh.

“Come on,” he said. “I was building an army on a budget. Not all of us have your family’s resources.”

“Sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed.”

They continued painting until Sammy sat back and let out a long sigh.

“Clarke?”

“Yep?”

“What would you say to moving in with me?”

He set his paint brush down and looked over at her. “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to avoid situations where I have to pick favorites.” He grimaced. “Even though I kind of am with Emma right now.”

“Brooke and I understand. You two started dating first, which is why you moved in with her. But what if you didn’t have to pick favorites at all?”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“Why don’t all of you move in?” Sammy spread her arms expansively. “I have more than enough room.”

“You wouldn’t mind the others?”

“Heck, no!” She leaned closer. “Especially if it means I get to wake up next to you more often.”

“What about your parents?”

“Pfft! They don’t care what I do with the place as long as I don’t burn it down.”

“Is that so?” He began to nod. “I hadn’t considered this, but it could work. Let’s bring it up with the others. Maybe during tomorrow’s game night?”

“Sounds like a plan to me. It’ll also make coordinating Broken Fang business easier.” She gave him a steamy look. “And perhaps other business as well.”

“Oh?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “Other business, you say?”

“Care for a taste of what I have in mind?”

She paused the show. By chance, the animation froze on a very boobalicious frame.

“Just let me get ready for you.” She disappeared into the hallway and returned a few minutes later. She’d exchanged her clothes for an elaborate schoolgirl uniform with a white pleated top, black shoulder cape, and a short magenta skirt. She assumed a sultry pose at the threshold, her buxom chest thrust outward.

“That is a very good Rias Gremory cosplay,” Clarke said, walking over.

“You like what you see?”

“Very much so. Did you make the costume yourself?”

“Nah, I ordered it off Etsy. Took forever to arrive, too! Otherwise, I would have rolled this number out for you weeks ago.” She twirled her hair around two fingers. “I know you have a special place in your heart for redheads.”

“Guilty as charged.”

“The costume came with a wig, too.” She unwrapped her fingers and gave her hair a grand flourish. “But I don’t need one. I can also morph into any of the other ladies from the show. Akeno, Koneko, Xenovia. Just take your pick. You can do any of them tonight.”

Clarke pulled her into his arms. “You know you don’t have to change your appearance on my behalf.”

“But I like to.” She gazed into his eyes. “I enjoy making you happy.”

“You’ve succeeded.”

He lifted her chin and kissed her softly on the lips. The ladies in High School DxD mostly teased and tantalized the main character, but in that respect, Sammy wasn’t at all interested in canon-accurate cosplay. She answered his gentle kiss with a rough, eager tongue. Their tongues dueled as he gripped one of her breasts and massaged it through her costume. She moaned into his mouth, even hungrier than before, and reached down to rub the growing bulge in his jeans.

They broke their kiss, her skin blushing into the natural pink of her slime complexion for a brief moment.

“You must be uncomfortable,” she breathed huskily, stroking his crotch. “Let me help you with that.”

She dropped to her knees, unzipped his pants, and freed his member. He sprang forth at full attention. They were far off-canon now, but he wasn’t going to be a purist about it when a woman he loved was that close to his eager dick. Her fingers slid along the sides of his member, her warm breaths tickling the veined flesh. She looked up into his eyes, opened wide, and took the tip into her mouth.

“Mmm,” he murmured, then exhaled contently.

She swallowed his first few inches, then backed up to the tip and swirled her tongue around the glans. Clarke rested his hand on the back of her head, fingers lacing through her soft, silken hair.

She stroked him a few times with her hand then took him deeper, almost to the halfway point, then came up again. She played with him like that, alternating between pumping him and taking him ever deeper down her throat. Her nature as a slime meant she could control her skin’s friction precisely, and her small hands glided effortlessly along his shaft.

She clamped her hands on his buttocks and took him all the way down her throat.

“Yeah,” he grunted, holding her down, knowing she could take him as deep and as long as she wanted. (One of the perks of an ever-malleable slime girl.) Her throat constricted around his shaft in something like a slow, pulsing vibration as she ground her face against his crotch. She eventually came up off his shaft and let the end pop free of her lips before planting a tender kiss on the tip.

“I want you inside me,” she breathed, and then planted kisses along the underside of his dick.

Clarke took hold of her hands and pulled her upright, then kissed her before sweeping her off her feet and carrying her to the bedroom. He set her down on the sheets, the shelves along one wall packed with anime-themed stuffed animals and the floor littered with body pillows.

He untied her black neck scarf and unclasped the buttons down her shirt until he could push the opening wide enough to frame her breasts. She hadn’t bothered with a bra under the costume, and he smiled as he kneaded her supple flesh.

“Do you like what you see?” she asked him, tossing her long red locks aside.

“No. I love what I see.”

He took one of her nipples into his mouth, suckled on it, then circled the areola with his tongue. She twitched and sighed, fingers slipping through his hair, urging him to continue. He sucked on one breast and then the other before tracing a hand up her skirt. His eyebrows rose when his fingers landed upon her dripping sex instead of the panties he’d expected to find.

“This costume didn’t come with undergarments.” Sammy smiled wickedly and spread her legs. “Besides, what’s on display here is for your eyes only.”

“My eyes thank you for the feast.”

“And what about the rest of you?”

“How’s this for an answer?”

He lined himself up with the hot slit between her legs and pushed in.

“Yes.” She drew in a sharp breath. “I’ve missed this.”

He drove deeper, stretching her, filling her with every inch of himself until his abdomen pressed against her spread thighs. He bent down, one hand encompassing her neck, and kissed her as he began to piston in and out.

He settled into a firm, lustful rhythm, but then an errant thought jolted through him like a shock of electricity. He suddenly recalled his recent experience with Emma, how she’d helped him clear his mind in order to sense the magic within her more completely. He wondered if he could repeat his earlier success, even as he drove himself deep into Sammy, even as her costumed body shuddered with each powerful thrust.

He began to clear his mind.

“Yes!” she cried. “More! Harder! Faster!”

He obliged, his world filled with the feel of her soft skin, the musk of her juices, the sight of her body spread wide in acceptance⁠—

—and the feel of her magic.

Contradictions raged within her body: competing extremes of temperature, light, and solidity, all snaking around each other in an exhaustive dance. She was all of those and none of them, her aura a masterwork of opposing elements ready to surface at her command.

All except one.

Seeded deep within the nested layers of her potentials was a dark aspect, lonely and shunned by the others, bereft of a sibling to countervail its grim nature. It was death and decay, distilled and purified to an extreme, almost painful to gaze upon.

And yet this part, too, yearned for companionship, for an aspect of life and vitality to dance with, to orbit around, to act as a counterbalance.

He let her magic touch him. All of it, darkness included. He surrendered to the moment, to the intimacy. He loved her, loved all of her, and he accepted the beauty within her along with the grotesque.

Their magics mingled, and he became aware of her on levels he’d never experienced before, to a depth never before achieved. He saw her, really saw her, and understood that this strange imbalance within her aura was a wound, gaping and raw and ugly.

He yearned to heal it, to heal her.

Could he do that?

Should he even try?

He wanted to, and he pressed in with his magic, even as his body ached for release, skin glistening with sweat. He drove deeper into her, physically, mentally, magically—and exploded within.

“I’m close!” she cried out, eyes squeezed shut, legs wrapped around her, hands clawing at his back. “Yes! Yes!”

She convulsed around him amidst her own throes of ecstasy, back arching, muscles tense until she collapsed onto the bed, legs and arms spread, breasts heaving with each deep, wonderful breath.

His magic pulled back, once again conforming to the bounds of his body, and he slipped out of her to settle his weight by her side.

“You’re so good at this,” she uttered breathlessly, brushing her hand against his face.

He took hold of her hand and kissed her palm, even as he wondered at the feel of her magic.

Had she left him with some new ability? Or perhaps strengthened the resistances he already had? He wasn’t sure, but the sensations coursing through his body told him Power Graft had worked, even if the effect was as random as ever.

But even if the spell failed to power him up in some easily quantifiable manner, the exercise had taught him something far more valuable: his earlier success with Emma wasn’t some one-off event. He was growing more adept at controlling his magic, and through that control, his skill with Power Graft would improve as well.

It was only a matter of time before he fully mastered it.

Practice makes perfect, he thought with a wry grin. And my lovers are more than willing to help me practice.

“Something on your mind?” Sammy asked, playing with his hair.

“Thinking about us.” He smiled. “About how lucky I am to have you as a girlfriend.”

She blushed, then leaned forward and kissed him on the forehead.

“We’re both lucky.” Her skin shifted to a vibrant shade of pink, and her eyes brightened into twin glowing swirls of red and orange.

“You’re so beautiful,” he told her, even as his mind wandered back to the feel of her magic, and that curious hole in her aura.

A hole that seemed to want to be filled, and that brought up an interesting question: Could the magic from Power Graft flow in two directions?

Could he imbue his lovers with some portion of his own power?

He wasn’t sure and ultimately decided, as he and Sammy basked in the afterglow of their lovemaking, that this was a question for another day.


Five


“I’m going to …”

Clarke checked his quick reference guide once more, followed by his character sheet. He glanced back to the map draped over Emma’s coffee table. Hexagons broke up terrain dotted by plastic trees and rocks alongside a heroic force of well-painted miniatures. The party’s four titans—or magitek mecha—faced down an elite mercenary titan and two heavy vehicles.

“Ready, Clarke?” Ashley asked from behind her game master screen.

“I am. I’m going to start by advancing Titan Crimson Night with my standard move.” He tapped the model six hexes forward. “And now I’m going to burn two Fuel to execute a Superleap onto the closest vehicle.”

“The heavy quad with the energy mega-catalyst?”

“That’s the one.”

“You’ll need to make a gravity skill check.”

“Right.” He grabbed his D20 and rolled it onto the map. “Nine plus two for the tier of my gravity catalyst.”

“Eleven is a pass. Titan Crimson Night leaps through the air, leaving a shimmer of purple gravity magic in its wake.” Ashley rolled dice behind her screen. “It slams down onto the deck of the closest quad, and the crew scatters in the presence of your titan. Its main gun can no longer target you, and the crew has been Shaken by your bold advance. You gain Cover against all other enemies.”

“Yes!” Emma gave him a brief clap. “Nicely done, Clarke!”

“Thanks.” He moved the model onto the same hex as the quadrupedal heavy vehicle.

“Sammy, you’re up,” Ashley said.

“Okay!” Sammy reached for her bright pink mecha model. “Titan SW-Squared is going to⁠—”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not going to allow that.”

“What?” Sammy asked, fingertips resting on the model. “What’d I do wrong this time?”

“You’re the one who named your titan. You need to state its full name when declaring your actions.”

“Oh, come on. Seriously?”

“Game Master’s prerogative. Otherwise, rocks will fall, and everyone will die.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“You know I would.”

“Don’t tempt her,” Brooke whispered, her tail lashing the back of her chair. “We’re doing so well this time.”

“Fine.” Sammy huffed out a breath and grabbed her mini. “Titan Slippery When Wet will make a standard move forward.” She placed the model next to the enemy titan. “You happy now?”

“Happiness is a relative term.” Ashley sniffed primly. “I’d be happi-er if your titan had a sensible name.”

“It’s no worse than anyone else’s.”

“Hey, now.” Brooke gave her bulky, gray model a loving pat. “You leave Titan Lunarpocalypse out of this. You know how sensitive my character can be.”

“The same goes for Titan Perilous Embrace.” Emma inched her dark purple model more completely into its hexagon. “My character might take offense.”

“Come on, Ash,” Sammy said. “You going to haze me when these two chose names just as silly?”

“They followed the lore guidelines. You didn’t.”

“Like the lore makes any sense at all. Take this one for instance.” Sammy pointed to the black-and-green enemy model. “What kind of name is Titan Deathly Rhythm anyway? That’s nothing but try-hard gibberish.”

“It’s the name listed in the scenario.”

“It’s still weird as heck.”

“You going to take the rest of your turn or not?”

“Fine.” She picked up several coin-shaped counters from the stacks by her character sheet. “I’ll spend two Swiftmetal and three Fuel to⁠—”

“What tier is your titan’s furnace?” Ashley interrupted.

Sammy let out an exasperated sigh.

“The tier, please?”

“Slippery When Wet has a Tier Two furnace.”

“Then you can only spend two Fuel during your turn.”

“But I have a Tier Three matter catalyst. I’m about to ruin Deathly Rhythm’s deathly day.”

“I’m afraid I can’t let you do that.”

“But I spent all my upgrade points on that thing. What do you mean I can’t use it?”

“Both the titan’s furnace and the catalyst need to meet the spell’s requirements. What spell are you trying to cast?”

“Create Swiftmetal Greatsword.”

“You can cast a Tier Two version of that same spell.”

“But I lose a whole damage die if I do that. I was about to do 3d10 to his face!”

“I’m sorry, but those are the rules.”

“You telling me I goofed my upgrades?”

“So it would seem.”

Sammy gave her miniature a despondent look.

“The Tier Two spell still does a respectable amount of damage,” Clarke said.

“But now I’m stuck all the way out in front with my skirt blowing in the breeze!” Sammy reached for her titan. “Can I take my move back?”

“You’re committed after your hand leaves the model.”

“Come on, Ash! Cut me some slack!”

“If I let everyone undo every bad decision, we’d be here all night. You going to cast your spell or not?”

“Fine. I’ll create my greatsword and swing it at Deathly’s face.”

“Are you declaring a Targeted Attack against the titan’s head?”

“No, just trying to do some damage.”

“Roll to hit, please.”

Sammy completed her turn, and Ashley recorded the damage behind her screen.

“Emma, you’re up,” Ashley said.

“Moving Perilous Embrace into a better firing position.” The succubus stepped her model across the map. “And now I’m going to shoot Deathly Rhythm, casting Thermal Beam through my mega-catalyst.” She plinked down three Fuel tokens.

“Sammy’s titan is Engaged with Deathly Rhythm. You run the risk of hitting her by accident. Do you still want to go through with this?”

“Um.” Emma glanced over. “You okay with me trying, Sammy?”

“Do it. We need to take this bastard down. Otherwise, I’m dead next turn.”

“Then, yes. I’m going for the shot.”

“Roll to hit.”

Dice clattered across the map.

“Fuck,” Emma uttered under her breath.

“How bad?” Sammy asked.

“I rolled a one.”

“Uh.” Sammy slumped in her recliner.

“Critical Miss,” Ashley said. “You hit Titan Slippery When Wet by accident. Roll for damage.”

The table fell silent, all their faces grim as Emma selected six dice.

“Clarke,” Sammy said, “think you could spare some of your good luck to⁠—”

“And no using Minor Telekinesis,” Ashley said, eyes sharp over her game screen. “I’ll know if Clarke tries to fix the dice.”

“Fine.”

Emma rolled the dice, then cringed as she totaled the result.

“Thirty-one damage.”

“How many hit points does Slippery have left?”

“Not nearly enough,” Sammy said.

Ashley rolled behind her screen. “The beam pierces the titan’s back armor and bores into the furnace, rupturing the outer wall. The entire back of the titan blows off in a wild rain of scything metal and zigzagging energy. The titan collapses forward, a smoking and ruined husk, the fate of its pilot unknown.” She placed the model on its side.

“Well, shucks,” Sammy muttered, resting her cheek on a fist.

“Wow,” Emma said. “This scenario went downhill in a hurry.”

“Maybe you’re still alive in there?” Brooke asked hopefully.

“As a silver lining, the explosion did damage the enemy titan.” Ashley rolled more dice and jotted down the damage.

“Well, at least there’s that,” Sammy grumbled.

“Is it my turn?” Brooke asked eagerly, edging forward in her chair. “Can I go next?”

“Deathly Rhythm moves first.”

“Actually, can we pause here for a minute?” Sammy sat up. “I was going to bring this up after we finished the scenario, but with my titan facedown in the dirt, I don’t have much else to do.”

“Sure. What’s up?” Emma asked.

“Got some important business to discuss.”

“Oh, right!” Clarke smiled. “You want to ask them, or shall I?”

“It was my idea, so I’ll ask.” Sammy swept her gaze around the table. “Got a proposal for the group to consider. Most of you have seen my home, so you know the place has more space than I know what to do with. What would you all say to moving in with me?”

“Clarke, too?” Emma asked with an intrigued eyebrow.

“That goes without saying,” Sammy replied, smiling.

“I’m already on board with this,” Clarke said.

“Then I say this is a fantastic idea,” Emma said, her eyes twinkling. “There are so many potential upsides to this arrangement, and I’m not at all surprised you brought this up, Sammy. I figured you’d propose something like this eventually.”

“You know me that well, huh?”

“I know the general shape of how you feel.” Emma tapped her temple with a finger. “But I also didn’t want to rush you, so I let you come to this conclusion at your own pace.”

“I appreciate that.” Sammy turned to Ashley. “How about you?”

“The arrangement sounds reasonable. I’m in.”

“Got some rules for you before I let you move in.”

“Name them.”

“This goes for all of us, but doubly so for the angel. Everyone gets their own set of rooms to do with as they please, but outside those areas, you’re expected to put some damn clothes on.” Sammy gave Ashley a fierce eye. “You hear me, girl?”

“That seems fair. I agree to abide by your terms.”

“I don’t know …” Brooke said doubtfully.

“You want to roam the mansion naked?” Sammy asked.

“No, not that. Just thinking about my current setup. There’s a really nice park not far from the apartment. It’s within walking distance, and I like to spend my mornings there.” She squirmed in her seat. “Especially when the full moon is out and I start feeling anxious.”

“The main yard is two acres, and the property extends another three back into the woods. There’s also a stream back thataway that forms the property limit. Reed River Park is on the other side.”

Brooke’s ears stood up straight.

“You can zoom to your heart’s content across all of that,” Sammy added.

“I can?”

“There’s also an outdoor pool and an indoor basketball court.”

“Never mind!” Brooke’s eyes lit up. “I am so in!”

“Great!” Sammy glanced over each of them. “Then all that’s left is for us to look over our schedules and decide when each of you moves in.”
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The scenario ended in a nailbiter with the mercenary forces defeated but the party down two titans with a third heavily damaged. Fortunately, they managed to recover both pilots from the mech wreckage, and the quest reward more than made up for the damage they incurred.

Sammy stored all their miniatures in a foam carrying case. Ashley folded up the map and stuffed the reference books and scenario guide into her satchel. She gave Clarke a peck on the cheek and then headed home for the night.

Sammy and Brooke did not head home, but instead engaged in several heated dice-offs to determine “Who Went First.” Emma, as the lady of the abode, declined to participate and simply declared she would “Bring Up the Rear” (with a lot of winking and nudging).

Sammy won her impromptu contest with Brooke, and the defeated werewolf joined the succubus for ice cream bars from the freezer. Meanwhile, Sammy tugged Clarke into the bedroom, though he hardly required any encouragement. She slammed the door shut and began peeling off her clothes and then his.

“No costume tonight.” Her skin morphed into a vivid pink, her eyes transformed into bright swirls, and her short red hair became like fire to frame an oval face.

“You don’t need a costume to be beautiful,” he declared, moments before she pounced on him, her inertia carrying them both onto the bed. He rolled on top of her, and they began to make love.

One of the benefits of dating a slime girl was that she was capable of … adventurous positions, some only possible due to her inhuman flexibility, and they tried out several until she urged him onto his back. She mounted him, placed his hands on her breasts, and then rode him long and hard into the night until she coaxed both of them over the edge—then literally melted on top of him, completely undone by the pleasure they’d wrought together.

Brooke came in next, carrying her overnight bag.

“I heard about the noise complaints last time.” She placed the bag on the bed and unzipped it. Her cheeks flushed as she retrieved a fluorescent orange ball gag from its depths. “Bad girls deserve to be punished, don’t you think?”

Clarke knew what the werewolf wanted tonight, and he obliged, trussing her arms tightly behind her back, gagging and blindfolding her, and then anchoring her ankles with a spreader bar. He was painfully hard by the time he finished, despite his earlier orgasm.

She submitted to him, fully and completely, and he had his way with her. She moaned into the gag as he worked her over, her nipples taut, skin rosy and glistening with sweat. He nibbled on her sensitive wolf ears as he took her from behind, then played with her breasts as he took her from the front. He changed up her restraints a few times, and eventually brought her to a screaming—dare he say howling orgasm, mercifully muffled by the gag.

By the time Emma joined him in bed, he was once again thankful for the stamina he’d absorbed from Brooke all those weeks ago. The limited shifter magic coursing through his veins bestowed upon him the strength and endurance he needed to sate his monstrous girlfriends, even when the night became a relay race for them and a marathon for him.

Emma crawled onto the bed on all fours and pleaded for him to take her from behind, fulfilling her promise to “Bring Up the Rear.” Her sex was sopping wet yet still deliciously tight, no doubt primed by all the sexual energy effusing her apartment. She didn’t ask for anything special or fancy, simply begged him for release, hard and fast and deep.

He delivered it just the way she wanted, reducing her to a breathless, glistening heap on the bed.

Clarke took a shower before turning in, and Emma changed out the sheets, because they needed it after the night’s escapades. He snuggled up with Emma on one side and Brooke on the other, their tails tickling his legs as they all drifted into a peaceful slumber.

Sammy spent the night on the couch, a regrettable but necessary precaution given the toxins permeating her skin. Clarke had acquired the right resistances to lay with her, but she could sicken anyone else with a casual touch. Fortunately, Sammy took her temporary isolation with good cheer, and soon the apartment was filled with a variety of content snores.
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Clarke awoke to an empty bed. He stretched under the sheets, his arms and legs subconsciously seeking the warmth of absent companions. The morning’s light leaked into the room, and he blinked the bleariness away.

He heard a distant rustle and the sound of running water. He climbed out of bed, threw on a pair of boxers and a comfy T-shirt softened from years of use, then left the bedroom.

“Good morning, Sexy!” Emma waved a spatula at him from the kitchen, a pan of bacon sizzling on the stovetop. She wore her apron over a black long-sleeve shirt and a tight pair of booty shorts.

“Good morning,” Ashley greeted more sedately, herself dressed in tan slacks and a cream crisscross halter top that left her arms and shoulders bare. She wore her broken halo as a hairband, holding back her shimmering blonde locks.

“Hey, ladies.” Clarke stepped up to the counter. “What smells good?”

“Emma’s preparing breakfast,” Ashley said, nursing a cup of coffee. “Pancakes, scrambled eggs, and buttered toast.”

“And bacon!” Emma added.

“Yes,” Ashley agreed, with far less enthusiasm. “And bacon.”

“Because bacon makes everything better.”

“Not everything.”

“Everything!”

“We can agree to disagree. Just so long as I don’t have to pick bacon bits off my plate.”

“Don’t you worry, Ash. The meat is all isolated. I know your preferences.”

“Much obliged.”

“Here’s your morning cup.” Emma set a steaming mug on the counter.

“Thanks.” Clarke took a generous sip, which warmed his stomach. “Mm. I already feel more awake.”

“You’ve got good timing. I’m a few minutes from finishing round one.” Her eyes laughed at him. “Or perhaps it was bad timing? I was tempted to wake you up in the, um, ‘usual’ manner.”

“Naturally.” He glanced over the stacks of pancakes, the pile of toast glistening with butter, and the heaping mound of scrambled eggs. “That’s round one?”

“Sammy’s joining us for breakfast. She’s in the shower.”

“Ah. Never mind then.”

“I have enough ingredients for rounds two and three, just in case.”

“Is Brooke around somewhere?”

“She went for a run. Should be back any⁠—”

The wolf girl barged in through the front door like a force of nature.

“Hey, bitches! When do we—” She froze when she saw Clarke. Her gray tank top and jogging shorts left her firm midriff and long legs exposed. After a few moments of indecision, she smiled and gave him a demure wave of her fingers. “Morning, Clarke.”

“Good morning. You have an enjoyable run?”

“Decent enough. I did some laps around the complex. Not much else I could do around here. Can I get something to drink?”

“Got you covered.” Emma set a perspiring glass of ice water down on the counter.

“Thanks!” Brooke gulped the water so fast some of it dribbled down her neck.

“Great, everyone’s here!” Sammy walked in wearing a black bra and panties as she toweled off her hair. Her skin was a pale Caucasian pink, and she removed the towel to reveal a wild pixie cut of damp red hair. “When do we eat?”

“Very soon.” Emma heaped the bacon onto an empty plate. “Clarke, would you mind helping me serve everyone?”

“Not at all.”

He carried the toast and scrambled eggs over to the dinner table, followed by two plates of pancakes. Emma added the plate of bacon to the spread, then poured coffee and orange juice for everyone.

“Damn, Clarke,” Sammy said, sitting down. “You eat like this every day?”

“Not every day, but often enough. Emma enjoys cooking.”

“She even put chocolate chips in the pancakes!” Sammy served herself a stack of five flapjacks and drenched them in maple syrup. “Now this is my kind of breakfast! Would you be willing to cook like this after you move in?”

“If you’ll let me.”

“Let you? I’d pay you cook for me!”

Emma giggled. “That won’t be necessary.”

The group settled in for breakfast, filling the apartment with content munching and the clinking of silverware. Emma ate a small serving of scrambled eggs, then returned to the kitchen to prepare the next wave of pancakes for Sammy.

“Anyone have plans for the weekend?” the slime girl asked around a mouthful of toast.

“I’m going to check back in at The Establishment,” Brooke said. “Besides that, nothing.”

“You want to move in with me?”

“Not today. I need time to sort through all my junk and start packing. Maybe Sunday?”

“Works for me.”

“I can help out, too,” Clarke said.

Brooke froze, her yellow eyes growing wide.

“Is your place really that bad?” he asked.

“Yes?” she replied, more a question than an answer.

“How messy can it be?”

“Well …”

“Do you expect me to think less of you after I see your messy apartment?”

“Yes?”

“Brooke, we all plan to live under the same roof. Everyone has their quirks, and none of us are perfect.”

“Speak for yourself!” Sammy blurted out.

“Okay, well, besides Sammy, none of us are perfect. My point is any relationship comes with adjustments. A little give and a little take. I’m pretty sure I can manage a bit of give when it comes to your messes.”

“You sure?”

“I’m positive.”

“Okay.” The wolf girl smiled tentatively, and her tail wagged. “You can help me move, then.”

“That’s one down.” Sammy pointed a fork at Ashley. “What about you? Want to move in this weekend?”

“Won’t one of us cause more than enough commotion?”

“Doubt it. Come on. How much stuff do you need to haul? I bet we can fit it all in a shoebox.”

“I’m still busy with the grimoire. Maybe next weekend.”

“If you insist.” Sammy aimed the fork at Emma. “How about you?”

“Not this weekend. I have a few leads I want to try.”

“Gotcha.” Sammy speared a bacon strip. “Brooke, looks like you’re it. Just let us know when you want to start hauling your junk over.”

“Sure thing.”

“Emma,” Clarke said, “I wasn’t aware you had any leads other than your parents.”

“Don’t get your hopes up. I rank our chances as slim to none. Still, I’d rather try something over sitting on my butt. The problem we face is we can only approach a very narrow selection of clientele. People we trust not to blab to the vampires or who’ll work with us without knowing who we are. It’s too bad we can’t put a better face forward—something that would attract more attention—but this is what we’ve got to work with.”

“Yeah.” Clarke sighed, nodding. But then something Emma had said tickled his brain, and he snapped his fingers. “Wait a second. That’s it, Emma!”

Everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to him.

“We need a better face!” he continued. “Or perhaps ‘front’ is the better word. We don’t need to approach people ourselves. As you said, there are too many problems to deal with—trust issues running in both directions. We need an intermediary to handle those initial connections for us.”

“I know,” Emma said. “And that’s what we hoped my parents would do for us. But they flat out turned us down.”

“Yes, but they’re not the only option. There’s another group we could try, one that we’ve already done business with. They know who we are, what we’re capable of, and we can absolutely trust their discretion. I can’t believe we didn’t think of this earlier!”

“Wait a second.” Emma’s brow wrinkled with concern. “You don’t mean …”

“Yes! The Coven of the Ashen Flower!”


Six


Clarke pulled up to a stately two-story home with dormer windows and an immaculate lawn that looked nothing like a stereotypical home for witches. A cute, beady-eyed Maltese sat on the porch, its pink tongue hanging out as if eager to bestow doggy kisses on any friendly visitors.

Despite its mundane appearance, the entire building bristled with overlapping magics—both fresh and faded with age—and Clarke had already seen some of the weird and powerful forces it contained.

“Are you okay with this?” Emma asked from the roadster’s passenger seat.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Because the last time we conducted business here, it cost you your firstborn. I didn’t see the problem, but you were a touch conflicted on the point.”

“What’s done is done.” Clarke opened the car door and climbed out. Emma joined him on the path over to the porch. “This is new business. Completely separate.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“The worst she can do is tell us no.”

“Or say yes and charge you another kid. She has two other daughters.”

“We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it.”

He tapped the doorbell, but then frowned at the button and pulled his hand away. He rubbed two fingers together, wondering at the sensations tingling across them.

“Something wrong?” Emma asked.

“There was a spell on the button. My ability to detect magic keeps getting sharper, and sometimes it takes me by surprise.”

“What’d the spell feel like?”

“Cold, sterile. All hard stone and sharp edges, but with a strange afterglow of petals.”

“Sounds like a Ward of some kind. I’m not surprised. Any witch worth her grimoire can turn her home into a fortress, and this is Lady Grey we’re dealing with.”

Hepatica Grey answered the door, wearing a teal blouse over white slacks, her halfmoon glasses hanging from a strap around her neck. She studied them with violet eyes, her platinum blonde hair tied back into a long braid. She was somewhere between her late thirties and early forties, and the blouse’s plunging V-neck revealed the shapely heft of her breasts.

Clarke could practically smell the magic radiating off her.

“J.B. Clarke and Emma Rose.” Hepatica smiled at them, though the gesture held no warmth. “A pleasure to see you again. And so soon, too.”

“Lady Grey,” Clarke replied with a curt nod.

“Please, Hepatica will do. We’re all friends here.” She raised her halfmoon glasses. “Looking very human this time. I can’t even tell you’re a blood knight.”

“Thank you for pointing out the issue last time.”

“My pleasure.” She let her glasses drop. “I’ve been following your activities with some interest. Four dead vampires? Not a bad start, but don’t get used to it. Your luck will eventually run out.”

“That’s one reason why we’re here.”

“Indeed?”

“We have a proposal to make. May we come in?”

“Clarke, you should know you’re always welcome in my home. If, for no other reason than one of my daughters carries the fruit of your loins.” Hepatica swung the door open. “Please, come in.”

“Thank you.”

Hepatica led them down the stairs to a basement cluttered with evidence of her trade: potion-brewing workstations equipped with Bunsen burners, beakers, and elaborate glass tubing; bookshelves stacked with carefully labeled reagents and heavy leatherbound books (proper spell books); and the faded remains of two magic circles recently chalked onto the stone floor. Some of the symbols still glowed with latent power.

The witch sat down at the head of a long, wooden table, and Clarke and Emma joined her.

“Your message was a bit vague,” Hepatica said. “But I confess to being intrigued. Please, let’s hear this proposal of yours.”

“It’s a partnership of sorts,” Clarke said. “One we can both benefit from.”

“A partnership, you say?” Hepatica grinned wickedly. “Do tell. I am all ears.”

“As you have repeatedly pointed out, there’s only so much Broken Fang can accomplish on its own safely.”

“Correct. Your goals are noble but out of your reach.”

“For now. Let’s call that the long game. At present, we need to focus on the short game: building the team, establishing connections, securing alliances with like-minded individuals. That sort of thing.”

“Which is hard to do for a group of college-aged unknowns, even if they have four dead vampires in their closet.”

“That’s why we’d like to team up with an established entity, one with the connections we lack.” Clarke dipped his head forward. “The Coven of the Ashen Flower, for example.”

“Sounds great for you, but why would I agree to this?”

“Because there are problems you can’t solve, people in need you are forced to turn away, either because you lack the resources to help them or because the risks are too great. You and your daughters can only do so much, and those lives aren’t something you’d willingly sacrifice.”

“But yours can be?”

“Let’s simply say we’re willing to take on nastier challenges.” Clarke flashed a dark smile. “Such as the occasional vampire or one of their familiars.”

“Hmm.” Hepatica rapped her fingers on the table. “You’re more observant than I give you credit for. It’s true I regularly turn away requests, and much of that is because I’m loath to place my daughters in danger.” She let out a long sigh. “They’re capable witches, all three of them, but there are terrors lurking in the dark corners of the world. It would be nice to have access to a … group of exterminators, let’s say, who could handle these more difficult tasks.”

“Which is where we would come in.”

“I remain intrigued, Clarke. Against my better judgment, I might add.”

“Still worried I’ll go out in a blaze of glory someday?”

“Shouldn’t I be? You’re descended from the greatest line of vampire slayers the world has ever seen. Whether you seek your fate or that fate comes to you is of no consequence. Both paths terminate at the same point—your death.”

“But you still want me on your team.”

“I do.” She breathed those words more than said them. “To have a blood knight at my disposal …” She sat forward. “All right, let’s talk specifics. You need someone who can arrange and organize your activities while providing suitable cover from vampiric inquiries. It would also be nice if someone kept an eye out for you, made sure you didn’t blunder into dangers you’re not ready for yet.”

“You’ve more or less summed up the problem.”

“The Ashen Flowers can do all that and more. Mages, by our nature, sit outside the vampiric world order. We operate along the margins, protected from the hexes and control spells vampires love to rain down on the general populace. And, because of that, demihumans in need come to us for help. Sometimes we can give it, sometimes we can’t.”

“‘Give’?”

“All right. Sell it.” She flashed a wry grin. “There are jobs we can send your way. You’ll receive a commission, of course. Let’s say, a thirty percent cut.”

“That low?”

“You’re still young and inexperienced, which will limit what we can take on through this partnership. This is a long-term investment, one I expect will pay off handsomely, but it’ll take time and effort before we reach that point. Still, you have tremendous potential, and we can help you realize that by feeding you the jobs that will build both your skills and reputation. You’ll get more out of this than just a payday.”

Clarke glanced over to Emma, who nodded. He turned back to the witch.

“We accept thirty percent.”

“Excellent. I can draw up the contract tonight. This first one will be provisional. Say, for three jobs. A simple test of our business arrangement, after which we can see where we stand and, if this works the way I expect it to, enter into a permanent partnership. Sound good?”

“Very.”

“You’ll also need a handler. Someone to manage your jobs and act as the coven’s point of contact for your team.”

“That won’t be you?”

She laughed pleasantly. “I’m far too busy to oversee everything. One of my daughters will act as our liaison.”

One of your … oh.

Clarke felt a knot form in the pit of his stomach. He should have expected this.

Hepatica pulled out her phone and selected one of her recent calls. It rang several times.

“Wha-a-a-a-at?”

“Ixia, dear. Would you mind coming down to the basement? There’s some family business we need to discuss.”

“Yes, I mind! I’m in the middle of a match!”

Hepatica rested her cheek on a fist. “What’s eating your siege tanks this time, love?”

“Nothing, because I’m using a marine, marauder, medivac build with a few widow mines thrown in to keep my opponent honest. The only problem is, he keeps melting my army with his disruptors!”

Hepatica muted the call and gave Clarke a desperate look.

“Clarke, you’re about her age. You have any idea what the hell she’s talking about?”

“I believe she’s in the middle of a contentious match of Starcraft II. Sounds like she’s playing a Terran bio build but is running up against a Protoss player using lots of AOE attacks.”

Hepatica nodded slowly, but her eyes didn’t convey any sense of understanding. She frowned as she unmuted the call.

“Ixia, dear?”

“Wha-a-at?”

“I know you’re in the middle of a … contentious match of Starcraft II and that your … Terran bio build is struggling against your Protoss opponent’s … AOE attacks. But I would really appreciate it if you came down to the basement as soon as possible. It’s important. I wouldn’t interrupt you if it wasn’t.”

The line was silent for long, awkward seconds.

“Ixia, dear?”

“Who are you, and what have you done with my mother?”

“Ixia—”

“Fine. Fine! I’ll be right down.”

“Thank you.” Hepatica ended the call.

Clarke and Emma twisted around in their chairs, and soon the young witch stomped her way down the stairs.

Ixia Grey was a slender woman with long, straight hair bleached ghost-white. She wore black lipstick and dark eyeshadow around her violet eyes, and a single black tear fell from her left eye. Her clothing was all black: long-sleeve shirt with horizontal gaps slashed through to reveal her lacy bra, a miniskirt around narrow hips, and elaborate black stockings that ended in ankle-high boots. Silver rings and studs adorned her ears, eyebrows, and fingers, and a silver necklace hung around her neck.

“Okay, mom. What’s all the fuss abou-o-o-oh …” She trailed off when she caught sight of Clarke.

“Hello, Ixia.” He rose to greet the young witch carrying his child. “Long time no see.”
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“You sure we can’t help you?” Clarke asked as Ixia erased select segments from one of the magic circles.

“No worries! I’m good!” She inserted a stake into a hole at the former circle’s center, then spooled out a length of string with a piece of chalk tied to the end. She double-checked the length, then began adding new circles.

“I can start on the runes,” Emma said. “You just need to tell me what to draw.”

“No new runes,” Ixia said, head down, engrossed in her work.

“Then what’s the circle for?”

“I need a medium to buffer excess mana. I could handle it without the circle, but this’ll be easier.”

“Handle what, exactly?” Clarke asked.

“Your disguise.”

“But I already have one. Your mother can’t even tell I’m a blood knight anymore.”

“True, but we need to make you presentable for coven business. We can’t put you in front of customers as a regular human. No one would take you seriously, but we also can’t tell them you’re a blood knight. Hence, the obvious compromise is we pretend you’re a mage. A warlock, to be precise, since there’s some overlap with the look-and-feel of your blood magic. Should make the disguise quite convincing.”

“You’re going to overwrite the spell Ashley put on me?”

“Ashley is …?”

“The celestial in his harem,” Emma said, which prompted a quick side eye from Clarke, and a shrug from the succubus. “What? We’re in business with them. No point in keeping secrets. Besides, the witches would figure it out on their own eventually.”

“You sure she’s an angel,” Ixia asked, “and not a mage with crazy-good magic?”

“Pretty sure,” Clarke said.

“Glowing halo? Summonable wings?”

“Yep, though the halo’s cracked.”

“Wow. My mom is going to flip out when she hears this!”

“Flip out in a good way or a bad one?”

“Not sure. I’ll let you know. Anyway, I’m not replacing her Concealment spell, which is really good, by the way. What I’m actually going to do is poke a few select holes in it. Let the right kinds of magic leak out.”

She finished creating a series of tight, concentric rings, then pressed her hand against the center. The rings began to glow faintly.

“Okay. I’m ready. Step into the circle, please.”

Clarke did so, and Ixia rose and placed her hands on his shoulders. Magic glowed within the circle and flowed around his body, carrying the sensations of mercury, silver, smoke, and flower petals.

“This must be awkward for you,” he said, watching her concentrate.

“What makes you say that?”

“You’re deliberately avoiding eye contact with me.”

“I’m sorry.” Ixia frowned, then slowly tilted her head up and met his gaze.

“Hey, there,” he said softly.

“I didn’t expect to see you again.” She shrugged her narrow shoulders. “And then my mom sprang this on me and, I guess, I’m still processing. Does that make sense?”

“It does.”

“I missed you. Like, really missed you. So much it hurts.” She glanced away. “Did you miss me?”

“Honestly, I’ve tried to put the price your mother charged out of my mind.”

“I see.” She sighed. “I understand.”

He caught Emma in the corner of his eye making a “give more” gesture.

“But,” he continued, “that doesn’t mean I haven’t thought of you. And yes, I have missed you.”

Ixia’s face lit up at those words, and she smiled at him.

“You’re the mother of my child,” he added. “How could I not? And speaking of which, how’s the baby coming along?”

“I’m eight weeks in. I feel tired a lot, and I have to take a potion to stave off the morning sickness. That part sucks.” She let go of one shoulder and rubbed her flat stomach. “I’m not showing yet, but that’ll come soon enough. Baby should be about the size of a lemon by now.”

“Sounds like everything’s on track.”

“Yep. Don’t you worry. I’ll take good care of myself and my very important passenger.”

“I know you will.” He grimaced. “All so the child can be raised by a totally different family of mages, far away from the father”—he looked into Ixia’s eyes—“and mother.”

“We knew where this led when we spent that night together.”

“I know. It still hurts.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. None of this is your fault.”

“You blame my mom?”

“No.” He shook his head. “She wants to preserve my bloodline. I don’t blame her for playing the extra-long game.”

“There’s still a way, don’t forget,” Ixia said softly, coming close.

“A long shot. A very long shot.”

“Better than no shot at all.”

“Right. All I have to do is free humanity from its vampiric yoke and we’ll be granted the privilege to raise our own child.”

“If anyone can do it, it’s you.” She leaned forward and kissed him, her lips soft as silk against his. No tongue, no heat, just a deep, tender longing.

She broke the kiss and gazed at him.

“Was that part of your spell?” he asked.

“Nah.” Her violet eyes sparkled with mischief. “I was done over a minute ago.”
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Ixia set three folders on the table then sorted them into a row by color: green, yellow, and red. Clarke and Emma sat down with her.

“Here are all the open jobs our coven knows about.” Ixia opened the green folder and leafed through a set of contracts paperclipped or stapled to additional material. “These are jobs the coven has accepted and needs to finish. Completed jobs are in a different folder. Anyway, most of these are being worked on already, so we can probably set them aside.”

“Makes sense,” Clarke said. “If you’re comfortable doing the work, what do you need us for? If we’re going to show our value, we should be tasked with jobs you wouldn’t normally accept.”

“My thinking exactly.” Ixia closed the green folder and shifted the yellow and red folders forward. “These are requests without formal contracts. Yellow means we can’t do the work right now but will consider it in the future. Red means we’re giving it a hard pass, though that doesn’t mean we drop the request entirely. We’ll still try to connect the client with someone who can solve their problem.

“Either of these folders are fair game for your group, though I recommend we start by reviewing what’s in the yellow folder. Some of the stuff in the red folder is downright nasty, and I’d like to get a feel for how your group performs before I throw you into the deep end.”

“Seems reasonable,” Clarke said. “Let’s have a look.”

Ixia opened the yellow folder and picked up the first sheet.

“Got a request for potion production from the Azure Brotherhood. A lot of rejuvenation decoctions with a few aphrodisiacs thrown in.” Ixia sniffed and gave them a little headshake. “Typical.”

“Not really a service we provide.”

“Yeah, that’s more me and my sisters, though harvesting the ingredients can be a pain.” Ixia set the sheet aside and picked up the next one. “Looks like the SAA and Lovers Without Borders are in a tiff again. SAA claims the Lovers are intruding on their territory while offering ‘free samples.’ They’re seeking a third party to mediate their dispute.”

“SAA?”

“Succubus Addicts Anonymous.”

“Pass. Sounds like more trouble than it’s worth.”

“You’re probably right.” Ixia retrieved the next sheet. “This one could be interesting. Got a request from Jason Abernathy, an elf and one of Reed River Park’s rangers. Says here there’s been an uptick in arcane pollution coming down the river. He wants us to get to the bottom of it.”

“Any idea what’s causing the pollution?”

“Not without analyzing the water and inspecting any mana residue along the shoreline. Could be as simple as a mage clan getting careless or as dire as two vampires upriver engaged in full vendetta. Sometimes they dump bodies in the river without clearing away the spells. The magic rots right alongside the corpses. No way to be sure until we look.”

“Let’s set that one aside as a maybe.”

“All right.” Ixia started a new pile with the sheet and picked up the next one. “Got a request to Ward a new restaurant. My sister Hyacinth would normally be all over that one, but her plate is already full. I take it that one doesn’t interest you?”

“Ashley can apply Wards, but we’d rather have a job that plays to our strengths.”

“Figured. Let’s see what else we got.” She leafed through the pages. “Potions, potions, more potions. Ah! This could be a good one. Request comes from a Jeremy North. He’s a big name in the shifter community. Seems an unknown creature is terrorizing one of his construction sites, and he wants it dead and gone.”

Clarke glanced over at Emma, who waggled her eyebrows at him.

“What do you say?” Ixia looked up from the sheet.

“Sounds like a winner to me. Where do we start?”


Seven


“Please understand, Miss Grey, I meant no offense!”

Jeremy North, clad in a hardhat and reflective vest, walked alongside Ixia and Clarke while Emma, Brooke, Sammy, and Ashley followed a few paces back. All of them had been supplied with matching safety apparel.

The construction site consisted of red clay around a long concrete pad, upon which the metal bones of a three-story warehouse were slowly taking form. Work crews bustled about the structure, their flatbed trucks laden with I-beams and prefabricated trusses while cranes shifted material into position. Welders sparked and power tools whined farther down the building where trusses had already been shifted into position, and even more crews ran electrical cables through utility troughs recessed into the concrete pad or worked to secure wall panels along one side. A sign read: Future Site of Fresburn Incorporated!

All of the work crews were shifters: werebears mostly, but with a few werewolves and a wereboar thrown into the mix. Most stuck to their hybrid forms, but a few used their full shifted strength, which had the side effect of making their hardhats and vests look absolutely ridiculous.

“I had no idea Mr. Clarke and his associates were working with your coven,” Jeremy continued, his deep voice carrying over the din of activity. “Had I known, I would have never treated them so disrespectfully. You have my word on that.”

“That’s quite all right, Mr. North,” Ixia replied smoothly, any hint of nervousness gone as she conducted business for the coven. “Clarke and his team are a relatively new addition, but I assure you they’re quite a capable lot.”

“No doubt! They’re working with the Ashen Flowers. I would expect nothing less!”

“And you understand our desire for discretion?”

“Of course!” Jeremy turned to Clarke. “Running afoul of the vampires can place anyone in a tricky situation, even a warlock such as yourself. But rest easy. We in the North family are friends of the Ashen Flowers, and, as our patriarch, I extend that same courtesy to you as well.”

“Thank you, Mr. North,” Clarke said with a slight dip of his head. “Now, what can you tell us about this nuisance of yours?”

“It’s a bit more than a nuisance, I’m afraid.” Jeremy smiled, perhaps a bit unsurely. “This way, please.”

The senior werebear led the party to the site’s southern fence, near the mostly complete end of the building. A simple roof of sheet metal had been erected over a staging area for material and equipment. Most of the construction site exuded a sense of controlled chaos—busy and hectic, yet organized all at once. This area wasn’t the same.

Wooden planks, cinder blocks, metal fixtures, tools, and other materials lay scattered haphazardly about, and the fence was warped and twisted in several places.

Though not breached or cut, Clarke noted.

“We’ve had a visitor,” Jeremy began. “Comes here at night. From the south, we believe. We don’t know what it is or what it wants, but it’s affecting us. So much so, I’ve struggled to keep this site staffed. I’m offering hazard pay to keep the project on schedule, but even that’s little more than a band aid. Some workers—including two of my sons—are refusing to work here at all.”

“They’re afraid to show up on site?” Clarke glanced back at the building. “There must be over a dozen shifters here. What are they afraid of?”

“It’s not what happens during the day that worries them.” Jeremy crossed arms over his broad chest. “But at night.”

“You have a night shift?”

“No, but something about this place follows them home. Restless nights, cold sweats for no reasons, terrible nightmares followed by weakness, lethargy, or unexplained illnesses. The list goes on and on, too numerous and consistent for me to dismiss out of hand. Something is affecting the people who work here, infecting or draining them in some way, and I lack the means to stop it.”

“Does the creature have a scent?” Ixia asked.

“None we can detect. Even our werewolves failed to detect a trail, and they were fully shifted when they tried.”

“Curious. A Concealment spell, perhaps?”

“Or the creature doesn’t have a smell,” Clarke suggested. “Are there any signs of activity besides the mess in the staging area?”

“We’ve had similar disturbances elsewhere.” Jeremy picked up a hammer and tossed it into an open tool chest. “But those get cleaned up as we work. This area is more or less as we found it this morning, which is why I thought you’d want to see it.”

Clarke knelt and picked up a power drill. Magic covered the tool like a layer of pond scum: cold, damp, clammy, and somehow sickly as well. As if simply touching the object might sap the strength from his bones.

But there was something else he detected: the taste of iron. As disgusting as licking a rusty nail.

The telltale sign of vampiric magic.

“A vampire is behind this.” Clarke set the tool down and stood up.

“Are you sure?” Ixia placed her hand on the same tool. “No, you’re right. There’s a residue of vampiric magic.”

“A vampire?” Jeremy’s nostrils flared.

“Without a doubt.” Ixia grabbed another tool, then placed her hands on the cinder block pile. “It’s everywhere. Like a film, a magic malaise coating the site. Feels like … Mana Drain, maybe? Hard for me to tell. Whatever it is, the coven can clear it, but we need to find and eliminate the source first.”

“Which is where we come in.” Clarke declared confidently.

“We’d appreciate any aid you can provide,” Jeremy said.

“Have you had any dealings with vampires recently?” Ixia asked. “Been approached by one demanding tribute? Any reason why one might have taken an interest in you or your company?”

“Certainly not! We Norths keep clear of the damn bloodsuckers.”

“I’m sure you try, but you may have crossed paths with one and didn’t realize it.” Ixia rubbed her chin, then turned to Clarke. “Or there’s another possibility. We have four dead vampires in the area, and any one of them could have a lair nearby. If so, the magic binding their summons may have begun to break down.”

“Does it come out every night?” Clarke asked.

“As far as we can tell,” Jeremy said. “We find material and tools out of place nearly every day.”

“Then we can start by staking out the place.” Clarke looked around, then pointed to a nearby hill. “There. We’ll set up amongst those trees and keep watch on the construction site during the night. If anything shows up, we move in and trounce it.”

“That work for you, Mr. North?” Ixia asked.

“Absolutely! The more trouncing involved, the better!”

“Wonderful.” Ixia’s violet eyes gleamed with purpose. “Let’s leave Clarke’s team to their task while you and I discuss your down payment.”
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Clarke and the rest of Broken Fang arrived an hour before sunset and took position atop the hill overlooking the construction site. A few trees capped the shallow rise, and they hid underneath the canopy of low branches, crouched atop beds of dead leaves.

The floodlights were on, and pools of light bathed the site, providing enough illumination to catch any intruder.

Clarke and the ladies settled in for a long, boring night. This wasn’t their first stakeout, and Emma had prepared thermoses of hot soup and coffee while Sammy brought a backpack stuffed with snacks. Emma and Ashley each took turns keeping watch, scanning the area intermittently with Emma’s binoculars while Clarke, Brooke, and Sammy whiled away the hours.

His phone buzzed a few hours after dark, and he checked the incoming call, shielding the light produced by the screen with his body.

“It’s Hepatica,” he told the others quietly, then raised the phone to his ear. “Hello. Clarke here.”

“When were you going to tell me?!” the witch blurted.

“Uh, tell you what?”

“That you know an angel!”

“Oh, that.”

“You can’t keep something this important to yourself!”

“You sound excited.”

“Do you have any idea how rare it is for an angel to visit this plane?”

“Not really. I’m still new to all of this, remember?”

“Rare! Extremely rare! Vanishingly rare!”

“Okay. So?”

“I’ve searched our records all evening, and I can’t find a single instance of our coven encountering an angel in person. We’ve talked to some, but those spells are a bit more involved than a video conference, if you know what I mean.”

“Okay?”

“I had to reach out to a few of our allied clans, and the most recent record any of us have is over twenty years old. Do you have any idea how big this is?”

“Not really.”

“Angel feathers have so many uses! We’ve been working off a finite supply for decades. Do you think she’ll let us have a few? Even one would be a monumental boon!”

“Not sure. Hang on.” He slid over to the angel and tapped her on the shoulder. “Hey, Ashley?”

“Yes?” She lowered the binoculars and sat up.

“Hepatica’s on the phone. She’s asking for some feathers. Is that a big deal for you?”

“Hold on.” She reached behind her back, made a plucking gesture, and handed him a single flawless feather. “Is this what she wants?”

“Probably.” He looked around for some place to store the feather and eventually decided on the front pocket of Emma’s backpack. It gave off a faint glow as he zipped it up. He brought the phone back to his ear. “She gave me one feather.”

“She’s there?”

“Well, yeah. We’re all staked out at the construction site. Didn’t Ixia tell you?”

“How difficult is she to talk to? Are there any special rites that need to be observed when speaking to her?”

“No, you just strike up a conversation like normal.”

“But she’s an angel!”

“I think you’re making a bigger deal out of this than it warrants. You even met her once. Blonde hair, looks like a supermodel. Ring any bells?”

“That was her? But I thought she was human!”

“Surprise.”

“Oh my gosh! Did I offend her?”

“Don’t think so. You want to ask her yourself? She’s right here. I can literally just hand the phone over to her.”

“I don’t know if that’s such a good⁠—”

“Hold that thought.” He lowered the phone. “Hey, Ashley.”

“Yes?” She lowered the binoculars again. “What is it? I’m trying to keep watch.”

“Sorry to bug you, but Hepatica would really like to speak with you.”

She sighed and held out her hand. He gave her the phone and she raised it to her ear.

“Hello?” Ashley’s eyes darted around. Clarke could hear the faint murmur of Hepatica’s words in the background. “Yes … yes … yes? … yes.” She frowned as the witch spoke to her at length, then followed with, “Agreed. I’ll let the others know. Thank you. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get back to work.”

She closed the call and handed the phone back.

“What was that about?” Clarke asked.

“Our commission has been raised to fifty percent.”

Clarke goggled at the angel. “Just like that?”

“We’ve gone up in her estimation, apparently. Also, I’ve agreed to provide the coven with a few of my feathers.”

“You comfortable providing those?”

“They’re just feathers. I don’t mind.”

“Okay. Just be careful with what you promise them. I wouldn’t put it past Hepatica to pluck your wings bald.”
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“Got something!” Emma waved Clarke up to the edge of the branches. He crawled over to her and took the offered binoculars.

“What am I looking for?”

“There, by the staging area. See the mist?”

He raised the binoculars and studied the thick, white mist oozing through the chain link fence, rustling it as if it had far more physical presence than a mere curtain of fog. It congregated in the roofed staging area. Tools and slats of wood began to levitate.

“Is the monster hiding in the mist?” Clarke asked.

“No,” Emma whispered. “The mist is the monster.”

“A living mist.” Ashley slid up beside them. “I should have guessed it’d be something like this.”

“Living mists will seep into inanimate objects, taking control of them,” Emma explained. “The process leaves behind an aura of corruption, which would explain the malaise infecting this place. The main body is resistant to physical harm but doesn’t have much offensive power on its own. Expect it to use nearby loose objects to fight you, which can work to your advantage. Bust up those objects, and it’ll feel it.”

“So, hit monster or whatever it grabs until monster stops moving.”

“Basically.”

“That we can do.” Clarke glanced over his shoulder. “You ready, ladies?”

“Just about.” Sammy stripped down to her black bra and panties. Her skin became pink with a subtle liquid sheen, and her eyes glowed in the dark.

Brooke hunched in the shadows, limbs extending, shoulders broadening. Brown fur erupted from her exposed skin, and her fingernails transformed into vicious scythes. Her feet and toes grew, completing her digitigrade legs, and her jaw lengthened into a wolfish snout. Teeth grew to fill the gaps. She clapped her powerful jaws shut and shook out her head. If she stood up straight, she would have been over seven feet tall.

“Ready,” Brooke growled, her voice an octave deeper.

“All right. Let’s go kill us a monster.”

Clarke pushed the branches aside and rose. He cast Sanguine Shield followed by Summon Thirstblade. Red lightning scintillated across his body as his defenses took form, and a scarlet sword ignited in his right hand. He charged down the hill, slow at first, but gathering speed with Brooke and Sammy only a few steps behind him.

He reached the base of the hill, cast a weak version of Fly and took a giant, floating leap past the fence. Brooke vaulted over the barrier, and Sammy stretched one arm to pull herself over the top.

The mist slid around the staging area, moving in the absence of wind until it froze, settling, almost as if it were hunkering down. Loose stones, tools, and wooden boards trembled. Clarke charged in, sword cutting down through the mist, leaving a livid scar in the air.

The mist exhaled like a gust of wind, and its edges quivered, retreating. Brooke leaped into the thick of it, claws gleaming in the floodlights. She mauled the air, and ethereal ribbons dropped wetly to the ground.

The air thinned and cooled, as if a thousand breaths were being drawn all at once, and the mist retreated further, condensing, coalescing. Gathering about the staging area. Tools and cinder blocks and wooden boards rose into the air, then began to swirl in a circle.

Clarke cut through a board then sliced a grinder in half. Sammy formed her hands into pink mallets and smashed a sawzall to bits while Brooke lacerated her way through the mist.

The wind blew outward in a series of short bursts, almost like laughter from some eldritch beyond, and the debris clumped together to form humanoid shapes. Boards and blocks joined into limbs, and power tools clanked in place as substitutes for hands and heads.

Drills, saws, and grinders whirred to life.

Clarke cut through one of the ramshackle bodies. It split down the middle. The pieces re-formed, and more junk slotted into place.

But the red wound cut by his blade remained, throbbing in the air and fading slowly.

“Keep smashing?” Sammy asked, raising her cartoonishly large fists like a boxer.

“Keep smashing!” Clarke answered, and cut down another puppet made of junk. The severed halves convulsed on the ground, and more debris clumped onto them until they possessed enough limbs to rise back up.

Brooke lifted a junk puppet over her head and ripped it in two. She threw one half and then the other, knocking two more puppets to the ground with a clatter of wood and stone. Sammy leaped onto one and flattened its tools with mallet strikes.

Another puppet formed, and its head whooshed with a bright flame.

“Oh, shit!” Sammy backed away. “Fire. Fire!”

“Acetylene torch!” Clarke said. “Back away, Sammy! I’ll handle it!”

“Don’t need to tell me twice!” Sammy backpedaled, her slime nature leaving her more flammable than most.

Clarke studied the torch puppet as it lurched toward him with no more dexterity than a common zombie. Two heavy cylinders rattled within its chest, each with pressure gauges at the neck valves.

Pressurized fuel, he thought. No way I’m cutting through that safely.

He backed away from the torch puppet and checked his surroundings. The mist had constructed nine puppets, including the one with the torch, each in varying states of disrepair. They were scattered, their attention divided amongst the three members of Broken Fang.

The torch puppet shambled forward, and an idea came to him.

“Drive them together!” Clarke shouted. “Get them to bunch up near the staging area!”

“You got it!” Brooke grabbed a junk puppet by the chest, claws sinking into cinderblocks. She hurled it overhand as if it were nothing more than a baseball. It slammed into another puppet, and both dropped to the ground.

Sammy sprinted around back, staying clear of the torch’s flame. She tripped a junk puppet with her stretched arm, then looped her limb around its torso and chucked it toward the staging area.

Clarke shoulder-tackled the torch puppet. It folded over, head flame licking across his arm. His shield crackled red, and heat flashed across his skin, but his arcane defenses held firm. The torch puppet dropped to the ground, and he grabbed a handle built into the two tanks. He ran forward and flung the puppet into the growing pile.

“Back away!” he snapped, then cast Fly and leaped high into the air.

Clarke sailed high overhead. He reached the zenith of his leap and pulled his sword back, readying it like a coiled spring, ethereal energy gathering in the blade. He spent a portion of his vitality and fed his blood magic with the life force it hungered for. A wealth of spells unlocked for his use, energized and primed.

He cast Scarlet Slash and swung.

The thirstblade carved through the air, leaving a rip of scarlet in its wake, and a matching mark cleaved the torch puppet in two. The acetylene tanks ruptured, exploding with a deafening crack, and the blast sent puppets flying and lifted the roof into the air.

The living mist split the night with a horrible, pained shriek. Broken bits of wood, stone, and tools rained across the construction site, and what remained of the puppets fell apart. The mist creature recoiled from the staging area, its body thickening as it retreated through the chain link fence.

Clarke touched down with one foot, and then the other. A brief flash of dizziness came over him, brought on by expense of his magic, but it soon passed. He kept his eyes locked on the creature as it retreated across an open plain south of the construction site.

Sammy walked up beside him and planted a hand on his shoulder.

“That was anime as hell! All it needed was some dramatic slow mo and our theme song playing in the background.”

“Do we even have a theme song?” Brooke asked, joining them.

“Not yet, but I’m sure we can think of something. Maybe ‘WAP’ by Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion?” She nudged Clarke with an elbow. “What do you say?”

“Not sure how I feel about ‘Wet Ass Pussy’ being our theme song,” he replied dryly.

“Are we letting it get away?” Brooke asked, her eyes on the monster as it fled.

“Not a chance.” Clarke gave her a cunning smile. “That thing was summoned by a vampire, which means it’s falling back to a lair. Brooke, I need you to follow that thing. Track it to whatever hole it crawls into.”

“You got it. And once we have it cornered?”

“We finish it off.”
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The lair’s entrance proved to be little more than a rectangular hole in the ground next to an ancient, dead tree, its mighty trunk broken and gutted by decay and covered in moss. A wooden door covered the hole, camouflaged with dirt and dead leaves. Brooke tore it off its hinges and tossed it aside, revealing a set of dark stairs.

Clarke swept his flashlight over the entrance, joining beams from Sammy and Emma. Unlike the werewolf, they couldn’t see in the dark.

The mist monster was nowhere to be found.

“It’s down there,” Brooke said. “It went in, and nothing’s come out.”

“There could be another way out.” Clarke knelt by the entrance and placed a splayed hand against the first step. “Wards. Powerful ones, too.”

“Living mists aren’t exactly a beginner summon,” Emma said. “Given the skills that implies, this could be one of Heinrich’s lairs.”

“All the more reason to see what’s down there.” Clarke rose and brushed the leaves off his knee. “Any idea why the mist ventured outside?”

“Hunger, most likely,” Emma said. “If it’s Heinrich’s pet, then it hasn’t been fed in over a month.”

“Been snacking on the shifters instead?”

“Their mana, at least, which would explain their symptoms.”

Clarke nodded. “That also matches with the Mana Drain Ixia spotted in the malaise.”

“Right. The living mist could be spreading its corruption to drain the workers, using their strength for sustenance. But that won’t last. Eventually, it’ll grow ravenous, and when it does, someone’s going to die.”

“Then we kill it first.” He gestured to each of the ladies in turn. “Emma, Ashley, find a safe place to watch our backs. Brooke, take point. It’s dark down there, and you have the best eyesight.”

“No problem.”

“Actually, I have a better idea.” Ashley brought her hands close as if holding an invisible vase.

A pinprick of light materialized between her palms, brightening rapidly until it forced Clarke to squint. She spread her hands, and the orb darted down into the lair, leaving a sparkling trail in its wake. Motes of light gathered on the walls, and they all began to emit a soft glow.

“I used Shine, a close cousin of Illuminate,” Ashley explained. “The spell will embed itself into nearby surfaces, which will give off light for several hours. This also has the advantage of freeing up the hands holding your flashlights.”

“Nice. That’ll work.” Clarke switched off his flashlight and stuffed it in his backpack.

“Aww. But I wanted to show off!” Sammy spread her arms theatrically, a flashlight stuck between her breasts. “Who said anything about using my hands?”

“Ashley’s way is better.” Clarke summoned his thirstblade and headed in. “Come on.”

“All right, I’m coming.” Sammy switched off her flashlight but left it in her chest.

Clarke led the way down wooden stairs. The walls were shored up with planks, and a raw dampness pervaded the place, clinging to his skin. The path leveled off and widened into an underground corridor.

“Not much to look at,” Brooke whispered. “Is this really a pureblood’s lair?”

“I guess we’ll find out,” Clarke said.

They spread out, advancing down the corridor, wooden planks giving way to a concrete floor. The place was barren except for the metal door built into the wall at the far end.

Clarke approached the door cautiously and held out his hand, probing it for spells.

“Boobytrapped?” Brooke asked.

“Yep.” Clarke placed his hand on the surface, tasting its magic. “Iron, stone, and … gears? The sound of a train across railroad tracks? I don’t recognize the spell.” He turned to the others.

“Search me,” Sammy replied with a shrug. “I got nothing.”

“There’s always the direct approach.” Brooke flashed her claws.

“Well, there’s no doorknob, so our options are limited.” He backed away. “Go for it, Brooke.”

“You got it! One open door coming right up!”

The werewolf slashed at the door, claws cleaving through metal in a shower of sparks. She slashed it again, forming a ragged X across the middle, then gave it a firm kick. The door buckled, and the top piece clattered to the ground. Brooke shoved one triangle back and ripped its twin out of the wall.

“Lame trap, whatever it was.” Brooke tossed the fragment aside and stepped through. “Ooh! We’ve got treasure, and it’s super sketchy!”

Clarke followed her into a smaller chamber with a black steamer trunk sitting in the open, its lid sealed with heavy brass locks.

“Yeah, no way that’s legit,” he said. “Are mimics a thing?”

“Emma says they are,” Brooke replied. “I’ve never seen one, though.”

“Keep an eye on that trunk. If it sprouts legs and teeth, you flatten it.”

“Will do!”

He began a circuit of the outer wall and let the fingers of his free hand graze the dirt wall. He’d examined three quarters of the wall when the taste of iron tickled his senses.

“Got something.” He began to narrow his search. “Iron and … is that ink? Feels wrong, though, like it’s made from congealed blood. Heat, too, alongside a furious wind chased with shards of bone and black glass.” His eyes lit up. “I know what this is! Brooke, help me with the wall. Sammy, keep an eye on that trunk.”

Brooke dug through the dirt wall, excavating red clay until they found a small safe. She pulled it out, pinned it to the floor under one foot, and ripped its little door clean off.

“There it is!” Clarke reached inside and pulled out a heavy leatherbound tome.

“That a grimoire?” Sammy asked.

“Yes!” He stashed the book in his backpack. “And this one wasn’t meant for Heinrich’s decoy. Who knows what we’ll learn from it?”

“That’s great, but is anyone else wondering where the mist monster went?”

“Maybe …” Brooke jabbed one claw toward the steamer trunk.

“Not much else in the way of hiding places.” Clarke paced over to the trunk and drove his thirstblade into the trunk.

The trunk—no, the living mist shrieked, and the lid flew open hard enough to smack his forearm aside. Ornate, curved pieces of metal vomited out of the chest and sped toward Sammy. She dove out of the way, splashing into a pink puddle on the floor that slithered across until she reached Clarke and shlorped back into an upright human.

The bits of metal clanked together in rapid succession. Pauldrons latched onto the breast plate. Gauntlets connected with vambraces which then linked into the rerebraces. A horned visor landed atop the gorget, and the disparate pieces slotted together to form the top half of a suit of plate armor, enameled in black and gold.

So that was why it had chosen to hide in the chest—because it contained battle-friendly material for it to manipulate. Yet, that wasn’t all it planned to wield.

The broken pieces of the door twisted and re-formed into a huge battle axe in one gauntlet and a spiked mace in the other. The exit sealed itself off, and the armor sank backward into the clay, partially … embedding itself?

“Should we be hitting it?” Sammy asked.

“I’m still trying to figure out what it’s doing,” Brooke said.

Behind its suspended arms, the clay wall hardened into a solid terracotta slab with squared seams around the edges. The armor’s visor lit up with green fire, which chased down the arms and enveloped its weapons, transforming them into obsidian.

And then the entire wall advanced on them, slowly, but with crushing certainty.

“Yes, Sammy!” Clarke shouted. “We should be!”

The wall ground forward, arms whirling about, visor tilted forward. Clarke thrust with his thirstblade, but the possessed armor knocked it aside with a rapid twirl of its battle axe. Brooke rushed in after him and ripped her claws through the chest plate, but the armor smashed its mace into her shoulder, and bones cracked.

She staggered back, snarling, one arm hanging limp.

The wall continued its grinding advance.

Sammy looped an elongated arm around the haft of the mace and pulled, almost yanking it out of the armor’s gauntlet. The battle axes whirled about, slicing effortlessly through her forearm, and that piece of her dropped to the ground in a pink lump.

“We’re running out of space!” Brooke shouted over the grinding of dirt and stone.

Clarke’s back foot met the opposite wall, and he grimaced. He gritted his teeth and cast Sanguine Prison. His head swam as the magic burned through his life force, almost dropping him to his knees. Scarlet chains ensnared the moving wall, biting deeply into stone and metal, constricting ever tighter.

The wall’s advance slowed, but didn’t stop.

“Sammy, can you slip around the edges?” Clarke asked urgently.

“I can try!”

“Do it! See what you can do from the other side!”

Sammy dove forward, liquefying before she hit the ground. She slithered forward, a rippling pink puddle that seeped underneath the wall, leaving only her flashlight and undergarments behind.

Clarke held the Sanguine Prison, even as it drained him further. He added more chains, restricting the wall’s weapons, pinning them to the terracotta.

“Brooke!”

“I see it!”

The werewolf rushed forward and swiped at the armor. She tore at it, snarling ferociously, her good arm transformed into a rampaging blur of destruction. Metal sparked, and terracotta chips flew into the air. The mist howled like a hurricane, and the battle axe dropped to the ground, followed by the mace.

Clarke climbed to his feet and drove his thirstblade deep into the wall. The scarlet shaft Drained the creature’s life force, replenishing his, reinvigorating what he’d spent in the fight. He pulled the blade out and slashed at the wall, back and forth alongside Brooke.

The wall ground to a halt, and the mist’s pained cries died off, but still they fought on, tearing and clawing and cutting. Sammy was the first to break through, her enlarged fists punching a hole through the clay, and soon Brooke tore open another gap.

Still they fought on, unsure if their foe was dead or alive, unwilling to take the slightest risk. They tore the demonic wall apart until nothing but tortured, ruined fragments remained.

Clarke stood over its broken remains, chest heaving from exertion, face slick with sweat. Brooke spat upon the ruined mound and jerked her shoulder back into place. She flexed the fingers of the arm that had been—until a few moments ago—useless to her.

Sammy crossed over the pile and absorbed her severed limb.

“You think we got it?”


Eight


The members of Broken Fang met with Ixia the next morning, convening in the Grey family’s basement. Hepatica joined them, seating herself quietly at one end of the table.

“That’s one dead monster as promised,” Clarke declared. “The cause of the malaise turned out to be a living mist.”

“Aha!” Ixia’s eyes lit up. “That would explain the Mana Drain we saw. Did it give you much trouble?”

“A bit.” Clarke recounted the details of the previous night. Ixia hung on his every word and only asked a few questions to clarify some of his descriptions, often probing the feel of the magics they encountered.

“Taking down a living mist is no joke,” Ixia said once he’d finished. “My sisters and I could have managed, but not without extensive preparations. Your approach was … perhaps not elegant, but there’s something to be said for the expedience of brute force.”

“It got the job done.”

“That it did.”

Ixia glanced over to her mother, who nodded and slid an envelope across the table to her daughter. Ixia picked it up, checked the contents, then placed it in front of Clarke.

“Payment for services rendered, with the enhanced rate my mother and Ashley negotiated.”

Clarke peeked inside the envelope.

“Gurhk!”

“Is something wrong?” Ixia asked.

“No, I, uh.” He coughed into a fist and made a show of clearing his throat. “I just had a tickle. It’s a bit dry down here, don’t you think?”

“That’s because we dehumidify the air.” Ixia gestured to a corner of the basement. “Helps preserve the reagents.”

“I see. That must be it.”

He handed the check to Emma, whose eyes became as wide as saucers.

“We are pleased with the compensation,” Clarke added in a carefully neutral tone.

“I’m pleased that you’re pleased,” Ixia said with a bright smile. “My sisters and I will head over today and clear out the malaise. Once that’s done, we’ll collect the other half from Mr. North. I don’t expect any difficulties on that end.”

“He’ll honor the agreement,” Hepatica said, speaking up for the first time during the meeting. “He always does.”

“And speaking of agreements.” Ashley opened her satchel and withdrew a large Ziploc bag. She placed it on the table, where everyone could see the flawless, snow-white feathers inside, glowing faintly.

Now it was Hepatica’s turn to gawk, and even Ixia’s eyes widened in amazement. The young witch slid the bag over to her mother, who removed a single feather with tender care.

“They’re still warm.”

“I’ve provided you with ten,” Ashley said. “I hope these are sufficient.”

“Ten?” Hepatica nearly choked on the word.

“Aren’t they enough?”

“Enough?”

“It’s enough,” Clarke cut in. “Consider these ten a goodwill sample. Any more beyond that, and we’ll need to discuss a more formal arrangement.” He looked over at the angel. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“I suppose that’s for the best,” Ashley replied indifferently.

“Ten is quite generous!” Hepatica handed them back to Ixia. “Store those properly for us, would you, dear?”

Ixia took the feathers over to the storage shelves and selected an empty glass container.

“Ten,” Hepatica repeated breathlessly.

“There’s another matter we’d like to discuss with you.” Clarke nodded to Ashley, who removed the grimoire from her satchel and placed it before the senior witch.

“Another grimoire!” Hepatica pulled it over and ran her fingers across the leather. She opened the tome to a random page and traced a nail down the blurred words and diagrams. “And well protected, too. There’s something powerful lurking under the Concealment. Reading this book will be quite the challenge.”

“Last time, we didn’t know what we were dealing with.” Clarke pointed to the grimoire. “This time is different. We’re almost certain this grimoire belonged to Otto Heinrich, the two-hundred-year-old pureblood we defeated a month ago.”

“A pureblood’s grimoire? Oh, imagine the secrets inside!”

“We have no immediate need of its contents, so we could work our way through its defenses on our own”—Clarke flashed a sly smile—“however, given our new partnership, we thought you might be interested in helping us decipher the book. And in reaping the rewards.”

“Tempting. Very tempting. Especially with the vampire dead.” Hepatica placed her fingers against pursed lips. “Tell you what, I’ll consider⁠—”

“We’ll help you crack it,” Ixia said, sitting back down.

Hepatica blinked at her daughter. “Excuse me? We’ll do what?”

“Think about it, Mom. Clarke and company just took down a living mist in a single evening. We’re getting paid for a job we lacked the time and resources to take, and now you have a jar filled with angel feathers. Oh, and on top of that, they just plopped a pureblood grimoire down on the table! How much more evidence do you need that these are people we want on our side?”

Hepatica glanced down at the grimoire for long, contemplative seconds.

“Mom, if you won’t help them read that book, I will.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Hepatica replied, then looked up at Clarke. “Since Ixia is Broken Fang’s handler, it’s only appropriate that I heed her advice in matters such as this. Taking that into account, the Ashen Flowers agree to aid you in unlocking the grimoire, so that we may both benefit from its contents.”
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Emma placed the check on her coffee table, and they all sat around staring at it.

“You sure they didn’t slip in an extra zero by accident?” Brooke asked.

“Hepatica wouldn’t make a mistake like that,” Clarke said.

“The amount surprised me at first,” Emma began, “but now that I think about it, it makes sense. How many people can take down a life-sucking mist monster, and how many of those live in this area and are willing to try? Dangerous job plus rare skillset plus desperate client equals lucrative pay.”

“Exactly.” Sammy leaned back in her recliner. “If fighting monsters didn’t pay better than flipping burgers, who’d do it?”

“That’s a lot of burgers, though,” Brooke said.

“Mmm, burgers.” Sammy licked her lips. “Now I’m hungry.”

“You’re always hungry.”

“Not always.”

Clarke read the check once more, just to be sure.

“It’s made out to me, so I’ll deposit it on Monday. Once the amount clears, I’ll pay each of you your share. Twenty-five thousand splits five ways easily enough. Sound good?”

“Four ways,” Sammy said. “You can skip me.”

“You sure?”

“Come on, Clarke. What would I do with it, honestly?”

“It’s what you’re owed.”

“And I’m donating those earnings back to the group, as is my prerogative.”

“Okay, if that’s what you want.” He paused for a moment. “The split still works neatly enough. That’s six thousand two fifty to each of us.”

“You can hold onto my share,” Ashley said. “My finances are solid enough.”

“Don’t you have next semester’s tuition to worry about?”

“My scholarships are quite generous. I barely pay anything, and the cost of my apartment is going away as well. On top of that, if we as Broken Fang need to make a large purchase, it’ll be convenient for our funds to be centralized in one account.”

“Makes sense to me,” Emma said brightly. “Clarke, you can keep my share as well.”

“And mine, too,” Brooke added.

“You all sure about this? We’re not talking about chump change.”

“We trust you with it.” Emma glanced around the room. “Don’t we, ladies?”

“Absolutely!” Brooke declared.

“I wouldn’t have suggested this otherwise,” Ashley added.

Sammy gave them a thumbs-up. “Hear, hear!”

“Sammy, you’re not even a part of this,” Brooke pointed out.

“I am in spirit.”

“It’s decided, then.” Emma slid the check over to Clarke.

He picked up the slip of paper then glanced around the room. It took him a moment to realize what had happened, that this conversation wasn’t about dollar signs and paydays but about trust and the growing relationship he had with each of them.

With all of them, together.

Broken Fang may have started as a team of aspirant vampire slayers, but it was growing into something different, something greater. The young women around him weren’t simply his comrades or his partners in bed. They were more than that, so very much more. He loved them, and they loved him, trusted him, and yearned to show that trust in ways both large and small.

Which led him to a realization that filled his chest with joy:

They were becoming a family.

“All right.” He smiled at them. “I’ll take care of it.” He opened his wallet and placed the check inside. It was a small gesture, but it seemed to please the women.

“I need to head out soon.” Ashley slung her satchel strap over a shoulder and stood up. “I’m heading back home to pick up the decoy’s grimoire and then driving straight over to the Greys. Hepatica and I are going to sit down with both the decoy’s and what I suppose we can call Heinrich’s ‘true grimoire.’ After that, we’ll start putting together a plan for breaking its protective spells.”

“Anything we can help with?” Clarke asked.

“It wouldn’t hurt for Emma to join us, if she’s free.”

“Sure thing!” Emma rose to join the angel.

“Guess that leaves the three of us.” Clarke turned to Brooke. “Shall we get to work moving you over to Sammy’s place?”

Her ears drooped. “If we must.”
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“I don’t see what the big deal is,” Clarke said as he walked alongside Brooke up to her apartment door.

“We-e-ell.”

“Come on. There’s no way it’s as bad as you’re making it out to be.”

“We-e-ell.” Her ears sagged and her tail hung limply behind her. She unlocked the door and let it swing open.

Clarke stood at the threshold and soaked it all in. This took a while, on account of there being so much to soak in.

The apartment looked like it had been bombed. The couch, if it could even be called that anymore, had been chewed and shredded into barely recognizable lumps of cloth, wood, and padding. Food wrappers, papers, and bits of furniture covered the floor. The severed rubber arm lay on a dinner tray alongside a length of heavy rope.

He leaned in and caught sight of her television and gaming consoles, which appeared mostly intact, though she’d apparently ripped one of her controllers in half. Brooke stood still next to him, cringing in silence. He leaned back out and faced her. She flashed a nervous smile, her fangs showing.

“It’s bad, I know.”

“What happened to the controller?”

“You know how some games have a permadeath mode?”

“Yes.”

“I should steer clear of those. Also, roguelikes and I don’t get along, no matter how much I enjoy the gameplay. You ever play Returnal?”

“Yes. Great game. Tough as nails, though.”

“It’s not for me.”

“Laid back games are more your thing?”

“Yeah.”

He stuck his head back in but didn’t proceed farther. Something prevented him from stepping inside, as if the culmination of so much mess had produced a repulsive force that stayed his feet.

“Brooke, this is a bit much.”

“I know.” She lowered her head.

“What even happened here?”

“I get antsy during that time of the month.”

“You mean full moons?”

“Yeah. Sometimes I take it out on my furniture.”

“By biting chunks out of it?”

“Yes?” She had enough decency to avert her eyes.

“Are the other rooms worse or better?”

“Worse.” She sighed. “Definitely worse.”

“What’s your bed look like?”

“It’s more ‘beds’ now than the original singular.”

“You didn’t reduce it to a ragged pile of springs and foam, did you?”

“Kind of?” She gave him a shrug.

He rubbed his aching temples.

“We can probably shovel what’s left into one of our cars,” she suggested hopefully.

“Hold that thought.” Clarke fished his phone out of his pocket and selected one of his recent contacts.

“Slime girl’s residence,” Sammy answered. “Here for all your polymorphic needs.”

“Got a question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“Brooke’s new room. What’s it like?”

“Oh, she’s going to love it! Everyone gets their own bed and bath, so she’ll have plenty of space all to herself, and I took her needs into account. It’s on the first floor with direct access to the backyard and swimming pool, and it’s just down the hall from the basketball court and gym.”

“Is it furnished?”

“For the moment. I was about to start shifting what’s there into storage. Why?”

“Let’s leave it as is for now.”

“Sure thing. Means less work for me. When do you two expect to drop by?”

“Not sure. Could be a while. I’ll give you a heads-up when we’re ready to head over.”

“Sounds good. See you later, Clarke!”

“Later.” He pocketed the phone. “Brooke, I think we should toss most of this.”

“I figured as much.”

“Will Sammy’s furniture meet a similar fate?”

“Not as long as a certain someone helps me with my full moon frustrations.” She smiled shyly, hands clasped in front, tail wagging. “If you don’t mind.”

“That I can do.” He took another look around the room. “All right. Let’s start sorting out what we’re going to keep.”

They both retrieved empty trash bags from the cupboard and began clearing the floor debris. Clarke was on his second bag when he grabbed the severed arm off its TV tray.

“Not that one!” Brooke bolted over and snatched the amputated limb from his hands. “It’s my new favorite.”

“You like to chew on a rubber arm?”

“Yes?”

“Is that a statement or a question?”

“Maybe both?”

They finished cleaning the main room and then transported the remains of her couch to the nearest dumpster. The other rooms were just as terrible as he’d been led to believe; they really could have shoveled the bed into their trash bags.

They spent hours working their way steadily through the apartment, throwing out the worst offenders and boxing up the rest. He and Brooke made the first trip to the mansion together, stuffing her Jeep Wrangler with boxes until they couldn’t see out the back. He buzzed them through the main gate as Brooke gawked at the estate.

“Wow,” she said breathlessly as she pulled into the turnabout.

“You’ve never been here?”

“Never. Look at the size of this yard!”

“And the mansion. Don’t forget that.”

“Yes, but the yard! And the woods at the back! This is going to be awesome!”

She parked in front of the main entrance, and Sammy jaunted out to greet them.

“Hey there, girlfriend!” The slime girl gestured grandly toward the mansion. “Welcome to the new home of Broken Fang. You want the grand tour?”

“Yes, please!”

“Let’s get these boxes unloaded first,” Clarke said, opening the Wrangler’s rear hatch and tailgate. “I can head back for the next load while you two get settled.”

The two monster girls helped him unload the boxes, placing them in a pile inside the foyer. Brooke handed Clarke her keys, and he drove back to her apartment to load up again. With her furniture a nonfactor, the rest was well-boxed and easy to move. He packed boxes up to the Wrangler’s ceiling and drove back to the mansion.

Brooke and Sammy were nowhere to be found when he arrived, and the pile in foyer hadn’t been touched. He unloaded the car then ventured into the mansion.

“Sammy? Brooke?”

Girlish giggles carried through the empty halls, and he followed them through open doors onto the back patio. A stone path led around a long, rectangular pool that shimmered with clear, blue water. The high sun beat down on him through a cloudless sky.

“Cannonball!”

Brooke, clad in a tank top and panties, took a running leap off the diving board and splashed into the pool. Water exploded outward, and a sloppy rain splattered Clarke’s head and shoulders. The wolf girl emerged from the water and shook her head, sending more droplets flying. Her ears flicked off even more.

“Hey, Clarke!” She waved at him, then began a leisurely backstroke. “Come on in! The water’s nice and warm!”

“‘Sup.” Sammy was stretched out on a pool lounger wearing a hot pink bikini. She set her sunglasses into her hair.

“I thought you two were going to unpack,” Clarke said.

“We decided we deserved a break.” The slime girl placed her hands behind her head, accentuating her perky breasts.

“The pile in the foyer hasn’t been touched.”

“We decided this early.”

“Hey, Clarke!” Brooke called out. “Can you grab my swimsuit?”

“Do you remember which box it’s in?”

“Not really.”

“Then that could take a while.”

“Aww.” The wolf girl made a pouty face. “But I really shouldn’t be in here with my regular clothes.”

“Oh, dear.” Sammy lowered her sunglasses. “Whatever will you do?”

“I know!” Brooke squirmed under the water, leaving only her head exposed. She threw a gray bundle across the pool, which landed at Clarke’s feet in a sopping pile. He glanced down to discover—with very little surprise—she’d shed her tank top and panties.

“That’s better!” Brooke resumed her slow backstroke, which hefted her heavy breasts above the waterline.

“Why don’t you join her?” Sammy said.

“My swimsuit’s back at Emma’s,” he replied teasingly.

“Such a shame.” The slime girl made a tsk-tsk noise. “If only we could think of some way to solve this dilemma.”

Clarke caught a flash of movement behind him and twisted around, but not before Sammy unclasped his belt buckle and yanked the whole thing free with a single deft motion. She smiled at him, holding the belt up with prehensile toes at the end of her stretched leg, arms still behind her head.

Clarke chuckled. “You’re a troublemaker. You know that?”

“You wouldn’t have me any other way.”

Brooke surfaced beside him, hands on the pool edge. Water cascaded down her naked torso.

“Won’t you join me for a swim?” she asked, tilting her head. “Please?”

Sammy came up behind him and pulled his shirt out of his pants.

“See, Clarke? She even said ‘please.’”

The slime girl tugged his shirt off and tossed it aside, exposing his chiseled chest. She rubbed her hands up and down his front, exploring every muscular nook and cranny.

“Well,” he replied with a grin, “only because you both asked so nicely.”


Nine


They didn’t finish moving Brooke over to the mansion until after dark, and even then she only managed to unpack a few bare essentials. Clarke blamed a string of pleasant “distractions” for the delays.

Sammy ordered a takeout feast to celebrate with her new roomie, and Clarke let Emma know he was spending the night.

“Of course you are,” the succubus said, her words conveying a sultry wink. “You have fun tonight.”

Both Brooke and Sammy were big eaters and together they made short work on the platters of crispy honey chicken, Mongolian beef, sweet and sour chicken, pad thai, lo mein, multiple bowls of hot and sour soup, and a small mountain of spring rolls. Only a few scraps remained after the three had had their fill.

Sammy slept in her own room, giving Brooke and Clarke space to “christen the place,” as she put it.

They did just that.

Repeatedly.

And with great enthusiasm.

They fell asleep sometime past midnight, satisfied and sore in a few places.

Clarke woke up the next morning to find Brooke already out of bed in a tank top and shorts. She sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled long socks on.

“Morning, Beautiful.” He smiled at her, rising to one elbow.

“Morning, Clarke!”

“Got somewhere to be?”

“I’m going for a run. The yard is calling to me!”

“Looking forward to zooming through it?”

“A little?” She gave him an apologetic shrug.

“Mind if I join you?” he asked, casting the sheets aside.

“Not at all. The more the merrier!”

He didn’t have any athletic attire with him, so Brooke lent him a baggy T-shirt and a pair of sweat shorts that fit well enough. Her shifter nature meant she owned clothes that could accommodate a range of sizes.

The early morning air was cool and crisp, and a thin layer of fog shrouded the woods, seeping onto the main yard like pale frosting. Brooke and Clarke ran laps around the main yard. It still surprised Clarke how much his endurance had improved. He’d never considered himself weak or scrawny; his parents had instilled in him a sense of personal health that encompassed both the mind and the body, and he enjoyed working out.

However, Brooke would have easily outpaced the old him, and even now, he could tell she was holding back on his account.

Both of them worked up a good sweat, cleaned off in what was now Brooke’s massive walk-in shower, then threw on some fresh clothes and joined Sammy for breakfast. The slime girl used scissors to cut the top off a box of Cheerios and mixed its entire contents with a gallon of whole milk. Brooke and Clarke partook of the same, but in smaller portions.

“What’s on everyone’s plate for today?” he asked. “Besides Monday classes.”

“It doesn’t feel like Monday,” Sammy said. “Where did the weekend go?”

“We spent it working.”

“I’ll be busy unpacking,” Brooke said. “How about you, Sammy?”

“Not sure. We could finish that tour I promised you before everyone heads out.”

“Wait a second.” Clarke chuckled. “You two didn’t even get through that?”

“My first attempt to show her around both began and ended at the pool.”

Clarke glanced over at Brooke, who gave him a guilty shrug.

“The pool looked so inviting. I just had to try it!”

“Girl, wait until you see the rest of this place,” Sammy said.

They cleaned up after breakfast, and then Sammy led them down parts of the mansion Clarke hadn’t seen yet. They passed Brooke’s new living area, which consisted of a bedroom, master bath, office, and lounge with easy access to the pool. A hallway connected the bedroom to the gym and indoor basketball court. Sammy showed off the gym first.

The equipment was set up in pairs: treadmills, exercise bikes, weight sets, and multifunctional machines. A single window spanned one wall, overlooking the backyard, and another featured several wall-mounted televisions.

“Yes!” Brooke grabbed a heavily weighted barbell and curled it with one arm. “And I can use this place whenever?”

“Whenever you want.” Sammy patted one of the treadmill consoles. “I only have one rule: No chewing the equipment.”

Brooke nodded, her expression serious. “I can do that.”

Sammy showed them the basketball court next, which was exactly what Clarke expected it would be. The hardwood floor squeaked under their shoes as they walked across. Brooke grabbed a basketball off a metal rack and dribbled from one end of the court to the other before slamming the ball through the hoop. She swung on the metal ring then dropped to the floor and retrieved the ball.

“I’ve been toying with the idea of remodeling this area,” Sammy said. “Maybe converting it into a dedicated training-slash-sparring room for us.”

“Oh!” Brooke’s face lit up. “That’s a great idea!” She threw the basketball across the court, and it swished through the opposite hoop.

“But wouldn’t your parents object to you altering the property like that?” Clarke asked.

“Eh.” Sammy gave him an indifferent shrug. “What they don’t know won’t hurt them.”

“We could keep it simple,” Brooke said. “Maybe pad the walls and floor in a way that’s modular so they can be torn down or replaced later. You know how we can be rough on equipment. Plus, that’ll let us play on the court if we want.”

“Either way,” Sammy continued, “it’d be a hell of a lot more convenient than us driving to that abandoned steel mill every time we want to spar.”

“Whatever you feel is best,” Clarke said.

Brooke jogged across the court and was about to scoop up the ball when her phone vibrated. She pulled it out.

“It’s Jeremy North.” She brought the phone to her ear. “Yes, sir? Yes?” Her eyes caught Clarke’s. “Yes, he’s here, too. Would you like me to put you on speaker?” She paused for a moment, then nodded. “Okay! Hang on, sir.”

“What’s going on?” Clarke asked.

“Not sure. Whatever it is, sounds like he’s in a good mood.” Brooke put the call on speaker. “Okay, Mr. North. I’m here with Clarke.”

“Splendid. First, I wish to extend my heartfelt congratulations for a job well done. Miss Grey shared the good news with me yesterday and managed to cleanse the jobsite with her sisters. The results have been astounding! I’ve already received calls from people who had their first good night’s sleep in weeks and feel so invigorated they’re ready—eager, in fact—to return to work! I expect the rest will follow soon.”

“That’s wonderful to hear, Mr. North,” Clarke said. “We’re happy to be of service.”

“And what a splendid service it was, which brings me to my second point. Would you and Miss Hawthorne be available to join me for dinner sometime this week?”

“Just the two of us?” Clarke replied, wondering why the whole team wasn’t being invited.

“I feel I owe you two a special apology for how I so rudely dismissed you earlier. There’s a place in downtown Chester Creek I had in mind that I believe will be to both of your likings. What would you two say to an evening at The Establishment? My treat, of course.”

“Oh!” Brooke sucked in an excited breath.

“Doesn’t that place cater only to shifters?” Clarke asked.

“With a few exceptions. Mages are welcome, and the same goes for anyone in a committed relationship with a shifter. You, as Miss Hawthorne’s alpha, fit both categories. I’m on excellent terms with the owner and can assure you’ll be treated with the greatest respect.”

He looked over at Brooke, who nodded excitedly.

“Thank you for your generous offer,” Clarke replied. “We’d be happy to join you.”
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That Tuesday, Clarke picked up Brooke at the mansion in the Z4. Her beige foldover top left her shoulders bare, and her cargo miniskirt drew the eye to her long, bare legs. A trio of gold studs glinted in her left wolf ear, and her customary collar hung around her neck.

“You look beautiful,” Clarke said as he held the car door for her.

They left the roadster in a downtown parking deck and walked across pedestrian-only streets to The Establishment, its entrance tucked into an unobtrusive corner underneath a varnished wooden sign. Jeremy North met them outside, clad in a tawny suit with a middle-aged woman on his arm. The woman wore a short black dress, which matched her black hair and bear ears.

“There they are!” the big man declared with a broad grin.

He didn’t shake their hands this time, but instead wrapped each of them in a suffocating bear hug, which seemed appropriate. With those pleasantries concluded, he gestured to his companion.

“Allow me to introduce my wife and soulmate of twenty-four years. Charlotte, this is J.B. Clarke and Brooke Hawthorne.” His eyes twinkled. “They helped us with that little problem over at the Fresburn job.”

“Not quite so little.” Charlotte elected to shake their hands, her expression measured and subdued. “That one could have sunk our entire business. We’re grateful for your efforts.”

“Our pleasure, ma’am,” Clarke replied. “It was nothing, really.”

“‘Nothing,’ he says!” Jeremy gave him a hard pat on the back that reverberated through his chest. “As if vampiric hellspawn are an everyday occurrence for him!”

“Good grief, I hope not,” Charlotte said.

“All in a day’s work, ma’am,” Clarke replied simply.

“Come on, let’s get inside.” Jeremy gestured toward the heavy double doors. “I’ve reserved the best seats in the house.”

The interior put Clarke in mind of a saloon in old western movies. Almost everything was built from darkly varnished wood, from the well-stocked bar to the many round tables, walls, and vaulted ceiling. The only notable exception was a stone hearth and fire pit where wooden logs crackled and huge slabs of meat rotated on spits.

Large animal skulls were mounted on plaques along on the walls, and three whole skeletons hung suspended from the ceiling. Clarke could identify some of the trophies—deer and the like—while others possessed too many eye sockets or horns to be normal.

Or whatever had passed for “normal” a few months ago.

They were greeted by a slender werewolf hostess in a black dress. She, like the rest of the staff, was in her hybrid form, as were all the patrons. Jeremy gave her the reservation name, and she led them to an elevated corner booth. A werebear waiter passed out the menus and took their initial drink order.

“You two pick whatever you want,” Jeremy said. “Don’t give those prices a second glance, you hear?”

“What is ‘The Classic Experience’?” Clarke asked, his eyes drawn to a part of the menu with bold text and an elaborate border.

Brooke let out a brief, excited yelp, and her tail wagged so hard it smacked him in the hip. He gave her a curious glance, and she mouthed a quiet “Sorry.”

“That’s The Establishment’s specialty!” Jeremy explained. “A favorite amongst our werewolf brethren. It can feed a whole table by itself. Shall I order one?”

“Oh, let’s have it, Jeremy.” Charlotte dropped her menu onto the table. “It’s been ages.”

Jeremy laughed heartily. “Who am I to tell you no?” He gestured for their waiter to return. “One Classic for the table.”

“Right away, sir.”

The waiter disappeared through the door to the kitchen.

A three-tone chime played across a loudspeaker system, and the restaurant grew quiet until a melodious female voice came over the speakers:

“Your attention, please. Someone has just ordered ‘The Classic Experience.’ As is tradition, all guests are encouraged to relax to their fullest. The full moon is out! I repeat, the full moon is out! Please enjoy the rest of your evening, thank you.”

A trap door opened in the ceiling, and a painted cutout of the moon dropped down, hanging from a chain. Howls erupted across the restaurant, and shifters began morphing into their primal forms. Clarke glanced around urgently, all those bestial roars triggering the fight-or-flight part of his brain before he caught himself.

Jeremy ballooned into a massive humanoid polar bear, his suit stretching to accommodate his immense size. His wife transformed into a more modestly sized black bear. She retrieved a compact mirror from her purse and inspected herself, then combed down a few errant patches of fur.

“Can I wolf out?” Brooke asked eagerly.

“Well, um.”

“Can I?” Her large yellow eyes pleaded with him alongside her words.

Clarke glanced around. Hardly anyone besides the restaurant staff remained in their hybrid forms.

“Sure. Why not?”

“Yes!” Brooke grew into a full werewolf, expanding to the point where Clarke had to slide farther down the booth to make room.

Jeremy grinned toothily. “Now this is more like it!”

“A fantastic idea, dear.” Charlotte reapplied her lipstick then clapped the mirror shut and returned it to her purse.

“It’s certainly something,” Clarke added dryly.

“The Classic is an absolute treat for werewolves,” Jeremy explained, “but the wife and I have developed a taste for it as well.”

“That we have.”

“But what is it, exactly?” Clarke asked.

“You’ll see,” Jeremy replied, his reddish eyes filled with mirth.

Four waiters came out with The Classic Experience: two to clear space for the meal and another two to transport the whole dead elk and lay it across the table. Clarke’s eyebrows rose at the “feast” before him, cold with its skin still attached. He poked it with a fork experimentally. Besides him, Brooke shuddered with anticipation, and a line of drool trickled from her maw.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” their waiter began, “please enjoy your meal.”

“Oh, trust us, we will!” Jeremy said, then chomped into the elk. His wife joined in, followed quickly by Brooke.

Their voracious gorging intensified into a chaotic blur of teeth and claws, punctuated by the cracking of bones and the ripping of flesh. An errant piece of meat flew toward Clarke and slapped against his forehead. He wiped it off with a frown.

He picked up his fork once more and held it rigidly upright, not sure how to enter the frenzied maelstrom, or if that was even wise for a non-shifter.

I might lose a finger in there, he thought, or worse.

“I think I’m going to order something from the bar,” he said at last.

“You sure?” Brooke asked, entrails hanging from her bloody snout.

“This Classic isn’t for me.” He patted her furry shoulder. “You enjoy yourself, though.”

“Okay!” she replied, then dove right back in.

Clarke rose and made his way for the bar. The North family didn’t seem to notice his absence.

“Can I see a menu, please?” he asked the bartender. He was trying to narrow down his dinner to something sensible when the same melodious voice from the earlier “Classic Experience” announcement interrupted his thoughts.

“Not for everyone, is it?”

He looked up to find a young woman—a wholly human woman—seated on the stool next to his. Her hair was long, red, and intricately braided, and she seemed to be laughing with her single deep blue eye. The other one was covered with an eyepatch. She wore a long, backless dress that shimmered blue in the dim light.

“This place, I mean.” The woman gestured to their surroundings.

“I do feel a bit out of my element.”

“I recommend the Reuben sandwich. Makes for a good normie dinner.”

“Works for me.” He signaled the bartender over and placed his order.

“I’m Linda, by the way.” She crossed her legs and leaned back against the bar, which pushed out her ample chest. “Linda Sarkany.”

“J.B. Clarke.”

“With the North party,” Linda said. “You helped them with that Fresburn mess.”

“You heard?”

“Word travels fast in these circles, and I keep my ears open. The wolf girl yours?”

“You mean Brooke? She calls me her alpha, if that’s what you mean.”

“Kid, if she calls you that, then make no mistake—you are her alpha.”

“‘Kid’?” Clarke regarded the woman more carefully. She didn’t look a day over twenty-five.

“That’s not something a shifter says for giggles. Take it from someone who’s been there and seen that.”

“You’ve dated a shifter before?”

“Dated, married, tried to have kids with.” She shrugged, then let out a sad sigh. “And eventually outlived. It’s how I inherited this place. My late husband left it to me.”

“Your late husband?” Clarke leaned back on his stool, not sure what to make of her claim.

“I’m older than I look. Don’t ask by how much.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“The point I’m trying to make is shifters are who they are. They can’t separate themselves from the beast within. They can tame it, corral it, but never get rid of it. It’s part of their being, and if you’re going to date one, you either accept the beast’s presence or move on. You a mage?”

“Warlock.”

“Is that so?”

Linda lifted her eyepatch, revealing a golden eye with a black slit down the middle. Clarke suddenly felt as if his head were in a vise, the pressure of her gaze crushing his skull, threatening to bore straight into his soul. She dropped the eyepatch back into place, and the sensation vanished.

“Warlock. Right, right.”

“What the hell was that?”

“Kid, you may be a warlock, but there’s something else about you I can’t quite put my finger on.” She glanced at him with her blue eye. “Might be why I felt the urge to come talk to you. Something in your blood sings to me.”

Clarke tensed at her mention of the word “blood” but did his best to hide it.

“I’m tempted to give Hepatica a call,” she continued, “just for a chance to see you in action. I bet that would shed light on whatever secrets you’re hiding.”

“Since we’re both in a nosy mood,” he said, attempting to deflect her attention, “mind telling me what you are?”

“Take a look. I have nothing to hide.” She raised a delicate hand. Her skin transformed into a coat of tough, red scales and her nails extended into miniature ruby blades. She shook her hand out, and its appearance returned to normal.

“You’re dragonkin.”

“I keep that side suppressed most of the time. The blood runs strong in my family, which can make my presence … uncomfortable for some. It’s one of the reasons why I don’t have any kids. I’m incompatible with most demihumans. Even most dragonkin, given how diluted their lines are these days.” She glanced up and down his body. “You seem the strong and virile sort. Care to give it a shot?”

“My docket is quite full at the moment.”

She laughed. “I’m joking, of course.” Her expression turned suddenly serious, and she gave him a long, contemplative look. “Or am I?”

“I’m not.”

“Well, that’s your prerogative.” She pushed off the bar. “Enjoy your Reuben, young warlock. I’ll be keeping my eye on you.”

Clarke watched her leave, unsure what to make of the woman.
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The bartender dropped off his Reuben, and Clarke carried it back to the table, which was now covered in bits of hide, meat, and bone, the remainder of the disemboweled elk splayed in the middle like a centerpiece for a proud, rampantly anti-vegan dinner party. (Which, shifter circumstances considered, wasn’t exactly wrong.)

He wiped a corner of the table clear and set his plate down.

“Thish ih sho gooh!” Brooke jerked her head, tearing a strip of muscle free. She gnashed it between her teeth then swallowed. “You sure you don’t want some?”

“I’m good.”

“Oh, what a treat this is!” Jeremy wiped at his lips, leaving a crimson smear on his white fur.

“I wholeheartedly agree.” Charlotte inspected herself in her compact mirror, then dabbed daintily at her bloody maw with a napkin.

“Mr. North, do you know a Linda Sarkany by any chance?”

“Of course I do. She and I go way back. Why, we even had a brief fling back in the day. It didn’t work out, obviously.”

“Good thing this was before we met.” Charlotte closed her compact and returned it to her purse. “I would have ripped her throat out.”

“Now, dear.” Jeremy patted his wife’s huge paw. “You know I only have eyes for you.”

“Do you consider her trustworthy?” Clarke asked.

“Now that’s a more complicated question. We demihumans are a secretive lot by nature, always keeping people in the dark, be they human or vampire or one of our own kind. All of us lead double lives, Linda included. But to answer your question, I’d say she’s trustworthy enough. Why do you ask?”

“Just curious. I had a brief chat with her at the bar. She sounded vaguely interested in our services.”

“Well, I’ll be sure to put in a good word on your behalf!” Jeremy wagged a dripping claw. “After all, it’s not what you know but who you know that’ll take you places.”

“Thank you. I’d appreciate that.”

Clarke ate his Reuben while the three shifters stripped the elk down to its ribs, leaving nothing but a deflated carcass of bones and skin. Their waiter returned, set a raised platter of breath mints on the table, then handed out small slips of stiff paper.

Clarke inspected his.

“Rates for hotel rooms?” He flipped the brochure over to its back to make sure he hadn’t missed something.

Jeremy took Charlotte’s paw and patted the top. “Is the Hibernation Suite available?”

“It is, sir.”

“The missus and I will take that one, then.”

“Very good, sir.” The waiter turned to Clarke and Brooke. “And for you two?”

“I don’t get it.” Clarke frowned at the brochure. “Why is there an hourly rate? What kind of hotel charges by the … oh.”

He glanced over at Brooke, who waggled furry eyebrows at him, her tail swishing.

“Can we?”

“Well, um.” He read down the list of names. “I’m not sure what to make of the offerings. Maybe a little help here?”

“That one!” Her claw left a splotch of gore by her selection.

“Okay, then. We’ll take the ‘Moon Room.’”

“An excellent choice, sir. I’ll see that it’s prepared right away.”
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Clarke slotted the metal key into the door’s heavy lock and pushed it open.

An expansive arc of stained glass along the back depicted a full moon against a clear night sky, shining upon a circular room built around the circular bed. A few large balls and cords of thick rope lay scattered haphazardly about the floor, along with a humanoid silhouette.

Brooke flashed by him in a blur of brown fur and pounced onto a human shape by the bedside. She clamped her jaw onto the shape’s neck and play-wrestled with it across the floor, rolling over and over until she met the back wall.

“Chew toys?” Clarke asked, closing the door behind them. “The room comes with oversized chew toys?”

Brooke shrugged, the rubber human still in her jaws.

“Is this where you got the arm?”

She nodded, then wrestled the huge toy back across the room until she bumped into Clarke’s feet. She twisted onto her back and looked up at him with innocent eyes.

“You seem to really like this,” he said.

The rubber human was covered in cuts and gouges from head to toe, and one arm ended in a tattered stump. She released her death clamp on the toy and held it up for him.

“You can have a go at it, too.”

“No, thanks. I’m good.”

“Am I weirding you out?”

“It’s not that. I’m just not the target audience for this place.”

Brooke stood up, her fur vanishing, limbs and snout retracting, werewolf features receding until only her ears and tail remained. She placed her arms around his neck and pulled him in for a slow kiss. He placed his hands on her narrow hips, then ventured lower, giving her firm butt cheeks a squeeze.

She broke the kiss and rested her forehead against his.

“I can be a good girl tonight.” She grinned, and her yellow eyes caught the light. “Or a bad girl. Which do you prefer?”

“Why not a little of both?”

He drew her in, squishing her breasts against his chest. The heat of her body warmed his through their clothes, and he kissed her. She kissed him back, harder and faster this time, her hunger and desire obvious.

“I have just the thing in mind,” she whispered, their mouths close. “Excuse me while I freshen up.”

She retreated through a side door, hips swaying with each long-legged stride. Clarke took off his shirt and sat on the edge of the bed, listening to the faint rustle of her clothes and … the squirt of lotion?

She returned several minutes later, clad in a tan bathrobe with THE ESTABLISHMENT embroidered on the breast.

He rose to meet her and took her into his arms.

“What did you want to try?” He pushed the bathrobe aside to expose her pale shoulder. “Are you going to tell me what it is?”

“Not yet, but soon. I know you’ll like it.”

Appropriate to her surroundings, to herself, Brooke came for him with the immediate intensity of an animal. She stroked the bulge through his pants, then fiddled with his belt buckle. And well, there was no animal in him, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t respond like one. He reached into her robes and grasped one of her breasts, his hand barely large enough to encompass it. They kissed and groped each other to greater and greater excitement, the anticipation burning hot within them.

Brooke pulled his belt free as her mouth explored his. She tossed it aside, found his zipper, then freed him from his cloth prison. She grasped his thick length and held it, twitching in her hand, engorging itself to greater stiffness.

“That’s what I’ve yearned for,” she breathed against his lips. “I want you in me. I want to feel you taking me.”

Clarke untied her bathrobe’s belt, then pushed the garment off her shoulder. It collected at her ankles in a heap, and he stepped back and slipped out of his pants.

Brooke dropped to her knees and licked her lips.

“Let me taste you.”

She swallowed his tip, and the hot wetness of her mouth sent a shiver through him. He let out a slow exhale and placed a hand between her wolf ears, urging her deeper. She took more of him down her throat, then paused at the middle with a slight jolt. Her throat muscles contracted, and she came up for air.

“This is harder than it looks!” She licked underneath his rod and smiled up at him. “How do the others gulp down this whole monster?”

“Is this a serious question?”

“Yes! Tell me their secrets!”

“Well, Sammy has the advantage of being a slime girl. As for Emma, I suspect she doesn’t have anything close to a normal gag reflex. Either that, or she’s been trained as a sword swallower.”

“No fair. I’ll just need to work harder.”

She swallowed him again and began a slow trek down his rod, ending at the halfway point. She then pulled back and began bobbing up and down with steady strokes, taking him a fraction of an inch deeper each time. He closed his eyes, reveling in her enthusiastic efforts.

She managed to take three quarters of him, then grasped his butt cheeks and forced another inch down her throat, held it there before her throat contracted again. She pulled off him and gasped for air.

“That’s it for today! You’re just too big. I need more practice!”

“Practice does make perfect, as they say.”

“Then that’s just what I’ll do.” She gave the tip a playful lick.

“Was this what you wanted to try?”

“Not quite.” She crawled up on to the bed and shook her ass at him. “Come get some, you beast.”

He grinned and mounted the bed behind her, then slid forward on his knees until the tip of his rod pressed against the gushing mouth of her sex.

“Not there.” She blushed as she reached between her legs to grasp him, guiding his tip up to the tiny opening between her ass cheeks. “Here. Take this hole instead.”

“You sure?” he asked, momentarily surprised by her boldness.

“Yes.” She wiggled her hips and shuffled back an inch, compressing his dick against her tight hole. “You’re my alpha, my mate. There’s no part of my body that doesn’t belong to you, that doesn’t crave the feel of you. Please.” She rested her head on the bed, gazing back at him with ravenous wolf eyes. “Take me like this.”

He thought to what he knew of these kinds of situations, of the preparations that were usually required.

“But don’t I need⁠—”

“It’s taken care of.” Brooke waggled her ass again, which was when he noticed the wetness already glistening there and remembered the sound of a lotion from earlier.

He needed no further encouragement.

He grasped her hips and pushed in. The tip popped through her sphincter and, with little effort, glided deeper thanks to the generous lubrication she’d applied in the bathroom.

She squeezed her eyes shut and sucked in a long breath.

“Does it hurt?” he asked.

“You’ll need more than that to hurt me. Keep going.”

He thrust deeper, stretching her ass one thick inch at a time, filling her up, slowly but insistently. He met some resistance and pulled back, leaving only his tip in her, then drove himself back in. He began to fuck her from behind, easing her open with slow but firm strokes.

“Yes. Like that. Oh, God!” She arched her back, and her tail stood up straight as he drove into her.

“How does it feel?”

“Different,” she said through trembling lips. “But still good.”

He continued fucking her ass, each stroke full and firm.

“Yes!” Brooke cried. “Take me! Take all of me!”

Clarke obliged by fucking her with abandon, his crotch slapping against her cheeks with each thrust, her hole clenching tight around his shaft. She snarled and grunted, taking all he could give her and loving it.

He slipped into something akin to a trance as he pounded her from behind, his mind and body becoming aware of her in newer and more complete ways. He sensed her magic, like a panting beast trapped within a human shell. It throbbed with power and purpose, and he found himself drawn to it.

His magic mingled within hers, sinking beneath a surface that offered no resistance. Their magics met, kissed, and their strengths intertwined.

One body.

One mind.

One soul.

Brooke squealed with delicious delight. Her orgasm shuddered through every inch of her ravished body, trembling down from the points of her ears to the tips of her toes. She collapsed onto the bed, her head cradled by the mattress, her ass propped up as Clarke continued to have his way with her.

His own excitement built, boiling within his gonads until his muscles clenched and his body spasmed, filling her ass.

He draped himself on top of her and kissed the nape of her neck, then pulled out and settled onto the bed beside her.

“Fuck, that was good!” Brooke exclaimed with breathless joy.

“You liked that?”

“I loved it!” She snuggled up to him. “You can fill my moon anytime you want.”

“Oh, my God!” Clarke laughed. “The wolf girl enjoys full moons. Who would have guessed?”

“And these aren’t limited to once per month, either.”

“You want to hear about another limit I think we crossed today?”

“What’s that?”

“I managed to cast Power Graft again. I’m not sure what I absorbed, but I definitely felt it trigger.”

“Clarke, that’s fantastic! You know what this means?”

“What?”

Brooke grabbed his shoulders. She picked him up, swung him onto his back and mounted his chest in one swift blur of motion.

“We need to test your body to learn how it’s improved.” She licked her lips, yellow eyes hungry for more. “Thoroughly, and repeatedly.”


Ten


“Hey, there!” Emma waved at Clarke from their customary table in the CCU food court.

“Hey yourself.” He sat down next to her. “Hard to believe it’s already Wednesday. This week has been rocketing by.”

“Well, you’ve been a busy boy these past few days.”

“You’ve got that right. I’m trying to remember the last time I slept in my own bed. Our bed, I mean.”

“Saturday night.”

“You knew that off the top of your head?”

“A succubus keeps tabs on these things.”

“Feels like longer.” He glanced over her boxed meal, which consisted of teriyaki chicken, carrots, and broccoli over rice with a side of cucumber salad, a buttered roll, and a fruit medley for dessert.

“Want some?” she asked.

“Only if you have extra. Otherwise, I’ll forage today.”

“Oh, Clarke.” She smiled sweetly and pulled another box from her backpack. “You know I come prepared.”

“Thanks.” He pulled the lunchbox over and opened the lid.

“You know I wouldn’t dare forget your food. I fill you; you fill me. It’s the little things that make our relationship work.”

He laughed, shaking his head, and scooped up a mouthful of rice and veggies.

“Pardon me for saying so,” Emma continued, “but you seem distracted today.”

“Your empathy tell you that?”

“It may have pointed me in this direction.” She tilted her head. “Anything on your mind?”

“Plenty. I’m finding it difficult to concentrate in class.”

“Life certainly keeps us hopping these days.”

“It’s not just that. I could keep up with my studies if I wanted to—there are enough hours in the week—but any time I crack open my notes, I just sort of stare at them like I’m lost. Most of the time, I end up putting them away and meditating with my spell list instead. I haven’t put in any honest-to-goodness study time since our Data Structures test, and even that one fell short of my usual standards.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“It is if I ever want to graduate.”

“And do you?”

He paused and frowned, giving her question due consideration. It was the first time anyone had asked him that, but he wasn’t surprised by it, since similar thoughts had been rattling around in his skull over the past few months.

“I don’t know anymore,” he replied at last. “I thought I knew what I wanted to do with my life, but that was before all this started. I want to see through to completion what I started, education-wise, but I also know every hour I spend on programming is an hour I can’t spend training up.”

“Can’t stretch yourself too thin, that’s for sure.”

“And then there’s what the coven paid us. It got me thinking. What the hell am I wasting my time here for?” He gestured around them to indicate the university. “I’m dumping time and money down a hole in the hopes that someday, years from now, I’ll be able to earn it back. What sense does that make when I could be working jobs for the coven and making bank right now? Never mind that working with the coven helps us achieve our other goal.” He set his fork down. “Emma, why are you in college?”

“For the usual reasons. Seemed like the right thing to do if I wanted to have a career. I didn’t know Ashley when I enrolled.”

“And now that you do?”

“It seemed convenient to stay the course. Being a student helped me spot one of the campus vampires, after all.”

“Right. But now that all the CCU vampires are dead?”

“I don’t know.” She sighed, resting her cheek on a hand. “Haven’t given it much thought. I guess I’ve been flying on autopilot since then, same as you.”

“Maybe it’s something we need to talk about, and I mean all five of us, especially now that we’re off to such a good start with the coven.”

“Speaking of the coven …” Her eyes caught something past his shoulder.

Clarke twisted around in his seat, following Emma’s gaze.

“There you two are!” Ixia sat down at their table and set her backpack on the floor.

“Ixia?” Clarke said. “I didn’t know you went to school here.”

“I don’t. Just passing through, making a few potion deliveries to the student body. Aphrodisiacs, memory decoctions, and one luck elixir. The usual for a crowd like this.”

“What’d those cost?”

The witch smiled slyly. “You don’t want to know.”

“She called ahead,” Emma said. “I let her know where we hang out.”

“You’re certainly welcome to join us,” Clarke said. “Can I grab you a bite to eat?”

“No thanks,” Ixia replied. “I’ll eat after my last delivery. Just wanted to stop by and talk in person, since I was in the area. Wanted to pick your brain about your fight with the living mist, too.”

“Is something bothering you about it?”

“No, just wanted to understand your approach better. You know, since I’m your handler and all.” Ixia leaned in and spoke softly. “So tell me, when you faced that junk puppet with the acetylene tanks, why didn’t you three back away and shoot it?”

“Shoot it?” Clarke creased his brow.

“You know, instead of casting Scarlet Slash. That’s a powerful spell, but the downside is the health drain can leave you vulnerable. It would have been safer to shoot it.”

“Okay, but with what?”

“You know.” The witch pointed a finger gun at him and fired.

“None of us brought a gun.”

“You didn’t?” Ixia stared at them in disbelief.

“I don’t think any of us even own a gun.” Clarke glanced over at Emma, who shook her head.

“You don’t even own …” Ixia leaned back in her chair. “This makes so much sense now.”

“Is this a problem?”

“Clarke, I appreciate that your team is unhexed and mean as hell, but there’s a distinction between confident and foolhardy. Do any of you have any ranged options besides Scarlet Slash?”

“Does picking up stuff and throwing it count?”

“No.”

“Then we don’t have anything.”

Ixia whistled softly. “Okay. Let’s chalk this one up to inexperience and pick out some guns! How’s this evening sound?”
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“Why am I here again?” Ashley asked, somewhat irritably.

“Because Ixia asked to see all of us,” Emma said from the driver’s seat of her Jetta.

“What’s the point, though? I’m not buying or shooting guns.”

“Just humor us,” Clarke said, trying to be diplomatic. “It’s in our best interests to keep our business partners happy.”

“Here we are!” Emma pulled into a small gravel parking lot in front of a squat, gray building with a flat roof and a dirty sign that read BLOAT’S BULLETS. Ixia waved at them from in front of the entrance. Emma brought the car to a halt near the witch, and they all climbed out.

“Got the whole crew together, I see. Great!” Ixia waved them toward the store. “Let’s pick out some firepower!”

“You’re in a good mood,” Clarke said.

“It’s not every day I get to pop a virgin’s cherry.” She winked at him and pushed through the door.

The bells above the door tinkled, and the man behind the counter looked up. His long elven ears twitched, and he rose, his narrow chest clad in a camouflage vest with orange stripes along the shoulders and the name BLOAT across the front. Tattoos covered every inch of his scrawny arms, rampant with eagles, the stars and stripes, guns, bullets, explosions, a woman clothed in nothing but rose blossoms, and the name BETSY. He masticated a wad of what Clarke assumed to be chewing tobacco and spat into a spittoon behind the counter.

The store was much as Clarke had expected, with a wide variety of rifles, shotguns, and pistols arrayed along the walls, on shelves, and underneath the glass countertop, along with ammo and various accessories.

“Hey there, Harvey!” Ixia gave the elf a wave as they approached the counter.

“Miss Grey!” Harvey Bloat smiled at her, flashing a pair of gold teeth amongst his originals. “What an unexpected pleasure! I would have swept up the place had I known you’d be dropping by. What can I do for you?”

“Got a crew with me that recently began working with the coven.” She patted Clarke on the shoulder. “They’re interested in purchasing tools for a little ‘pest control,’ if you get my meaning.”

“I do indeed. And what sort of pests are we talking about here?”

“The really nasty kind.”

“Vampiric spawn?”

Ixia shrugged indifferently. “Perhaps.”

Harvey chuckled, then spat again.

Clarke regarded the man with a curious expression.

“You’re an elf?”

“That I am. Surprised, Mister …?”

“Clarke. And yes.”

“Well, Mr. Clarke, so were my parents. To this day, they still prattle on about the old ways and how I’m a disgrace to my birthright and need to be more connected with nature and blah-blah-blah.” Harvey rolled his eyes.

“I take it you have a different view on the matter.”

“Oh, I like to connect with nature, all right.” Harvey tapped the center of his forehead. “Especially with a seven-millimeter Remington Magnum right between the eyes! We sell those, by the way. Very popular caliber. Appropriate for ‘pest control’ as well as sport hunting.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Anyway, Mr. Clarke, what can I help you with?” The elf rubbed his hands together. “Everything on display is for sale, though not everything for sale is on display. I have a few specialty items in the basement reserved for pest control enthusiasts.”

“Actually,” Ixia began, “would you mind if I showed off some of your stock? I have a few thoughts on what Clarke and his team might take a shine to.”

“Not at all, Miss Grey. My house is your house.”

“Thanks, Harvey.” Ixia corralled them toward the pistol shelves.

Ashley pinched a pistol between her thumb and forefinger as if she were lifting a soiled rag. She set it carefully back in its stand then brushed her fingers off on her slacks.

“Do we really need guns?” Brooke asked the witch.

“The simple answer is no, but that’s the wrong question. A werewolf or slime or”—she hesitated with the hint of a grin—“warlock doesn’t need a gun to kill. You have plenty of offensive power as you are now. What a gun can provide you with is options, especially if a mage, such as myself, were to load the bullets with spells.”

“Okay,” Brooke said, nodding. “That makes sense.”

“What did you have in mind?” Clarke asked.

“For you and Brooke, I was thinking of something like this.” Ixia pulled a huge revolver off the shelf and handed it to him. “The Smith & Wesson Model 629, a modern version of the gun made famous by the Dirty Harry movies. This is a six-shot, double action revolver firing .44 Magnum cartridges.”

“Double action?”

“You pull the trigger; it fires. No need to cock the hammer between each shot, though you can fire it that way as well. There are advantages to single actions, but with your enhanced strength, you’d barely notice the difference between single and double action trigger pulls besides having to pull the trigger farther.”

“But only six shots? Will that be enough against the sorts of monsters we’re likely to face? I don’t want to be stuck reloading with a hellhound barreling toward me.”

“A good question, but here are a few points in response: First, we’re looking at these guns as backup weapons, not your primary means of dealing damage. Second, revolvers are easier to load with spells than semi-automatics. And third, this thing hits like a truck! Nothing likes being punched full of holes. Not even monsters and demihumans with high regen factors. Why only damage or debuff when you can do both at the same time? It’s the best of both worlds!”

“Why are revolvers easier on the magic?” Clarke asked.

“Because the bullets aren’t touching each other. The closer we pack spells together, the harder it is to make them stable. Bullets in the cylinder or prepped in a speedloader aren’t in direct contact, which means we can jam more powerful spells into them more easily. Any spell I plant on a bullet is going to be inherently unstable because it needs to activate on its own later.”

“I didn’t realize overlapping spells was that difficult.”

“That’s one of the reasons why Heinrich’s traps caught me off guard,” Ashley said. “I didn’t expect so much magic to be concentrated in his grimoire.”

“What spells did he stack it with?” Ixia asked.

“Concealment, Summon Ink Wraith, and Far Sight, and it looks like his true grimoire is protected with at least twice that amount.”

“Wow. Concealment and Far Sight are fairly stable, but any summoning spell turns the whole thing into a house of cards. Tricky to pull off. Very tricky.”

“What about me?” Sammy asked. “Don’t I get a Dirty Harry Magnum?”

“Try this on for size.” Ixia handed the slime girl a slightly more modest weapon. “Smith & Wesson’s Model 686.”

“It’s smaller.” Sammy hefted the revolver with a frown. “Why do I get the weenie gun?”

“‘Weenie?’ This is a very respectable firearm. It fires either .38 Special or .357 Magnum cartridges. I’m going to recommend the former for the reduced recoil, which⁠—”

“You don’t think I can handle the more powerful ammo?”

“I wouldn’t put it like that.”

“I’m stronger than any random human you could pull off the street.”

“True, but we may also be able to couple the lower recoil with a shorter barrel for you. A smaller frame lends itself better to concealed carry, which you, as a slime, are especially well-suited for.”

“You mean like inside my chest?”

“For example.”

“I want the jumbo hand cannon. I’ve fit bigger in me. Clarke can vouch for this.”

Clarke grimaced, not sure what to say.

“I’m just making recommendations,” Ixia said defensively. “If you want the .44 Magnum, go for it. All I’m saying is I think you’ll like this gun better. You can try out these two and more before you pick one; there’s a range out back. We can rent the models we’re interested in and give them all a whirl.”

“Okay.” Sammy placed her hands on her hips. “Just so we’re clear on that point.”

“My turn, my turn!” Emma pushed her way forward. “What’s the gun for me?”

“Do you need one?” Clarke asked. “You normally hang back from the fighting.”

“I want one!”

“And she should be armed,” Ixia said. “Even if she tries to stay clear of danger, there may come a time when she needs to defend herself. Also, her ability to fly provides her with a number of interesting options, which is why I’m recommending she purchase two guns.”

“I get two?” Emma wore the second widest, dumbest, happiest grin Clarke had ever seen on her face. (He’d witnessed the first back when Hepatica had proposed he knock up one of her daughters.)

“I’m recommending another Model 686 loaded with .38 Specials to serve as your close quarters backup, but for your primary …” Ixia led them over to the rifle racks and pulled one off. “Take a gander at the venerable AR-15. Accurate, easy to use, and highly customizable. It’s called ‘America’s rifle’ for very good reasons.”

Ixia handed the weapon to the succubus, who held it against her chest, still grinning.

“No fair,” Sammy grumped. “Why does she get the rifle?”

“Because she’s not as tough as the rest of you,” Ixia said. “A long rifle allows her to hang back and provide support fire, and her ability to fly gives her positioning options regular humans can only dream of. That said, the bullets are clumped together in the magazine, which reduces the intensity of the spells I’ll be able to charge them with, but that’s a small price to pay. If she’s going to participate in combat, I can’t think of a better option.”

“This is perfect!” Emma exclaimed. “I’ll finally be able to contribute!”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Clarke said. “You’ve been contributing all along.”

“Not like this!”

“As for our last team member …” Ixia turned to the angel.

“I don’t shoot guns.”

“Not even a weenie one?”

“I’m not a fighter.”

“Okay, then.” Ixia crossed her arms. “But maybe there’s a way you can still help out. Since both you and Emma fly, you could act as her spotter. She’ll want to operate at range, which means we need to hook her up with a good scope, and that means her view of the battlefield will sometimes be restricted to gazing through a roll of toilet paper. You could stick by her and keep tabs on the overall situation while she’s zeroing in on a target.”

“That I can do.”

“Come on!” Emma said, grinning like a fool. “When do we get to test these bad boys out?”

“As soon as I talk to Harvey,” Ixia said.
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Crack, crack, crack!

The kick from the Magnum rippled down Clarke’s forearms, but he held it in a steady two-handed grip, unloading all six shots into the twenty-five-yard pistol target in rapid succession. He opened the cylinder, shook out the empty casings, and slotted in a fresh six with a speedloader. He found the motion finicky and the twist that released the rounds unintuitive, but it was still faster than loading each round by hand.

He emptied another six rounds into the target.

“Nice!” Ixia said. “Your groupings are getting tighter. How’s it feel?”

“Not bad.” He adjusted his rental safety glasses, which were loose and had slid down his nose. “I expected more trouble keeping the barrel on target.”

“You’ve got Brooke’s shifter magic to thank for that. Your arms are absorbing the shock better than any regular human’s, and most demihumans’ for that matter.” She leaned close to him and spoke softly. “Speaking of which, I’ve got a question for you.”

“What about?” He set the revolver on the bench. Brooke, Emma, and Sammy continued to practice with their own targets further down.

“Come on, Clarke. Isn’t it obvious? You’ve got a real gift with your Power Graft ability, and I happen to be a witch.” She nudged him with an elbow. “Want to absorb some of my magic? I’m sure you’ll find it useful.”

“I, um, already did.”

“What?” She stared at him in disbelief.

“And yes, it was very useful.”

“When did this happen?”

“During the night we spent together at Studio Nightshade.”

“Come on! You’re pulling my leg. I’m a witch. No way I would have missed you casting a spell like that!”

“You were busy.” He cleared his throat. “Busy having an orgasm.”

“You cast it then?”

“That’s the only time I can.” He shrugged, not sure if he was apologizing or not. “So far, anyway.”

“You can only cast Power Graft during sex?”

“Yep, and not consistently either.”

“Huh.” Ixia regarded him with a curious expression. “This does put matters in a different light.”

“How so?”

“I was going to suggest you absorb some magic from Dahlia and Hyacinth. You remember them?”

“Your triplet sisters. I remember.”

“But now …”

“Kind of awkward.”

“You can say that again!” Ixia placed a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s file that one away for later.” She walked past him down the bench. “Weapons down, everyone! Let’s huddle up and review how we’re doing!”

Brooke, Emma, and Sammy set their firearms on the bench and joined Ixia and Clarke. Ashley walked up from her viewing post at the back, and everyone removed their ear protection.

“Okay, Brooke,” the witch began, “let’s start with you. How’s the pistol working out?”

“Honestly, I’m not sold on it. The gun works fine when I’m in human or hybrid form, but as soon as I change into a werewolf, my hands outgrow the handle, and my claws start getting in the way.”

“I see your point. Hadn’t thought of that.” Ixia lowered her head. “But don’t give up yet. Harvey’s done custom jobs before, so he may have a solution. We can ask him once we’re finished here. What about you, Emma?”

“I love America’s rifle! I want two!”

Ixia laughed. “One is more than enough, unless Ashley wants to join in.”

The angel shook her head back and forth in a slow, stern manner.

“Right. How about you, Sammy?”

“The popgun is fine, but I want to try the Magnum.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m a big girl. I can handle it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Look, I’m settling this right here and now. Clarke, you got a speedloader for me?”

“Right here.”

Sammy took the speedloader and stalked up to the bench. She took hold of the Magnum and reloaded it while everyone put their ear protection back on.

“Now watch this!” Sammy aimed the huge revolver downrange.

Crack!

“Wow! That’s some recoil!”

Crack! Crack! Crack-crack-crack!

The last three shots missed the target entirely. Sammy looked down at her wrists, which now resembled the bellows of two accordions, squashed back by the force of the gun.

Ixia winced. “I was afraid this would happen.”

“Fine,” Sammy huffed, setting the revolver back onto the bench. “I’ll stick with the popgun.” She shook her hands out, and they returned to their normal dimensions.

They cleaned up the range and returned the rental weapons and equipment to Harvey. When asked about Brooke’s problem, Harvey smiled and hustled down to his basement, returning with a customized Model 629 with an extended trigger guard and a reshaped grip. Brooke transformed, tested the feel of it in her clawed hand, and nodded approvingly. She switched back into her hybrid form, and they began putting together their order:

Two Smith & Wesson Model 629s (one with a custom grip), two Smith & Wesson Model 686s, an AR-15 with Vortex Optics 4x scope, ammunition, magazines, speedloaders, and shoulder harnesses.

“Don’t we have to go through a background check or something?” Clarke asked.

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” Harvey flashed a golden smile.

“Seriously? Just that easy?”

“Anyone working with the Greys gets special treatment in my store. Besides, how old are you, kid?”

“Twenty.”

“Legal age for handgun purchases is twenty-one in this state.” Harvey patted one of the revolvers. “You want to wait until your birthday for these?”

“I’d prefer not to.”

“Of course not. So, why don’t we skip that part, then? You’re working with the Greys, and that’s good enough for me.”

Harvey rang up the total, and Clarke brought out his debit card to pay for the lot.

“Clarke, I can cover this,” Sammy said, pulling out her wallet.

“I know you can, but we shouldn’t mooch off you. This is team business, and the team will cover this together.”

Harvey processed the order with a gold toothed smile and threw in a Bloat’s Bullets duffel bag free of charge to carry their purchases. They loaded the merchandise into the duffel, and Clarke carried it to Ixia’s car.

“I’ll work on prepping the guns and ammunition for your next job,” the witch said. “Should have the first batch ready sometime this weekend. I recommend everyone get in plenty of time at the range.”

Ashley harrumphed.

“Everyone except the angel.”

“Thank you.”

“But I’m serious. Practice all you can, and on top of that, it wouldn’t hurt to cross-train with each other’s guns. You may need to use one unexpectedly, and the worst time to be figuring out a new gun is in the middle of a fight.”

“Good advice,” Clarke said. “We’ll do just that. Thanks, Ixia. You’ve been a huge help.”

“Don’t mention it. See you in a few days!”


Eleven


Clarke met Ashley at her apartment early Saturday morning. He knocked politely on the door.

“You’re early,” came the cool response.

“Sorry?”

“The door’s unlocked. You can come right in.”

He cracked the door open and checked his immediate surroundings. Ashley was naked at her desk, wings out and broken halo glowing over her head, but her position didn’t place her within easy view of the public. He slipped inside and closed the door behind him.

“Good morning.” He pulled over a chair and joined the angel at her desk.

“Morning,” she replied, not looking up from the two grimoires open before her. A glowing orb hovered above, casting its clean white light over the rough pages.

“Anything interesting?”

“Quite a bit, actually, but it still paints an incomplete picture. Hepatica and I have managed to peel back the true grimoire’s Concealment here and there, but the underlying architecture of defensive spells is proving troublesome. We may need to create a magic circle—and a powerful one at that—if we’re to make any more meaningful progress.”

“Not surprising, given our past experience with Heinrich’s grimoires. I figured you two would eventually hit a wall. Anything the rest of us can do to help?”

“Not yet. I still have a few tricks up my sleeves.”

He made a point of glancing over her naked arms.

“It was an expression, Clarke.”

“Of course, though I’m wondering why you and Hepatica haven’t hit the book with the heavy stuff already.”

“Because we don’t know what spells Heinrich packed in here.” She patted the larger of the two grimoires. “If we approach its defenses too carelessly, we risk losing it entirely.”

“What? You mean he could have left a self-destruct spell on the book?”

“Something like that. A Fire or Immolation spell would certainly do the trick—burn it beyond recognition—so we need to be careful. The process we’re going through may be slow, but it lets us gauge the grimoire’s defenses more safely while also affording us a few tantalizing peeks into its contents.”

“Such as?”

“Remember the bone scepter mentioned in the decoy’s grimoire? Whatever it is, I’m convinced now that Heinrich both had possession of it and that it’s the reason for him coming to Chester Creek.”

“Huh?” Clarke sat back in thought. “But if he had this scepter already, why come here?”

“That’s far less clear. I’ve also come across references to the ‘Throne of Shadows,’ but that makes even less sense.”

“A Throne of Shadows? What’s that?”

“It’s a vampiric artifact, though that description hardly does it justice. To apply an analogy, imagine the precarious peace between the mage clans and vampires as akin to the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. Under that framework, the Throne of Shadows is the Tsar Bomba, the most powerful thermonuclear warhead ever deployed.”

“It’s a big deal, then.”

“Very. It’s the vampires’ ace in the hole, and one of the reasons why the mage clans would lose against them if open warfare were ever to break out. It’s also why the vampires have risen to power so successfully.”

“But what is it and what makes it so dangerous?”

“At its heart, the Throne is an arcane amplifier, the most powerful one ever built. It used to be a purely magical construct, but nowadays it’s more an amalgamation crafted from centuries of magical and technological experimentation. The results are nothing short of astounding. Use it to cast a simple Fire spell, and you could level a city. Cast something like a hex through it …”

“And you could brainwash the entire human race?”

“It’s more complicated than that, but you grasp the basic principle. The hexes and control spells vampires use to manipulate humanity aren’t so prevalent because legions of vampires cast them. Rather, we’re talking about a small cabal of elite pureblood vampires, the oldest and most dangerous on the planet. Ruthless and terrifying individuals who use the Throne to bend the collective knees of our entire world.”

“I can see why Heinrich would be interested. But why here? Why come to Chester Creek? The Throne isn’t stored in some secret bunker under the university, is it?”

“Surely not. I can’t explain Heinrich’s interest in CCU, but wherever the Throne is kept, the site will undoubtedly be well-fortified, and the Throne itself surrounded by defenses both modern and mystical. Elite d-hunters from the Academy of Silence must surely guard it day and night, backed by the strongest summons on the planet.”

“The Academy of Silence?”

“The clandestine training and command center for the vampires’ most lethal enforcers: the deviant hunters. I don’t know where it is either.”

“Sounds like the Throne of Shadows is a bit out of our league.”

“Just a hair.”

“But if we could reach the Throne …”

“Then we would have the means to upset the balance of power.” She gave him a careful look. “Theoretically.”

“Perhaps that’s what Heinrich was after. A way to reach the Throne and use it for his own ends. Maybe this bone scepter was a part of that, too, somehow.”

“We can only speculate.”

“Now I’m even more curious to learn what he wrote in his true grimoire. It may also be a good idea for us to try and locate Heinrich’s other lairs. He must have at least one more, if he stashed the bone scepter nearby.” Clarke looked over at the angel. “How do you know all this, anyway? About the Throne, I mean.”

“I …” She frowned suddenly. “I’m not sure.”

“You seem awfully well-informed on the subject.”

“I suppose you have a point there. Some topics I seem to grasp naturally, almost as if I’ve researched them in the past, despite not having any memory of doing so.” She shrugged helplessly. “Perhaps the Throne is one of them.”

“Does that mean the Throne is important to your mission?”

“I would take that as a given, since it’s the centerpiece of vampiric supremacy over the world.”

“I mean in a more specific sense. That maybe past-Ashley researched it just like Heinrich did, but with different goals in mind.”

“I really can’t say. Food for thought, I suppose.”

“And that brings up another question I had. About you specifically.”

“I’ll answer it if I can, but I make no promises.”

“Now, I don’t mean to pry here,” he said, holding up a hand, “but where do you get your money?”

Ashley blinked. “What do you mean? I have a checking account.”

“Sure, but where does the money in your account come from? As far as I know, you don’t have a job.”

“That’s correct.”

“And yet you can afford an apartment, a car, and our overpriced tuition with no obvious support structure. The rest of us have families to help us through our college years, but you’re all on your own as far as I know.”

“That’s right.” She gave him a slim smile. “Though I wouldn’t say I’m alone. I have you and the rest of Broken Fang.”

“Do you have help paying your bills?”

“No, I handle them on my own.”

“Then how do you do that?”

“I told you, with my checking account.”

“Which just magically has money in it?”

“I … don’t know?”

“Maybe past-Ashley set it up for you.”

“Maybe.” She stared off with a quizzical look, as if this thought had never occurred to her.

“Would you mind if I looked over your finances?”

“What for?”

“To try and figure out where your money comes from.”

“If you think that’ll help.” She stood up, which caused her perfectly rounded breasts to jiggle right in front of his face. “I need to start packing, anyway.”

“You haven’t packed yet?”

“I don’t have much in the way of possessions. The apartment came furnished, so all we need to drive over today are a few boxes.”

“Okay. How about I look through your records while you start packing? You good with that?”

“Sure. Let me grab my latest statement and write out my password info for you.”
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Clarke spent the next half hour reading through old bank statements and reviewing her account online, but the exercise only served to confuse him further.

“Ashley? How long have you been on this plane?”

“Less than a year,” she called from the bedroom. “Why?”

“Your checking account was opened over two decades ago. Were you here before?”

“I suppose that’s possible.”

She walked into the living room, heels clicking on hardwood, dressed in a white sleeveless shirt with a plunging neckline and a pair of beige slacks. Her long golden hair was held back by her halo-turned-hairband. A cardboard box floated next to her and settled heavily atop the pile by the door.

“Is there a problem?” she asked.

“I’m not sure. You visiting Earth in the past opens up a whole can of worms I hadn’t considered.”

“Why’s that?”

“If you came here decades ago and that visit was part of your mission, then the people you interacted with may still be around: both allies and enemies.”

“That would make sense.”

“The problem is they’d recognize you, but you wouldn’t necessarily recognize them. If we’re talking about an ally, then everything’s fine. Happy reunion. Perhaps they’ll even agree to lend Broken Fang a helping hand. But if we stumble across one of your old enemies …”

“I see your point,” she said with a measured nod.

“If you were here in the past, would you have looked the same? Do angels even age?”

“I don’t … think we do?”

“That’s probably the best answer I can hope for under the circumstances.”

“I’m sorry, Clarke.” Her hairband darkened.

“Don’t be. You’ve got nothing to be sorry about.”

“I wish I could be more helpful. I really do.”

“Hey now.” He stood up and held her at arm’s length. “You didn’t bust your own halo.”

He lifted her chin with a gentle finger.

She gave him an unsure smile. “You’re right, of course.”

“Come on. Let’s get you moved into your new home.”

“Okay.” Her smile became genuine.

Clarke hauled the boxes out to his and Ashley’s cars. He’d brought his old junker for the extra trunk space, but that turned out to be unnecessary; he was able to fit most of the boxes in Ashley’s white Honda Civic and he could have squeezed the rest into the Z4’s passenger seat and diminutive trunk.

They drove over to the mansion together and then transferred the boxes to the foyer.

“This is a bit much, don’t you think?” Ashley said, fingertips gliding over a banister.

“Apparently, this is what passes for ‘room and board’ in the Eloise family.”

“Where is our resident slime girl?”

“Not sure, but I can guess.” He nodded toward one of the doors. “Come on. I’ll show you around as we look for them.”

They didn’t have to venture far, because the first place Clarke tried was the indoor basketball court.

A blood-curdling roar echoed down the hall. The double doors to the court flew open, and a pink blur splashed against the opposite wall. The vertical puddle spread across the wall—then snapped back into the shape of a naked pink humanoid.

“It is so on!” Sammy pulled off the wall with a sucking sound, but then paused and caught sight of the newcomers. “Oh hey, you guys! Time-out, Brooke!” She made a T with her hands. “We’ve got company.”

Brooke peeked her head out. Pale, chunky fluid dribbled down her chin, matting her fur.

“Hey, Clarke! And Ash, too!” Brooke stepped out into the open, her hulking werewolf form clad in a red-and-white jersey and shorts. Her entire front was splattered with a goopy mess.

“What happened to you?” Clarke asked.

Brooke pointed to the slime. “She made me throw up.”

“Not on purpose!”

Clarke cringed. “Does this happen often?”

“Sometimes, but she pays me back with steaks, so it’s okay.” Brooke grabbed a towel and began wiping down. “Her toxins hit hard.”

“Yeah.” Sammy shook her head wistfully. “It’s a shame vampires and so many of their summons can resist my ‘loving embrace.’ What’s a toxic girl to do? Anyway, can I have my underwear back? We have guests.”

“Sure.”

Brooke handed over a small black bundle, and Sammy shoved the articles into her chest. The clothing unfolded within her semi-translucent torso, separating into a bra and panties. The articles swam within her body until they emerged at the traditional locations.

Clarke stepped up to the doors and checked out the court.

“I see you’ve done a little remodeling.”

“It’s nothing fancy,” Sammy said. “All Brooke and I did was throw down a metric ton of padded rolls across the floor and tape more to the walls. Should keep the damage to a minimum unless we get crazy.”

“Which lets us have more fun,” Brooke added. “I didn’t want to scratch up your parents’ court by accident.”

“And it’s good practice.” Sammy turned back to Clarke. “Speaking of which, when do we get our guns? Emma’s coming over later, and we were talking about driving up to Bloat’s. I want to get comfortable with my peashooter.”

“Your ‘peashooter’ can fire .357 Magnums.”

“Yeah, but I’m loading it with the weenie rounds.”

“Still, I think you’re overstating your case. That gun’s nowhere near as puny as you’re making it out to be.”

“Power is relative.” Sammy gave him a casual wave. “Anyway, when do we get them?”

“Later today. I’ll pick them up from Ixia after we finish moving Ashley in.”

Brooke morphed into her hybrid form. “Will you be coming straight back here?”

“That’s the plan. Why?”

“Well, I thought you and I might enjoy the full moon tonight.” Brooke glanced away shyly. “After I clean up, I mean. I know I’m disgusting right now.”

“The full moon?” Sammy squinted at the werewolf. “What are you talking about?”

“What do you think I’m talking about?”

“Something’s up. I can smell it.”

“That would be the vomit.”

“No, there’s something else going on.” Sammy walked over to the towel rack. She grabbed her phone and checked one of her apps. “Girl, your sense of time is all messed up. According to this, we’re in the middle of a waning crescent. We’ve got over two weeks before the next full moon.”

“Not if I’m lucky.” Brooke glanced at Clarke with eager eyes.

“Luck has nothing to do with this. It’s the freakin’ moon! Orbital mechanics don’t care about your luck!”

“Or so you think.”

Clarke cleared his throat. “Perhaps we should all help Ashley get settled in?”

“I need to hit the showers first,” Brooke said. “I’ll help right after.”

“Guess that just leaves me.” Sammy led them back toward the foyer. “Wait until you see the spot I have picked out. Everything our resident angel could want: second floor balcony, easy access to the study, plenty of skylights for daytime reading. You’re going to love it.”

“Sounds wonderful,” Ashley said.

Ashley cast Telekinesis on one of the boxes, and Clarke and Sammy grabbed the rest. He didn’t even need his enhanced strength to lift his stack, since most of the contents were clothes. Together, they followed Sammy up the stairs and down one of the mansion wings to Ashley’s new rooms, where they dropped off the boxes.

“I’m going to make sure Brooke knows where to find us.” Sammy made for the door. “She still gets lost sometimes. Be back in a few!”

Sammy left the room. Clarke was about to follow her to give Ashley her privacy, but the angel grabbed his sleeve.

“Need something?” he asked.

“You could say that.” Ashley slipped her fingers behind his waist band and tugged him over. “I’ve been thinking, Clarke. Do you care about me?”

“Of course I do.”

“And I feel the same way about you, but I know I’m not very good at showing it.”

“That’s all right. You’re in a unique situation.” He gave her a warm smile. “We know you struggle sometimes.”

“That doesn’t mean I should accept the situation as it is.” She gazed up at him with her perfect blue eyes. “I want to fix this.”

“Fix what?”

“Let me try.”

She leaned forward to kiss him, taking him by surprise. At first, he thought she only meant to give him a soft kiss on the lips, a progression from the peck on the cheek she’d given him weeks ago, but when their lips met, he realized this was something far more intense and aggressive. Her hand found the back of his neck and her tongue slipped past his lips, exploring his mouth.

The presence of her magic exploded within his mind, bright and overwhelming. It blazed like the sun but with softness and control, shining without blinding, warming without scorching. He lost himself within her luminosity. Nothing else existed but her; she nullified all of creation with the intensity of her kiss, reducing unfathomable light years to two bodies desperate to become one.

Her arms encircled him, hands grasping at his shirt, tugging it upward, eager to explore his skin. He found his own arms doing the same, almost without thought, all his senses suffused with her light.

He kissed her, and reality appeared to stretch out before his closed eyes, transforming itself into a long tunnel, dark at first, but soon overflowing with sensation. Lights shot by, stretched by their speed, brilliant with all the colors of the rainbow. His mind blanked, unable to fathom her all-encompassing glory. A raging river of light flowed over his skin, numbing him, suffocating his mind with sensory overload.

His limbs turned to jelly, his eyes rolled back into his skull⁠—

—and then he passed out.
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He blinked his eyes open to find himself on his back with three lovely-but-worried faces staring down at him. The room faded in and out of focus.

“He’s awake,” Brooke said.

Sammy gave him a shake. “Say something, Clarke.”

His eyes met Ashley’s and he said the first thing to pop into his head.

“My God, it’s full of stars.”

“What’s he mean by that?” Sammy turned urgently to the angel. “Is he okay?”

“I think he just made a movie reference,” Brooke said.

“Ash, what’d you do to him?”

“I gave him a kiss.”

“You did a bit more than that.” Clarke began to sit up, but Brooke placed a hand against his chest.

“Easy. Take it slow.”

“I’m all right.” He sat up fully and rubbed his temples. “I think. My head feels like it’s been hit with a blowtorch.”

“This is all my fault,” Ashley said with a worried frown. “I thought one kiss would be safe.”

“Clearly, it wasn’t!” Sammy scolded.

“Well, now we know,” Clarke groaned, massaging his eye sockets. He lowered his hands. “Seems all we need is for Ashley to kiss the vampires to death.”

The angel frowned more deeply, and her hairband darkened to a dull gray.

“Sorry,” Clarke said, wincing as he held his head. “That was in poor taste. Can someone grab me an ice pack?”

“Sure thing.” Sammy dashed out of the room.

Brooke and Ashley helped Clarke to his feet, then guided him to the side of the bed.

“How do you feel?” Brooke asked.

“Okay. I’ll feel better once the room stops spinning.”

“I’m sorry,” Ashley said, sitting down beside him.

“I thought we agreed to keep things platonic between us. You know, on account of the possibility I’d die if we slept together.”

“It’s hard to explain.” The angel rested a hand on his thigh. “I was looking at you, and suddenly I felt this deep yearning to be closer—almost akin to an ache. Almost … nostalgic. I know I shouldn’t have, but it made sense to me in the moment. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“I believe you, but perhaps we should approach this matter more cautiously next time.”

“You’re right, of course.” Ashley patted his thigh and stood up.

“I’ve got your ice!” Sammy waved a blue ice pack as she entered the room. She wrapped it in a hand towel and gave it to Clarke.

“Thanks.” He planted the ice pack against his throbbing temple. “Ahh. That’s the stuff.”

Sammy sat down, crowding one side of Clarke with Brooke on the other.

“Perhaps we should give Clarke some peace and quiet,” Ashley said. “And I’d like to see the rest of the mansion. It also wouldn’t hurt for me to set up a few Wards to defend the property from casual snooping.”

“No problem.” Sammy rose from the bed. “One grand tour coming right up.”

The celestial and slime girl headed out of the room.

Brooke draped her arm around Clarke.

“No full moon?”

“Not the way I feel right now. Besides, I need to head out and pick up our guns.”

“Okay.” Her ears drooped and she gave his shoulders a squeeze. “When are you leaving?”

“Just as soon as the room stops spinning.”


Twelve


Clarke’s headache was gone by the time he reached the Greys’ home. Ixia greeted him at the door, dressed in a comfy black hoodie with arcane symbols down each sleeve, black jean shorts attractively abbreviated in pre-ripped hems, and black pre-ripped stockings. She led him down into the basement where their firearms and ammunition were laid out on the main table.

“Behold!” she said with a grand flourish. “Your new arsenal!”

“They look the same to me, but I know looks can be deceiving. Walk me through the enhancements?”

“Of course!” She picked up the Magnum with the standard grip. The cylinder was open and empty, and the hammer was down. “For starters, I’ve applied Muffle to all your guns, which cuts back on the noise they make. It doesn’t turn them silent, but that’s not what we’re aiming for.”

“If they’re not silent, then what’s the advantage?”

“Threefold.” She held up one finger. “First, to make them more user-friendly. Firing this bad boy in an enclosed space—a vampire’s lair, for instance—is a recipe for permanent hearing loss. We don’t want that. Now, granted, Brooke’s ears will heal on their own, and your Sanguine Shield protects your eardrums along with the rest of your body, but there are still scenarios where a reduction will come in handy.”

“Such as if Emma is with us,” he said, nodding. “What about Sammy?”

“She doesn’t have eardrums in a conventional sense, and what she does have won’t be damaged by noises this loud.”

“Got it.”

“Point Number Two.” Ixia held up another finger. “Any reduction in noise will make your actions harder to detect, even if it doesn’t turn you into a monster-slaying ninja. A small benefit, to be sure, but it’s there.”

“Is that a thing? Modern day ninjas?”

“You’d be surprised. Some of the Japanese mage clans go hardcore.”

“I can imagine,” he said with a laugh.

“Lastly, I added an enhancement of my own design to the Muffle spell. It alters the speed of sound within a limited radius, which can make it seem like you’re farther away than you actually are. This also counters police ShotSpotters or any similar tech that uses triangulation. Sure, they’ll pick you up on their microphones, but between the reduced volume and the inconsistent sound propagation, they’ll be dead wrong about where you actually are.”

“Nice! You came up with this yourself?”

“Impressed?” She held the gun upright, trigger finger outside the guard, and tilted her head.

“You bet. You clearly put a lot of thought and care into this, and I’ll take any edge I can get.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” She set the Magnum back on the table.

“What else do you have for us?”

“Your first batch of enchanted bullets.” She gestured to three speedloaders. Each bullet had the word BREAK written on the casing in permanent marker. “I’ve gone with Break, which is a solid, general-purpose debuff. It’ll soften the hide of anything you tag. Makes their bones brittle, too. Combine that with blowing big holes in them, and whatever you’re up against will be in for a bad day.”

“Good! Better them than me.”

“I could have charged them with Agonize or Cripple or any number of more specialized spells, but my guess is you’ll find Break more useful in a wider set of circumstances.”

“Break should do fine. I trust your judgment. How many do we have?”

“Twelve for you and Brooke, and six for Sammy.”

“Sounds like a solid start. What about Emma?”

“I focused on her primary weapon for now.” Ixia placed a 20-round magazine next to the speedloaders. “This is only half-full, and the bullets are loaded with a weaker version of Break, but it should still prove effective against plenty of foes.”

“Will firing charged bullets affect the Muffle spells?”

“Ah, you’ve been paying attention!” Her face lit up. “Good question, and you’re right. The spells do interfere with each other. However, Muffle is a relatively stable spell. Unlike Break, it’s not being held back; it’s essentially always on. It’s also the only spell I’ve placed on the guns themselves. That makes applying it less complicated and enhances the stability. However, the different spells will grate against each other over time, so it would be a good idea for me to inspect your arsenal every so often. Say, once every three months. Maybe more often if you’re shooting lots of baddies.”

“Understood. Anything else before I head out?”

“You’re leaving already?”

“What can I say? The ladies are excited about their new guns, Emma and Sammy especially. Don’t want to keep them waiting.”

“Want me to come with you?”

“That’s all right. I wouldn’t want to impose on your time. You’ve already helped us out a ton. We can take it from here.”

“You sure?”

Something about Ixia’s response triggered the part of Clarke’s brain he thought of as the “Pay Closer Attention, You Dumbass” section. He regarded the young witch more carefully.

“Why?” he asked after a brief pause. “Did you have something in mind?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She glanced down at the table and rubbed a finger across the woodgrain. “I thought we could hang out or something?”

“Hang out. As in …”

“Like we did last time.” She looked up at him, then stepped closer and laid her hands gently on his chest. “Only more laid back because we don’t have obligations to fulfill.”

“You realize I’m in a committed relationship. Three of them in fact, and sort of four, depending on your perspective. That last one’s complicated.”

“Clarke, I’m a witch,” she said with a pleasant laugh. “I got pregnant as part of the family business, and I’m carrying your kid. Do you really think you dating a few demihumans is going to bother me? I like you and … and I’ve missed you.”

“Well, when you put it like that …” He gave her a wan smile. “Would you mind if I made a phone call first?”
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“When can we expect you back?” Sammy asked as soon as she answered the phone. “Me and the girls want to spit some lead.”

“Yeah, about that.” Clarke glanced back at the Grey house from beside his car. “There’s been a complication.”

“What? Is Ixia not finished?”

“No, the guns are ready, but Ixia would, um.” He sighed. “Ixia would appreciate it if I stayed longer. Also, I think I would like to stay longer as well.”

“What for?”

“To ‘hang out,’ as she puts it.”

“You mean like a date?”

“Or something less formal.”

“Can you drop off the guns first? My trigger finger is itching.” Her last few words grew quieter, indicating she’d pulled away from her phone. “Hang on. Emma keeps making the ‘hand over the phone’ gesture.”

Clarke waited. The phone rustled as it exchanged hands, followed by:

“You magnificent stud!”

“Hello, Emma.”

“So, Ixia’s not satisfied with the free sample. Honestly, who could blame her?”

“It was hardly free.”

“You know what I mean.” The succubus giggled. “Oh, I’m so excited for you!”

“I figured you would be. Any reason I should tell her no?”

“Are you kidding me?”

“It just feels important for me to check.”

“Clarke, don’t you worry about us. We’ll drive over and pick up the guns ourselves and then have a ladies’ night at the range. In the meantime, you and Ixia go relax and enjoy yourselves. You hear me?”

“Loud and clear.”

“We’ll be over shortly.” Her voice suddenly became low and husky. “Just be ready to spill all the juicy details afterwards. Later, Sexy!”

“Later.”

He pocketed the phone and headed back inside.

“So?” Ixia asked, trying and failing to hide her nervousness.

“Good news. I’m officially free for the rest of the evening and would very much like to spend it with you.”

Her face lit up.

“The ladies will drop by shortly to pick up their gear. They’re going to have an impromptu ladies’ night at the range.”

“Nice! I like their style!”

“And as for us, what did you have in mind?”
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Ixia led him up to her room, which made Clarke wonder if she intended to skip all preambles and get straight to business. He’d been in her room before, albeit briefly, and no business had taken place back then. The secluded space was much the same as he remembered it, built into part of the attic with light leaking through a dormer window with blackout blinds.

The walls were covered with posters featuring a variety of gaming franchises: Starcraft, Resident Evil, League of Legends, Silent Hill, and plenty more. The bookshelf was packed with figurines and box set exclusives, including a life-size model of the plasma cutter from Dead Space, and her gaming station was the most impressive he’d ever seen—though he noticed something curious this time.

She had a second station on her desk. This one looked newly installed, its cables not yet routed cleanly or wire-tied down like the other one.

Ixia opened her closet and pushed her hanging clothes aside, revealing even more shelves built into the back. These were stuffed to the point of overflowing with computer and console games, so many she’d tossed away the original boxes and transferred the discs to media storage binders.

“I hear you like games,” she said, running her hand lightly across a row of binders, each one categorized with a printed label.

“You heard right.” He stepped up to her collection, pulled out a random binder and opened it. This one contained a wide variety of classic real-time strategy games.

“Care to chill with some games, then?” She smiled slyly at him. “Then, perhaps, we can chill in a different way later.”

“Sounds like an awesome way to spend an evening,” he replied, returning her smile. “Which game did you have in mind?”

“That’s up to you. You’re my guest. Why don’t you pick?”

“I’d be happy to, but where to even start?”

“Why don’t you start by telling me what you enjoy playing? Chances are I have it or something similar. And bear in mind, I have more games than just what you see here. Nowadays, I buy most of my games digitally, but I still keep my old ones in case the mood strikes me. That, and I don’t feel like rebuying them just for the convenience of a digital copy.”

“Makes sense.” He closed the binder and slid it back in place.

“So, what’s your jam?” Ixia leaned against the open closet door.

“All kinds, though I have a fondness for RPGs.”

“I have plenty of those, but the genre isn’t really pick-up-and-play friendly.”

“Yeah. Good point.” He pulled the RTS binder back out and began flipping through it.

“Also, a word of warning. I’m a little, uh”—she shrugged bashfully—“competitive.”

“I’m not surprised. I remember the first time we met, how you mentioned you wanted to break into esports.”

“And I probably would have by now if the leader boards weren’t swarming with elves.” She crossed her arms with a huff. “Stupid elves sucking all the oxygen out of the room.”

“I thought you had potions that helped you compete against demihumans with fast reflexes.”

“I do, but a habit like that can get expensive. Also, any time I spend brewing potions for myself is less time practicing. Plus, my mom doesn’t approve of me using the basement for anything but family business. She makes it a point to give me an earful every chance she gets.”

“I see.” He flipped to the next storage sheet.

“Anything catch your eye?”

“Not yet, but how about Starcraft II? I know you play that.”

“Yes, but …”

“Not in the mood?”

“It’s not that, Clarke. It’s just, I play that one professionally. Have you played it before?”

“A few times.”

“What’s your leaderboard rank?”

“There’s a leaderboard?”

“Right. Okay.” She rested a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. “I’m a grandmaster, which places me in the top two hundred in the Americas. Granted, I’m on the low end of that scale, nowhere near the level I need to be to compete professionally, but that still means if we play, I will destroy you.”

“You wouldn’t go easy on me?”

“I’d try, but it wouldn’t end well. See, I’d go easy on you at first, but then my competitive itch will kick in. The red haze will come down and I’ll turn into the gaming version of a berserker. The next thing you know, I’m teleporting battlecruisers into your main base while you’re still struggling to remember the controls.”

“That doesn’t sound fun.”

“Sorry. It’s a mental illness.” She gave him a helpless shrug. “All I can do is live with it.”

“Perhaps a cooperative game would be better?”

“Now, you’re onto something.”

“Anything in particular you enjoy relaxing to? Something you play just for the joy of playing?”

“That’s easy. I’m big into Capcom’s Monster Hunter franchise, and I especially love Monster Hunter: World. That’s been my chill game for years! I must have over a thousand hours in it by now.”

“I’ve never played a Monster Hunter game.”

“You haven’t?” Her eyes widened in shock. “Clarke, you are missing out!”

“Then why don’t we fix that? We can spend the evening playing World together.”

“Awesome! Which weapon do you want to main?”

He blinked at her. “I’m sorry, what?”
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Ixia already had Monster Hunter: World loaded on both her setups, so they were able to dive into the game right away. She coached him on the basics of the fourteen—fourteen?!—weapon types he could pick from while he navigated the story’s introduction and tutorial segments. He thought he was playing it safe when he told her “I’ll go with whatever you use,” which was a decision he regretted almost immediately.

Ixia mained the Charge Blade, a complicated and difficult device that featured a transforming sword and shield. Between managing his elemental phials, charging his sword, charging his shield, trying to figure out how to keep his overheated blade from bouncing off the enemy, triggering elemental discharges, entering into savage axe mode, and messing with whatever the hell a “guard point” was, all while juggling his clutch claw and slinger ammo, Clarke’s brain felt like it was on the verge of a meltdown for the second time that day.

“I swear I’m fighting my own weapon more than the monster.”

“Maybe we should start you off with a more beginner-friendly weapon.”

“Please!”

They eventually settled on the Greatsword for him, which fit better into his “hit monster until monster stops moving” preferences. He began to find his groove with the game soon after. They played for several hours, with Ixia joining his hunts from her own computer. He thought he did well for a while, until he had to face an angry pink dinosaur with flammable nasal congestion which ended up flattening him three times.

“Don’t worry about it,” Ixia said. “Anjanath is considered the first wall in the game. He gives a lot of beginners a hard time. You want to try again?”

“Actually, I wouldn’t mind if we took a break for a bite to eat.”

“Well, there’s plenty in the fridge. How about I whip us up some turkey subs?”

“That’d be great.”

Ixia sliced up a loaf of French bread and toasted it in a pan with a dash of butter. She added turkey, provolone, shredded lettuce, tomatoes, pickles, banana peppers, onions, and topped it all off with salt and pepper, olive oil, and a generous helping of mayonnaise. They ate their subs together at the kitchen counter, the house surprisingly quiet for a change.

“Where is everyone?” Clarke asked.

“Mom took my sisters out on a job. It’ll take all day, and they plan to catch a movie afterward.” She leaned closer, her warm forearm pressing against his. “We have the whole place to ourselves.”

“I see you thought of everything.”

“I like to be prepared.”

“I’m getting that feeling.” He smiled at her. “You certainly put a lot of thought into how to help us out. Any idea when we’ll have our next job?”

“Hard to say. These things can be a bit sporadic. The family business seems to swing between feast and famine, never a happy middle.”

“Speaking of the family business, you’ve surprised me. I thought you’d push back when your mom saddled you with us, but you’ve really taken to the task.”

Ixia frowned and looked away.

“Sorry,” he said. “Did I hit a nerve? I didn’t mean to.”

“It’s not that. I just … Mom has been trying to convince me to give up esports for a while, and what you said hit close to home.” She let out a long exhale and set her sub down. “Can I confess something to you? Just between the two of us?”

“Of course. It won’t leave this room unless you want it to.”

“Thanks.” She rested both hands on the table and seemed to gather her thoughts. “I’ve been thinking about quitting esports.”

“Why?”

“For a lot of reasons. Mom keeps trying to yank me deeper into the family business, and this whole thing with your kid and now managing your jobs just compounds that further. There are only so many hours in the day, and I only have so much energy, you know?”

“I understand what you mean. None of us can do it all.”

“Exactly. And I guess it’s starting to dawn on me that I can’t be this great esports player and a competent witch at the same time. I need to pick one or the other, and this is a decision I’ve been putting off for far too long.” She looked over at him, her eyes almost pleading. “Clarke, what do you think I should do?”

“That’s a difficult question, and I’m not sure if there’s any one right answer. I know you’re passionate about gaming, but I look at what you’ve done with our guns—especially your custom Muffle spell—and I see a similar enthusiasm there. You really do enjoy being a witch.”

“I’d be lying if I said the same thought hadn’t occurred to me.”

“What does that tell you, then?”

“That I’d be happy with just being a witch.”

“Would you also be happy if you could only be a professional player? If you gave up on being a witch entirely?”

“I don’t know. Probably not.”

“Then, maybe, being a witch is the more important of the two.”

“You could be right, Clarke. Maybe … maybe I’ve been fooling myself this whole time.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. It’s natural for us to struggle with the big choices, like what to do with our lives. Some people never figure that out.”

“You haven’t struggled. You’ve embraced your heritage wholeheartedly.”

“That’s different. Some days I feel like I’m on a speeding train, the victim of choices made before I even knew they existed. All that’s left now is I either accept the destination I’m barreling toward or I try in vain to resist it. I’ve chosen acceptance.”

“Is it really that different for me and the coven?”

“Of course it is. You still have a choice.”

She nodded slowly. “I know, and it’s one I need to get serious about, but I think, deep down, I know which path I should pick. That I want to pick.” She gazed up at him with glistening violet eyes. “It’s the one that brings me closer to you.”

He placed a gentle hand under her chin, lifted her head ever so slightly, and bent down to kiss her.
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Clarke laid Ixia down atop her bed’s checkered sheets. He pulled down the hoodie zipper at her throat, revealing her soft, slender body and pert breasts clad in a lacy black bra. He gripped her waist and slid his hands upward until they encompassed her breasts, spreading her hoodie in the process.

“I’ve missed you,” she said, her words a simple exhale of desire.

“You hold a special place in my heart,” he said, fingers tracing down across her belly. “I love all the women in my life, you included, but there’s more to it than that when I gaze at you. We share something special, a first for both of us. That bond is unique.”

“For the moment. I’ve seen how they look at you.”

“Who knows what the future holds?”

“I must seem so plain to you, though.” She rested her head to the side, her white hair tousled about. “Nothing more than a common girl. No wings or tail or furry ears.”

“You’re still so beautiful.” He turned her head back until her eyes met his.

“Don’t say it with words.” She brought his hand back to her breast and made him squeeze. “Say it like this. Let me feel your love as well as hear it.”

“Then I will. I’ll show you how beautiful you are.”

“Yes!” She pulled him close. They kissed, their hands exploring each other, tugging and unfastening the nuisance layers between them. She unbuttoned the front of his shirt, and he pulled his arms out and tossed the garment aside. She then sat up, shedding her unzipped hoodie before reaching back to unclasp her bra.

The cups fell and her breasts bobbed freely, nipples hard and erect. He leaned her back again and suckled one nipple, playing his thumb across its twin. She gasped and bit her lower lip, back arched, her pale skin flushing fiercely with the heat of her desire.

She ground her hips against him, desperate for more, for the feel of him inside her aching sex.

“I’ve been stewing in my juices all day,” she breathed. “I’m so wet I can hardly think straight anymore. I want you—need you inside me. Please, Clarke. Don’t make me wait for this any longer.”

“Then I won’t.”

He unfastened the button at the top of her jeans, pulled down the zipper, and then tugged it and her panties down her legs. She pulled one leg out and shook the garments off the other, almost contemptuously. As if they were an affront to her very existence. Clarke removed his pants and stood before her, naked and hard as a rock.

She laid back and spread her legs. “Show me without words.”

He guided his tip to her sex, sopping and flush with anticipation. He pressed in against that first barest inch of resistance, and then popped past it and slid inside her.

“Yes!” she hissed through her teeth.

He bore into her body, stretching her out, filling her up. Gifting her with all he had. She trembled as he gripped her narrow hips for leverage, continuing on, pressing in toward their inevitable conclusion. She squealed with delight and bit her own finger to cut it off, her eyes steamy, locked with his.

He bottomed out in her, and she squeaked with delight.

“God, there’s so fucking much of you!”

He smiled down at her⁠—

—and then began rocking in and out, slow at first but gaining speed, each thrust harder and firmer than the last. Her breasts shuddered. Her chest heaved. She grabbed the sheets and twisted them, as if desperate for anything to anchor herself to as he pounded her deeper into the bed.

She opened her body to him, legs and arms spread, and her magic opened with them. He sensed the change in her, like a flower spreading its petals, but this flower contained the burning center of an inferno, the revving engine of a hot rod.

The awe-inspiring power of an Ashen Flower.

He gazed at her—at the real and the mystical—and both seemed to stare back at him, the twin gazes longing for him, reaching toward his own dual bodies.

Her magic touched his, not the other way around, and their powers mixed to become rushing eddies shot with vibrant power. The lightest caress of her magical heart filled him with ethereal vigor, but this joining of power transformed his world into the nuclear core of a star.

Ixia cried out under him, shaking—almost convulsing—with pleasure, and then she collapsed like a puppet with its strings suddenly snipped, reduced to nothing more than a panting ruin on the bed.

But despite her exhaustion, the magical side of her still embraced him, their powers mingling, swirling, chasing after each other, both seeking something without understanding the purpose behind their pursuit.

He drove deep into her, grunting with release as he filled her, and then twitching in the pleasurable afterglow of their lovemaking. Their magics finally parted, and a piece of her came free, marking the ethereal him. Hot and solid and pulsating with energy.

Like a brand in his mind. But painless, almost pleasant in its intensity.

He didn’t know what it was or what it could do, but he sensed its power as assuredly as he felt the witch’s body beneath his.

He lowered himself to her, their sweaty chests meeting, and he kissed her full on the mouth. She kissed him back, eager and hungry despite her exquisite exhaustion. They parted, leaving a thin, clear line between their mouths that popped away.

“I felt you!” she said, both excited and breathless at the same time. “I felt you inside me!”

“Of course you did,” he replied with a chuckle.

“Well, yes, that.” She gave him a coy smile, but then her eyes brightened. “But I felt your magic, too! This time I sensed you trying to connect with me, and I reached for you, trying my best to help. Did it work?”

“You better believe it. I’m not sure what I gained this time—I’m still learning to control this spell, so the results are random—but I know for certain you’ve given me another gift.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” She giggled and planted a quick kiss. “I like being helpful, especially where you’re involved.”

He slipped out of her and settled his body down beside her. She turned onto her side and stroked his hair, gazing into his eyes.

“That’s it,” she said. “I’ve made my decision.”

“About what?”

“My future. I’m going to be a witch, the very best I can be. I’m going to take the coven seriously, as I should have all along, and do everything I can to help you and the rest of Broken Fang.”

“You sure about that? You don’t have to abandon your dream on our account.”

“You’re absolutely right. I don’t have to.” She leaned in and planted a soft, sensitive kiss on his lips. “But I want to.”


Thirteen


Clarke joined Emma for lunch that Monday in the CCU food court. She slid a boxed meal over to him, and he opened it to the savory aroma of yakisoba noodles stir-fried with chicken, carrots, onions, cabbage, all prepared in a drizzle of Worcestershire sauce.

“What would I do without you?” he asked.

“Gorge yourself on junk food?”

“Too true.” He took a bite, then closed his eyes to savor her cooking. “Your homecooked meals always hit the spot.”

“I’m glad you like them.”

“Sorry I didn’t get to see you yesterday.”

“That’s all right.” She gave his hand a quick pat. “I know you’re getting pulled in a zillion directions all at once.”

“Tell me about it. I feel like a pinball sometimes.”

“It’ll be easier once we’re all moved into the mansion.”

“Which I’m very much looking forward to. When’s it our turn to move, anyway?”

“This weekend as long as nothing major hits. Like, say, a job from the coven.”

“Yeah, that would take priority.” He took another bite of noodles.

“Speaking of which, have you figured out what you gained from Ixia?”

“No, and I spent a fair chunk of Sunday trying to get it to fire. It’s like … I don’t know. It’s sort of like that brain knot I had after my first time with her. The one that ended up boosting my Sacrifice spell.”

“I remember you telling me about that.”

“It’s different this time, though. More like a symbol glowing at the back of my mind.”

“Did you try combining it with Sacrifice?”

“I started with that. Nothing. Even that original knot is gone, replaced entirely with this symbol.” He sighed. “I figure out one mysterious piece of magic, only to have it replaced with another.”

“Maybe ask Ixia about the symbol? She might be able to identify it. It comes from her magic, after all.”

“Good idea. I’ll do that. Now that I think about it, I probably should have started there, but Brooke and Sammy wanted to help uncover this new power.”

Emma flashed a wry grin. “Were they trying to help, or did they just want to spar?”

“The latter, I suppose, and two-on-one at that.” He rubbed his neck. “Man, those two worked me over.”

“After which, you worked them over.”

“You heard about that?”

“We girls like to compare notes.”

He chuckled and shook his head.

“Though, sometimes my curiosity can backfire,” Emma added.

“How so?”

“The thought of you having your way with Brooke and then Sammy?” Her hand slipped down between her legs suggestively. “You know what that does to me. I had to dig deep before I could fall asleep last night.”

“I’ll try to spend more time with you this week.”

“Thanks.” Emma flashed a quick smile. “But all teasing aside, you don’t have to worry about me.”

“I wouldn’t be a very good lover if I didn’t worry about you, now would I?”

“I know, and that’s one of the reasons why I love you, but I’m wired differently than a human girl. The bigger your harem gets—and the more we ladies bond—the happier I am, even if it means I see less of you.”

“Is that what we’re officially calling it now?”

“I don’t see what else we should call it.”

“Hmm.” He scratched his head, then took another bite. “Speaking of you ladies bonding, did you enjoy your evening at the range?”

“Oh, hell, yes!”

“Brooke and Sammy had a similar reaction, though a bit more subdued. Ashley, on the other hand …” He furrowed his brow. “Not sure why she went along.”

“Me neither. All she did was lurk in the corner and stew, as if her eyes would eventually melt down our guns.”

“Not to sound dumb or anything, but can she do that?”

“I don’t think so.” Emma shrugged with her eyebrow. “Good thing, too. Guns are expensive.”

“Tell me about it.”

She nudged him. “But don’t think for a second I’d turn down a second AR.”

“I’ll keep that in mind when Christmas rolls around.”

They ate in relative silence until both were nearly finished with their meals.

“Feels like something else is on your mind, Clarke.”

He sighed, then nodded slowly.

“Yeah. Been thinking about something Ixia told me. Did you know she wanted to go into esports professionally?”

Emma shook her head.

“Well, she did. Probably still does. She originally asked me to keep quiet about this, but then she decided this Saturday to give up on that career path. She’s been telling everyone about it, including her mother, so the cat’s officially out of the bag.”

“Why’d she decide to quit?”

“So she can become a better witch. She realized she didn’t have enough time and energy to do both well, so she decided to pick one. And you know what else? The reason she chose witchcraft is because of us.”

“‘Us’?” Emma asked in a probing manner. “Or you?”

“The latter. Anyway, does this all sound familiar to you?”

“You mean how we’re all still going to college instead of focusing on Broken Fang?”

“Yeah.” He blew out a breath. “Ixia told me I’ve embraced my destiny, but I really haven’t. I’ve still been playing this game with one foot in the door and the other outside, ready to bolt. As if going back to my old, ignorant life in still an option.”

“Aren’t you being too hard on yourself?”

“I don’t think so. I need to get serious about Broken Fang—more serious than I’ve been—and really commit to it, you know?”

“Do you mean to quit college?”

“Not yet. We still don’t know why Heinrich was interested in this university or why he brought the bone scepter—whatever the hell that is—with him. With that in mind, it makes sense for all of us to remain students, but I plan to cut my hours wa-a-ay back next semester.”

“I see.” Emma sat back, a sly smile on her lips. “Keep up the appearances as a college student, use that as cover, but pour the majority of your time into Broken Fang.”

“Exactly.”

She nodded, her smile becoming almost proud now. “Sounds like just what we need. Count me in. I’ll cut my hours back as well.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“And I’ll talk to the others, get them to do the same.”

“Come on, Emma. That’s not what I’m suggesting.”

“Maybe, but it’s what will happen. Do you believe for one second that Brooke won’t leap at the chance to follow your lead?”

“Well …”

“Or would Sammy place her art classes above killing vampires, given what they did to her family? And let’s not forget Ashley and the dual majors she pretends to pursue.”

“Well, when you put it like that …”

“Clarke, you’re not just my lover. You’re my leader. We all know it. We all feel it. So, if you tell us this is how we can best serve Broken Fang, then you better believe we’re going to leap into action. Yes, we’re a team. Yes, we all contribute, but like it or not, you’re the only one among us who has what it takes to be a leader. The team is pulling together, and it’s pulling together around you.”

“I … guess you’re right.”

“You know I’m right.”

He gave her a reluctant nod.

“So,” she continued, “let me talk to the others. If one of them has an objection, I’ll let you know, but I don’t expect any pushback. You’re right that we need to get more serious about Broken Fang—all of us—and this just goes to show how you’re leading us by example.”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

Her eyes seemed to laugh. “Aren’t you glad you have me around to point these things out?”

“Glad for this and so many other reasons.”

She laughed out loud this time.

His phone vibrated, and he checked it.

“Ashley’s calling.” He put the celestial on speaker. “Hey, Ashley. I’m here with Emma.”

“Good, I was hoping to catch both of you. You at lunch?”

“Just finishing up. What can we help you with?”

“I just got off the phone with Hepatica. She’d like to see all five of us at her home tonight.”

“All of us? What for?”

“To coordinate our next play with Heinrich’s true grimoire. She says we’re ready for a more aggressive next step and, after discussing it with her at length, I’m forced to agree with her.”

“Sounds like you took some convincing.”

“I did, but who can blame me? An ink wraith spat out of the last book.”

“Good point. What time?”

“Six. Can you make it?”

He glanced over at Emma, who nodded.

“We’ll be there,” he said.
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All five members of Broken Fang met in the Greys’ basement at six. Clarke had expected Hepatica and Ixia but was surprised when Hyacinth and Dahlia attended as well. Ixia and her sisters all shared the same slender builds and love for gothic clothing, though their hair differentiated them at a glance.

Dahlia had retained her platinum blonde hue, sharing the coloration with her mother, though she’d styled her hair short and wild, almost like an open flame. Hyacinth had gone for twin braids that spilled over her bare shoulders, dyed black with only a single streak of blonde through the left braid. The three sisters excelled at different magics as well, with Ixia as their support specialist, Hyacinth possessing an affinity for defensive spells, and Dahlia being more of the set-everything-on-fire sort.

“Hey there, Clarke.” Dahlia gave him a sassy head tilt with a hand on her hip. “Been looking forward to seeing you again.”

Hyacinth gave him a bashful little wave with her fingers.

“Dahlia. Hyacinth,” he replied neutrally, not sure what else to say to the two young witches.

“Oh, and you remembered our names, too. What a gentleman!”

“A-hem.” Ixia gave Dahlia a shove with her hips, but her sister only giggled as she regained her balance.

“Thank you, everyone, for coming on such short notice.” Hepatica pulled out the chair at the head of the table. “Please be seated, and we’ll get straight to business.”

The Grey triplets took their places along one side of the table, and Broken Fang sat along the other with Clarke positioned at the opposite end from Hepatica. The table had been prepared with refreshments: pitchers of coffee and water, a tray piled high with chocolate chip cookies, cups, sugar and cream packets, paper plates, and napkins. It was a far warmer arrangement than he was used to from Hepatica, and perhaps spoke to how she viewed them as partners now instead of clients.

“I understand you wish to discuss Heinrich’s true grimoire,” he said.

“I do.” Hepatica settled into her chair and nodded to Ixia. The young witch opened a manila folder already on the table and handed the stack of sheets to Dahlia, who passed it down the line, each person taking one sheet.

Clarke took his and handed the stack to Emma. He studied the diagram, though perhaps “tried to study” would have been a better way to describe his efforts. The sheet was a copy of a hand-drawn diagram, layered and annotated in great detail with a poorly-illustrated book at the bottom.

“Oh, my.” Emma’s eyes widened as she glanced over her copy.

“Yes, I know,” Ashley said softly.

Clarke waited for everyone to receive their sheet, then looked up at Hepatica.

“My apologies for the ignorant question, but what are we looking at?”

“A visual representation of the defenses around the true grimoire, as Ashley and I currently understand them.”

“You really think there are seven spells at work here?” Emma asked.

“We do.” Hepatica set her sheet down and pointed at the top layer. “We’ve identified Concealment as the outermost spell—which we expected, given how the grimoire appears blurred most of the time. There’s also a Summon Ink Wraith spell tucked underneath it. Very well-hidden, too. I doubt we would have caught it without your prior experience.

“Underneath that is Far Sight, which should prove harmless since Heinrich is dead, and I very much doubt he gave another vampire access to the spell. No one will snoop on us, should we trigger that one.”

“So far, everything matches up with the decoy’s grimoire,” Clarke said. “What’s underneath that?”

“Immolate.”

“A self-destruct measure?”

“We don’t believe so. The spell appears primed to burst outward, incinerating anyone near the book.”

“Ouch.”

“But you’re probably right that a spell further down will destroy the book if we’re not careful.”

“That’s five spells so far. What about the other two?”

“We don’t know,” Ashley said, leaning in. “They’re occluded by the rest of the magic. We can’t reach them until we deal with the other layers.”

“And we can’t do that,” Hepatica added, “unless we’re prepared to counter all of the spells in one go.”

“There must be some way to open it safely.” Clarke set his sheet down. “Heinrich wouldn’t have his book setting his lair on fire every time he wanted to leave a note.”

“Yes, but his …” Hepatica smiled thinly, “magical password, if you will, died with him, and I don’t see him as the type to leave the opening spell on a note stuck to his monitor.”

“We’ve reached the limits of what we can divine with minimal risk,” Ashley said. “Now it’s time to consider more dangerous measures.”

“Which is where Broken Fang comes in, I take it,” Clarke said.

“Precisely.” Hepatica knitted her fingers. “I’ve designed a magic circle to strip the book’s defenses one layer at a time. A seven-point circle.”

Emma goggled at the witch, as did her daughters.

“Seven foci?” Ixia asked. “Where are we going to get that many mages? Are we dragging another family into this?”

“We don’t need outside help,” Hepatica replied smoothly. “The four of us will handle this, alongside Ashley, Emma, and Clarke.”

“Makes sense to me.” Clarke gestured down the Broken Fang side of the table. “The three of us have some experience cracking Heinrich’s spells.”

“It wasn’t pretty last time,” Emma admitted, “but we managed.”

“And this time you’ll have us at your side.” Hepatica smiled confidently. “Sure, the task is far more formidable, but so are we as a whole.”

“What about me and Brooke?” Sammy asked.

“Ah, yes.” Hepatica tapped her sheet. “There’s a very good chance one of the bottom spells is another summon. We need to be prepared in case it or the ink wraith slips loose.”

“Beat monster down if monster gets out.” Sammy nodded. “We can do that.”

“Hell yeah, we can!” Brooke flashed a toothy grin, her fangs glinting.

“What do you expect will happen when we activate the circle?” Clarke asked.

“We’ll draw the spells out one at a time,” Hepatica explained, “isolating and neutralizing them. My daughters and I will perform this task, though you should know the circle has a finite capacity for this. You can think of it as a sort of magical sump or grounding wire. Once it’s reached its limit, the rest of the defensive magic may spill out into the open. When that happens, we’ll be relying on your team to neutralize any threats.”

“Clarke,” Ashley said, turning to him with an elbow on the table, “I’ve reviewed the circle specifics with Hepatica. Her plan has my endorsement. It’ll be tough, but we both believe we can make this work.”

Clarke nodded and picked up the diagram, its layers and symbols now making a great deal more sense. He didn’t understand the particulars, but he trusted Ashley’s judgment.

He set the paper back down and looked up, surprised to find the entire room watching him, waiting, perhaps nervously in some cases. It took him a moment to realize why. The witches and the ladies of Broken Fang weren’t telling him what they were about to do.

They were presenting the plan to him, submitting it for his approval.

They were looking toward him as a leader. Or perhaps, in the case of Hepatica, an equal partner. The entire purpose of this meeting was to convince him, and it would be his vote that decided whether they went through with this plan or not.

He nodded once again, more to himself than the rest of the table.

The ladies want me to be their leader, he thought. Time to start acting like one.

“Hepatica, if Ashley has endorsed your plan, then I’m confident it’s a good one. I absolutely trust her judgment in matters of magic.”

The celestial smiled at his praise, and her hairband brightened.

“Emma, how do you feel about participating in this circle?” he asked.

“I’ve never been involved in magic this complex, but I believe I can handle it.”

“Good to hear. Brooke, Sammy? You two ready to bash in some skulls should things go south?”

“Always,” Sammy said, and Brooke nodded, her ears upright.

“Then it’s settled.” Clarke turned to Hepatica. “We’re in.”

The room’s tension seemed to melt away, and even Hepatica smiled without her usual edge of frost.

“I’m pleased to hear it,” the senior witch replied. “Any thoughts on where we might craft the circle? Not to put too fine a point on it, but I’d rather spare our basement from any mishaps.”

“I can appreciate that, and I believe we have a suitable location.” Clarke glanced around the Broken Fang side of the table. “The abandoned steel mill?”

“Perfect,” Ashley said. “We can even use the remnants of our last circle as a base.”

“There’s one point I’d like to raise,” Ixia said. “I know you’re all itching to test out your new guns, but I recommend you keep them holstered if you can. There’ll be a lot of us working together in close proximity, and some of us are squishy.”

“A very good point,” Clarke said. “Ladies?”

“You’ll get no complaints from us,” Sammy said. “Safety first.”

“With your permission”—Hepatica nodded to Clarke—“Ashley can show me the site, and we can begin work on the circle.”

“Of course. The sooner the better.”

“I’ll also start brewing a round of mana boosters for everyone,” Ixia said. “It wouldn’t hurt for us to hedge our bets on this one.”

“Do we have enough ingredients for all seven of us?” Hepatica asked.

“No.” Ixia frowned. “We’re out of seeded nectar, but we still have an open contract with the Quigleys.”

“Then why don’t you pay them a visit? Clarke, you’re welcome to join her if you like. The Quigleys are good friends of ours, and it wouldn’t hurt for them to meet you, now that you’re working so closely with us.”

“Good idea. I’m in.”

Ixia’s frown deepened.


Fourteen


Ixia gave Clarke the address for the Quigley home. He picked her up in the Z4 the next evening, and they passed through winding back roads before coming to a large, wooden arch. The words “QUIGLEY FARM—ALL ORGANIC GOODNESS” were painted in vibrant green next to a cartoonish cornucopia spilling out fruits and vegetables. The setting sun was a blaze of orange to the west.

“They’re farmers?” he asked.

“Yup.”

“You don’t sound happy about this.”

“Sorry.” She shifted in her seat, staring out the window. “Billie Quigley can be a bit … peculiar about how we do business. Especially when it comes to nectar.”

“I’m not sure what you mean by that.”

“You’ll see soon enough.”

They took the gravel road into the property, cutting between fields of pumpkins, strawberries, raspberries, and kale before arriving at a quaint brick building next to two large red barns. His GPS told him this was the place.

He parked the roadster next to a Chevrolet Silverado heavy-duty pickup.

“Let me make the introductions,” Ixia said.

“No problem. I’m the new guy, after all.” Clarke slipped his hands into his pockets. A scrap of paper crinkled against his fingers, and his eyes perked. “Oh! Hold up. Almost forgot.”

He pulled the folded paper out of his jeans.

“What’s this?” she asked, taking the paper and opening it.

“I was hoping you might tell me. After I used Power Graft with you, I’ve had this symbol in my head. Now, granted, I’m not much of an artist, but I drew it the best I could, hoping you might know what it is.”

“Hmm.” Ixia tilted her head one way, then the other. Finally, she flipped the entire sheet. “I’m not sure, but this looks like the base rune for Boost.”

“That’s a spell?”

“Yeah, and it’s one I’m particularly gifted with.”

“Makes sense for me to gain it from you, then. How’s it work?”

“Boost doesn’t do anything on its own. Instead, you cast it in conjunction with another spell to enhance the effect. The downside is the combined spell can be expensive to cast, so you need to choose the right combo.”

“Sounds very similar to what happened during my fight with Heinrich. I used your magic to supe up my Sacrifice.”

“Did the magic resemble flower petals?”

“Yes. Blood-soaked ones.”

“Which makes sense for how our combined magics might visualize themselves.”

“Any thoughts on why I can’t trigger it now?”

“Not sure.” Ixia regarded the paper with a frown. “I’m wondering if you’ve encountered a metastable element caused by our two base architectures clashing.”

He chuckled and glanced down.

“What?” she asked. “Did I say something funny?”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it. Just, could I have that in English, please? For the guy still getting his feet wet in the occult?”

“Right.” She gave him a bashful shrug. “Sorry! I’m just so used to talking with my sisters about these things.”

“No, no. It’s perfectly fine. I know you’re trying to help.”

“What I mean is there may be some friction between our two magics. It sure sounds like you absorbed the Boost spell from me, but casting it is a whole other matter. My magic is fueled by the mana my body naturally generates, whereas your blood magic siphons away a portion of your own life before converting it to mana. That difference may be what’s causing you difficulty.”

“Okay, I think I understand. But then why don’t I have any trouble casting Fly? Why is Boost different?”

“The version of Fly you absorbed from Emma is actually an ability, not a spell. It doesn’t consume mana—or very little of it, anyway—and it interacts with the body at a fundamentally different level. You can think of the difference as burning calories instead of mana.”

“Okay.” He nodded thoughtfully. “Then, if I need mana to cast Boost, but my body doesn’t produce the stuff, how do I make the spell work?”

“Not sure.” She folded the drawing and handed it back to him. “Blood magic experts aren’t exactly common in the mage clans.”

“Don’t I know it.” He stuffed the drawing into his pocket.

“Let me give it some thought. Maybe ask a few discreet questions. I’ll get back to you when I have something.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

She gave his butt cheek a loving rub. “For you, anything.”

They walked up to the door, and Ixia hit the buzzer. The porch light switched on less than a minute later, and the door swung open.

Clarke wasn’t sure what to make of the man who greeted them. His skin was lima bean green, somewhat like an orc’s, but between his short stature, affable face, and generous potbelly, there was nothing imposing about him. His eyes were the gold of amber—translucent and slightly luminous—and his expansive brown beard resembled a thicket of tiny branches. He smiled when his eyes landed on Ixia.

“Miss Grey, a pleasure!” He opened the door fully and beckoned them inside. “Your mother let me know you’d be stopping by today. Please, come in! Come in!”

“Thank you, Robert.”

“And who might your strapping friend be?”

“This is Clarke. He’s a warlock who recently started working with our coven.”

“A pleasure, sir!”

“Likewise, Mr. Quigley.”

They shook hands, and Robert’s palm was moist and sticky. Clarke forced himself not to grimace, though he did wipe the hand on his pantleg when the farmer wasn’t looking. They followed him into a comfortable living room with a tweed corner couch across from a wall-mounted television.

Robert dropped into a well-worn divot and picked up a beer from the end table. Clarke sat down with Ixia on the opposite end.

“So, what can we Quigleys do for the Ashen Flowers?”

“We need seeded nectar for another job,” Ixia said.

“More already?” Robert stroked his long, bristly beard.

“It’s a reasonable request. Payment for one of our contracts is still open. The plague locust job, specifically.”

“Yes, yes. I remember.” He took a swig of his beer and set it down. “You really saved our butts on that one, and we Quigleys pay our debts. How much do you need?”

“Seven fluid ounces. As soon as possible.”

“Almost a whole cup?” Robert whistled. “You’re asking a lot.”

“We wouldn’t be here if we didn’t have a pressing need for it. And, not to put too fine a point on it, but we are entitled to this amount in payment for past services.”

“I know, I know.” Robert pushed off the couch with a groan. “Let me go tell Billie the bad news. Be right back.”

Clarke waited for the green man to disappear around the corner.

“Ixia?” he whispered.

“Yes?” she whispered back.

“What species are they?”

“The Quigleys? They’re dryads. Plant people.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “Got it.”

Robert returned promptly. Clarke twisted around over the back of the couch.

“Billie will be down in a few minutes.” He grabbed his beer off the end table. “If you need anything, just holler.”

“Thank you, Robert,” Ixia said. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

Robert left, and it was more than “a few minutes” before another dryad stepped into the living room. Clarke had to catch himself before his eyes bugged out.

“Good evening, Billie,” Ixia said smoothly. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Wish I could say the same.”

Billie Quigley was not what Clarke had expected. He knew that “Billie” was sometimes applied as a girl’s name, but he’d never met a woman with the name before, and Billie was all woman.

She shared her father’s lima bean skin and amber eyes, but her long, wavy hair was a rich cascade of mossy green. She stood before them, a petulant hand on her hip, barefoot and wearing the tightest pair of cutoff shorts he’d ever seen. She’d left the top button undone, and the rest hugged her so closely he feared they’d burst off.

Her flannel shirt was even worse in some ways, with a single button holding in her massive chest. He didn’t see any evidence of a bra underneath.

If that button comes loose, he thought, it’s taking someone’s eye out in the process.

“Seven ounces?” Billie asked with an angry shake of her head and a twangy accent that might pour a man a glass of sweet tea as much for hospitality as to drown him in it, should he say the wrong thing. “What the hell?”

“It’s a reasonable request.”

“And I suppose you need this, like, right now.”

“The sooner the better.”

“Typical!” Billie let out a huff, then turned to Clarke. “And who are you?”

“J.B. Clarke.” He rose from the couch, which brought him into full view. “I’m a⁠—”

“Oh, wow.” Billie’s mouth hung slack, and her eyes grew both wider and brighter in a way that suggested she definitely put Clarke on the hospitality end of her sweet tea spectrum. “Just … wow! What a meal you are!”

“Excuse me?”

The dryad bit her lower lip, still drinking him in with her eyes. “Oh, Ixia, you shouldn’t have.”

“It’s not what you think. He’s just here for introductions.”

“Say, Clarke?” Billie pointed eagerly back into the house. “Mind helping me harvest the nectar?”

He began to open his mouth, his first instinct being to say “yes,” but Ixia cut him off before he could.

“No,” the witch said abruptly. “He wouldn’t.”

“Oh, but Ixy! Just look at him!”

“The answer’s no, and don’t call me that.”

“I feel like I missed an important memo here,” Clarke said.

“Can I take your picture?” Billie slid her hand into a back pocket and struggled against her tight curves until she yanked her phone free. “Just a few?”

“Um.” Clarke glanced to Ixia, who waved at him like this was both expected and no big deal. He gave the dryad a shrug. “Sure?”

“Yes!” She gestured toward an empty section of the wall. “Now, stand there and look masculine.”

“Okay?” He didn’t know how to take her instructions, so he stood casually by the wall.

“More masculine! Let me see those yummy biceps!”

He wasn’t sure what was going on here, but he rolled up his sleeves and flexed his arms.

“Yes, like that!” She pressed a button on her phone, and he was pretty sure he heard the photo app rapid-firing new pictures into memory. “Delicious! Okay, now Ixia, you join him.”

“Do I have to?”

“Come on. You want this nectar or not?”

“Fine.”

Ixia stood up and joined Clarke.

“Good! Now Clarke, grab her breasts from behind.”

“What the hell are we posing for here?” he replied. “The cover of a bodice ripper?”

“You know, that’s a good thought!” Billie pointed at him excitedly. “Roll with it! You’re Fabio and you’re about to rip her clothes off!”

“Ixia?”

“Just do what she says. This is better than the alternative.”

“I don’t see how it could be.”

“Trust me on this one, Clarke.”

“If you say so.”

Clarke pulled Ixia in close and, as instructed by both women, gripped the sheer cloth over her breasts as if he were about to tear open her shirt.

“Oh my God, yes!” Billie took another series of pictures, then hunched over her phone and swiped through the results. “Yeah, I can work with this. Give me, say, thirty minutes and I’ll have your nectar.”

She jaunted out of the room, her breasts bouncing exuberantly.

“Ixia?” Clarke asked once they were alone. “What the hell was that all about?”

“Welcome to the strange world of Billie Quigley,” was all she would say.
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They ended up waiting a full hour before Billie not so much walked back into the room as swept in, almost as if she were lightheaded.

“Whew!” The dryad leaned against the wall, her cheeks a brighter green than before. “That was a lot of work! Thanks for the assist.”

“Any time,” Ixia replied dryly. “Now, about our nectar?”

“All right here.” Billie placed a mason jar on the end table. It was a quarter full of a honey-like substance. “Took two sessions to harvest, but I did it! Even ended up with a little extra.”

“Thank you, Billie.” Ixia took the jar and checked the fill level. “Looks like seven and a half, maybe eight ounces. Good work. I’ll make sure the contract is updated accordingly.”

“Oh, it was nothing.” Billie made a shooing gesture at the witch. “And as for you, you scrumptious hunk—you can join me for the harvest any time you fucking want!”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Clarke wasn’t sure what else he should say.

He and Ixia left the Quigley household and sat down in the Z4 before any words were exchanged.

“Well,” Ixia said, almost as a sigh. “That was less awkward than I thought it would be.”

“Less awkward?”

“At least I don’t have cramped fingers this time.”

“Cramped …? Would you mind explaining what all that craziness was about?”

“This here, good sir”—she raised the mason jar—“is fresh dryad nectar.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Dryad nectar?”

“The seeded variety, which females of the species produce. You can see them as little darker specks. The male equivalent contains pollen.”

“Then you mean to tell me she was …”

“Pleasuring herself while we waited? Yes.”

“And you didn’t think to tell me?”

“Why act so surprised?” Ixia flashed a crooked smile. “You once paid us with your sperm, or have you forgotten?”

“I most certainly have not!”

“Well, this is more or less the same thing. Dryad nectar is a very useful ingredient for potions, but it doesn’t have much of a shelf life. That’s why we need to go to the source regularly. Enter our relationship with the Quigleys.”

He shook his head. “Unbelievable.”

“Anyway, let’s head back home. I should brew our potions right away, so they’ll be as potent as possible.”

“Okay, but the next time a job requires us to produce fap material for someone, maybe give me a heads up?”

“Deal.”

He started the car and was about to put it into drive when a question sprang urgently into his mind.

“Wait a second. If this was less awkward, then what the hell happened last time?”
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They were halfway back to Ixia’s home by the time she opened up about “last time.”

“So, Billie swings both ways,” the witch began. “She prefers guys but doesn’t mind the occasional dalliance with the ladies.”

“Don’t tell me you⁠—”

“No, no. Nothing like that. I don’t swing that way, and I can assure you I derived no pleasure from the task, though I imagine other people could if we’d made a video.” She leaned her seat back and stuck her legs out. “Billie was in a foul mood that day and basically told me ‘If you want it, Ixy, then come and get it!’ So, I went in and got it. Manually.” She flexed one of her hands. “You have any idea how hard it is to get a dryad off when she’s in a bad mood?”

“No, and why would you even ask me that?”

“Took forever to finish her off. I lost count of how many times I had to switch hands.”

“Glad we got away with just the pictures, then.”

“Told you. Less awkward.”

The sun had set by the time Clarke pulled up to the Grey home.

“I know it’s late,” Ixia said, climbing out of the roadster, “but mind giving me a hand with the potion brewing?”

“Not at all. I’d be happy to help.”

He followed her into the basement. The house was quiet except for the occasional boom of a subwoofer coming from the rooms above.

“So, ‘Ixy’ isn’t a nickname you like?”

“I don’t mind if you call me that, but Billie hasn’t earned the privilege.” She flexed her hand again. “Not after last time.”

“Which do you prefer?”

“My full given name.”

“Got it. Then that’s what I’ll keep calling you.”

She smiled over her shoulder at him and walked up to one of the potion-making workstations. The witch started by measuring out one fluid ounce of dryad nectar into each beaker, setting them aside in a neat row, and then collecting ingredients from the shelves.

“Looks like we have enough for eight batches, so we’ll brew a spare.” She organized the glass jars into another row and delegated some of the preparations to Clarke. He worked his way down the row, readying eight bowls with the specific quantities of each ingredient. Most of the jars contained some kind of powder or liquid with a metering device already inside, which made his task relatively easy.

He filled each bowl with the specified mixture: dragonkin scales, powdered shifter teeth, two strange ingredients labeled as “Sun Dust” and “Sun Water,” another called “Coven Salt,” along with brown sugar, maple syrup, and vanilla extract, which were kept separate.

“Are we brewing a magical potion or baking a dessert?” he asked at one point.

“Some ingredients I include to make the decoctions more palatable,” Ixia explained. “Otherwise, they’d taste like ass, and we don’t want that.”

She took one of Ashley’s feathers out of another jar, then cut eight barbs off the shaft and placed them in individual bowls before returning the feather. She grabbed two pestles off the shelf and handed one over.

“Time to start grinding. The finer the better.”

They ground the contents of each bowl into a consistent paste, after which Ixia transferred each batch to the beakers containing the dryad nectar, added water, and placed them atop lit Bunsen burners. She let the contents boil for several minutes, occasionally stopping the process to test them with tiny strips that resembled litmus paper but with runic characters that appeared when the strips changed color.

“Looking good!”

She let the decoctions boil for several more minutes, then removed the heat and transferred the contents to vials. They mixed in the sweeteners before stoppering each vial. The result was gray, cloudy, and unappetizing, but Ixia seemed pleased.

“Nice work, Clarke! I bet you’d make a great warlock.”

“Thanks, but I’m a little busy figuring out this whole blood magic thing.”

“I’m only teasing.” She handed him one of the vials. “Here. For you.”

“What’s this for?”

“We only need seven for the circle, and I don’t have cramped fingers because of you. Consider this a private thank you from me.”

“But this is a mana booster, right? Will it even work on me?”

“It will. Part of how your blood magic operates is the life force you spend gets converted into mana, which is why mana boosters still work on you. It simply affects you at a different stage in the process.”

“Seems I still have a lot to learn.”

“But you’re getting there. Now, a few notes about the decoction. It’s good for a short burst of enhanced magic. No more than thirty minutes. Also, like the nectar we added, it doesn’t have much of a shelf life. You’ll notice a significant drop in potency a month out, and two months out you might as well toss the thing. It’s use it or lose it, so make sure you drink up before it goes bad.”

“I’ll remember that. And thank you, Ixia. I really appreciate this.”


Fifteen


Ashley and Hepatica finished the magic circle late Friday, and everyone headed for the abandoned steel mill early Saturday morning. Clarke drove Emma there in the roadster. He passed the dilapidated guard kiosk and broken gate to the parking lot, then dodged around the few small trees that had taken root through cracks in the asphalt and parked next to the long row of cars and trucks.

“Looks like everyone’s here,” Emma said, stepping out of the vehicle. He popped the trunk, and they grabbed their weapons and holsters.

The building looked like a place that had once formed the backbone of a thriving steel city, but now lurked as a barren, rusted shadow of itself, the kind of place people would come to do crimes and get tetanus. The sheet metal walls of the main enclosure were mostly intact, but many of the windows had been busted open long ago. The skeletal remains of covered walkways connected the central structure with smaller satellite buildings and silos.

Clarke walked in through a wide gap in the exterior where one of two doors had fallen free. Its neighbor swung precariously on a single hinge, creaking in the brisk morning breeze. The rising sun had yet to banish the chill of the previous night.

The interior consisted of an expansive concrete floor with walkways cutting across overhead and broken skylights letting in more of the morning gloom. Twisted metal junk, huge pipes, overturned carts, and old broken machines cluttered the space, but most of that had been pushed or hauled to the sides, leaving the center relatively clear.

The largest, widest magic circle Clarke had ever seen glowed across the center, so strongly he’d sensed its pulsating potential before he entered the building. It was complex, too, shot with layers of vines and flowers around a bizarre skeletal architecture of gold and solid light. The design itself consisted of many concentric, runic rings broken by a seven-point star tipped with beeswax candles set in tall vigil glasses.

Hepatica, all three of her daughters, and Ashley stood in a rough arc around the circumference. Brooke and Sammy waited a few paces back, fully in their werewolf and slime forms respectively. Brooke wore her Magnum in a shoulder harness, while Sammy’s firearm floated as a vague shadow within her chest.

Heinrich’s true grimoire sat in the heart of the circle, resting there, deceptively inert.

“Are we late?” Clarke asked.

“Nope!” Ixia replied. “You’re right on time.”

“We can start whenever you’re ready,” Hepatica said.

“Then let’s get to it.”

Hepatica nodded to Ixia, who handed out the mana booster vials.

Clarke popped the cork on his and gave the vial an experimental sniff. It didn’t smell like ass, at least.

“Bottoms up?” he asked.

Everyone drank their decoctions. The flavor wasn’t wholly unpleasant, and the sweeteners performed an acceptable job of masking the bitter, earthy undertones from the other ingredients, all chased by a sour aftertaste. The fluid settled in his stomach, and a subtle warmth spread through his body, like the effects from ingesting alcohol but without the buzz.

“Positions, everyone.” Hepatica sat down within a small ring of runes at one of the seven tips.

Her daughters spread out around the circle, and Clarke took an open slot beside Ixia. Emma and Ashley spread their wings and knelt atop the two remaining positions. The angel’s hairband levitated off her head, freeing her blonde locks as it transformed into an incomplete golden halo.

He opened himself to the circle, trying his best to relax, to accept the unnatural drain he knew was coming. The last time, he’d felt almost like a dog whose master had given his leash a sharp tug. His entry into the circle had been abrupt and forceful, but this one felt different. Softer, almost polite, yet still climbing toward the same intensity.

A red aura glowed around him, and snaps of lightning crackled across his limbs.

“The circle is formed,” Hepatica said, eyes locked on the book. “I will now begin to peel away the first layer.”

Clarke experienced a brief jerk as the circle drank in more of his magic. He resisted the pull at first, but then overrode his instinctive reaction and forced himself to relax, to accept the needs of the circle. The runes around him burned brighter, developing an almost carmine hue.

The book shuddered, and snaps of green energy arced from it.

“I’ve encountered the first layer,” Hepatica announced. “An intricate Concealment spell. Pulling it back now.”

The green energy flowed into the runes around Ixia.

“I have it,” the young witch said, “but it’s too complicated for me to dispel. We need to break through the other layers first.”

“As we expected.” Hepatica nodded slowly, never taking her eyes off the book. “Hold it for now. I’ll proceed into the next layer.”

The book rumbled and rocked, sitting upright for a moment before it juddered around. Lightning arced from the spine to the circle, and energy flowed into the runes around Hyacinth.

“A Far Sight spell,” Hyacinth reported. “I can’t dispel it either until we’ve made more progress.”

“We’ll keep peeling it away, piece by piece,” Hepatica said. “Here comes the next one.”

The book snapped open, and its pages turned as if caught in a powerful wind. Black words fountained upward, free of the paper, curling about each other to form a nascent tornado above the circle.

“Oh, no you don’t!”

Dahlia rose to one knee and stretched out her hand. Words like INTRUDER and RAGE and KILL swirled toward her arm. They swung behind her, spiraling down until they sank into the runes around her. These glowed with a black, malevolent energy.

“Damn, you’re a feisty one!” Dahlia shouted over the roaring gale.

“Do you need help?” Ixia asked.

“I’ve got this one, sis! Give me a moment!”

Dahlia spread her fingers, siphoning words from the book faster than before, her eyes harsh, jaw locked. A brief flash of falling petals appeared around her, and then something in the grimoire snapped free, and her magic vacuumed the rest of the words into the runes around her.

“Whew!” Dahlia wiped her brow and sat back down. “Summon Ink Wraith contained!”

“Keep a close eye on that one,” Hepatica said. “We don’t want it breaking loose.”

“Yes, Mother.” Dahlia rolled her eyes. “I’m glad you pointed that out. Otherwise, I would have left the circle for a smoke!”

If Hepatica heard her daughter—and Clarke couldn’t see how she hadn’t—the senior witch gave no indication. She remained laser-focused on Heinrich’s grimoire and the task at hand.

“Approaching the fourth layer. This is where it gets tricky. Be ready for anything.”

The book split open, and lightning crackled between its pages, arcing toward Dahlia.

“It’s a Triplicate spell!” Hepatica warned. “It’s going for the ink wraith!”

“Oh, shit!” Dahlia exclaimed. “Don’t let it touch me!”

“I’ve got it!” Ixia rose partially from the circle, though the glowing runes around her seemed to drag her down. She reached for the book, and the crackling energy bent in the air toward her. “It’s too much! It’s going to break free!”

“I’ll help!” Hyacinth sat up as well and extended both arms. The bands of energy split, shedding green sparks as the runes around the two witches sopped up the spell.

“Can you hold it?” Hepatica asked urgently.

“I think—” Ixia gasped. “I don’t know!”

The weight of the grimoire’s evil pressed down on Ixia and Hyacinth. Their shoulders sank. Their arms shook from exertion. They grimaced at the book, both women almost snarling with effort.

“We can’t hold it!” Ixia cried.

“I’ll help!” Clarke gathered his arcane strength, but Ashley cut him off.

“No, I’ve got this!” Her halo glowed fiercely. “Clarke, we need you ready if a monster breaks free! Let us handle this!”

Ashley extended a firm hand toward the book. What she may have lacked in witchly technique, she made up for with raw angelic power, and the flows of arcane energy came to heel in the runes around her.

“Here comes layer five!” A single tear traced down Hepatica’s face, her eyes painfully wide as she watched the book. “I can’t delay it any longer!”

The book flopped about violently, slapping hard against the invisible barrier formed by the innermost circle. Wind rifled through the pages, back and forth, before settling on an elaborate diagram near the center. The book came to rest on its back, open, and the symbols on this page blazed like liquid fire.

“It’s the Immolate spell!” Hepatica shouted. “Quick, contain it!”

“I’ve got this one!” Emma’s wings flexed like two huge webbed hands, and she held out her open palms. The liquid fire radiated outward, only partially contained, and the air grew hot. Emma drew the magic toward her, and it sank into her circle of runes.

Hepatica gasped and collapsed forward onto one hand. A tear of blood left her eye, heavy droplets splattering the circle.

“Here comes another one!”

“Got it!” Ashley siphoned the spell into her runes.

An ethereal wind howled around them, hot and dark and angry, raging against the restraints.

“It’s a Boost spell!” the angel reported. “It’s trying to combine with Immolate, but I’ve got it!”

“We can’t contain many more spells!” Ixia warned.

“We’re six deep!” Emma replied. “We can do this!”

“No, we need to pull back!” Dahlia cried, straining to hold the magic around her at bay.

“We need to keep going!” Ashley’s halo shone like the sun as she successfully wrangled the latest spell.

“We don’t have much choice,” Hepatica said, panting, her voice quieter than the others but no less alarmed. “The last one’s coming whether we let it or not.”

“I can take this one,” Clarke said.

“No, I will!” Ashley replied.

“You can’t keep this up forever!”

“I can keep it up long enough!”

Ashley spread her feathery wings, and the green magic swirled around her, smoking and hissing wherever it touched. She winced and squeezed her eyes shut, but she kept drawing the magic toward her. Smoke rose from her clothing as the magic burned holes through it.

“It’s an Acid Storm,” she struggled to say. “I’ll contain it.”

“Ash, your clothes are smoking!” Emma exclaimed. “Let me help!”

“I can take it!”

“Ash!”

“I said I can take it!”

The angel rose to her feet, the air rippling around her, manifesting as ghostly ropes dragging her down. But she was stronger than them, and she straightened her back and lifted a defiant chin. The ghostly echoes became clearer, sparking with green energy, but she held her pose stiffly.

She clenched a fist and slammed it into the concrete. The force of her blow carried the book’s magic with it, banishing it to her circle of runes.

She let out a slow, relieved breath, until⁠—

“There’s another one coming,” Hepatica said, almost too calm, given the line of blood down her cheek.

“An eighth layer?” Dahlia snapped. “You said there were only seven!”

“I was wrong.”

The spell exploded out of the book, too fast for any of the witches to catch, and its dark energy shot straight for Ashley. Emma reached out, slowing its advance, granting Ashley a brief second to ready her defenses. Emma’s face twisted with effort, and her outstretched hand trembled before the spell broke through, slamming into the angel.

The force of the magic blew Ashley out of the circle, and she hit the concrete hard on her back, wings splayed. She began to get up, but the damage was done. The spells locked in her runic circle—Triplicate, Boost, and Acid Storm—all broke free at once, combining with this new spell to form a singular blast of green that threatened to bubble up from the floor.

Clarke didn’t know what all that magic would do, but he leaped into action nonetheless, rising to his feet and clearing the space to Ashley’s circle in a single stride. He cast Sanguine Shield and dove atop the percolating magic. Red sparks flashed across his body, and he landed on top of the circle.

He had only a brief moment to contemplate the life choices that had led him to this point before the spell detonated, blasting him upward like a flimsy piece of balsa wood. He smacked hard into the roof, leaving a Clarke-shaped dent in the sheet metal that snapped with red energy, before he tumbled to the ground.

His shield fizzled in a shower of red motes, and he cast Fly to break his fall.

“Shit, Clarke!” Sammy exclaimed. “Are you okay?”

“I—I think so.” He patted himself down, hovering just above the circle. He seemed to still have all his bits. “My shield must have taken the brunt of it.”

“Did you know you could survive that?”

“Didn’t have a clue.”

“Here comes another one!” Hepatica cried.

“Oh, give us a break!” Clarke spat. “Heinrich, you fucking overachiever!”

“Clarke, it’s a summon!” Emma shouted. “We can’t hold it!”

“Then let it out!” He snapped his thirstblade into existence. “That’s what we’re here for! Brooke, Sammy, you ready to bust some heads?”

“Ready!” they replied in unison.

The grimoire lifted into the air and bent back on itself, its pages fanning out. A gray mist plumed out in all directions, hissing like the wind with a cadence that sounded deceptively like laughter.

“It’s a living mist!” Emma shouted.

“Bring it on!” Clarke tried to recast his shield, but the explosion had taken too much out of him, and the spell only triggered a few errant zaps across his clothing.

Pages exploded out of the grimoire, more than it could possibly hold between its covers. They branched out in two thick arches, widening even as they began to fold into diamond shapes and stick together. They formed themselves into two giant demonic wings made of paper scales.

The wings flapped, and the grimoire broke free of the circle. Another flap, and it lifted itself through one of the broken skylights.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Clarke recast Fly and shot after the winged book. He slowed to a hover above the abandoned steel mill and spotted the creature fleeing across a blanket of deciduous treetops.

He sped after it.

The book flapped its paper wings, gaining speed, even as Clarke closed with it. He drew his thirstblade back, ready to clip its wings, but the creature turned and fired a volley of pages at him.

A rain of razor-edged paper slashed at him, cutting through his shirt and across his skin. He wiped at his cheeks and inspected the smear of blood, reminded once again that his Sanguine Shield was down.

A rifle shot split the air, and Clarke turned to find Emma flying not far behind. The recoil had knocked her back—they’d never practiced firing while airborne, after all—but she quickly recovered and lined up her second shot.

Crack!

This time the bullet struck one of the wings, and the creature shrieked in pain as pages scattered.

Clarke swooped in and slashed the other wing with his thirstblade. Paper scales split and burned. The wing disintegrated into a shower of pages, and the grimoire plummeted toward the ground. It crashed through branches and hit the earth with a thump.

He dove in after it, weaving a path between two crowning treetops to come underneath the canopy. The grimoire had landed atop a bald patch of dirt with thick roots pushing through underneath. It opened and began to reform its wings.

Clarke plunged the thirstblade into the grimoire, piercing clear through the binding. The wind howled in pain. Twigs rose from the ground and smacked him from all directions, but he held the blade firm, feeding it his life and fury, even as it Drained the living mist.

The siphoned energy replenished his strength and healed his wounds.

He cast Sanguine Shield, and his defenses solidified further.

A heavy branch broke free from one of the trees and swung toward him, but he swatted it aside, almost contemptuously, all while holding the blade firm. The living mist squealed, a shrill and grating sound, but he was deaf to its cries. He twisted the blade, straining the tear in the grimoire wider, and woodland debris bashed against his shield even more desperately.

He held the blade steady, and the blows weakened, turning impotent as the living mist died on his blade. The creature began to fade, steaming out of the book, leaving a rancid, magical stench in the air. Finally, it vanished completely, like a whimpering exhale on a cold, dead wind.

He let his thirstblade dissipate and then reached down and picked up the grimoire. He brushed off a few dead leaves and inspected the damage to the spine, then flipped it open and looked over the pages near his cut.

“I hope they don’t mind the hole,” he said.

“They’d better not!”

Emma landed beside him with a broad grin on her face and a rifle in her arms.

“Thanks for the assist back there,” he told the succubus. “That was quick thinking, coming after us with your rifle.”

“Thanks!” She clicked the safety on. “This beauty has already paid for itself. When can I have another?”

“Christmas. We discussed this, remember?”

“But what if I don’t want to wait that long?”

“Emma.”

“All right, all right.” She glanced over the book. “It dead?”

“I believe so.” He clapped the book shut and inspected the exterior. “Seems free of evil magic. At least as far as I can tell.”

Emma spread a hand over the cover. “Hmm. Most of the magic’s gone, but there’s some residue left, and we haven’t cleared all of the Concealment.”

“Seriously?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Fucking Heinrich. I almost want him to come back so I can kill him again.”

Emma laughed, and they flew back to the steel mill.


Sixteen


“You don’t look happy,” Clarke said.

“I’m not,” Ixia replied.

It was Sunday, the day after they’d cracked most of the grimoire’s protections. Clarke had woken up expecting a day filled with packing and hauling boxes between Emma’s apartment and the mansion, followed by a well-earned rest. Or something else, depending on the various ladies’ various moods. Still, he’d been looking forward to everyone being under one roof, finally, and the luxury of living in a sprawling mansion was nothing to scoff at either.

But all that changed when Ixia called and asked him to come over on urgent Broken Fang business.

“Did something go wrong with the grimoire?” Clarke asked.

“No, the grimoire’s fine.” Ixia blew out a breath and seemed to deflate in the chair as they spoke in the Grey family basement. “Mom and Ashley are once again making good progress with it. In fact, they’ve hardly stopped since we came back from the mill. Does Ashley even sleep?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“My mom pulled an all-nighter and has been binging coffee ever since. She doesn’t like people showing her up, but she also doesn’t want to disappoint or offend Ashley, given the feathers we’ve received and, presumably, will receive in the future. They still can’t read the whole thing, but they can read a lot more of it, and what they’ve found so far sounds interesting. Fragmented and lacking context, but still interesting. They’ll let us know when they start to put the pieces together.” She gave him a vague wave. “Anyway, that’s not why I called you over.”

“Then why did you? You made it sound important.”

“It is.” She sat forward, her eyes all business. “Clarke, how do you feel about zombies?”

“Um.” He frowned slightly. “In what context?”

“How do you feel about them?”

“Well, they’re not the most threatening monster I’ve faced, but they can be trouble in large numbers.”

“But how do they make you feel?”

“Ixia, I’m not sure I understand the question. What’s this about?”

“You remember Jeremy North? He’s been talking you up ever since you took care of his problem, and one of the people he talked to was Linda Sarkany.”

“The owner of The Establishment.”

“Oh?” Ixia sat back. “You know her?”

“Ran into her once. So, she really owns the place?”

“That’s right. The old owner left it to her.”

“Even though she’s dragonkin.”

Ixia shrugged. “Love comes in all shapes and sizes.”

“Can’t argue with that.”

“Anyway, she then talked to”—the witch shivered with revulsion—“Sebastian Olcott.”

“I take it you’re not a fan.”

“He’s from another mage clan, the Grinning Skulls. He’s”—she shivered again—“a necromancer.”

“Ah. Hence your question about zombies.”

“He reached out to the coven first thing this morning and asked for you by name. Wants to talk to you about a job.”

“Sounds like word is getting around, just like we hoped. Is this really a bad thing?”

“Clarke, he’s a necromancer.”

“So you said, but he’s also a potential ally.”

“If you’re desperate.”

“Well, I don’t know if we’re desperate, but we certainly are eager for more, and getting on the good side of a mage from another clan sounds like a big potential win for us.”

Ixia slumped in her chair. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

“When does he want to meet?”

“Today, as soon you’re able, and I need to go with you as the coven representative.” She hugged her shoulders as if suddenly cold. “Apparently, his zombies are having problems.”

“Did he provide any specifics?”

“No, and Mom didn’t ask for them. Which, I suppose I shouldn’t blame her for. Her brain’s fueled by caffeine right now. We’ll get the details when we visit his office.” She gave him a meaningful look. “Assuming you don’t reject this job outright.”

“Is there a reason I should?”

“Besides me hating zombies?” She let out a heavy sigh. “Not really.”

“Then let’s go. You want me to drive?”

“If you don’t mind.” She rose from her seat. “Let’s get this over with.”

“You sound so thrilled.”

“He’s a necromancer! The man hangs around corpses all day!”

“So do a lot of people. You know, coroners, morticians.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Members of Congress.”

“You think you’re joking, but a lot of government officials are zombies.”

“Really?”

“Well, revenants, technically. Those are, like, super sophisticated zombies. People keep voting for the same fossils, so the vampires just keep propping up their corpses until they get too stanky and their limbs start dropping off.”

“That explains a lot.”

Clarke opened the front door for her, and they headed out to his car.

“By the way,” she began, her tone more conversational now, “I’ve been poking around about your Boost spell problem. Mind you, I’ve had to frame my questions carefully, so the going has been slow.”

“Anything so far?”

“Nothing concrete, but this one loremaster from the Weeping Stone clan had an interesting take on it. The Weeping Stones are wizards, by the way, and very knowledgeable when it comes to the more esoteric elements of magic. His point was everything eventually resolves itself as mana, that mana is basically the atomic-scale view of magic. Which got me to wondering; what if your Boost spell is starved for the stuff? What if this is a resource issue instead of a trigger issue?”

“If that’s true, then how do I correct for it?”

“No idea.” She gave him a shrug. “I’ll keep poking around. Just thought I’d pass this tidbit along in case it suddenly gave you an ‘aha!’ moment.”

“Don’t have one now, but I’ll see what I can come up with. Thanks.”

They climbed into the BMW. Ixia programmed the address in, and Clarke drove them back in the general direction of Chester Creek.
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Olcott’s office was located next to Anthony Reed Memorial Cemetery, which Clarke found both unsurprising and disturbing. He wondered how much “raw material” the necromancer had utilized from the adjacent graveyard.

The office was a lonely slate gray structure that butted up against the tall fence ringing the cemetery—another indication that Olcott used the location for resources. The sign by the road read: RAISING STANDARDS. He half-expected the parking lot to contain a hearse or two, but instead saw a black Audi Q5 and, further back in the property, heavy construction equipment including a bulldozer, compactor, and grader.

“‘Raising,’ huh?” Clarke couldn’t help but smile as he climbed out of the car. “I see what he did there. What kind of business is it?”

“Roadwork mostly,” Ixia said.

“Zombies maintain our roads?” He chuckled. “This explains so much.”

“Actually, Olcott’s zombie crews are one of the better performing companies in this area. You can blame the living crews for all the potholes.”

“I’m surprised to hear you admit that.”

“Just being honest. I know I’m biased when it comes to necromancers. Doesn’t mean I’m going to spread lies about him or his business.”

The smell was the first thing to hit Clarke as the entered the office, like raw death abandoned in the sun for too long, and part of that was the “smell” of the magic permeating the building. Over a dozen air fresheners hung on strings by the door, and more had been plugged into any available electrical outlets. Clarke considered it an admirable effort, but it only elevated the stench from ghastly to the equivalent of stale, rotting corpses slathered in lemon juice.

The receptionist looked up, her movements slow and measured. Her face was caked with an unusual amount of makeup, and her wiry, gray hair formed a frizzy border around her gaunt face. She wore a pair of cat eye sunglasses that looked like they’d been plucked from the 50s.

“Do you have an appointment?” she asked in a strange monotone.

“We do,” Ixia said. “Grey and Clarke here to see Mr. Olcott.”

“One moment, please.” Her head ratcheted down to inspect an open spiral-bound planner. She placed a gray finger on the page, her nail painted bright red but split at the end. She ran it down the page, then stopped, turned to her interoffice phone, and hit two buttons on it.

“Yes, Marge?” replied the voice over the phone.

“Grey and Clarke to see you, sir. They have an appointment.”

“Splendid! Send them right in.”

The phone clicked, and the receptionist turned to face them with the same slow, deliberate movements.

“Mr. Olcott will see you now. Proceed through the door to my left. Open the door and walk through it. Head down the hall, then turn right at the bend. After that⁠—”

“We can figure it out,” Ixia interrupted, and made for the door.

“—then look for the third door on the left. Open it, and⁠—”

The receptionist was still talking after the door closed behind them. Ixia let out an exaggerated shiver as they proceeded down the hall.

“Zombie?” Clarke asked.

“No, zombies are too basic for that kind of interaction. She’s either a wight or a revenant. Probably a revenant, but I didn’t pay close attention to the spells propping her up.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Revenants are reanimated using an obsession or focus of some kind. Unless I’ve missed my guess, Olcott fixated that corpse on her old job.”

Clarke frowned and glanced back over his shoulder. “Is she aware of what’s going on?”

“She’s just a husk now. There’s no soul inside if that’s what you’re wondering. That part of her moved on immediately after death. In that regard, necromancy—at least the kind on display here—is a victimless vocation.”

“Hmm.”

“Still creepy as hell.”

“Yeah.”

“Wights require more sophisticated magic to animate and command, but they’re hardier and take orders better. They last longer, too, can absorb a ton of abuse, and have a limited capacity to ‘think’ on their own, though I use the term loosely.”

“So, in terms of power and sophistication, wights beat revenants beat zombies.”

“Pretty much. There are also variants like ghouls and ghasts to consider, but we won’t see either of those in his office.”

“Why not?”

“Ghouls are zombies that have gone feral and will try to eat your face off if you give them an inch. They’re undead without a functioning control spell. You know the type. Bra-a-ains!” She stuck her arms out and shambled forward for a few steps. “Ghasts are zombies that haven’t aged well. They’re all bloated and passing gas. I call them fart zombies.”

“Eww.”

They passed a series of open office doors, behind which sedate men and women sat in bland cubicles, trudging through the day without passion or expression. Clarke had heard the term “office drone” before, but this took it to a whole new level.

They found Olcott’s office at the end of the hall and knocked.

“Come on in!” he called out pleasantly.

Olcott was a surprisingly large man. Clarke had imagined the necromancer would cut a spindly—almost skeletal—figure, complete with pallid skin, sunken cheeks, and wispy white hair. Instead, Olcott radiated vitality with his broad shoulders and hints of well-defined muscle behind his shirt and tie. He rose from behind his frosted glass desk, an imposing figure at six-and-a-half feet tall. His eyes were dark, almost black, as was his hair.

“Hello, Ixia.” He rounded the desk with a congenial smile. “It’s been far too long.”

“Sebastian,” she replied indifferently.

“And this must be the gentleman I’ve heard so much about. A pleasure to meet you, Clarke.”

“Likewise, sir.”

They shook hands. The necromancer’s grip was firm and his palm rough with callouses.

“We understand you have a problem we may be able to assist with,” Clarke added.

“I certainly hope so.” Olcott gestured to a pair of chairs in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat. Can I get you anything to drink? Coffee, perhaps?”

“Coffee sounds good,” Clarke replied.

“For you, Ixia?”

“Nothing, thanks.”

Olcott stepped over to a hutch cabinet by the wall, but Clarke didn’t see a coffeemaker or other refreshment paraphernalia. He wondered if Olcott kept them inside one of the cabinets, but the big man sidestepped the hutch and then pounded on the wall loud enough to startle both Clarke and Ixia.

“Maurice!” the necromancer shouted through the wall. “Two coffees!”

“Cough-Feeeh …” came the guttural response from the other side of the wall.

Olcott sank behind his desk with a broad grin as if this were just another day at the office. Which, for him, it was.

“The issue I’m facing concerns one of my jobsites. About a year ago, Raising Standards was hired to refurbish Hollande Bridge, and we kicked off the site work about three months ago. Everything was proceeding smoothly when all of a sudden my employees started dropping dead!”

“I’m sorry.” Clarke’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “You use zombies for your work crews, correct?”

“Along with other reanimated variants, yes.”

“And they’ve been dropping dead on you?”

“Hell of a thing.” The necromancer shook his head in bewilderment. “Can you believe it?”

“I’m as shocked as you are, sir,” Clarke replied dryly.

The door opened and a thin man with a grayish face trudged in, his shoes shuffling across the carpet. He carried two mugs in one hand and a decanter full of steaming coffee in the other.

“Cough-fee?” groaned the zombie.

“For me and the gentleman.” Olcott gestured across the desk.

“Mmm. Cough-fee.”

The zombie set the two cups down on the desk and poured for Olcott, then for Clarke.

“Cream? Sugar?”

“Both, please,” Olcott replied.

The zombie reached into a pocket and retrieved a fistful of cream singles and sugar packets. His hands were skeletal and gray, and some of his fingernails were missing. A centipede crawled out of his sleeve and scuttled between two fingers. The zombie turned to Clarke.

“Cream? Sugar?”

“I’ll pass, thanks,” Clarke replied with a sour frown, and pushed his coffee away, no longer thirsty.

“Cough-fee?” The zombie swiveled the decanter toward Ixia, who shook her head. “Cough-fee.” He tipped the decanter over, and steaming fluid splashed onto Olcott’s desk. A scalding drop splattered the back of Ixia’s hand.

“Ah!” She jumped out of her seat, rubbing her hand.

“Maurice!” Olcott rose to his full height. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Cough-fee?” The zombie stopped pouring and turned toward his master.

“You go back to your room!” Olcott pointed the way. “You stand in the corner, and you think about what you’ve done. You hear me?”

“Cough-fee …” the zombie grumbled in a forlorn manner then shuffled out the door.

Olcott gave the pair an apologetic smile, then retrieved a roll of paper towels from the hutch cabinet and began to sop up the mess.

“Sorry about that. He means well, and I suppose I’m partially to blame. I should have raised him as a wight, but I was busy that day. Any halfwit vampire can create a zombie, but it takes a true craftsman to animate a wight.”

He sank back into his chair after he’d cleaned up the worst of the mess.

“Anyway, where was I?”

“You said your employees have been dropping dead,” Clarke reminded him.

“Oh, yes! The bridgework.” Olcott shook his head sadly. “A terrible inconvenience. My bottom line is starting to look ugly on this one. Usually, with my zombies, I can undercut just about any roadwork company on the market. And the smell isn’t even all that bad!”

Clarke wrinkled his nose.

“My employees don’t require pay or insurance or time off. They don’t eat or sleep, and as for job safety, well! If the compactor flattens someone, I just clean up the mess and grab a fresh corpse!”

“From the cemetery, I take it?”

“Naturally.”

“Is this a formal arrangement you have with your neighbors?”

“‘Formal’ may be stretching it. I simply utilize a resource in their possession. They’re not doing anything with the bodies, so why should I let them go to waste? And I always put them back when I’m finished. Almost as good as new.” He shrugged. “Most of the time.”

“That’s very …” Clarke searched for the right word, “considerate of you?”

“The root of the problem is something is interfering with my reanimation spells. Something near the Hollande Bridge. I don’t know what’s behind it, and I’m hesitant to deal with the problem myself.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because whatever it is,” Ixia cut in, “it’s interfering with his necromancy, which makes him a poor choice to combat it.”

“Then, to summarize,” Clarke began, “you’d like us to find the source of this disturbance and eliminate it.”

“That’s it in a nutshell. Can I count on you?”

Clarke glanced over to Ixia to see if she had any objections besides the obvious. She sighed but appended it with a nod. He turned back to the necromancer.

“We’ll take the job.”
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Clarke drove Ixia to the jobsite. He pulled off the road that ran underneath the bridge and parked behind Olcott. Zombies in reflective vests and hard hats shuffled around the central support column and up on one of the bridge’s four lanes. Olcott rose from his Audi, clad in a long, greenish-black trench coat and matching wide-brimmed hat.

A potbellied man shuffled slowly across the road, carrying a shovel. He left little puffs of green gas in his wake.

“What the hell are you lot doing?” Olcott shouted, storming toward his work crew.

The zombie faced him with a surprisingly quick turn and let loose a musical toot.

“Come on, people! Where’s the foreman?”

“Urr.” One of the zombies lurched toward the necromancer.

“Clarence, how many times do I have to tell you this before it sinks into your wormed-out head? Keep the ghasts clear of the public! People will think we broke into a sewer line again! Is that what you want?”

“Uurr … nurrgh?”

“Good. Now put Fred in one of the vehicles where he belongs.”

“Burrr, Isha?”

“I don’t care if Isabella complains about the smell. Tell her to stuff cotton up her nose. She doesn’t need to breathe, anyway.”

“Urr-keigh.”

Olcott planted his fists on his hips and gazed up at the bridge.

“Bobby! Stop that this instant!”

One of the zombies manning the cement mixer looked down over the edge of the bridge.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Pour.”

“Bobby, what have I told you? Coworkers are not valid substitutes for rebar!”

“Pour?”

“Don’t you dare give me lip! I can see he’s up to his waist in cement, clear as day!”

“Po-o-o-our!”

“I don’t care if you two can’t get along! No coworkers in the cement! Go find a long stick, fish him out, and put down some proper rebar!”

“Pour?”

“Don’t make me come up there!”

“Pour-pour …” The zombie shut down the flow of cement and shuffled across the bridge.

“Oh my God! Neville, stop eating your hardhat!”

Olcott ran toward the support column.

Clarke and Ixia stood back, watching the parade of disasters unfold from a distance.

A safe distance.

“I’m never driving over a bridge in this county again,” Clarke said after a while.

“Why so skittish? All this work gets reviewed by government inspectors.”

“And your point is?”

Ixia laughed softly.

They observed the jobsite for a while, waiting patiently for Olcott to wrangle his workforce into an effective unit. Or, at the very least, a less incompetent one.

Ixia shook her head. “Good grief, I hate zombies.”

“You mentioned that back when we first met. Any particular reason why?”

“My dad was a necromancer. He and Mom … they didn’t get along, and he left her before my sixth birthday. Left us girls, too. I’ve hardly spoken to him since.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It’s fine.” She made a shooing gesture. “He wasn’t much of a family man. Mom was in love back then. Probably still pines after him, though she won’t admit it. The feeling, however, wasn’t mutual. Maybe he loved her once, but that began to fall apart when we were born. Going from zero kids to three in a single day will stress any relationship, especially one with a rocky foundation.

“He started taking solo vacations when I was very young, and the trips grew longer and more frequent until one day he left and never came back. While on these trips, he’d leave a few zombies around the house. To help with chores and the like, but you’ve seen how these things can be.

“I was alone, playing around the house. I don’t even remember why Mom and my sisters were out that day. Anyway, one of the zombies stopped working and fell on me, and he was a big fella. My scrawny arms couldn’t shift his weight. I was stuck under that corpse for hours, crying out for help, the body’s weight crushing down on me as I breathed in the rotten stench.”

Ixia hugged her shoulders and shivered despite the high sun and warm midday breeze. Clarke put an arm around her and gave her a comforting squeeze.

“So, yeah,” she concluded. “Not a fan of zombies.”

“I’m sorry if I brought back some bad memories. But thank you for sharing that.”

“Don’t mention it. You can ask me anything whenever you want.” She gave him a wan smile. “I don’t keep secrets from you.”

“We’ll get out of here as soon as we have one last chat with Olcott. After that, the ladies and I will come back and see if we can’t solve his little problem.”


Seventeen


“Any idea where we’re supposed to start?” Sammy asked, standing by the team’s parked cars near the bridge. Traffic was light along the thin road ducking underneath the bridge, though the traffic up top was backed up thanks to the closed lane.

“Olcott believes the disturbance is somewhere to the east of the jobsite.” Clarke turned in that direction. “That’s where we start.”

A field stretched before them, marked by uneven patches of tall grass, saplings, and a few old growth trees before ending in a distant, dense tree line.

“There’s something out there.” Ashley stepped forward beside him. “I’m not sure where, but …”

“I feel it, too,” Emma said. “A Ward of some kind, maybe?”

“If so, it’s a curious one,” Ashley replied, her gaze on the horizon.

“Ashley, Emma: you two lead the search,” Clarke said. “Brooke, Sammy: the three of us will form a perimeter around them as they work. Everything clear?”

“What about our guns?” Emma asked.

“Bring them along. All of them. We don’t know what’s out there.”
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They searched the field at a slow, methodical pace, the two mana-sensitive women pausing every so often to more accurately gauge what they were feeling and where it was coming from.

They advanced farther into the field as the day wore on, venturing away from the jobsite until Clarke could barely see the bridge except for a shallow rise and a string of white and red lights laid out along the road.

The sun dipped toward the horizon, and they had almost reached the tree line when⁠—

“I see something.” Ashley lowered the binoculars, letting them hang from a strap around her neck. She pointed toward the tree line. “There. Maybe twenty yards into the forest. A tree that doesn’t look right.”

“We’ll check it out,” Clarke said. “You and Emma take position over there, atop that mound of dirt. Brooke, Sammy, we’re on. Let’s see what we’re up against.”

The werewolf and slime girl fell in behind him as he pushed his way through hip-high grass. They crossed the tree line, passing underneath the shadowed canopy. The air immediately became cooler and heavy with humidity. A strange chill penetrated Clarke’s clothing, and the hairs on his arms prickled.

“Something’s ahead,” Brooke growled, her voice dipping lower despite her hybrid state. Her ears pressed back against her head. “Want me to wolf out?”

“That might be a good⁠—”

Something snagged Brooke’s ankle and yanked hard enough to drop her to the ground. A thick vine burst up from underneath a layer of dead leaves and twigs, stretched taut between Brooke’s leg and one of the trees.

“What the fuck!” she exclaimed.

The entire vine rose into the air like a long, bending arm, and it took Brooke with it. She yelped as it carried her through the canopy, twigs and branches snapping along her path.

“Brooke!” Clarke shouted. His shield crackled into existence over his body, and the thirstblade burst alive in his hand. He raced after her, tracking her trajectory. He weaved through the forest, Sammy close behind, until they came to a fat, festering tree.

Dark fluid leaked from its thick, pulsating trunk, which flexed and undulated more like tough muscle than bark. Knobby roots twisted into the soil, sometimes sprouting back up to form a thicket of spiked ends. Groaning branches swayed with thick coiling vines, each one leafed and slick with vile excretions. Drained and desiccated bodies—both wild animals and humans—hung from its branches like grim trophies.

The tree drew Brooke into its crown and wrapped her in vines with startling speed until it cocooned her completely.

“Brooke!” Clarke called out.

He was about to cast Fly to reach her when the cocoon holding her bulged suddenly and with immense force. Claws split the pod from top to bottom, and a fully formed werewolf leaped out. She spun in the air and landed on her feet beside the malevolent tree.

“Fuck this shit!” Brooke spat, brandishing her claws.

A vine whipped in from Clarke’s blind side and coiled itself around his neck. It constricted against his windpipe. He gasped, struggling for air as it began dragging him toward the tree. He tried to dig in his heels, but his boots slipped across a rotting layer of topsoil.

He grunted, face turning red, then hacked the vine off with his sword. The pressure on his windpipe released, and he pulled the severed vine off his neck, breathing heavily.

Another vine grabbed Sammy and yanked her into the air.

“That won’t work on me!” the slime girl taunted, grabbing the vine bearing into her throat. She yanked the noose through her neck, and it plooped out the front. She then swung her body back and forth underneath the dangling vine and leaped onto one of the branches. Another vine snapped at her like a whip, but she ducked beneath its strike and ran across the branch, almost losing her balance before she reached the split at the top of the trunk.

“Have a taste of my toxins, you Ent-Bitch!”

Sammy shaped one of her arms into a pink spike and rammed it down into the trunk. Every branch on the tree shuddered, and its trunk began to pulsate faster. Black fluid burst from pustules along its surface, flowing down its bark in filthy runlets.

“Yeah!” Sammy shouted. “How do you like that!”

Brooke charged the monstrous tree. Roots angled upward to form a thicket of sharpened wooden stakes, but she bashed through them, her body a battering ram of fur and rage. She reached the trunk and mauled the tree with tooth and claw, tearing its strange tree-flesh open. A chunky substance akin to entrails spilled out of the wounds and more fluid soaked the ground.

Vines shot out from several branches at once, looping around Sammy and ensnaring Brooke once more. The tree coiled its vines around the two women, trying to crush or suffocate them. It wouldn’t work, but it would slow them down.

Clarke had had enough of this fight. He dipped into his magic and spent a portion of his own life. He wasn’t sure if the tree’s fluids counted as blood for his magic, but he was willing to try.

He cast Blood Boil.

The spell slammed into the monster, and its branches shrieked with a thousand windy voices. It let Sammy and Brooke go, vines shuddering, some slapping madly back and forth as obvious pain wracked its body. He rushed forward and sank his thirstblade deep into its bark, draining it of life and replenishing his.

The trunk-flesh beat faster and faster, like a rushing heart.

He cast Blood Boil again.

A new spasm of pain shook its branches, even as he noticed a symbol glowing within his mind. It was the Boost spell, beckoning to him, begging him to utilize its strength. He wanted to, tried to, yearned to release it, but the spell refused to answer his call.

Brooke cleaved through the trunk beside him, bits of bark flying from her claws. Up above, Sammy shattered through the base of the branches with hands shaped like mallets. The tree-flesh quivered, its branches sagged, and soon it stopped moving entirely, reduced to nothing more than a vile, leaking ruin.

Sammy leaped off the tree and landed beside Clarke.

“That seemed to go well,” she declared brightly.

“Ent-Bitch?” Brooke asked, her claws dripping with goop, fur matted in places.

“Sorry.” Sammy shrugged. “I couldn’t think of anything pithier.”

“It’s the results that count.” Clarke released his thirstblade and wiped his hand off on his pants.

“You three okay?” Emma called out from the tree line, rifle in her hands and partially raised.

“Never better!” Clarke jogged over to her and Ashley. “We just had to do a little weed whacking. Nothing we couldn’t handle.”

“What do we have here?” Ashley walked past both of them and approached the tree. “Curious.”

“Is this what was causing Olcott trouble?” Clarke asked.

“No, but it seems to be related.” Ashley looked around. “Do you feel that? This creature wasn’t summoned.”

“If it wasn’t summoned, then how is it here?”

“This used to be a normal tree.” Ashley dropped to one knee and spread a hand over the ground. “Magic from elsewhere corrupted it. Coming from somewhere below, perhaps?”

Emma knelt on the ground beside the angel.

“Yeah, Ash, you’re right. I feel it, too.”

“The only magic I can sense is something rancid,” Clarke said.

“That’s because it is,” Emma explained. “A spell planted somewhere nearby may have become corrupted. A partial activation could do that. Or maybe someone tried to dispel or disrupt it but failed. Whatever the cause, that damaged spell then wormed its way into this tree, through one of the roots, I’d say.”

“What about the magic interfering with Olcott’s zombies?”

“Still present.” Ashley stood up. “There’s a powerful Ward at work here, emanating from somewhere beneath us.”

“So”—Clarke quirked a sudden smile—“what you’re saying is we still need to deal with the root of this problem?”

“Yes.”

“The root of the problem.”

“Yes?”

“You know. Because of the tree.”

“What does that have to do with it?” Ashley tilted her head, clearly confused.

“It’s—” He frowned. “Never mind. The joke sounded funnier in my head.”

“We shouldn’t joke around. This is serious business, Clarke.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” He looked around. “If it’s beneath us, then could it be inside another lair?”

“Possibly. If there’s one nearby, I should be able to use Scry to reveal the entrance.” Ashley spread her wings, and the halo lifted off her head. “One moment, please.”

She closed her eyes, and the outskirts of her magic tickled Clarke’s senses, bright and soft and so full of life.

“There.” Ashley pointed at the base of the dead tree monster. “Directly underneath the trunk.”

“Directly underneath?” Clarke asked.

“I’m afraid so.”

“Great.” He snapped out his thirstblade. “Brooke, Sammy? Mind lending me a hand with this?”
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The three of them hacked, ripped, and slime-shoveled their way through the task, clearing the tree piece by piece. Clarke cleaved through the roots jutting around the tree’s base, weakening its grip on the ground, while Sammy joined her arms to form a shovel and hardened the edge. She worked behind him to clear dirt and severed roots around the base. Meanwhile, Brooke employed her full werewolf strength to bend the tree back, steadily exposing more of the space underneath the wide trunk.

The sun set before they were finished, and Ashley cast a Shine spell over the area to make the work easier. The longer they toiled, the more they realized the tree hadn’t grown on this spot originally; instead it had uprooted itself from a patch of churned earth about fifteen yards away and dragged itself across the ground.

“Okay, Brooke,” Clarke said, backing away. “Try again.”

“Here goes!”

Brooke grunted, her snout flaring, muscles straining to bring down the tree. She sank her clawed feet into the roots running through the ground and pulled a thick branch down. The deformed tree bent, flesh tearing across its trunk, exposing a massive, hauntingly wet bone that had replaced the heartwood at the trunk’s core. The bone cracked, and the roots directly underneath the trunk burst out of the dirt.

Brooke let out a long, deep growl. The trunk angled further, and she brought its crown low, slamming its branches into the ground. She turned back around, sank her claws into the top of the trunk, then dragged it away, leaving a large, bowl-shaped depression.

A depression with a flight of stairs leading down into the dank earth.

“That’s enough, Brooke! I can see a passage now!” Clarke walked over and gave her a pat on the back. “Good job.”

“Damn thing was stuck in there good!” she replied, panting.

Ashley conjured an orb of light between her palms and let it float down the stairs, which began to glow of their own accord. Clarke and Brooke rejoined the others, and together they gazed down into the lair.

“Why don’t these places ever come with a welcome mat?” Sammy asked. “Maybe some scented candles? A few throw pillows? You know, just a few touches to make the lairs homier.”

“I imagine they view the unwelcoming nature as a feature, not a bug.” Clarke cast Sanguine Shield and held his thirstblade with two hands. “Emma, Ashley, fall back to a safe spot and keep your eyes peeled for anything not us.”

“You got it.” Emma bobbed her rifle back toward the tree line. “We’ll take up position back at the same hill from before. The Shine spell’s providing enough light for us to see if anything tries to follow you in, though I wouldn’t say no to a night vision scope at some point.”

“Good idea. We’ll get you one after this.”

The succubus and angel headed back to the tree line, flashlight beams dancing across the terrain.

“And now,” Clarke said to the others, “let’s see what Heinrich has in store for us this time.”

They took the stairs down single file, Clarke in the lead, the wood creaking with each step. The path descended at a steep angle before it leveled off and widened, much like the previous lair. Wooden planks covered the floor and more shored up the dirt walls. The air was cold and clinging, and not all of that came from the damp earth around them.

“Feel any magic?” Sammy asked quietly.

“Yes, but something’s off. There’s the taste of iron I associate with vampire magic, but everything else is muted and weirdly jumbled. I can’t make sense of it.”

“The smell is off, too.” Brooke sniffed the air, her snout bobbing. “There was a fire down here. From somewhere up ahead.”

They reached a crumbling wall with a metal door bent within its frame and jammed shut. Pale light leaked in through a cleft at one corner. Clarke stood up on his toes and peered through.

“There’s a small room on the other side. Walls are black, maybe from soot. I can see a steamer trunk in the middle. It’s burned, too. The trunk is open and on its side. Bits of metal are spilled all over the floor, and something’s glowing on the floor.”

“A magic circle?” Sammy asked.

“Or part of one. Hard to tell from this angle.”

“Want me to slip through the crack and recon the room?”

“No, we’ll all go through together.” Clarke backed away and raised his sword. “Brooke? The door, if you please.”

“With pleasure!”

Brooke sank her claws into the metal. She ripped the whole door off and tossed it aside with one swift motion.

Clarke took one step into the room. It was dank and unadorned, with pieces of armor strewn about the ground. Scorch marks covered the steamer trunk and climbed the walls, and a small arc of glowing runes flickered along the floor like a malfunctioning fluorescent lightbulb.

Clarke kicked a gauntlet, and the armor clattered across the floor, disturbing its fellows. The pieces rocked back and forth before coming to rest.

Nothing else moved.

“Looks like we missed the party,” Sammy said, craning over Clarke with a stretched torso.

“Something happened here.” Brooke sniffed the air experimentally. “Maybe an Immolation spell?”

“That would certainly explain the scorch marks.” Clarke took a few more steps into the room, and the others filed in.

“You think this is from a summoning spell?” Sammy asked, tapping her foot beside the faded runes.

“Maybe,” Clarke said. “Maybe even another living mist. That seems like Heinrich’s style, though if so, I wonder if the spell misfired somehow.”

Brooke crouched near the trunk. She picked up a pauldron, sniffed it, then set it back down. She grabbed the chest plate and turned it over in the light.

“No dents or other marks on the armor. If there was a fight, the armor wasn’t a part of it.” She tossed the chest plate aside and stood up.

“Heinrich would have a secret compartment somewhere.” Clarke placed a hand against the wall and began to circle the room. His fingers left parallel trails in the soot. He’d completed a half circle when the taste of iron tickled his senses. He spread his hand over the spot and drank in the nearby magic.

He encountered a sensation of cold solidity. Of restfulness and ease, as if just touching this magic could lull him into an eternal slumber. But that only seemed to represent one half of the magic twined within the wall.

The other half contained a firmness of purpose and strength. One imbued with great familiarity, though he had no idea why. This magical impression was reassuring in a strange way, wrapped in a shroud as cold as the grave.

“Bingo.” Clarke gestured for Brooke to join him.

She ripped a board off the wall and clawed away the dirt until she revealed a small, wooden compartment set deep inside. She reached in with her whole arm, shoulder pressed against the opening, and pulled it out holding … a bone. She held it before him, lightly balanced in her broad werewolf palm.

The bone was clean and sturdy. It measured about eighteen inches across, and the entire surface had been etched with intricate runes.

“What the hell is this from?” Sammy asked.

“It’s a human leg bone,” Brooke said. “This is the femur, largest bone on the human body.”

“You can tell from a glance?”

The werewolf shrugged. “I’m good with bones.”

Her eyes flitted up to meet Clarke’s with a playful glint. She wasn’t just talking about skeletons, it seemed.

He took hold of the runic femur and turned it over in his hands. This was the source of the two magics: the cold and the familiar.

“The Scepter of Bone?” he wondered aloud.

“What was that?” Sammy asked.

“Ashley came across mentions of a ‘bone scepter’ in Heinrich’s grimoires. From what she could tell, it’s part of the reason he came to Chester Creek.” He held the femur up between them. “This could be it.”

“Doesn’t seem like there’s anything else worth taking.” Sammy punted a vambrace across the room.

“Then we’re done here.” He placed the femur in his backpack. “Let’s see what Ashley has to say about this.”
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“I believe you’re right,” Ashley said. “This appears to be the ‘Scepter of Bone’ Heinrich wrote about. May I?”

Clarke handed her the femur.

The celestial gripped it with both hands and closed her eyes. Her fractured halo brightened for about half a minute, then dimmed back to its normal golden hue.

“There,” she said, opening her eyes. “I’ve dispelled the Ward.”

“There was a Ward on it?” Clarke asked.

“Yes, and an unusual one at that. Typically, Wards are placed to protect locations, but this one was applied to this bone with effects that radiated outward a considerable distance.”

“That must be what was interfering with the zombies,” Emma said.

“Agreed.” Ashley handed the femur back to Clarke, and he stuffed it in his backpack.

“Sounds like we’re done here,” he said with a half-smile.

“Yes,” Ashley replied. “Removing the Ward should …”

She trailed off, her mouth hanging loose.

“Ashley?”

The angel’s brow creased, and she turned to face the field. She walked forward, slowly, almost limply, as if stuck in a daze. The distant road and bridge glimmered, distinct only as a shifting string of red and white pearls.

But that wasn’t the only light in the distance.

A pale green glow rose above the field.

“What’s that?” Clarke asked quietly.

Emma aimed down her scope. “I can’t make it out. Whatever it is, it’s staying low to the ground.”

The green glow rushed through the tall grass, growing brighter.

Brooke growled deep in her throat. Her ears flattened, and her hackles stood on end.

“Terrorgeist,” Ashley breathed.

“Something’s coming.” Clarke summoned his thirstblade. “Get ready!”

He hurried to the edge of the tree line. Brooke crouched beside him, her body full of low, coiled energy. She snarled, fangs glistening in the dim light. Sammy stood opposite her with a pair of enlarged fists.

Emma took up position behind a tree and checked down her rifle’s scope.

“Ashley, what are we up against?” Clarke asked, and when no one answered, he turned back around. “Hey, Ashley!”

The angel shook herself, then looked his way.

“What’s a terrorgeist?” he asked.

“What are you talking about, Clarke?”

“You said⁠—”

“It’s almost here!” Emma warned.

“Emma, what the hell is a terrorgeist?”

“No clue!”

“Then we’ll find out the hard way.” Clarke faced the field and approaching monster. “Showtime, ladies. We’re not done yet!”

The green glow bolted across the last stretch then shot up into the air, taking the form of a translucent humanoid with huge, batlike wings. Its body was naked and sexless, but also indistinct and blurry, as if the creature were only half-real. A grilled iron mask covered the face, and a fierce green light burned from within like the flames of a supernatural furnace.

The green light narrowed, shining a ghostly spotlight on Clarke.

“You one of Heinrich’s summons?” he taunted the creature. “Here to take back the scepter? Well, tough! You can’t have it!”

The terrorgeist exhaled green mist through its face vents.

“You want it?” Clarke held up his backpack. “Then come down here and get it!”

“I’ve got a clean shot!” Emma called out.

“Take it!”

The succubus opened fire, pausing between each shot to recenter her aim. Wisps bored through the creature’s body like tunnels of curling smoke that closed almost instantly.

She lowered her aim after six shots. The terrorgeist appeared unharmed.

“Clarke, I know I hit it with some of that!”

“I saw. Looks like we’ve got a tough customer on our hands. Let me try.”

He lowered his stance, pulled his sword back, and gathered his strength. His blood magic hungered for life, and he fed it, sating the beating machine within. Brief stars danced across his vision. The arcane potential unlocked within his mind, and he cast Scarlet Slash.

He cut across the air, leaving a hot tear through reality, and an identical slash cleaved through the terrorgeist’s chest. It recoiled, head thrown back in a soundless cry. Its ghost-wings flapped once, twice, and then the creature steadied itself. It looked down at its own chest and touched the red scar with a spectral hand, tracing the path bisecting its torso.

The wound closed, and it faced Clarke once more.

“That’s … not good.”

“Here!” Brooke offered her forearm. “Top yourself off!”

“Thanks!”

Clarke stuck the tip of his thirstblade into her arm and Drained some of her vitality. She shook her head and let out a low, throaty growl.

“Here it comes!” Sammy shouted.

The terrorgeist descended toward them, arms to its side, palms up. Its legs touched the tall grass, jostling the reeds. The fires within its mask blazed, as did the faint line across its chest, filling the air with foul magic.

Clarke broke out into a cold sweat, and goosebumps covered his arms. His heart thundered in his chest, so hard and fast he thought it would smash through his ribcage. Every shadow around him seemed to darken and lengthen, the habitats of untold horrors.

He found himself on his knees with no recollection of how he got there. He gasped, clutching his throat, desperate to suck in each breath. But the air provided no comfort; it was now a suffocating miasma that filled his lungs with poison. He was going to die, and there was nothing he could do about it!

He cast Purify, but the spell failed to cleanse him, and his mind raced in desperation alongside his heart.

He looked up, his eyes meeting the terrorgeist’s oppressive, flaming gaze.

Fear! he thought. It’s making me afraid!

His anger pushed back the panic, but only by the tiniest of fractions. He still trembled with fear, on his knees, eyes straining to stay open, muscles quaking, skin slick with sweat.

“Help!” Emma dropped her rifle and collapsed onto her side, clutching her head.

Sammy’s outline lost all cohesion, and she retreated into a quivering, pink puddle.

Brooke curled into a ball, whimpering on the ground.

The terrorgeist hovered above them, quiet and triumphant.

“No,” Clarke breathed, forcing himself to stand. “No.”

He thought he’d faced challenges before, been toughened by adversity, learned from his mistakes to climb atop a mountain built from his own failures—ever striving, ever reaching.

But the truth wormed into his thoughts.

He had achieved nothing, fought and conquered nothing.

He was a child, feeble and helpless, and the dim spark of his life was about to end.

But the worst part⁠—

The absolute worst of it⁠—

—was that no one would care when he passed.

“No!”

Clarke pushed back against the fear, let anger at the monster burn within his heart. How dare it invade his mind! How dare it fill him with these thoughts! He straightened his trembling legs and raised a shaky chin.

“No!” he spat.

A hand rested atop his shoulder, so light and soft he barely noticed it. He turned and saw Ashley walk past him, tall and proud, her halo a ring of liquid gold. She fixed the monster with a fierce gaze and stepped in front of the others.

“You think to spread your Fear to me?” she asked, her tone almost amused.

The terrorgeist tilted its head at her.

“You think to make me afraid?”

Ashley spread her wings, forming twin luminous curtains of perfect white feathers. Her feet left the ground, and she floated forward to stare eye-to-eye with the terrorgeist.

“Do you have any idea who you’re dealing with?” the angel demanded. “I, who gazed into the never-realm of Kxlzrk-Nak, who faced the unborn disciples of Zxzn-Qi, who⁠—”

Her nonsensical declarations washed over Clarke, punctuated with terrible, alien names, yet something else washed over him at the same time: a warm light that banished the evil thoughts from his mind. It consumed the fear like a flamethrower burning through dry underbrush. And though it blazed with heat and strength, its touch didn’t injure. Rather, it invigorated him.

Clarke straightened his back and raised his chin, his body no longer trembling. Brooke and Emma climbed to their feet, and Sammy re-formed her humanoid body.

They all stared down the terrorgeist, their psyches armored with the angel’s light.

The creature flicked a single clawed finger, pointing to one side.

“—while hordes of neverlife Gvk-Ta converged on us in a pulsating tsunami, all while the very ground we stood on laughed at our misfortune. You think your pathetic Fear aura stands the slightest chance against the likes of⁠—”

The terrorgeist flicked its claw in the opposite direction, and a rock the size of a soccer ball zipped through the air. The rock cracked against Ashley’s skull, and she spun around in a tight pirouette. Her wings dispersed into a rain of vanishing feathers, and the halo dimmed and dropped heavily onto her head. Her eyes rolled back, mouth agape, and she took one step before she collapsed.

Clarke dashed forward and caught her, cradling her head in his arms. He pulled her hair back, expecting to find a huge, bleeding dent in her skull.

Or perhaps something far worse.

Instead, he found nothing in the way of injuries.

Not to her skin. Not to her skull.

Not a scratch on her.

From the outside, the angel appeared completely fine.

As for the inside …

“Clarke?” she asked in a bewildered tone, eyes wide. “What are you doing here? Is it moving day already?”

The terrorgeist descended toward them.

“We need to get out of here!” Clarke shouted, handing Ashley over to Brooke. “Get back to the cars! I’ll draw it off!”

“Where are you going?” Emma asked.

“We are going back to the Greys! We can’t take this thing on by ourselves! Now go!”

He cast Fly and shot up into the night sky.

The terrorgeist rose after him, unrushed and unworried. He caught a taste of the creature’s magic as he flew past, sensed its cold, patient malice, and he wondered if it would ever give up. If it was even capable of abandoning its task. Would it pursue him night and day until one of them died or he relinquished the Scepter of Bone?

He skirted the circumference of the field, deliberately staying ahead of the terrorgeist to give the ladies enough time. Once he saw the cars light up, he zipped over to them and ducked into Emma’s Jetta. She hit the gas, and they sped off down the road behind Brooke and Sammy.

A green glow followed them down the dark road.

A green glow that dimmed with the distance until it vanished completely.


Eighteen


“She called it a terrorgeist?”

Hepatica frowned at the word, the steam from her mug rising to greet her bleary eyes. She’d thrown on a satin nightgown tied with a loose belt around the waist—leaving her deep cleavage exposed—before she joined Clarke and the others in the basement. Her daughters were above, double-checking the house’s defenses.

“Mean anything to you?” Clarke asked, nursing his own cup. Hyacinth had prepared coffee for everyone before attending to her duties upstairs.

“Maybe.” The witch sat down next to the angel, who looked about the room with wide eyes. “Ashley?”

“Yes?” The angel turned to her abruptly.

“How do you feel?”

“Fine.” Ashley looked around again. “What day is it?”

“Can you tell us what a terrorgeist is?”

“Yes.”

Hepatica waited for her to continue, and when she didn’t:

“Ashley?”

“Yes?”

“What’s a terrorgeist?”

“Don’t rush me. I’m not finished studying the spell.”

“Studying the …?” Hepatica bolted out of her seat. “Of course! The grimoire!”

The witch circled to the other side of the table and began flipping through the open tome.

“Is she going to be all right?” Clarke asked. “She’s been like this since the bonk to her head.”

“She should be fine,” Hepatica replied, not looking up. “Celestials are very difficult to harm. She just needs to sleep it off.”

“But I’ve never seen her sleep.”

“Yes, you have. She’s sleeping right now.”

“What?” Clarke observed Ashley, who stared back at him with wide, vacant eyes. “Excuse me, but this isn’t sleep.”

“‘Trance’ might be a better word.” Hepatica flipped to another page. “Call it dreaming or reliving snippets from the past or defragmenting her mental hard drive. I’m not sure we have a word for what’s going on in her head. You said she started babbling right before this?”

“Yeah. Along with a whole lot of weird names.”

“Sounds like the monster’s Fear aura triggered something. That’s good, though the rock to the head couldn’t have done her any favors.”

“How long is she going to be like this?”

“No idea. I’ll let you know when an expert on celestial beings shows up.”

Clarke frowned at the witch, but she was too engrossed in the grimoire to notice.

“Aha! Here it is. The spell for creating a terrorgeist.” Hepatica shifted the book over to afford everyone a better view.

Clarke skimmed the page. Some passages were blurred by the book’s protective magic, but he could read most of it. He grimaced when he came to the part about drawing the magic circle with the blood of a live human. Vampire blood was also necessary to bind the creature to its new master.

“What a horrific spell!” Emma exclaimed, cringing.

“This is dark, dark magic.” Hepatica sniffed disdainfully. “And powerful, too. The terrorgeist is formed from a human soul, captured and mutilated at the time of death. You’d have to be a monster to create something like this. You said it went after the scepter?”

“That’s what it looked like.” Clarke set his backpack on the table. “It always prioritized me, and I had the femur in my pack the whole time.”

“Then there’s a very good chance this is a parting gift from Heinrich. A guardian of sorts for the scepter.”

“That’s great and all.” Sammy leaned in. “But how do we kill it?”

“Technically, it’s already dead,” Hepatica pointed out. “What we need to do is break it open and free the soul inside.”

“Fine, so how do we do that?”

“I’m not sure. But studying the spell should help us.” Hepatica traced a finger down the page, but the blurs grew more intense, and soon the entire spell fell under an occluding haze. “The book’s fighting back. It doesn’t want to be read.”

“Is there anything you can do about⁠—”

Clarke stopped when he felt a gentle hand nudge him aside. He hadn’t realized Ashley had joined them. Everyone gave the angel space as she approached the table. She closed the grimoire, raised her hand, and then gave the leather binding a firm smack, like a mother spanking a child. She walked back to her chair and sat down without a single word.

Hepatica raised her halfmoon glasses and opened the book back to the terrorgeist spell.

“Ah, good. The blurs have retreated. Thank you, dear.”

Ashley glanced around the room, a pleased—if vacant—look on her face.

“Let’s see.” Hepatica traced her finger across an underlined passage. “The terrorgeist possesses a human-level intellect. It cannot speak or otherwise communicate with its master, but it understands verbal commands and can think independently to complete its objectives. If the man or woman used to create it was a mage, then the terrorgeist may possess some of their magic.”

“We know it has Telekinesis,” Clarke said. “We’ll have to watch out for other spells.”

“The terrorgeist also has a number of innate abilities and traits. You’ve already encountered its Fear aura, and its incorporeal nature makes it difficult to harm. It can also raise and control lesser undead.”

“Then Ashley may have been wrong,” Clarke said. “She dispelled a Ward on the scepter and thought that’s what was interfering with Olcott’s zombies. However, maybe the terrorgeist was behind this from the beginning.”

“Possibly.” Hepatica sat back and let her glasses hang from their strap. “In any case, it takes a powerful and experienced vampire to create such a monstrosity. Either Heinrich conjured this before he died …”

“Or we have another vampire in the area,” Clarke finished for her. “A powerful one, too.”

Hepatica nodded grimly.

“At least we know what it’s after,” Emma said.

“Yeah, about that.” Clarke unzipped his backpack and pulled out the bone scepter. He set it on the table next to the grimoire. “What can you tell us about this?”

“My, my. What have we here?” Hepatica raised her glasses again. She picked up the rune-etched femur and turned it over in her hands.

“It’s got to be something good, right? Any thoughts on what’s so special about it?”

“It’s a, hmm …”

She spun the femur around and picked at one of the runes with a polished nail.

“This is …”

She adjusted her glasses, brought the scepter close, and squinted at the runes.

“This is …”

“Yes?”

Hepatica set the femur down. “I have no idea.”
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“Got some thoughts on how to take down the terrorgeist.” Ixia set several boxes of ammunition on the table then sorted them by caliber. The members of Broken Fang gathered around her.

“Are you sure about this?” Emma asked. “My bullets went right through it.”

“I know, which is why I’ll need to enchant them with a different spell.” Ixia pulled a .44 Magnum cartridge out of the box. “All the bullets I prepped for you so far have the Break spell. It’s great for a lot of situations, but this isn’t one of them.”

“Is the terrorgeist immune to the debuff?” Clarke asked.

“Not exactly. The problem isn’t the spell itself but how it activates, which is on impact. Since the bullet didn’t hit anything, the Break spell never triggered. And even if it had, Break won’t solve the problems you had hurting the terrorgeist. Sure, it’ll weaken its armor, but the issue is hitting the thing at all.”

Ixia placed the Magnum cartridge upright on the table, then took out four .38 Special cartridges and set them upright in a group opposite the Magnum.

“Are those supposed to be us?” Sammy asked.

“Yes.”

“Why do we get represented by weenie bullets?”

“I’m sorry?”

“It’s okay, Ixia.” Clarke sidestepped to interpose himself between the two women. “Please show us your idea.”

“Sure. As should be obvious by now, the monster’s incorporeal nature is the main issue. So …” She picked up one of the smaller rounds and knocked over the .44 Magnum with it. “We need to hit it with a variant of Cripple, stripping the creature of its unnatural defenses and leaving it vulnerable to conventional attack.”

“Hell yeah!” Brooke exclaimed. “I’m all about conventional attacks!”

“You mean biting and tearing until there’s nothing left but red pulp?” Sammy asked.

“Exactly!”

“This sounds like a great idea, Ixia.” Clarke picked up the Magnum cartridge. “How soon can you have them ready?”

“Well, that’s where we may run into problems.” Ixia grabbed a book off the shelf and plopped it down beside the bullets. She opened it to a bookmark, then flipped a few pages forward. “Yeah, thought so. There are a few different variants of Cripple listed here, including one that can counter the incorporeal, but it’s not designed to be fired from a gun.”

“Meaning?”

“I need to tweak how it activates. That’s going to take time.”

Emma came up beside the witch and glanced over the page. “I can help you prepare the circle, though I doubt I’ll be any good at enchanting the bullets.”

“Thanks. I’ll take all the help I can get.”

“Ashley would lend a hand, too, but …” Emma glanced back at the angel, who stared vacantly around the room. “Yeah …”

“What about the terrorgeist’s Fear aura?” Clarke asked. “How do we counter that?”

“The house Wards should shield us,” Ixia replied. “Or at least mitigate the worst of the impact. But once you’re out in the field again …” She pointed at Ashley.

“What did Ashley use to counter the aura, anyway?”

“She created an opposing aura,” Emma explained. “One based on the Courage spell. A very potent version of it, too. I couldn’t feel anything from the terrorgeist after she cast it.”

“Then we’ll need her if we’re going to face that thing out in the open.” Clarke knelt beside Ashley’s chair. “Hey there.”

Ashley faced him.

“How are you feeling?”

She didn’t respond.

“Do you know where you are?” he continued.

“Yes.”

“And where might that be?”

“Why ask such a silly question?” She sighed. “I’m with you, of course.”
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Ixia and Emma began by modifying one of the magic circles in the basement—the one Ixia had originally used to enchant their Break bullets—while Clarke headed upstairs with the others to check in with Hepatica. They left Ashley downstairs, none of them sure what else to do with her.

Clarke found Hepatica in the kitchen, refreshed coffee mug in hand and her night gown replaced with more practical clothes. Hyacinth and Dahlia were there, too, clad in comfy sweatshirts and shorts, both looking haggard from the late hour and magical labors.

“My daughters have finished strengthening our defenses,” the senior witch began. “The place is as fortified as we can make it on such short notice, but I’m pleased with the results. In addition to the Wards already in place, Hyacinth has Armored the house itself, and Dahlia has spread her own brand of mischief around the lawn.”

“I outdid myself this time!” Dahlia declared with a luxuriant stretch, lit cigarette between her fingers. “One wrong step, and boom!”

“What about friendly fire?” Clarke asked.

“We can deactivate them at will,” Hepatica explained. “However, best not go outside without one of us present.”

“Don’t want to accidently blow your legs off!” Dahlia’s eyes flicked down to his crotch, and she grinned. “Or something more vital.”

“I’ll be sure to tell the others,” he replied dryly. “Do you need us for anything?”

“Not right now,” Hepatica said. “My daughters and I will keep watch, though I believe we’re safe for the moment. You three should try to get some sleep. Feel free to make use of Ixia’s bed.” She gave him a sly smile. “Though not in the manner you are accustomed.”

“We’ll behave ourselves.”

Clarke headed upstairs to the attic rooms with Brooke and Sammy. They all took turns showering and changing into fresh clothes, which they’d begun to pack in their cars, given the messy nature of their work. He wasn’t all too keen on sleeping in Ixia’s bed with another woman, but he and Brooke needed their rest, and they curled up together under the checkered sheets.

Sammy slept in one of the bathrooms, easing into her liquid form after plugging the drain.

Brooke snuggled up next to him, arm under his neck, legs wrapped around his. They both drifted into a peaceful sleep, which didn’t last long, because the door flew open.

“CLARKE!”

“Ah!” He bolted upright in bed and tossed the cover aside.

Brooke rose more gracefully, her ears upright, and swiveled to face the door.

“Downstairs, both of you!” Emma shouted. “We’ve got an emergency!”
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“What’s happening?” Clarke asked, hustling into the living room where the witches had already gathered.

Most of the house lights were off. Hepatica stood by a glass siding door overlooking the backyard, the drapes pulled aside. Dahlia sat atop her knees on the couch and watched the front lawn while Hyacinth sat cross-legged on the floor, eyes closed and head down.

“The house was just hit with a Scrying spell,” Hepatica said, letting the drape fall over the door. “A very forceful one. Whoever cast it wasn’t trying to be subtle.”

“You think it came from the terrorgeist?”

“I’m not sure. Something isn’t sitting right with me about the whole situation, but hell if I know what.”

“What do you need from us?”

“To be ready. We don’t know if this was merely a probe or the preamble to something bigger.”

“Got it.” He turned to Brooke. “Get up on the roof. You should be able to reach it easily enough through one of the dormer windows. Keep your wolf senses open. Holler if you spot anything.”

“On it!” Brooke rushed back upstairs, already starting to transform.

“Emma, grab your binoculars and join her.”

“Will do!” The succubus hustled out of the room.

“No damage to the Wards,” Hyacinth reported, her eyes still closed. “But the probe was deep. Whoever cast it saw the basement.”

“And the scepter, too, no doubt.” Hepatica crossed her arms. “Not good.”

“Another spell incoming.” Hyacinth opened her eyes. “It’s here.”

A magical spike that tasted like rust and blood trembled through the house.

“That felt like a hex,” Clarke said, looking around, not sure where to focus his attention.

Hepatica frowned. “Because it was.”

“The Antimagic Hex targeted our Wards along the backyard,” Hyacinth said.

Clarke and the other three witches hurried to the windows on that side. The dense tree line behind the house was an impenetrable wall of darkness.

His phone buzzed. He pulled it out and put it on speaker.

“Go ahead, Emma.”

“Greenish glow in the woods behind the house. Could be the terrorgeist.”

“Thanks. We’ll keep our eyes open down here.” He couldn’t see anything from his first-floor vantage. He set the phone down on the windowsill. “Ixia, you have any bullets for us?”

“Not yet, I’m afraid. We haven’t even completed the circle.”

Clarke nodded grimly. “And Ashley’s still out of it?”

“Still.”

“This could get ugly, then.”

“Maybe, but this is our home. If someone’s going to attack four witches when we have the home field advantage, they’d better bring their A game, because we won’t go down without a fight.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

A ripple of magic passed through the house, weaker this time. Snaps of green lightning crackled from tree to tree.

“That was another Antimagic Hex,” Hyacinth reported, eyes closed again. “It dispelled one of the backyard Wards.”

“Recast it,” Hepatica said.

Hyacinth bowed her head and placed her arms over her chest in an X. A magic circle formed out of nowhere beneath her, and the air—already permeated with magic—became dense with the scent of flowers and the soft sensation of falling petals coupled with hardened stone.

“Ward recast.”

“Let’s see what it does next,” Hepatica said quietly.

They kept their eyes on the backyard. Another crackle of green energy shot from tree to tree.

“Whatever’s out there is probing the Ward,” Hyacinth said.

“Is it holding?” Clarke asked.

“For now, yes.”

A green burst arced up the two tallest trees, followed by another spasm of arcane energy down low.

They waited in silence for long minutes for the next attack, but none came.

“Clarke,” Emma said quietly over the speaker phone. “Looks like it’s backing off.”

“Was it the terrorgeist?”

“I think so, but I only caught a glimpse of it through the trees.”

“Okay. Stay in position and keep your eyes peeled. It could swing around to hit us from a different angle.”

“Understood. Brooke and I have the place covered from up here.”

Clarke, the witches, and the ladies of Broken Fang spent the next hour watching every approach to the house for another attack.

None came.

Eventually, Clarke called Brooke and Emma down from the roof, and he tried to get at least a few hours of shuteye.

He fell asleep moments after his head hit the pillow.


Nineteen


Clarke awoke the next morning of his own accord, Brooke wrapped snugly around him. He stirred in bed, the first shafts of morning light peeking around the blackout blinds.

Brooke nuzzled his neck and kissed him there.

“Mornin,’” she murmured with a soft smile, eyes closed, ears relaxed. Her tail wagged once, and she stretched her arm over his broad chest.

“Good morning.” He wiped the sleep from his eyes. “Seems like we had a quiet night after everything settled down.”

“Seems so.” She nibbled at his neck. “But does it have to be a quiet morning?”

Her hand cupped his crotch.

“Brooke, I appreciate your enthusiasm, but we should probably get up. The witches had a long night.”

“Oh-kay.”

She untangled herself from him and they both rose from the bed, still fully dressed from last night. He rubbed at his face stubble and made his way to the nearest bathroom, where he’d stashed his overnight kit.

Sammy lay in the bathtub, filling about a third of it with her pink, gelatinous body. Her clothes sat folded in a neat pile on the sink countertop. Clarke brushed his teeth and then began to shave.

“Wha-thish-who-now?” muttered the Sammy-puddle without a mouth, the words vibrating from the upper surface.

“Morning, Sleepy.”

“Is it morning already?”

“It is. Time to get up.”

“Do I have to?”

“You do if you want a shot at breakfast. Sounds like someone’s cooking downstairs.”

The puddle rose to the edge of the bathtub, and a head, arms, and upper torso took shape. Sammy rested her hands on the lip, then plonked her chin on top of them.

“You know me that well, don’t you?”

“A good man pays attention to his lover’s habits.” He flashed a crooked smile. “Besides, you’re easy to predict when it comes to food.”

“Guilty as charged.”

She schlorped into her full human form, climbed out of the tub, and grabbed her clothes off the counter.

“What’s the game plan today?” she asked, dressing.

“We need to talk to the witches and figure out our next move. Also, I want to see how Ashley’s doing and if there’s anything we can do to help her along.”

“Sounds like we’re skipping class again.”

“Yeah, not with the terrorgeist on the loose.” He glanced over at the slime girl. “Is that a concern?”

“Not in the least,” she said with conviction. “Emma talked to me and the others. We’re all on board with your plan to minimize the time spent on our studies while also keeping it as a cover. Honestly, this is kind of a relief. Means I don’t need to be so worried about juggling both lives anymore.”

“I’m glad you see it that way.”

“All of us do. Ashley’s life as a student was always a facade, and Brooke, well …” Sammy chuckled softly. “She’d follow you through the Gates of Hell if you asked her.”

“I know she would.” He paused from shaving and gave her a curious look. “That’s not a thing I might have to do, is it?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“Good.” He resumed shaving. “Good. I have to check sometimes.”

“You and me both. But as far as I know, it’s just an expression. All I’m saying is you’re her alpha, and that carries a lot of weight for a werewolf.”

“I get that. But it’s important to me not to abuse that relationship.”

“Of course it is.” Sammy leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. “If you didn’t care about us, you think you’d have a harem?”

“Nope.”

He finished shaving, and they headed downstairs with Brooke, all of them greeted by the smells and sounds of breakfast. Emma stood by the stove, managing multiple pans and waffle irons in a purple apron that read CULINARY MAGICIAN across the front in gold embroidery. The witches all sat around the dinner table in the adjacent room, Hepatica looking especially haggard. She nursed her coffee while her daughters poured out the dregs from a pitcher. Two coffeemakers percolated on the kitchen counter for the next round.

“Good morning!” the succubus said brightly, despite an edge of exhaustion.

“Morning. How’d the night treat you?”

“About as well as can be expected. Breakfast will be served shortly. We’ve got waffles, scrambled eggs, and sausage.”

One of the toasters popped, exposing two golden brown slices.

“And cinnamon raisin toast,” she added, gesturing to the toasters.

“Smells great as always.”

“Don’t mention it. It’s kind of relaxing after Ixia and I worked on the enchantment circle all through the night.”

“How’d that go?”

“You should have the first bullet today,” Ixia called over from the dining room. “You can’t rush perfection.”

“And I’m not trying to.”

“Ixia and I are going to grab ourselves some quick power naps after breakfast,” Emma said. “After that, it’s straight back to work on the circle.”

Hepatica looked over her steaming mug with lidded eyes. “Clarke, I have an offer to make.”

“What about?”

“Emma. I’ll trade you Dahlia for her.”

The succubus giggled and shook her head.

“Don’t do it, Clarke,” Ixia warned, grinning at the joke. “It’s not a fair trade.”

“Hey now!” Dahlia raised her chin haughtily. “I’ll have you know I can keep pace with a succubus all night long.”

Ixia’s grin turned sour. “That’s not what I meant.”

“But it’s what you were thinking.”

“No. Pretty sure I was referring to how you burn every dish you cook. You even scorched a tuna salad once, and that recipe doesn’t even require heat!”

“What’s wrong with that? A little char adds character to a dish.”

“Yes. A little. Plus you slather everything in hot sauce.”

“Nothing wrong with that, either. I like it when my food fights back.”

“I do, too, but not to the point where it kicks my teeth in.”

“Hmm.” Clarke frowned at the witches.

“You sure I can’t interest you in a trade, Clarke?” Hepatica asked whimsically.

“I think I’ll pass. By the way, how’s Ashley doing?”

“A lot better, thank you.”

The angel’s voice came from out of view. Clarke stepped into the dining room to find Ashley seated in a chair tucked into the corner, Heinrich’s true grimoire open on her lap.

“Hey, Ashley.” He gave her a tentative smile. “How’s it going?”

“Very well. I’ve been studying the terrorgeist summoning spell and have a few thoughts on how I can support the team next time we encounter it.”

“That’s great, but I was asking about you.”

“Ah.” Ashley closed the grimoire and set it on a cabinet. She rose and walked over to him. “I’m very sorry, Clarke.”

“Whatever for?”

“I let you down.” Ashley glanced around the room. “I let everyone down. You needed me against the terrorgeist, and I wasn’t myself. I don’t know how that happened; I can’t even recall what followed after the Fear aura hit me. But I do know I should have done more.”

“I don’t see it that way. Not in the slightest. You managed to push its aura back and gave us the breathing room we needed to get our wits together and act. You saved us.” He rested his hands on her shoulders. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, okay?”

“Thank you, Clarke.” Ashley smiled sadly at him. “That means a lot to me.”

“I’m just glad to see you’re feeling better.”

“I am, thank you.”

“Breakfast is served!” Emma swept into the dining room bearing two plates balanced on one arm and another in hand. She placed a towering stack of waffles on the table, followed by a mixture of sausage links and patties and a mound of scrambled eggs, then brought over the cinnamon toast and fresh coffee.

Clarke and some of the other ladies grabbed seats from the living room and pulled them up to the table. The witches scooched their chairs over to make room, and everyone dug into breakfast.

“Anything happen last night after we went to bed?” Clarke asked Hepatica.

“No. Not even a tickle across the Wards.”

“Do you think the terrorgeist gave up?”

“It wouldn’t give up on its own,” Hepatica replied. “That would require orders from its master. More likely, it’s making preparations for another attack. If it’s one of Heinrich’s, then it’ll keep coming until we stop it or it manages to steal the scepter. But I’m beginning to doubt if Heinrich created it.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I was able to trace the Scrying spell back to its source. Remember the lair you found near the North Star Construction jobsite? That’s where it came from.”

“But that’s …”

“All the way on the other side of Chester Creek. It’s a forty-five-minute drive from here to the address. Even allowing for the creature’s flight, it wouldn’t have reached us in time. Therefore, someone else cast the Scry.”

“A vampire.”

Hepatica nodded. “Indeed. I’m confident that’s exactly what we’re dealing with. A powerful one, too, if this vampire can create and control a terrorgeist.”

“But why use one of Heinrich’s old lairs?”

“Why not? He has no further need of it, and lairs switch hands often enough amongst competing vampires.”

“The vampire would have to have arrived recently, then. Within the past few weeks. Otherwise, we would have seen something when we took down that living mist.”

“True, but Olcott didn’t report any disturbances until recently, so the little information we have seems to line up. If we assume this new vampire possesses at least some understanding of Heinrich’s recent activities, then the interest in the Scepter of Bone makes sense.”

“Okay. Sounds reasonable to me. But now comes the harder question: what do we do about all this?”

“That’s a touchier issue.” Hepatica sat back, tapping her fingernails on the table. “This house is reasonably secure from attack, but there’s no guarantee it’ll remain that way. Especially if both the terrorgeist and this new vampire were to come at us together. The best option may be to deal with one and then the other in isolation, if we can.”

“A preemptive strike? Take out the vampire at Heinrich’s old lair?”

“That’s one possibility, yes.”

Clarke lowered his head and considered the situation. The Scepter of Bone—whatever it was—needed to stay in the Greys’ basement where it could receive protection from the house Wards. Likewise, someone needed to stay at the house, should the Wards fail, and it made sense for the witches to stand guard over their own home.

“How about this?” he began. “I take my team, and we check out the lair. The rest of you stay here and guard the scepter while we’re gone.”

“A reasonable proposal,” Hepatica replied, “but me and my daughters are spent. We need at least some sleep.”

“Then grab some winks this morning. We’ll head out once you’ve rested up.”

“That could work. Though I’m loath to split our forces.”

“It’s either this, or we wait for the enemy to come to us. Or we all go, and we take the scepter with us.”

“I’m not a fan of either of those.” Hepatica let out a tired sigh and checked her watch. “Very well, Clarke. We’ll go with your proposal. My daughters and I will get some sleep—say, about four hours. After which, you’re free to leave.”

“What if the terrorgeist shows up again?” Hyacinth asked, her tone quiet and concerned.

“Then we come back straight away,” Clarke said.

“It’ll take you at least forty-five minutes to reach us,” Ixia pointed out.

“More, actually. It’s a bit of a hike from the construction site to the lair, so call it an even hour. Can you hold out for that long?”

“Depends on what gets thrown at us,” Hepatica said. “For now, let’s finish breakfast and then get some sleep.”
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Clarke and the rest of Broken Fang headed out around 1 PM and arrived at the construction site a little after 2 PM due to bad traffic. Ixia had called Jeremy North ahead of time, and the patriarchal werebear had notified his employees of their impending arrival. They parked next to the jobsite, then skirted around it and began hiking their way to the lair.

“Got a question for you, Emma,” Clarke said as they cleared a small rise.

“What’s on your mind?” She rested a hand atop her rifle, which hung from a strap around her neck.

“It deals with how magic spells work. Last night, I saw a magic circle appear around Hyacinth out of thin air. She was recasting a Ward over the house. My question is: Where did the magic circle come from? It wasn’t drawn on the carpet, that’s for sure! Now, I’ve seen this phenomenon a few times, like when we fought Heinrich and he reanimated those golems. He was able to cast magic circles without going through the laborious process of creating the circle.”

“Ah. I see where you might be confused.”

“How are some people able to cast magic circles so quickly?”

“The trick is they aren’t. The magic circles you see? The ‘spontaneous’ ones? They are prepared ahead of time. They’re simply stored rather than cast, much in the same way Ixia places spells on our bullets.”

“So, it’s like a wizard memorizing spells in D&D?”

“Close enough. The magic circle is prepared in its entirety, and then the mage stores that potential magic. Granted, there are limits to how powerful the saved spell can be. Multi-focus circles are a complete no-go, like the circle we hit the true grimoire with. Also, storing a magic circle is tough. I’m personally rubbish at it, but I would imagine Hepatica’s daughters, as trained witches, would be more proficient with the technique.” Emma glanced over her shoulder. “How about you, Ash? Can you store circles?”

“I’m … not sure. I’ve never had a reason to try.”

Emma turned back to Clarke and shrugged.

They pressed on through the woods. Once they were in sight of the lair, they gathered behind a thick tree. Brooke shifted into a full werewolf, and Sammy left her jacket, jeans, and shoes with the succubus and angel.

Clarke activated his shield and summoned his sword.

“I don’t feel anything,” he said quietly, clustered with the others behind the tree.

“Neither do I,” Emma replied. “Ash?”

“Faint traces of decaying magic. Nothing I wouldn’t expect from this lair and the mist creature you killed.”

“We’ll take a closer look, then,” Clarke said. “Brooke, Sammy, with me.”

They advanced on the lair, and when they reached it, they realized the entrance was still exposed from when Brooke ripped the wooden hatch off its hinges.

“I don’t like this.” Sammy rocked the wood panel with her foot. “If someone’s using this place, why haven’t they concealed the stairs?”

“Something’s not right.” Clarke looked around but couldn’t spot anything out of place.

Brooke sniffed the air. She crouched beside the stairs and drew in a deep breath.

“Got something?” Clarke asked.

“Maybe. Someone has been through here.” She dropped onto all fours and sniffed across the ground leading to the stairs. “Another scent. Very faint. Human or demihuman.”

“Our new vampire?” Clarke asked.

“Maybe.” She rose to her feet. “Want me to sweep ahead? Sniff around for clues?”

“No, we’ll stick together. I’ll go first.”

He started down the stairs, each step creaking under his weight.

The air changed, grew hotter as it flowed up out of the lair. His shirt flapped in the sudden gust, and the skin of his face prickled with sweat. Magic touched his senses: iron mixed with hatred and brimstone.

“Get back!” he cried—a split second before an explosion roared up the stairs. The blast slammed into him, catapulting him away like a misshapen cannonball riding a tongue of flame. He arced through the air, red energy snapping across his body before his back crunched against the forest floor, and his shield flickered away. He lay there for a few seconds, motionless, staring up at the sky, limbs spread.

Brooke and Sammy ran over to him.

He coughed and sat up, swiping his hand back and forth to banish the smoke rising off his body.

“You okay?” Brooke asked urgently.

“An Immolation trap. Didn’t see it in time.” He coughed into a fist. “Fuck, that hurt!”

Brooke offered him a clawed hand. He took it, and she hauled him to his feet.

“That would have killed a regular human.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’m not regular.” He let out another dry cough. “My mouth tastes like an ashtray.”

“Is he okay?” Emma shouted, peeking with Ashley from behind their tree.

Sammy responded with a thumbs-up.

“I should have spotted that one.” Clarke patted down his clothes, releasing puffs of smoke.

His phone vibrated against his leg. He fished it out with a frown, saw it was from Hepatica, and put her on speaker.

“World’s worst vampire slayer, Clarke speaking. How may I direct your call?”

“Clarke, this is no time for games. We’ve got a situation brewing here.”

“Sorry. What’s going on?”

“We were hit with another Scrying spell, followed by a Hex three times as strong as what struck us last night. Half the Wards are down and the rest are hanging on by a thread. Hyacinth is patching up what she can, but if you ask me, we’re about to be hit and hit hard.”

“Understood, but this is very strange timing. We just reached the lair, and you called right after that. If someone’s going to attack the house, now is the perfect time.”

“I see your point. Did any spells trip when you approached the lair?”

“You could say that.” He cleared his throat noisily. “I got hit with an Immolate trap. There may have been more, but I was too busy watching my life flash before my eyes.”

“Then it’s likely our mystery vampire knows where you are.”

Clarke nodded, the pieces falling into place. “We’ve been drawn away from the house.”

“Hurry back. We’ll do what we can to hold the fort.”

“Got it. Heading back.” He pocketed the phone, and they jogged over to Emma and Ashley. “We need to get back to the Greys as soon as possible. Brooke, Sammy, sprint back to your cars and head for their home. Speed as much as you dare.”

“Okay, but what about you?” Sammy asked.

“Got something else in mind.”

“I know that face,” Emma said with a smile. “You’ve got an idea, and it’s a good one.”

“I hope so.” He returned her smile. “How risky would it be for the three of us to fly back?”


Twenty


Clarke, Emma, and Ashley shot through the air, keeping low to the ground, the city of Chester Creek flashing by. He could have carried Brooke or Sammy—perhaps even both—but the situation called for speed, and that meant traveling light. The Greys were under attack now, and he needed to reach them as soon as possible.

Brooke and Sammy will catch up, he told himself.

Ashley’s Concealment spell wavered around his body, turning him and the winged ladies into translucent blurs. It wasn’t a subtle spell—any mage would immediately recognize it—but Ashley believed it would keep them obscured from the general populace.

Wind whipped past his face, drying out his eyes, and he squinted at the distant pillar of black smoke.

“Are we too late?” he shouted over the wind.

“I don’t think so!” Ashley shouted back. “Some of the Wards are still up!”

“Let’s hope you’re right!”

They flew across the development, passing close to the roofs, until they arrived at the Grey house. Smoke billowed up from the backyard, and a witch crouched beside one of the dormer windows.

He landed next to the young witch, her wild blonde hair fluttering from the hot updraft. The Concealment spell—already a frail, loud, rushed piece of magic—dispelled as soon as his boots touched the shingles. He cast Sanguine Shield, and red energy shimmered around his body.

“Oh, hey there!” Dahlia cracked a lopsided smile, embers rising from her upturned palm. “Welcome to the barbeque, Clarke! I didn’t expect you to grace us with your presence for another half hour or so.”

“It’s just the three of us for now.” He checked over his shoulder.

Ashley and Emma landed back near the roof’s ridge and folded their wings. Emma unslung her rifle and joined them along the eaves overlooking the backyard while Ashley studied the blaze, her expression cool and composed.

Clarke crouched beside Dahlia. “What’s the situation?”

“We’ve been hit multiple times by someone’s idea of cannon fodder. Enthralled wild animals and raised dead ones. Trash like that. Normally, they wouldn’t be an issue, but someone keeps slamming the house with high-powered spells.”

“The terrorgeist?”

“Or its master. Hyacinth is downstairs shoring up the Wards, and Mom is helping her out, but our defenses won’t last long at this rate. Me, I’m playing whack-a-mole from up here.”

“What about Ixia?”

“She’s in the basement, trying to finish up at least one Cripple bullet.”

“Has the terrorgeist shown itself?”

“Not yet, but it’s got to be close.” Dahlia gazed toward the tree line bordering the backyard, her violet eyes narrowing. “I can feel the bastard probing us. Like a dark hand brushing across my mind.”

“It’s out there, Clarke,” Emma said. “I don’t know where, but it’s out there.”

He gave the succubus a curt nod of agreement. “How are you on ammo?”

“I have four Break shots and plenty of regular bullets.”

“That’ll help!” Dahlia said brightly.

“All right.” Clarke shifted to make room. “Emma, you post up here with Dahlia. Ashley? Stick with them and be ready with that Courage aura. We’ll need it when the terrorgeist shows.”

Emma and Ashley took up their positions.

Green lightning snapped across the tree line. Saplings stirred, and shadows shifted past the underbrush.

“Here comes the next wave.” Dahlia chuckled softly. “Man, the neighbors are going to bitch at us tomorrow!”

“Out of curiosity,” Clarke began, “what will they make of all this?”

“Not sure. Maybe fireworks and a bonfire. Hard to say how the control spells will warp a sustained attack like this.”

“Is the backyard safe for me to fight across?” Clarke asked.

“One second.”

Dahlia made a fist and held it against her chest. Two magic circles flashed brightly, and a few more flickered with missing runes. The witch opened her hand, and the circles vanished.

“You catch where I planted those?”

“I did.”

“Don’t step on them, and maybe keep your distance if you can. Everywhere else is fine.”

“Got it.” He rose to his feet, one boot on the edge of the eaves.

More greenish energy crackled from tree to tree. Paired eyes burned within the shadows like malevolent pinpricks.

Clarke snapped out his thirstblade. “Ladies?”

“Go do your thing, Clarke.” Emma shouldered her rifle and clicked the safety off. “We’ll cover you from up here.”

He gave them a nod and jumped off. He landed heavily in the grass and took a few steps out into the backyard. Patches of grass had been scorched black, some smoldering with smoke, and two shallow craters had been blasted bald by Dahlia’s magic.

More burning eyes opened along the border, and a hulking shape joined them.

Clarke held his position near the center of the yard, eyes firm, shoulders straight, sword crackling with energy at his side.

The smoke stirred from a sharp gust, cold, like an exhale from an ancient grave. Clarke’s skin prickled at the sudden drop in temperature, and he sensed a soundless magical command on the air.

The underbrush rustled, and the first creature bolted into the clear. It was a deer, its belly torn open and the flesh around its face hanging loose. Green corpse fire burned within empty sockets.

More animals emerged from the tree line: foxes, raccoons, an eight-point buck, squirrels, rats, and a few he couldn’t identify. Some moved fluidly while others lurched and twitched forward with unnatural gaits, pieces of their bodies missing. A few were nothing but skeletons held together with ragged, decayed flesh and snaps of magic.

A fox dashed across one of Dahlia’s unseen spells, and a fiery burst cracked the air. The fox disintegrated in the fierce uprush of magic, and pieces of it flew high. A raccoon triggered another spell, and the explosion obliterated the front of the creature. Its hindquarters flew back into the forest like a punted football.

“Glad you’re on our side, Dahlia!” Clarke called out without turning.

“I know! Right? Isn’t Fire magic awesome?”

“Can’t argue with that!”

The wave of dead or enthralled creatures rushed forward, some falling to Dahlia’s traps, but not nearly enough. The outermost spells must have been weakened by the earlier attacks, and soon the animals trampled across those freely, embers rising from the drained runes.

Clarke dipped into the reservoir of his own life and drank from it, turning blood into magic to fuel the arcane engine within his chest. Abilities opened within his mind, ready, awaiting his command.

He drew more power, expanding the spell, and then cast Blood Freeze across a wide arc in front of him.

The smallest creatures seized up and collapsed, the force of his magic wracking their bodies. The spell turned blood into a congealed sludge that killed the small, live ones almost instantly and broke the magic animating the dead.

With that one spell, he swept the battlefield clean of nuisances, allowing the defenders to focus on the larger threats.

Dahlia lobbed a spell. The fireball arched over his head, leaving a trail of cooling cinders. It struck the undead deer and obliterated it in a snap-flash of light and heat.

Emma fired one carefully-aimed shot after another, each sharp report splitting the air. His blood magic hadn’t killed the larger creatures, but it had slowed them, and Emma felled several foxes and raccoons.

The eight-point buck snarled at Clarke, green steam snorting out of its flared nostrils. It dropped its antlered head and charged.

Clarke dodged to the side with almost contemptuous ease, and his thirstblade whispered through the beast’s neck. The buck took two more steps forward, then paused. Its head slid off, and the body dropped to the ground.

His thirstblade autocast Drain, and the animal’s life force became his, topping off his reserves.

A bestial roar pierced the air, and branches snapped beyond the tree line. That huge, hulking shape from before rose, revealing itself to be a black bear. Its eyes burned with arcane malice, and green steam exhaled with each angry breath. It roared once more then charged into the open.

“My, aren’t you a big boy,” Clarke muttered under his breath, standing his ground.

The bear rushed him, surprisingly swift for such a huge beast. Its body rippled with powerful muscles, and its claws gleamed with arcane light. Runes pulsated across its limbs and forehead. Emma fired several shots into the flexing folds along its back.

The bullets might have been tossed pebbles for all the creature seemed to care.

Dahlia lobbed another fireball, but the bear dodged the ponderous projectile and barreled on toward Clarke. The spell erupted behind the beast in a brief, blinding flash, and the bear lunged at him, its maw wide.

Clarke sidestepped the monster, and his sword cut through its flank. Skin, fat, muscle, and bone split open from one shoulder to the base of its ribs, but it didn’t seem to notice. Didn’t seem to care. It shot past him and charged at the house itself.

“Oh, no you don’t!”

Clarke cast a focused version of Blood Freeze on the bear, and it staggered but managed to still maintain its footing. It snarled, snapped its jaws, and galloped onto the patio.

The house’s inner defenses triggered: spells exploded underneath the bear, and a wall of runes cut through it. Its own runes blazed in response, and the competing spells clashed in a whirlwind of magic.

The arcane stench of iron soaked the air, so strong it almost burned Clarke’s mind. More sensations flooded his senses: heat and rage and an iron ball covered with spikes.

The runes on the bear glowed hot, and Clarke squinted, covering his face. He brought up his sword⁠—

The bear exploded, and the force threw him back. Shrapnel made from meat and bone tore through the patio, shredding the cloth awning and wood floor with equal ease. Windows shattered and splinters flew in every direction.

Energy rippled outward like a wave of undulating reality.

Spells flickered across the house’s perimeter.

Fading.

Fading.

And gone.

“Clarke!” Dahlia cried. “That took out all our Wards and traps! We’re defenseless!”

Hepatica kicked open the back door and stepped onto the ruins of her patio, Hyacinth behind her. The senior witch stared at something rising above and beyond Clarke, her eyes wide and afraid.

He spun around to see what it was.

The terrorgeist ascended above the tree line, translucent wings spread, green flames burning within its grilled iron mask. It held out its slender hands, raised them with open palms, reached out with its magic⁠—

—and filled them all with Fear.
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“Oh, no you don’t!” Ashley shouted.

Clarke was on his knees, though he couldn’t recall how he got there.

“These people are under my protection!”

The angel’s voice was a clear silver note that pierced the fog suffocating his mind. He climbed back to his feet and glanced over his shoulder to find her standing atop the roof, wings spread, halo golden against the clear sky.

He faced the terrorgeist once more and raised his sword.

The monster descended toward them, its naked, ghostly feet skimming over charred grass.

Fear snaked into Clarke’s mind like a cold, anxious sweat, but he fought it back, his thoughts buttressed by Ashley’s counter-aura. He kept his eyes fixed on the monstrosity as it silently approached.

Emma fired a shot, but the bullet passed through its body, leaving a brief tunnel of smoke. Dahlia flung a fireball, but the terrorgeist raised one hand, almost casually, and the magical orb stopped.

“Oh, that’s not good,” Dahlia muttered.

The terrorgeist flicked its wrist, and the fireball zipped back at them. Emma and Ashley took to the air, and Dahlia jumped off the roof.

“SHIT!” the young witch cried.

Clarke cast Fly and leaped toward her. He caught Dahlia midair and spun the two of them around.

The fireball smashed through the roof and exploded, blasting shingles everywhere. Bits of debris bounced off Clarke’s back, and he landed lightly on the ground. He set Dahlia back on her feet, her eyes wide, chest heaving with deep breaths.

“Fuck, that was close!”

“You good?” He placed a hand on her shoulder and urged her back. “We need to take this thing on together.”

“Yeah, but how? It can catch my spells!”

“Don’t know.” He watched the terrorgeist float toward them. “I’m still figuring that part out.”

“My bullets are useless, Clarke!” Emma called down to him. “I can’t help you!”

“Then stay clear! We’ll handle this! Hepatica?” He sidestepped over to the witch, keeping his eyes on the terrorgeist. “Got anything up your sleeves?”

“Maybe,” she said, her voice tense, close to the point of cracking. “If you can buy me and my daughters some time.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

Clarke took a deep breath. His muscles tensed, and he exploded forward, rushing the monster. It watched him come and tilted its head to the side. Clarke slashed his blade through its body, pulling free a trail of wispy vapors.

The light behind the terrorgeist’s mask flared, and it backed away. An angry slash pulsed across its body, beginning to fade. It raised both hands, and bits of wood and bone floated off the ground. The terrorgeist twirled its fingers, and every piece spun around, angling their sharpest points toward Clarke.

The monster jerked its hands inward; the debris converged on him like an explosion in reverse. Clarke cast Fly and leaped into the air. A few pieces cut across his legs, flashing red against his shield, but he managed to avoid the rest. The debris crisscrossed beneath him.

The terrorgeist spun one hand, and the debris angled upward then blasted toward him. He darted to the side, but the terrorgeist tracked him, and splinters rained against his body. His shield flickered. Slivers began to punch through, slashing across his body hard enough to cut cloth and draw blood.

He landed to one side of the terrorgeist, his defenses wavering.

“Hepatica! I can’t keep this up forever!”

“Almost there!”

Hepatica hunched forward, head bowed, energy gathering between her palms. A magic circle—comically crude—glowed around her feet. Dahlia and Hyacinth stood behind her, each with a hand on her shoulders. Her daughters’ faces were tense with concentration and exertion.

The terrorgeist cocked its head and regarded the witches.

“No!” Clarke snapped, running over to interpose himself between the monster and the witches. “Me! Your fight’s with me!”

The terrorgeist reached out. Magic filled the air, so thick Clarke thought he might suffocate. Hepatica gasped, and the energy between her palms dispersed in a rain of glowing flower petals.

The terrorgeist drew its hand back in a slow summoning gesture, and Hepatica floated toward the creature, arms and legs rigid, her feet dragging across the blackened grass. The monster brought her to a halt and appraised her through the burning slits of its mask. It reached a ghostly hand toward her chest, and the witch screamed, unable to pull back.

Clarke dashed forward and cut down through the monster’s forearm. Its hand vanished into ethereal mist, and it recoiled in silent pain. Clarke angled his blade, readying a deep plunge, but the terrorgeist made a pushing gesture, and pure force slammed into him.

He flew back, high and fast and far enough to kill a normal human on impact, but he didn’t let that happen. He cast Fly and brought himself under control.

The terrorgeist re-formed its missing hand, slipped translucent fingers into Hepatica’s chest⁠—

—and squeezed.

The witch cried out, eyes wide, muscles convulsing throughout her body.

Clarke landed beside the terrorgeist and rushed in, but the terrorgeist floated back, perhaps not eager to taste his blade again. Its hand slid out of the witch, and she dropped to the ground, a limp, twitching mass. She coughed; blood splattered the burnt soil.

“Mom!” Dahlia called out, rushing over with Hyacinth.

“What did I tell you?” Clarke snarled, placing himself in front of the witches. “Your fight … is with me!”

The terrorgeist faced him fully, and fierce flames danced behind its mask.

“CLARKE!”

He saw Ixia in the corner of his eye as she dashed out of the house and raised a fist.

“Clarke, catch!”

Ixia threw a small brassy object toward him. It glinted as it spun through the air, and he caught it.

“Oh, hell yes!”

He drew the revolver from his shoulder harness, released the cylinder, and swung it open. The extractor rod pushed the six loaded bullets out of the cylinder, and they fell in a tinkling rain.

Clarke loaded the single bullet Ixia had tossed him, closed the cylinder, and brought the weapon up into a firm, two-handed grip. He lined up the iron sights on the monster’s torso.

The terrorgeist cocked its head, flames cooling in what might have been a look of confusion or curiosity.

Clarke pulled the trigger, and the pistol barked. The bullet splashed through the monster’s ethereal chest and sailed into the woods, but Ixia’s spell activated in the process.

The terrorgeist writhed in silent pain. Its body clouded over, transitioning from ghostly to solid. A shudder coursed through it, and it raised its mask, inner flames crackling with an audible sound this time.

The creature breathed in, and then out, flaming air rasping through the vents of its mask. It raised a hand toward him.

Clarke’s blade sang through the air. He hewed the terrorgeist’s hand off at the wrist, and it dropped wetly to the ground.

The creature let out a shrill, piercing screech. It flapped its broad wings and rose above them, then turned and fled back over the woods. Clarke was about to cast Fly to chase after it, but then he realized the monster was fading into unreality once more. Ixia’s bullet had only dispelled its incorporeal defenses briefly.

Clarke didn’t know if he could finish the creature off in time, and an attack right now might force the monster to stand and fight.

And so, he let it go. He lowered his sword and watched as the monster faded and fled until it disappeared entirely from view.

He holstered the pistol and walked back over to the witches. Hepatica remained on the floor, surrounded by her daughters.

“How is she?” he asked, his voice soft.

Ixia was the first to look up. Tears had turned her mascara into dark trails down her cheeks. She grimaced uncertainly and shook her head.

“I don’t know,” she replied, almost in a whisper. “I don’t know.”
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Ashley used Telekinesis to carry Hepatica to the basement, where her daughters were busy converting one of the magic circles. The celestial set Hepatica down in the center while the daughters prepared the spell.

“How bad is it?” Clarke asked quietly, standing back with Ashley and Emma.

“Bad,” Ashley replied, keeping her voice down. “The terrorgeist planted multiple spells in her, including Paralyze, Agonize, and Decay. The combination will kill her if they can’t remove them in time.”

“What can we do to help?”

“Besides staying clear and letting her daughters work?” Ashley frowned. “Not a whole lot. It’ll take too long for us to craft a more powerful circle, so it’s the three of them or nothing.”

“Do you think she’ll pull through?”

Ashley hesitated before responding, a look of reluctance in her eyes.

“To be honest, Clarke, her daughters aren’t strong enough to stop the spells in time.”

“Don’t you dare say that!” Ixia snapped, her eyes shimmering with tears. “We’re not losing her!”

“I’m sorry. I …” Ashley let out a slow sigh. “I think I’ll head upstairs. Call if you need anything.”

The angel departed with the sound of creaking stairs.

Emma gave Clarke’s shoulder a pat and followed Ashley out.

Clarke watched the Grey triplets try to save their mother. Dahlia and Ixia reworked the magic circle at a feverish pace, replacing the runes and charging them with mana, while Hyacinth kept her hands on Hepatica’s head and stomach, perhaps attempting to stabilize her with a spell or two.

Hepatica’s eyes were closed. Blood caked her lips. Her skin glistened with sweat, and she twitched at random.

Clarke tried to think of something—anything—he could do to help. He ran through his list of spells but didn’t find any answers. His magic was too self-centered and offensive, too focused on powering him up to face and kill vampires. He wasn’t a healer, and the brief time Hepatica had left was too short for him to learn a new trick.

He watched the daughters in silence, listened to the soft yet urgent words being exchanged between them. Most of it was technical, magical jargon to him, though he caught enough snippets to parse out the truth.

Hepatica wasn’t going to make it.

Ixia and her sisters were about to lose their mother, and there was nothing he could do to prevent it.

He lowered his head in thought, searching his memory for some obscure solution.

What else could he do?

“Her daughters aren’t strong enough to stop the spells in time.”

Ashley’s words came back to him, resonating in his mind as if trying to trigger an elusive thought. The words echoed in his head, like the ripples from a memory floating just out of reach, a hair’s breadth away from clearer recollection.

Why did it feel that way?

“Her daughters aren’t strong enough to stop the spells in time.”

Why did these words tease at his memories, even as they tore at his heart? He found his eyes drawn to Ixia, to the young witch crouched beside her dying mother, helpless to stop her advancing demise. She fought against the inevitable with every ounce of her strength.

Strength …

Strength …

Why did the word resonate with him so clearly?

Why did⁠—

—and then he realized why.

He patted his jeans desperately. His fingers found the tube’s impression within a pocket, and he fished it out.

Good, he thought with some relief. It didn’t bust open in the fight.

He approached the witches.

“Ixia?”

“What?” she snapped without looking up.

He didn’t blame her for the outburst; her feelings must have been a tortured mess, and he didn’t let himself feel the bite of her words. Instead, he responded with a soft, calm voice.

“Would this help?”

He held the vial out in an open palm.

Ixia glanced up at the vial. Her eyes widened when she realized what it was.

“That’s …”

“The spare mana booster you gave me. Can you use this to save your mother?”

Ixia accepted the vial, her hands close to trembling.

“Clarke, I don’t know what to say.” She seemed to be on the verge of fresh tears.

“There’s nothing to say. Save your mother. That’s all that matters right now.”

Ixia nodded, then held the vial out between her sisters. They all exchanged knowing looks.

“Hyacinth should take it,” Dahlia said. “She can keep Mom stable while we finish the circle.”

“Agreed,” Ixia replied, then gave the vial to her sister.

“I can do this.” Hyacinth popped the stopper and drained the vial in one long gulp.

“No,” Ixia corrected, a glimmer of hope in her voice. “We can do this.”

[image: ]


Ixia trudged up the stairs about an hour later.

Clarke rose from the living room couch.

“Will she make it?” he asked softly.

“She should.” Ixia wiped a hand across her brow. “It was touch and go there for a while, but we had Hyacinth leading the circle, and she managed to dispel that awful magic eventually. Mom’s resting right now. Hyacinth is keeping watch while Dahlia and I take a breather.”

Dahlia climbed the stairs behind Ixia, her shoulders slumped from exhaustion.

“Emma’s in the kitchen with the others,” Clarke said. “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind cooking dinner.”

“Sounds like just what I need.” Dahlia gave his shoulder a squeeze. “Good thinking back there, Clarke.”

She passed between him and Ixia, heading for the kitchen.

“You, too?” Clarke asked Ixia.

“In a minute. Mind if I have a private word with you first?”

“Not at all.”

He followed Ixia up to her room. She closed the door behind them.

“I want to apologize to you,” she began, her eyes low.

“Whatever for?”

“For snapping at you. I shouldn’t have done that. Especially when all you were doing was trying to help.”

“Come on.” He took hold of her shoulders. “We were all under a lot of stress, you especially. Don’t give it another thought.”

“I know, but there’s more.” She looked up into his eyes. “You saved my mother, and you didn’t have to do that.”

“What are you saying? Of course I did. I couldn’t stand by and let her die. Not if I had some way to help.”

“Not everyone would have done the same thing in your shoes. Think about it, Clarke. My mom pressured you into giving up your firstborn, your child, the kid I now carry. Everything she’s done for you has come with a price tag plastered on the side. On top of that, a terrorgeist and its master are still out there, and you’re likely to face them again.”

“You saying I should have saved that vial for myself?”

“No. But I am saying a lot of people would have made that call. They would have kept it.”

“Not me.”

“No.” She gave him a soft smile. “Not you.” She drew close to him, resting her head against his chest, arms wrapped around him.

He placed a hand on the back of her head and hugged her tight. They stayed like that, just enjoying the simple comfort and warmth of the embrace.

“Clarke?”

“Yes?”

“I have one more thing I need to say to you.”

She took a step back, both of them holding the other at arm’s length. Her gaze was low, centered on his chest.

“Clarke, I know we didn’t meet under the best of circumstances. But I want you to know I’m not my mother. I’m not the sort who’d take advantage of you if you give me an inch. I care about you, and …” She looked up at him with timid eyes. “And I hope you care about me, too.”

“Of course I do,” he said without hesitation. “You’re a remarkable woman, Ixia, and I’m glad to have met you.”

“Just glad?” she asked hopefully.

“You know what we have is more than that.”

“But I want to be certain about this. I want you to hear it clearly from me. I love you, Clarke. I really do.” She glanced away. “Do you … think you could love someone like me?”

“I don’t think.” He raised her chin with a gentle hand. “I know.”

Her eyes glistened, and she smiled up at him.

“I love you, Ixia. With all my heart.”

He bent down toward her. Their lips met, and they kissed.


Twenty-One


“It cannot stay here.” Hepatica thumped the table in the basement, and the Scepter of Bone wobbled.

Clarke placed a hand on top to bring it to rest. He and the ladies of Broken Fang had spent another night with the Greys, and Hepatica had risen Wednesday morning with the rest of them, revitalized, if somewhat distraught from her brush with death. Almost everyone had freshened up, with Hyacinth as the lone exception. Her face was haggard from the long night caring for her mother.

“I understand your concerns,” Clarke said.

He glanced around the table, his eyes skimming across his lovers and the Grey witches. Or both, in Ixia’s case. Ixia seemed to have an added spring in her step ever since her confession, though she’d kept their interactions cool and professional in front of the others. He would need to discuss the situation with the others; for the moment, he knew they had more immediate concerns to deal with.

“But we can’t just abandon it,” he continued. “The scepter is clearly a valuable artifact of some nature, which means we need to keep it out of vampiric hands.”

“Wherever we keep it,” Ixia replied, “it can’t be here. The house’s Wards have been shattered, and it’ll take us weeks to rebuild them. In the meantime, we’re wide open to another attack. The scepter is probably safer in a random ditch than it is with us.”

“If not here, then where?” Clarke asked.

“I don’t know.” Hepatica sat back with a sigh. “But I’m less concerned with where it goes; I just want it gone. It needs to be kept somewhere that doesn’t place me, my home, and—most importantly—my daughters in peril.”

“But what are our options, really?” Clarke turned to Ashley. “Do we have a suitable location?”

“Not yet. I’ve only started Warding the mansion. A creature like the terrorgeist would tear through its defenses like they were damp tissue. I need more time to fortify the location.”

“Anywhere else we could use?”

“None that come to mind.”

Clarke looked around the table again. “Surely we have more options than a random hole in the ground.”

The table grew quiet, save for the tapping of Hepatica’s fingernails.

“What do we need to protect the scepter?” Clarke asked, trying to rekindle the discussion.

“A defensible location,” Emma said. “One that can stand up to the terrorgeist and its vampiric master.”

“At least long enough for us to figure out what this thing is.” Ashley tapped the runic femur.

“Which isn’t a trivial ask.” Ixia blew out a breath. “For now, I’m going to keep enchanting bullets. The process will be faster now that we’ve completed the circle.”

“Good,” Clarke said. “That’ll help a ton next time we face that thing.”

“But we still can’t keep it here,” Hepatica said.

“I understand that.” Clarke leaned in. “But surely, between all the Grey family’s contacts, you know someone who can help us? Don’t you have allies you can call upon? Favors you can cash in?”

“Perhaps there is someone.” Hepatica stopped tapping the table. “A mage powerful enough to protect the scepter and perhaps even help us shed some light on its purpose. A man who is very knowledgeable when it comes to bones.”

Hepatica raised her eyebrows while Ixia slouched in her chair with a glum expression.

“You don’t mean …” Ixia muttered.

“I do.” Hepatica placed her phone on the table.

“Oh gawd!” Ixia slouched deeper and covered her eyes. “Not him!”

“Now, now. Don’t judge. Everyone has their quirks.” Hepatica pulled up the number and placed the call with her phone’s speaker on.

It rang several times before a crotchety voice answered.

“What?!”

“Sebastian, darling,” Hepatica replied smoothly. “How are you on this fine day?”

“Terrible,” Olcott replied gruffly. “What’s this about?”

“Business, of course. I find myself in need of your services.”

“This really isn’t a good time.”

“Now, Sebastian. Is that any way to treat a fellow mage? What seems to have your corpses in a knot?”

“It’s, well … It’s been one of those weeks.”

“Tell me about it. Things have been exciting over here at the Grey house.”

“You, too?”

“Probably not in the same way, but yes.”

“Sorry to hear that.” Olcott sighed. “And sorry about taking my frustrations out on you. Can we restart this conversation from the top?”

“Consider it all forgiven and forgotten.”

“Thanks. What do you need?”

“I find myself in possession of an artifact. One I believe you can help me with.”

“What sort of artifact?”

“The kind vampires will kill for. Beyond that, I really can’t say anything for certain.”

“Then what makes you believe I can help you?”

“It was fashioned from a human bone. A femur, to be precise, every inch of it etched with runes.”

The call fell silent except for the occasional heavy breath against the receiver.

“Sebastian, dear?”

“Just thinking. Just thinking,” he replied quickly. “Sounds … intriguing! But I’m sensing a catch here.”

“You’d be right, and it’s a rather large one. Ever hear of a terrorgeist?”

“Of course. It’s a very advanced form of undead. Wouldn’t touch the spell myself, but I’m familiar with the principles behind creating one. Requires a human soul and lots of blood, some of it vampiric. Terribly difficult to make. Why do you ask?”

“Think you could take one on if you had to?”

“What? Me, versus an undead? Pah! Who do you think you’re talking to?” Olcott cleared his throat noisily. “But this is all theoretical, right?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Oh? Oh! Wait, someone really sicced a terrorgeist on this artifact?”

“So it would seem.”

“That’s rather excessive.”

“Can you keep it safe for us? At least for a little while?”

“Should be able to. Any undead traipsing onto my turf is in for a nasty surprise!”

“That’s what I hoped you would say. And as for the artifact itself …”

“Yes, yes. I’ll take a look for you.” Olcott chuckled. “But I’m not doing this out of the kindness of my heart, you know. If I do this for you, how about we call ourselves even and you clear out my debts?”

Hepatica’s eyes narrowed. “All of them?”

“You have someone else in mind for this job?”

“Fine. You protect and study the artifact, and I’ll absolve your debts.”

“Deal!” he replied gleefully. “How soon can you bring it over?”
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“Are we really doing this?” Clarke asked.

He stood outside Raising Standards with Ixia, the scepter in his backpack. The rest of Broken Fang waited beside their cars, just in case.

“Is Olcott really the guy to keep this thing safe?” He tugged on the strap over his shoulder. “He didn’t seem all that competent when we met him.”

“First impressions can be deceiving,” Ixia replied with a grimace. “He’s one of the more powerful mages in the area, and his specialty makes him ideal for the job. Besides, if the terrorgeist does manage to snatch the scepter, we’ll be able to follow it thanks to the Tracking spell Mom cooked up. She hid it well, too.”

“I guess there’s that. But you don’t look happy about the situation.”

“That’s just my undead hangup at work.” She bobbed her head toward the door. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

Clarke held the door for her, and the zombie receptionist let Olcott know they were coming. They headed back through the building and met him in his office. He rose from behind his desk with an expansive grin and spread his arms.

“Ixia and Clarke! What a pleasure it is to see you again so soon!”

“Likewise, sir,” Clarke replied, shaking the necromancer’s hand.

“That was top-notch work with my bridge crew. Haven’t had any drop dead since you swept the area.”

“I’m glad to hear we helped.”

“You absolutely did. Now, about the reason for your visit …” Olcott eyed the strap on Clarke’s shoulder. “May I see the artifact?”

“Of course.” Clarke placed the backpack on Olcott’s desk and retrieved the scepter. He handed it over.

“Marvelous. Simply marvelous!” Olcott ran his finger down a line of runes. “And so precisely etched, too. Truly, a work of art!”

“Any idea what it is?” Clarke asked.

“Not a clue!” The necromancer replied brightly, placing the femur on his desk. “I’ll need time to study it properly. Check back with me in a week or so. I should have something for Hepatica by then.”

“And if the terrorgeist shows up in the meantime?”

“I’ll deal with the menace. Nothing else to it.”

“Would you like any additional security? I’m sure we could arrange something.”

“That won’t be necessary.” Olcott sat back down.

“Are you sure, sir?”

“Quite. You know what they say about us necromancers, don’t you?”

“Not really. What do they say?”

Olcott flashed a quirky, almost sinister grin. “Never face one when you’re standing in a graveyard.”
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The rest of Wednesday came and went with little commotion. Hepatica checked in with Olcott at the end of the day, and he reported only limited progress with the artifact and—more importantly—no attacks from the terrorgeist or other vampiric forces.

Thursday passed in much the same way. Clarke went back to class and tried to catch up with the lectures he’d missed, but his heart wasn’t in it. His mind kept wandering back to the scepter, the terrorgeist, and the mystery of who was behind the creature.

He spent a lot of time thinking about Ixia as well, about how she’d opened up to him—and he to her. He cared for her, no questions there, but he also knew she’d be ripped away from him in the months to come, whisked off to who-knew-where to carry her pregnancy to term and deliver the child in secret.

Their child.

He didn’t blame her for this; the deal had been between him and Hepatica, but his relationship with Ixia was irrevocably mired in so many complications. That alone made him hesitant to welcome her officially into the harem.

He didn’t doubt for a second the other ladies would embrace her with open arms. Emma was a complete nonissue and would undoubtedly encourage Ixia’s addition to the harem. Likewise, Brooke would view her inclusion through a werewolf lens, equating the witch’s inclusion with strengthening their “pack.” Ashley wouldn’t care one way or the other, and the only discussion with Sammy would be which rooms to give the witch.

He suspected Ixia felt the same way he did. Sure, she was human rather than demihuman, and that added its own wrinkles, but she was also a witch. She’d told him flat out the other women in his life didn’t bother her.

Which meant that he was the only true obstacle to welcoming Ixia on board.

He pondered that realization as the day wore on, as he moved from one classroom to the next in an almost hypnotic daze, lost in his thoughts. The whole mess with his firstborn still bothered him, and perhaps it would be best to let that particular tangle pass first.

Regardless, he knew he needed to talk the whole harem thing over with Ixia at some point. Perhaps during the weekend, once everything had calmed down and they were confident the scepter was safe with Olcott.

Friday came and went with little fanfare. Hepatica checked in with them, relaying the news that the terrorgeist hadn’t shown itself and Olcott was making slow but steady progress. Beyond that, their only task was to wait and be ready.

Clarke and Emma moved into the mansion that Saturday. They’d packed most of their belongings over the previous two weeks, so the rest wasn’t much of a chore. Brooke came over and helped load the boxes, and between the three of them and their vehicles, they emptied the apartment in record time.

Sammy and Ashley were already moving boxes over to their new rooms when Clarke pulled up with the last load. They emptied the vehicles, creating a pile of boxes in the foyer that they then shifted over to the new rooms. Emma received an area on the second floor while Sammy had chosen a massive, centralized suite for Clarke.

“Aw,” Emma pouted, though in a joking manner. “Clarke and I are in separate rooms? What gives?”

“No whining,” Sammy replied. “I put a lot of thought into the arrangement. This is the best, fairest compromise I could come up with. Brooke and I are on the first floor, while Emma and Ashley are on the second. Clarke’s suite spans both floors and its centralized location places it roughly equidistant from all of us. See? I thought of everything!”

“Seems fair to me,” Brooke said with an approving nod.

“But I was the first,” Emma replied, still riding her fake pout. “Doesn’t that count for something?”

“Nope.” Sammy placed her hands on her hips. “In this house, we’re all equals. Except for Clarke, of course.”

“But what if I get hungry?”

“You’ve been living with him for months. Haven’t you had your fill yet?”

“My fill?” Emma slung an arm around Clarke’s waist with a greedy grin. “Why, I don’t even know if that’s possible.”

“Tough. This is how it’s going to be.”

“Aww …”

“What am I going to do with this many rooms?” Clarke asked, looking around. The suite had its own private staircase between floors.

“Whatever you want!” Sammy replied brightly. “I can have the maintenance team equip these rooms however you like. Furniture, computers, TVs, consoles, you name it. I can even have them bust down a wall or add a new one. Just let me know, and I’ll put them to work!”

“Thanks.” He continued to glance around, somewhat overwhelmed by the size of the suite. It was like a whole house stuffed within the mansion.

They spent the next few hours unpacking, starting with Emma’s new rooms and then moving on to Clarke’s. His meager possessions barely filled one corner of his massive walk-in closet.

“What am I going to do with all this space?” he muttered, then stepped out into his new bedroom.

Four beautiful women waited in a row beside the bed, watching him with expectant gazes.

“Hey, Clarke,” Sammy said, a twinkle in her eyes. “Us ladies have been talking.”

“Oh? What about?”

“That we’re finally all moved in!” Brooke said with an excited pump of her arm.

“Plus, the situation has calmed down,” Ashley added. “The scepter is safe with Olcott, and the terrorgeist has yet to reappear.”

“Looks like we have a chance to catch our breath.” Emma traced a finger across the taut sheets. “So, us ladies were thinking we should celebrate somehow. Both for all of us finally being under one roof and for the momentary calm.”

“Sounds good to me.” He raised an eyebrow. “Have anything in mind?”

“We do.” Sammy stepped up to him. “Ixia was telling me about this rockin’ demihuman club. Studio Nightshade?”

“I remember the place. You want to go there tonight?”

“Yeah.” The slime girl slinked up to his side, her body conforming to his as she placed a hand on his chest. “And afterwards, why don’t we help you inaugurate this bed in style?”
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Everyone dressed up for a night on the town, and they met in the garage an hour later. Clarke spotted a brand new black X7 next to Sammy’s familiar M3 and Kawasaki Ninja.

“For you,” Sammy explained with a wink, slipping the key fob into his hand. “We can’t all fit in your Z4, so I found us a solution.”

“This is some solution!” he exclaimed, pacing around the massive luxury SUV.

“Hop in, everyone! Clarke’s giving us a ride in his new wheels!”

“Hell, yeah!” Brooke shoved past the others. “I call shotgun!”

“I’ll take the seat behind Clarke.” Emma walked up to the vehicle and brushed her fingers across the smooth metal. “It’ll be a nice change of pace to feel him behind me.”

Clarke chuckled and shook his head. He opened the driver’s door.

“Was that supposed to be a sexual innuendo?” Ashley asked.

“Here’s a hint,” Sammy said, climbing in. “Emma just opened her mouth and didn’t immediately stuff Clarke’s cock in it.”

“A-hem.” The succubus took her seat. “I’ll have you know I’m not always talking about sex. My intellect is more … flexible than that.”

“And there you go again!”

“Everyone buckled up?” Clarke started the vehicle. “All right! Let’s head out!”

He drove them to downtown Chester Creek and left the SUV in a parking deck near the club. The entrance was nestled in a corner at the end of a dark alley. A huge, muscular orc in a suit and tie stood in front of the door.

“Mister Clarke.” The orc dipped his head, then stepped aside.

“Hershel, right?”

“Correct, sir. Are these lovely ladies with you?”

“They are. Can they come in with me?”

“Absolutely, sir. I’ll let the staff know they’re with you.”

“Thanks.”

They headed down the stairs and through a long, brick-walled corridor illuminated with blacklights. Clarke felt the music thumping in his chest before he could make out any actual notes.

“Well, well!” Sammy elbowed his arm. “Moving up in the world!”

“Only because I came here with Ixia the first time. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have let me in. Been meaning to show you this place, but we’ve just been so busy.”

“Which makes now the perfect time.”

Clarke pushed the last set of doors aside and let Sammy and the others file on in. The dance floor writhed with the tight press of bodies: elves, orcs, hybrid shifters, full bestial shifters, succubi, incubi, dragonkin, and a few others Clarke didn’t recognize.

A pair of elves sang and danced on the stage. One was a voluptuous high elf clad in black leather pants and triangle bikini top, her blonde hair hanging long and loose. Her partner was an equally well-endowed dark elf with a matching costume done in silver, her white hair bound in a long braid. Two shirtless male elves, one at the piano and one on guitar, provided the accompaniment.

The banner overhead read: DAWN AND DUSK.

“Nice!” Brooke said with a toothy grin, her tail wagging. “I love this place already!”

“What are you in the mood for?” Clarke said. “Dancing or just hanging out with some drinks?”

“I could go for a drink,” Emma said. “How about the rest of you?”

“Drinks first, then dancing!” Brooke said excitedly.

Sammy shrugged. “Works for me.”

“All right. What can I get each of you?” Clarke asked.

“Whiskey ginger,” Emma said. “How about you, Brooke?”

“Chocolate martini!”

“And I’ll have a Cherry Coke,” Sammy added.

“Nothing stronger?” Clarke asked.

“Won’t make a difference. I could guzzle rubbing alcohol and not feel a buzz. I just want something sweet in my mouth.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and whispered in his ear. “After that, maybe something salty to chase it down.”

Clarke shook his head with a smile. “How about you, Ashley?”

“I’m good. Just soaking in the ambience.”

“Gotcha. I’ll go grab our orders.”

Clarke walked up to the bar. The redheaded succubus bartender tugged at her suit jacket, wings folded behind her back, tail swishing languidly. She placed her hands on the counter as he approached.

“What can I get for you, sir?”

“Gin and tonic, whiskey ginger, chocolate martini, and a large Cherry Coke. And, probably, something to carry all that.”

“You’ve got it, sir.” The succubus began mixing the drinks. “They’re a lucky group of girls, aren’t they?”

“I’m sorry?”

“You’re radiating a lot of good vibes. Can’t help but pick up on them.”

“Am I really that obvious?”

“To a succubus, you are. You must really care about them.”

“Yeah.” He leaned on the counter and looked back at his lovers. “Yeah, I do.”

He glanced around the club as the bartender worked. The elven singers danced across the stage, the energy of their song culminating into a fevered pitch until they practically crashed into each other. The song slowed, and they dropped to their knees, breasts smooshed between them, lips almost touching.

They ended the song on a soft, seductive note. The lights dimmed, and the crowd cheered.

The lights came back up, and the band prepped for their next number.

“There you are, sir.” The bartender pushed the drinks forward, set within a drinking flight board.

“Thanks.” Clarke pulled out his wallet.

The bartender held up her hand. “That won’t be necessary.”

“How come?”

“You drink here for free, same as the Greys.” She glanced toward one of the corner booths.

“Same as …” Clarke followed her eyeline and caught sight of three slender women dressed all in lacy black. Ixia glanced up from her Bloody Mary, celery stick hanging from her lips. Her eyes met Clarke’s, and she shook herself in surprise. She plucked the celery out of her mouth and hurried over to the bar, drink in hand.

“Clarke! I didn’t know you’d be here!”

“We decided to decompress tonight, and we picked here to do it. You and your sisters doing the same?”

“The same.”

“Enjoying your usual?”

“Not quite. This is a Virgin Mary. Nonalcoholic.” She patted her stomach. “Got to take good care of my passenger.”

“You look good, by the way.”

“Thanks, but that might be the dim lighting. I’m tired. I’ve been enchanting bullets nonstop in case that thing shows up again. I’d be working on those right now, but Mom ordered me to take the night off.” Ixia raised her drink. “So, here I am! Just the three of us chilling, having a good time. At some point, I need to hand over a batch of bullets. Maybe tomorrow?”

“Sure.” Clarke grabbed the drink flight. “Want to hang out with us for a bit? I’m sure the others wouldn’t mind.”

Clarke and Ixia joined the others beside the dance floor, and everyone accepted their drinks.

“Ixia!” Brooke’s ears stood up and her tail wagged. “Good to see you!”

“Likewise.”

Sammy leaned in. “You have time to work on that … secret project of ours yet?”

“Are you kidding?” Ixia scoffed. “I’ve barely started it!”

“Well, don’t wait too long. I can always lend you a hand in a crunch.”

“Thanks, but I’ll pass. I’ll finish it on my own.” Ixia took a sip from her Virgin Mary. “Just need to find the time.”

“What’s this all about?” Clarke asked.

“Clarke?” Sammy placed a hand on her hip and tilted her head.

“Yes?”

“What did you hear us say?”

“That you’re working on a secret project together?”

“Right. And which part of that do you think is the most important?”

“Um.” Clarke frowned ever so slightly. “That it’s a secret?”

“Exactly! No peeking!”

“I didn’t even know there was something to peek at until you mentioned it, so if I’m curious, it’s your fault.”

“It’s nothing big,” Ixia said. “Just a little⁠—”

Her phone started playing “The Imperial March” from Star Wars. She glared up at the ceiling and let out an exasperated sigh.

“Fuck me. Never fails.” Ixia fished the phone out of her jean shorts and brought it to her ear. “Wha-a-at?!”

She rolled her eyes, but then her expression turned serious. Her brow furrowed and she set her drink down on an empty table.

“What’s going on?” Clarke asked.

Ixia held up a finger, listening over the phone. She nodded a few times.

“Yeah, I’ll spread the word.” She pulled the phone away and turned to Clarke. “That was Mom. The Tracking spell she placed on the scepter is behaving weirdly. It could be it’s on the move and someone’s trying to counter it with a Concealment spell. Mom called Olcott, but he didn’t pick up. She’s worried something may have happened to him.”

“Then we should check on him,” Clarke said, quietly but seriously. “Right now.”


Twenty-Two


Clarke pulled up to the Raising Standards office and parked near the entrance. Night had fallen over the city of Chester Creek, and tufts of pale clouds shrouded the moon hanging low over the horizon. The building was quiet and still, yet he sensed an invisible stain across the mundane walls. Terrible magics had been cast here, and recently, too.

“Be careful,” Emma said from the seat behind him. “Something’s not right.”

“Yeah, I feel it, too.” He stepped out of the vehicle along with Brooke and Sammy. “But it doesn’t feel as oppressive as the terrorgeist. Emma, Ashley, hang back for now. The rest of us will sweep the building.”

He shut the car door and cast Sanguine Shield, followed by Summon Thirstblade. Brooke shifted into a full werewolf, and Sammy stripped down to her underwear. They approached the entrance.

Clarke spread a hand over the surface and drank in the ethereal surroundings.

“Nothing on the door. But there’s something … sickly past it. Brooke, you smell anything?”

“Lots of zombie funk.”

“Anything else?”

“Blood. Maybe from the zombies, maybe not. Can’t tell. Too much zombie B.O.”

“Then let’s have a look.” He turned the knob and eased the door open.

The receptionist looked up from her desk, sitting in the dark. Her eyes glowed green, the only source of illumination in the room except for the moonlight spilling in through the open door.

“Do you have an appointment?” she asked in a lifeless monotone.

“We need to talk to Olcott.”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No, but⁠—”

“Then I must ask you to leave.”

“We’re not going anywhere until we speak with him.”

“You should leave.” She climbed atop her desk, crouched on all fours like an animal. “You should leave.”

“Not going to happen.”

“Then DIE!”

She launched herself with a powerful thrust of her legs, crossing the room like a rocket made of bone and decayed meat. Her jaw unhinged, gaping, strands of viscous saliva spanning the gap.

Clarke cut through her abdomen as she passed, and she dropped to the ground in two pieces. The lower half stopped moving, but the top let out a gurgling growl and scurried around on her arms.

“No appointment!” she snarled.

Brooke grabbed her head with a massive hand and lifted the severed torso effortlessly. The undead receptionist thrashed about, clawing at Brooke’s forearm in vain, even as her entrails spooled out onto the floor.

“No appoin⁠—”

Brooke crushed the dead woman’s head until her eyes popped out and her skull shattered. Bits of bone and brain oozed between her fingers. The corpse’s arms fell limp, and Brooke dropped the ruined half-body.

“I think we do have an appointment,” she growled.

“Come on,” Clarke said. “Let’s find Olcott.”

They switched on some of the lights and headed into the main office. Zombies sat up from their cubicles, eyes glowing as they observed the newcomers.

“Well, this isn’t creepy at all,” Sammy grumbled. “Can we just smash them and be done with it?”

“At least they’re not attacking,” Brooke said.

“Yet,” Sammy corrected. “They’re not attacking yet.”

“Sammy’s right.” Clarke raised his sword. “Best to play it safe. Take them out.”

“You got it!” Brooke leaped over the cubicles and tackled one of the zombies to the ground. She shredded the torso with her claws then snapped her gaze up, snarling.

Zombies clambered over cubicle walls, swarming toward her. She grabbed one, sank her claws into its chest, and threw the corpse at another. Both zombies crunched against the far wall and collapsed into a tangled heap.

Sammy charged in, fists morphing into mallets. She punched the head off one, then swept an elongated leg out, tripping up another. That zombie dropped to the floor, and Sammy crushed its skull with an enlarged foot.

Clarke cut his way through the undead office workers, heads and limbs dropping away with each slash. More zombies funneled in, crowding the corridor, and he and the ladies continued to hack, slash, bite, and crush their way through them.

“I’ve been wondering.” Sammy lifted a zombie and broke its spine over her knee. “Aren’t zombies supposed to moan about brains?”

“Isn’t that just a stereotype?” Brooke asked, cracking a zombie in half like it was a giant fortune cookie.

“Ghouls eat people,” Clarke pointed out. “These are zombies.”

“What about the receptionist?” Sammy asked, one arm punched clear through a zombie’s chest. “Why was she so talkative?”

“She was a revenant. Not a zombie.”

“What’s the difference?”

“They—Ask Ixia later. Now focus. We’ve got work to do!”

The crowd began to thin, and a familiar zombie lurched toward Clarke.

“Cream?” Maurice grumbled. “Sugar?”

“No, thank you!”

He beheaded the zombie with a single, clean stroke.

“‘Sugar’?” Sammy shook her head in disgust. “Lame! What kind of loser undead was he?”

“The overcaffeinated kind.”

“We get them all?” Brooke stood up, gore dripping from her maw.

“I think so.” Sammy glanced back across the corridor, now strewn with broken corpses, severed limbs, rolling heads, and lots and lots of blood. “Man, I hope Olcott doesn’t bill us for this!”

“His office is just ahead.” Clarke pointed with his sword. “Let’s check it out.”

He led the way up to the door and examined it for magic. When he found none, he eased it open and glanced inside.

A large man sat at Olcott’s desk, his head buried in papers drenched red with blood. More blood pooled on the desktop and dripped off the front. His head rested in one arm, the other hanging from the ceiling fan.

Clarke opened the door fully and stepped in, realizing the man wasn’t so much sitting behind the desk as laying on it. His legs and hips were still in his chair, but that chair was too far away from the torso for his lower extremities to still be attached.

“Olcott?” Brooke asked quietly. “That you?”

“You really expect him to answer?” Sammy hissed back.

Brooke shrugged. “One can hope.”

“Parts of him are smeared across the ceiling!”

“Yeah, but he’s a necromancer. Maybe he can walk it off.”

“With what? His legs are over there, and the rest of him is over here!”

Clarke grabbed a handful of the man’s hair. He lifted the head and studied the face.

It was Olcott, all right, covered in blood but recognizable. His mouth hung open, frozen in a moment of pure terror, and his eyes had turned completely white.

Clarke set the head gently down.

“Well,” Sammy sighed more than said, “I don’t think he’ll be billing us for the zombies.”
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Hepatica and Ixia arrived half an hour later, and they all met outside the Raising Standards office.

“The scepter is on the move,” Hepatica said.

“Do we know where to?” Clarke asked.

“My connection to the Tracking spell keeps fading in and out, but I have a general sense for where it’s being taken.” She glanced across the gathered members of Broken Fang. “And that place is Chester Creek University.”

“Makes sense,” Clarke said with a nod. “Heinrich brought the Scepter of Bone to this area and was searching the university for something. Seems our mystery vampire is following the same trail.”

“And not just any vampire,” Ashley warned. “One strong enough to defeat a necromancer in his home.”

“I know,” Clarke said. “Between Heinrich and this new threat, some dangerous beings have shown an interest in the scepter, which only reinforces how important it is. We may not understand why that’s the case, but our enemies do, which makes our path clear. Find and defeat this vampire and take back the scepter.”

“It won’t be easy,” Ashley said.

“Of course it won’t. Nothing worthwhile ever is. But don’t forget the most important part.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m a blood knight.” He pointed a thumb at his chest. “A vampire slayer. This is literally the job I was born to do, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let this bloodsucking monster get the best of us. It’s high time we went on the offensive!”

“You said it!” Sammy raised a fist.

“Just point the way,” Brooke growled, lips curling back to reveal glistening teeth. “We’ll crunch whatever tries to stop you.”

“We’re with you, Clarke,” Emma said, rifle in hand. “You name the target, and Broken Fang will bring it down.”

“And I’ll be with you this time as well,” Ashley said, her hairband brightening to a rich gold.

“Thank you. All of you.” Clarke met each of their eyes in turn. “I feel like I can face anything with you ladies by my side.”

Ixia cleared her throat. “Don’t forget about me.”

“Trust me, I haven’t. What have you got for us?”

“Seven .44 Magnum cartridges enchanted with an advanced form of Cripple.” Ixia placed a paper ammo box on the BMW’s hood. It contained a speedloader and one more round taped to the side. Each bullet had CRIPPLE written on the casing in permanent marker.

“Just these seven?” Clarke asked.

“Best I could manage in so few days.”

“Then seven will have to be enough.” He picked up the speedloader. “We’ll make it work. Brooke?”

“I’ll load mine with the single shot. You take the rest.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. I prefer working with my claws anyway.”

Clarke and Brooke both drew their weapons and exchanged regular bullets for the seven enchanted with Cripple, six in Clarke’s gun and one chambered in the first position in Brooke’s revolver. They holstered their guns, and Clarke faced the witches.

“Anything else before we head out?”

“Just one more point to discuss.” Hepatica stepped forward. “Not that you lot seem to need much encouragement, but I might as well give you some since I have a personal stake in your success. This creature and its master assaulted my home, attacked my daughters, and nearly killed me. Therefore, I’m placing an official bounty on this vampire’s head, courtesy of the Coven of the Ashen Flower. Fifty thousand dollars, dead and gone. What do you say?”

“You want me to sign on the dotted line?”

“I think we can skip that little formality this time. Do we have a deal?”

“We do.” Clarke shook the witch’s offered hand.

“I’ll draw up the contract later.”

“And we’ll be back to collect.” He turned to leave, but Ixia tapped him on the shoulder.

“Make that two points to discuss.” Ixia leaned in and kissed him softly on the cheek. “Come back alive, you hear?”

He flashed a confident grin. “I intend to.”
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The campus was dark and deserted when they arrived in the dead of night, illuminated with sporadic pools of light along the paths crisscrossing the central courtyard. Clarke parked the X7 in one of the parking decks, and the five of them headed out.

“The terrorgeist is here,” Ashley said, eyes darting back and forth. “Somewhere.”

“Can you be more specific?” Clarke asked.

“I can if I use Scry, but the vampire will almost certainly sense my spell.”

“So, it’s either we stumble around blindly or we let the enemy know we’re coming?”

“That about sums it up.”

“Choices, choices.” Sammy huffed out a breath, then placed a hand on Clarke’s shoulder. “Glad I’m not the leader.”

“Cast your spell, Ashley,” Clarke said. “The campus is too big for us to search, and I have a feeling this foe is going to know we’re coming either way.”

“Understood.”

Ashley spread her feathery wings, and her hairband lifted off her head. It formed an incomplete circlet of liquid gold, glowing brightly in the dark of night. She closed her eyes and placed an open hand across her chest.

Her magic washed over Clarke. So warm. So welcoming. So pure and bright.

“There.” Ashley opened her eyes and pointed across the courtyard. “The admin building.”

“Then that’s where we’re headed. Emma, I want you to stay clear of the fight. Find some high ground and keep watch from there.”

“You got it. The stadium’s relatively close to the admin building, and it’s the tallest structure in the area. I can fly up to the top easily enough. It also doesn’t hurt that everything around the admin building is well-lit.”

“Good. Go there now.”

“Stay safe!” Emma spread her batlike wings and took a running leap into the air.

“As for the rest of us, let’s see what sort of trouble we can cause.”

Clarke cast Sanguine Shield and led the way across the courtyard. The admin building was the oldest structure on campus, and its heart was an old, converted church from Chester Creek’s distant past. The current building sprawled out from that central core in an elegant fusion of gothic and modern architecture. Clean edges and mirrored sheets of glass mixed with baroque ornamentation and slender buttresses. Stone angels watched them from between crenellations along the roof, and a pair of stone horses guarded the wide stairs leading up to the main entrance.

It all should have clashed horribly, but somehow didn’t, instead mingling to form an aesthetically pleasing whole.

“Ashley?” Clarke asked.

“Straight ahead. Closer now.”

They climbed the stairs, and Clarke tested the glass doors.

Locked, of course.

“Want me to use my bolt cutters?” Brooke growled, brandishing her claws.

“Hang on.” Clarke checked the manual bolt inside the door. “Let me give it a try. I’ve been practicing.”

He cast Minor Telekinesis, and the bolt turned with a loud click. He swung the door open and swept his arm inside.

“After you, ladies.”

“Nice!” Brooke led the way inside.

Clarke glanced back to the stadium. He couldn’t see Emma, but soon a flashlight blinked three times from above the press boxes.

“Emma’s in position.” He followed Brooke and Sammy inside. “At least, that’s what I think the blinky-blink means.”

“‘Blinky-blink’?” Sammy asked with a wry grin. “You ever get the impression we’re winging this whole monster slaying business a bit too much?”

“That’s a tomorrow problem. Come on. Let’s see what’s waiting for us.”

He snapped out his thirstblade, and they crossed the stone-tiled foyer, which might have once been the vestibule for the original church. They passed through a second set of doors, entering into a long, grand hall with a high arched roof. Round tables filled the study hall, and stairs with midpoint landings cut through gaps in the stone walls, leading up to a balcony that ringed the hall.

Despite the modern adjustments, Clarke could almost imagine the original pews and the tall, stained-glass windows, all leading up to the altar at the far end. That altar no longer existed, walled off into simple offices, an example of the secular absorbing the sacred.

A greenish glow flickered behind that far wall’s frosted windows.

“The terrorgeist,” Ashley whispered. “And something far worse with it, I’d wager.”

“Let’s not keep them waiting.”

They crossed the study hall as quietly as they could manage and made it two-thirds of the way to the offices, when a frosted glass door swung wide. A tall, broad-shouldered man ducked through the opening, hat in hand and wearing a dark green trench coat. He stood up straight and smoothed out his coat with a large hand.

The terrorgeist oozed through the same opening, then floated up and to the side of the man, its wings spread, flames burning behind its mask.

“Seems I didn’t give you enough credit,” Sebastian Olcott said in a sour tone, his vampiric fangs glinting in the terrorgeist’s glow.


Twenty-Three


“Olcott?!” Clarke blurted. “What the hell?”

“Surprised?” The necromancer dusted off his wide-brimmed hat and fitted it atop his head. “At least there’s that, I suppose. Otherwise, my pride might be injured right now.”

“But we found you dead in your office!”

“So what? I’m a necromancer. Corpses are my specialty. You saw what I wanted you to see, which was my body. As for tracking me all the way here, how did you achieve that, I wonder?” Olcott quirked a sudden smile and drew the Scepter of Bone out of his trench coat. “Ah, Hepatica. Dear, sweet Hepatica. You never did trust me. What did you plant on this? Track? Beacon? Far Sight, maybe? I spent the last few days scouring it for your magic, but you always were a tricky one.”

“Give it back, Olcott!” Clarke shouted.

“Let me ponder your request for a moment.” He slipped the femur into his coat, then assumed a look of great contemplation. “Hmm, no. I’d rather keep it.”

“You can try!”

“You should have been dead already, you know. Dead and rotting in Heinrich’s old lair.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh? Didn’t you know?” Olcott stepped down the stairs leading to the old altar, and the terrorgeist followed him. “I sent you there to die. You see, I already knew back then where Heinrich had stashed the Scepter of Bone, but I couldn’t reach it.”

“How could you have possibly known that? We know where his grimoire is, and you don’t have it.”

“The answer’s simple.” Olcott grinned, emphasizing his fangs. “Heinrich is the one who elevated me to the risen. It was a relationship for our mutual benefit, of course. A pureblood vampire and a risen necromancer using each other. Not much trust in a partnership like that, but trust isn’t required to find the Portal of Gold.”

“The what?”

“The secret buried somewhere underneath this place.” Olcott patted his trench coat. “The secret the scepter will unlock. A pathway to unimaginable power. Heinrich guarded the scepter jealously, of course, which is why he protected it with a Ward specifically designed to counter my magic. That’s what foiled all my previous assaults upon his lair. I wasn’t about to charge in there by myself, so I did the next best thing.” He grinned cruelly. “I hired expendable idiots to do the work for me.”

“Shows what you know.”

“Yeah!” Sammy shouted. “We’re neither expendable nor idiots!”

“Scant praise, to be sure.” Olcott snorted. “All you had to accomplish was dispelling the Ward. With it gone, my terrorgeist would swoop in and claim the scepter. But no, you turned out to be competent!”

“Sorry, not sorry?” Clarke replied.

“Can we thrash this guy already?” Sammy asked. “His mouth is making my fists itch.”

“You said it.” Brooke flexed her claws.

“Oh, please.” Olcott shook his head. “As if you four are any threat to me at all.”

“Care to test that theory?” Clarke asked, pointing his thirstblade at the vampire. “Heinrich couldn’t stop us. What makes you believe you’ll fare better?”

“My, aren’t you confident, young blood knight. Yes, I know what you are. I tasted your magic on my terrorgeist’s wounds after you faced it at the lair, and I’ve learned more from the attack on the Greys. Rest assured, I know how to counter your abilities.”

“Theory and practice are two very different things.”

“I suppose there’s some truth to that. You’ve frustrated my efforts before. By all rights, my last attack on the Greys should have succeeded. I’ll admit that setback annoyed me.” The necromancer’s grimace turned suddenly into a smirk. “But then you idiots just gave me the scepter! I couldn’t fucking believe it!”

“And now we’re going to take it back!”

“Over my dead body.”

“That’s the idea, Olcott!”

“Cute.” The necromancer sneered at them. “I suppose I can’t convince you people to turn around and leave? No?”

“I’ve heard enough. Sammy, light him up!”

“With pleasure!” The slime girl reached into her chest and pulled out her concealed revolver. She drew a bead on Olcott and snapped off six quick shots.

The bullets passed through him with the barest ripple through his body. Glass windows shattered and wooden supports splintered.

“Uh.” Sammy lowered her gun. “I’m pretty sure I hit him.”

“You did.” Olcott tugged his trench coat straight. “And you also didn’t.”

“I have a feeling this’ll be tougher than we expected,” Brooke said.

“You think?” Sammy snapped back, stuffing the empty revolver in her chest.

“Doesn’t matter.” Clarke drew his own weapon, revolver in one hand, sword in the other. “We’re here to kill a vampire, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do!”

“You’re welcome to try.”

Olcott climbed back up the stairs as two figures exited through a busted door. They carried shotguns and were clad in what looked like SWAT armor, complete with visored helmets. Their eye sockets glowed with green pinpricks.

“You expect us to be frightened by a pair of zombies?” Clarke shouted. “We eat these things for breakfast!”

“They’re wights, you fool,” Olcott spat. “There’s a difference. One you’re about to become painfully aware of.”

The necromancer snapped his fingers, and his minions walked down the stairs. One of the wights opened fire with his pump-action shotgun, peppering Clarke and the others with buckshot. Clarke’s shield flashed, and Brooke raised an arm to protect her face, growling low and deep in her throat. The few pellets that hit Sammy splashed into her with little effect.

“That the worst you can do?” Clarke taunted.

“Hardly.”

The wight pumped his shotgun—not quickly, but with a solid, powerful jerk—then fired again. The two wights reached the bottom of the stairs, only one of them firing.

The terrorgeist floated forward between them. The flames behind its mask flared, and supernatural anxiety gripped Clarke’s heart. He fought back against the Fear slithering into his mind, burning it back with rage.

“I can help.” Ashley spread her wings, and the hairband lifted off her head. Her halo blazed with light, and the warmth of her magic pushed the Fear back.

“Oh?” Olcott regarded them more seriously. “Now this is a surprise.”

The necromancer bobbed a finger toward the angel, and the wight adjusted his aim. Clarke placed himself in front of Ashley and dipped deeply into his own life. He burned a part of himself to fuel his magic, then cast Scarlet Slash. The thirstblade cut the air, leaving a crackling gash that mirrored itself across one of the wights.

The attack should have cut the wight in two, but instead competing sparks of green and red snapped off the undead’s bulletproof vest, and the creature continued his slow, relentless advance. A diagonal gash glowed across his armor.

“Not good,” Clarke breathed, then said louder: “That armor’s not just for show!”

Another shotgun blast peppered them, and a pellet grazed Ashley’s shoulder. She gasped, and Fear poured into Clarke’s mind for a brief, terrible second.

Olcott chuckled. “Seems your team has a squishy middle.”

“Form up!” Clarke shouted. “Protect Ashley!”

Brooke and Sammy crowded him on either side, forming a defensive wall in front of the angel. They began to back away.

The two wights marched forward, side by side, flanking the terrorgeist. The first wight emptied his last shot and began to reload, pulling shells off his bandolier and shoving them into the magazine tube with stilted, mechanical motions. The second wight opened fire without missing a beat, and the three monsters continued their slow advance.

Olcott hung back behind his minions. Green flames coalesced into an obsidian shaft beside him, and he took hold of it. The flames danced outward, forming a long, curving blade at one end of the shaft.

Olcott let the huge, black scythe tip over into a firm, two-handed grip.

“Fight or flee?” Brooke snarled, too softly for Olcott to hear.

“We’re falling back,” Clarke replied under his breath. “Ashley, once we’re outside, find a safe spot on the roof. Then we’ll go on the offensive.”

“Understood.”

“Everyone ready? NOW!”

They turned and ran back across the study hall. Another shotgun blast pattered against Clarke’s back, and snaps of red lightning arced over his limbs. Brooke shoulder-tackled the door into oblivion, and Ashley spread her wings and shot through. Sammy ran out next, and Clarke brought up the rear.

“Run all you want!” Olcott shouted. “It won’t save you! Tonight, I quench my thirst with your blood!”

His laughter echoed behind them.

Clarke and the others hurried past the foyer. Brooke rammed through the outer doors, and they scrambled down the admin building’s front steps, flanked by the two stone horses.

Ashley flew up and over the entrance, landing behind ornate crenellations.

Clarke pulled his phone out and called Emma.

“Something wrong?” the succubus asked.

“Emma, the terrorgeist is coming up behind us. I want you to fill it with lead. Ignore everything else.”

“But my bullets can’t hurt it.”

“They will soon enough. Be ready to hit it fast and hard. You’ll know when.” Clarke shoved the phone back into his pocket. “Brooke, Sammy! On my signal, take those wights down!”

“You got it!”

“Here they come!” Sammy shouted.

Clarke spun around to see the wights advancing beyond the broken door. Despite the obvious point of egress, one of the wights blew another door off its hinges with a shotgun blast. They marched out of the building, and the terrorgeist ducked through the opening.

He glanced back at the stadium and checked the angle, making sure Emma had a clear shot.

Another round of buckshot struck him, and his shield fizzled into winking red motes.

“Now!” Clarke shouted, gritting his teeth from the sudden pain.

He drew his revolver, aimed for the terrorgeist’s center mass, and fired. The shot whisked through with a pulse of magic, almost like a brief shower of flower petals. The terrorgeist’s body clouded over, transforming from ghostly silhouette to solid flesh.

A rifle cracked in the distance, and Emma’s first bullet zinged off the terrorgeist’s mask. It flinched, head whipping to the side, and Emma poured fire into it. Not every shot hit, but those that did tore ugly divots into its frail flesh.

Brooke howled and cleared all the steps in one long, powerful leap. She slammed into a wight with bone-breaking force, and the two tumbled across the landing. Sammy sprinted up the steps after the second wight. The undead lowered his aim and pumped her chest full of buckshot. She cried out as she tackled the wight, enveloping him in ribbons of pink goo.

Emma emptied shot after shot into the terrorgeist, and Clarke counted each sharp report.

Eighteen, nineteen, TWENTY!

Emma’s magazine was empty.

“Now it’s my turn!” Clarke cast Fly and shot up the steps in a single bound, sword blazing at his side.

The terrorgeist reeled from Emma’s attack, black fluid oozing from over a dozen holes. Labored, flaming breaths hissed through its mask. It brought its head back up, glaring at Clarke, then swiped at him with a long-fingered hand.

Clarke chopped the hand off.

The terrorgeist screeched, so high and sharp Clarke thought windows would shatter. He swung again, cutting across the monster’s chest. Black fluid spurted out, gushing down its naked torso. The monster exhaled hellish heat into his face and grabbed him by the head, lifting him into the air. Its fingers were like ice against his skin, burning and freezing at the same time.

Clarke slashed through the forearm holding him up, but his blade whistled through. An angry scar pulsed on the creature’s limb, but he’d failed to sever it. The terrorgeist was fading, its incorporeal nature reasserting itself.

It pulled him close, undead mask staring him down, hellfire glaring at him. It shoved its ghostly stump through his ribcage, and foul magic spread through his body. His mouth tasted iron and bile and his own encroaching death, like he was drowning in incorporeal black syrup. The magical filth would have ended him, were it not for Sammy’s resistances.

“Fuck you!”

Clarke jammed the barrel of his pistol into the creature’s mask and fired. The .44 Magnum blew the back of the terrorgeist’s head wide open, and flickers of magic forced the creature to resolidify. He fired again, and the shot split the head open like a gourd.

The terrorgeist’s grip faltered, and Clarke landed on his feet. He cut through the monster again and again, lacerating it without form or finesse, carving it up like it was a hunk of ethereal meat.

Pieces of it dropped off. Others arced through the air, even as his sword drank in its waning vitality. His shield snapped back to full strength, and he cast Purify, purging the lingering corruption from his body.

He hacked and chopped and hewed the monster to bits until nothing but a ruined, quivering mound of ghostly entrails remained.

“Damn, Clarke!” Sammy exclaimed. “I think you got it!”

“Just … wanted … to be sure,” he panted, then checked his surroundings. Both wights were down. Or, more precisely, were scattered all over the place, gore coating the steps, their weapons and armor ripped or smashed to pieces.

Brooke approached him, tattered intestines hanging from her jaw, her clothes and fur matted with blood.

She spat out the entrails. “It’s not mine.”

“Good.” Clarke nodded, his gaze shifting to the wrecked doors leading back into the admin building. “Good.”

Olcott stood in the foyer, jaw tight with a mixture of rage and indignation, obsidian scythe clutched in his hands.

“Not so confident now, are you?” Clarke started toward the necromancer, Brooke and Sammy at his side.

“A minor setback, blood knight.”

“Then I’d hate to see what a major one looks like. You’re a necromancer who’s out of bodies.”

“I’m not some necromantic neophyte, you fool. I don’t need bodies to bring my minions to life!”

Olcott clacked the butt of his scythe twice against the stone tiles, and a pair of magic circles formed behind Clarke. He glanced back to find runes swirling around the bases of the stone horses. Snaps of green energy cascaded across the limestone. A sound grated out of them, not unlike the lid of a toilet being shifted, and the two horses leaped off their pedestals.

“Give me a fucking break,” Sammy muttered.

“That should keep you suitably entertained.” Olcott smirked at them. “For a while, at least. Long enough for me to prepare something … nastier.” He whipped around, trench coat flaring about his ankles, and he walked back across the foyer.

“Olcott!” Clarke shouted. He wanted to chase after the necromancer, but one of the stone horses drew his attention with a strange roar that sounded like an angry rockslide. Its mouth split open unnaturally wide, revealing two dense rows of savage, pointed teeth.

A distant rifle barked, but Emma’s shot ricocheted off the horse, taking only a small chip.

The two stone monsters clomped up the stairs, snarling.

Clarke glanced quickly into the building. Olcott was nowhere to be seen, and so he faced the horses, then checked on his comrades, his lovers. Both had taken their share of lumps from their battles with the wights, but they were still in this fight.

He knew they could handle these two on their own.

“Brooke, Sammy, keep the horses occupied. I’m going after Olcott.”

“You got it,” Brooke growled.

“Leave it to us!” Sammy added.

A stone horse put its head down and charged Brooke. She leaped over the attack and landed on the monster’s back, then began slashing through stone with razor-sharp claws. The second horse snapped its huge jaws at Sammy. She bowed her torso away from its bite and then brought a giant pink mallet down on its head, cracking its face.

Clarke sprinted back into the admin building. He passed through broken doors, returned to the study hall, and caught Olcott disappearing into the office’s far side. He raced across the hall, climbed the stairs up to the old, converted altar, and shouldered through a glass door in swift pursuit.
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Clarke followed the vampire through a set of offices. He couldn’t see the big man, but he could sense his presence, sense the sickly iron taint of his vampiric magic, and he raced to overtake the source.

The corridors wound back and forth, conforming to the shape of the original church’s stonework. He rounded a corner and spied a swinging door. He busted through and ran out across a faculty parking lot, empty and well-lit.

The stench of Olcott’s magic guided him, pungent now that the vampire wasn’t trying to hide his true nature. Clarke sprinted through the empty lot and climbed up the grassy rise on the far side. He crested the top⁠—

—and then froze.

He’d known, intellectually at least, what he’d find over the rise. He knew the university grounds too well to be truly surprised, and yet the sight of the place still gave him pause, still sent a chill down his spine. The terrorgeist may have been defeated, but fear’s icy grip could still reach his heart.

The administration building had ceased being a church long ago, but it had served that purpose for many, many years. And in all that time, lives had come and gone, intersecting within its sanctified halls.

So many lives.

So many stories.

More than enough to fill a cemetery.

The grounds were ringed by a tall fence of spiked wrought iron and stone. Tombstones, monuments, and statues covered the rolling hillside, sometimes neatly laid out in orderly rows, sometimes crammed together without clear rhyme or reason, and more stone walls broke it up into sections. Trees towered over the cemetery, gnarled with age, most around the perimeter but with a few growing amongst the graves.

Never face a necromancer in a graveyard, huh? Clarke thought grimly. Maybe so, but if I don’t follow him in there, he’ll just come back. He’ll summon a second terrorgeist, or worse, and come after us again—after the women I love.

I can’t let that happen.

I won’t let that happen!

I need to end this. Here and now!

Clarke steeled himself and cast Fly.

“You can’t hide from me, Olcott!” he bellowed, and leaped over the cemetery’s wrought iron fence.

He landed atop a flagstone path and hurried down it. He turned around a stone wall and caught sight of the vampire, the large man’s back to a wall covered with many small doors.

A cremation vault.

“Who said anything about hiding?”

Olcott slammed his scythe into the ground, and a magic circle glowed about his feet.

“Your blood magic makes you dangerous, I’ll give you that,” the vampire said, his tone calm and conversational. “It gives you sway over life and the energies that invigorate it. But I am a necromancer. Death is my domain, as is the thin line that separates the two.”

Green vapor rose from the graves, pooling low before shooting toward the vampire, as if his magic circle had created a powerful, arcane suction.

Olcott glared at Clarke, his eyes glowing green. Vapor slithered up his legs, hardening into ghostly plates of armor. The doors on the cremation vault snapped open, and the urns inside shattered. Ashes poured forth and swirled around the vampire until they formed two giant, smoky wings.

“Do you recall the warning I gave you?”

“Don’t mess with you in the middle of a graveyard.”

“Correct. Let me show you why that is.”

Olcott shot forward, clearing the distance between them in the blink of an eye, feet not touching the ground. He slashed down with his scythe and Clarke swung up with his thirstblade. Their weapons clashed in a fierce explosion of energy. Green and red lightning arced around them, grounding into the gravestones.

Clarke tried to kick the vampire away, but his foot slipped straight through the man’s leg.

Olcott bared his fangs.

“What did I just tell you?” he hissed, spraying Clarke with his vile spit.

Clarke pulled back, and Olcott rushed him again. Their weapons clashed, erupting with energy, and a nearby grave exploded into flaming stone. Clarke drew his revolver and fired a single shot from the hip. The bullet punched into Olcott’s ghost armor, and he floated back, stopping about ten yards away. His ethereal chest plate cracked.

“That would leave you with two shots, I believe,” Olcott said, hovering inches above the ground. “Such an annoyance. I’ll be sure to feast on Hepatica and her daughters once I’m done with you.”

Clarke fired again, and the chest plate shattered into shards of greenish glass. He unleashed a third shot, but Olcott twisted to the side, and the bullet impacted against a translucent pauldron.

“And now you’re empty.” Olcott straightened his posture.

“Shit!” Clarke holstered the gun and raised his sword with both hands.

He took a step back.

The vampire floated toward him.

He backed away again.

“I wonder what your blood tastes like.” Olcott licked his lips. “I’ve savored so few flavors since I joined the risen, and I imagine yours will be quite exquisite.”

“Come here and try!”

“Oh, I intend to.”

Clarke cast Sanguine Prison. Scarlet chains sprang from the ground and wrapped themselves around Olcott’s legs, but he phased through them with barely a stutter. Clarke cast Blood Freeze, but the vampire merely grimaced in mild discomfort. He cast Daze, but the spell landed with no effect.

“Is this really your best?” Olcott shook his head dismissively.

“Hardly!”

Olcott rushed him again, but Clarke cast Fly. He shot up into the air, reaching the zenith of his climb directly above the vampire. He spent a portion of his life, then cut through the air, casting Scarlet Slash.

“Ah!” Olcott gasped, head angled to the side, neck burning with red energy.

Clarke landed behind the vampire, and the big man turned to face him. Olcott traced a finger down the livid slash cut across his chest, which was already fading.

“A sting. Nothing more.”

Clarke dropped to a knee, head swimming, stars dancing across his vision. He gasped for air, sucking in labored breaths.

“Seems you don’t have much fight left in you.” Olcott traced a long tongue across his front teeth. “I can hardly⁠—”

A pistol barked, and Olcott hunched over, clutching his stomach. Clarke glanced over his shoulder to find Brooke with her revolver braced in a two-handed grip. Olcott pulled his hand away and studied the blood smeared across his palm. He snarled at the werewolf.

Brooke unloaded the next five rounds, throwing Olcott back with repeated hits. He staggered and regained his footing, hunched over, eyes glowing with rage. Blood dribbled down his chest.

“YOU PESTS!” he spat.

Brooke cast the weapon aside and then charged the vampire, and Sammy followed her around the corner. Clarke climbed to his feet, and the three of them converged on Olcott, thirstblade gleaming, claws glinting in the moonlight, fists clenched and itching to meet the necromancer’s face.

“NO!” Olcott flapped his smoke wings, and the force threw them all back. He launched himself into the air, too high for Brooke or Sammy to reach him. “I refuse to let worms like you be the end of me!”

The vampire flapped his wings again, ascending higher.

Clarke struggled back to his feet. He made it halfway up before his legs gave out and he dropped to his knees. Brooke grabbed one arm, Sammy the other, and together they hauled him upright.

“Here, Clarke.” Brooke stuck out her arm. “Take all you need. End him while he’s still vulnerable.”

Clarke nodded and sank the thirstblade into her forearm. Vitality surged from the werewolf to him, filling him as easily as water flowing into a glass. He drank in her life, freely given, replenishing his own.

“Oh, that’s a lot.” Brooke staggered back, holding her head.

“Thank you,” he told her softly, then cast Fly.

He shot up after Olcott, who readied his obsidian scythe. The two converged, swinging at each other, and Clarke cast Sacrifice. He threw everything he had into the attack, burning greedily through the life force Brooke had gifted him, consuming it until only the slimmest thread remained to sustain him.

His sword blazed like a red star, and he swung the blade around in a crimson arc.

Olcott brought his scythe down to block.

Time seemed to slow.

Clarke became aware of another magic unfurling within his mind—a symbol pulsating behind his eyes, eager and thirsty for the mana that now engorged his body. Casting Sacrifice had converted life into the base element of magic, and with his veins swimming with so much of the stuff, more possibilities had opened.

He recognized that tantalizing power, now so teasingly close. It was the evolved Boost spell he’d absorbed from Ixia, and he understood. The Boost spell hungered for mana, and the life he’d poured into Sacrifice had left him with an arcane bumper crop.

He could use that.

He could divert that!

It would have been simple to feed that wealth of mana into the Sacrifice spell, but instead he partitioned off a lesser portion of the stream. Just enough to energize the rune hovering in his mind’s eye.

The Sacrifice spell transformed into Boosted Sacrifice, and its power doubled.

Then tripled!

His sword turned into a bar of light edged in crackling red, and he cut into Olcott’s scythe, shattering it into black glass splinters. He swung through, cleaving the vampire apart from shoulder to hip. Veins of light spread underneath Olcott’s skin as the man screamed without sound, light pouring out of his mouth, eyes and ears smoking.

His flesh crisped, bulged, and then exploded with a deafening crack.

The thirstblade drank in the vampire’s life force, replenishing all Clarke had spent, and then its light faded amidst a shower of blood-soaked petals. He flew down, executed a three-point landing in the graveyard, and rose.

Victorious.

He struck a pose, head down, sword at his side as the blood of his vanquished foe rained across the graveyard.

“Boosted Bloodsplosion,” he uttered in a voice deeper than normal.

He’d earned a little indulgence.

“That’s great and all,” Sammy said, “but where’s the scepter?”

“Oh, shit!” Clarke looked up and then around, searching frantically for the artifact.

“Hon orry! I oht ihh!”

Brooke jogged over to him, grinning widely.

Clarke faced her, then did a double-take.

“Brooke?”

“Esh?”

“I’m glad you caught the scepter. I’d completely forgotten about it. Great work. Way to keep your eyes on the prize.”

“Hankh yuu!’

“But I have to ask.” He paused for a thoughtful moment. “Why did you decide to catch it with your teeth?”

“Unnoh.” The werewolf shrugged her broad, blood-soaked shoulders. “Ih fell lih tha ri⁠—”

“Please take it out of your mouth first.”

“Orry!” Brooke plucked the femur from her jaw. “I don’t know. Just felt like the right thing to do.”

“Come on, Clarke.” Sammy draped an arm around his shoulders. “A girl’s got to wolf out sometimes, you know?”

“Hey, there!” Emma waved from atop the admin building, then she and Ashley flew down. They crossed the parking lot and landed a few paces away in the graveyard.

“Ladies.” Clarke greeted them with a nod. “I think we’re done here.”

“Wow!” Emma’s eyes bugged out as she brought her wings in and hurried up to Clarke. She took hold of the arm opposite Sammy, who stepped back to make sure she didn’t accidently touch the succubus.

Emma leaned close. At first, Clarke thought she was going to kiss him, despite the blood dribbling down his face.

But then she stuck out her tongue and gave his cheek a long lick.

“Um, Emma? What are you doing?”

“Oh, yeah.” The succubus closed her eyes and let out a rapturous shiver. “That’s the good stuff right there.” She tugged on his arm. “Quick, we need to get you home before this wears off.”

“Excuse me? What’s this about?”

“You’re saturated with super sexy mana, and I’m not letting this opportunity slip by. You and I are going straight to bed after we get you home.”

“Aww.” Brooke’s ears drooped. “But I wanted a go at him first.”

“Tough. I hereby invoke my authority as First Girlfriend. You can go second, if you like.”

“Oh-kay.” Brooke’s shoulders slumped as she morphed back into her hybrid form.

“Can I at least take a shower first?” Clarke asked. “I’m drenched.”

“But so am I!” Emma replied, pressing a hand to her crotch.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Come on, Clarke.” Sammy put a hand on his back and urged him toward the graveyard’s exit. “Let’s get you home before she decides to jump your bone right here and now.”

“Speaking of bones,” Ashley asked delicately. “Did any of you⁠—”

“Right here!” Brooke presented her with the scepter.

“Thank you.” Ashley took hold of the artifact, then frowned and drew one of her hands back. Clear, wet strands connected it to the bone. “Um?”

“Something wrong?” Clarke asked.

“Does anyone know why the scepter’s covered in spit?”



  

    Twenty-Four


  


  Clarke didn’t get much sleep that night.


  The ride back proved uneventful, though they had to throw tarps over his seat because of all the blood, and Emma kept pawing at him the whole way home. He headed straight for his suite after parking the car, discarding his soiled clothes before starting a long, hot soak in the shower. He was still in the process of rinsing all the vampire blood off when the shower door opened and Emma slid in, already naked.


  “Let me help you with that.”


  She proceeded to lather his hair and skin, paying extra attention to certain predictable parts of his body. At first, she added liquid soap and spread the resulting suds with her hands, but soon she switched to using her breasts for that job.


  Clarke didn’t mind, and returned the favor.


  With his hands, of course. Not his chest.


  They rinsed away the suds and spent far too much time drying each other off. They both wiped the other down as slowly and thoroughly as possible, participating in a sort of teasing game to see who could tolerate the anticipation the longest.


  Emma lost, practically begging him to take her, and they retreated to the bedroom.


  “I want to be on top. Please?” she asked, guiding him onto his back once they reached the expansive mattress.


  He let her have her way, and she rode him long and hard, grinding her hips against him as he played with her firm breasts and rock-hard nipples. She came at least three times before he shot his load into her. Her succubus magic reinvigorated him with each climax, extending his already enhanced stamina and heightening his pleasure in the process.


  She dismounted him and then crawled over on her hands and knees.


  “You don’t really need the help, but I cast a few choice buffs on you, just for tonight.”


  She gave him a seductive wink then took him deep into her mouth, fellating him to full hardness. She continued to pleasure him—and herself, judging by the hand between her legs—until he spurted his second load down her throat.


  She swallowed every drop.


  “So fucking good,” she cooed, flopping onto her back. “I am so stuffed! Couldn’t eat another bite!”


  She rolled over, pulling the sheets into an impromptu cocoon.


  And then began to drift off into a deep, peaceful slumber.


  “Food coma?” he asked.


  She began to snore.


  Loudly. Like a buzzsaw.


  Clarke smiled and climbed out of bed as quietly as he could. He threw on a T-shirt and a pair of jeans before heading over to Brooke’s room.


  “What do you still have pants on for?” the wolf girl demanded. She grinned toothily, naked and kneeling atop the bed, shiny trails trickling down her thighs.


  “Uh … Because we all agreed not to go outside our rooms naked?”


  “Come on, Clarke! You know that rule doesn’t apply to you. You take those clothes off right now!”


  “Well, if you insist.” He pulled his T-shirt off and then unbuttoned the top of his jeans.


  “Too slow!”


  Brooke leaped off the bed and tackled him to the ground.


  “Whoa!” he landed on his back with the wolf girl on top.


  “Let me show you how it’s done!”


  She extended her claws over the top of his jeans and then slashed down, ripping both legs open from waist to foot. She grabbed the tattered remains of his garment, jerked it out from under him, balled it up, and tossed it over a shoulder.


  “Not to dampen the mood, but I liked those jeans.”


  “I’ll buy you a new pair!” she replied urgently, and then mounted him right there on the floor, sliding him into her hot, soaking depths.


  They eventually made it to the bed, but it took a lot of tries. Brooke may not have been in heat, but the full moon was close, and the heightened sexual energy she felt during that time of the month mixed with the echoes of the battle’s adrenaline rush. They didn’t so much make love to each other as attempt to wrestle their partner into submission, with Brooke proving to be a formidable opponent.


  It took over an hour for Clarke to wear her down, but he succeeded.


  Eventually.


  “Why … aren’t … you tiring?” Brooke panted, her bountiful chest heaving with each breath.


  “Emma gave me a boost with her sex magic.”


  “Aww! No fair!”


  “Want to have another go at it?”


  “Nah, I’m bushed! I know when I’m beat!” She pulled him in for a kiss and then flopped back onto the bed. “Night, Clarke!”


  “Good night.”


  He found the shredded remains of his jeans, then tossed them aside with a frown, and ventured out in his birthday suit.


  He knocked on Sammy’s bedroom door.


  “Why, hello, Clarke,” came the slime girl’s surprisingly chill response. “I’ve been expecting you.”


  Clarke eased the door open and peeked inside.


  Sammy lay in bed, comforter pulled under her armpits, her back propped up on a mound of pillows. She glanced up from her open manga book.


  “Why so nervous, Clarke?” she asked with a wry grin.


  “I just came from Brooke’s, so my fight or flight response is on a hair trigger. Reading anything good?”


  “Doujinshi smut.”


  “Ah.”


  “This one features characters from Capcom’s Monster Hunter series. The chick in it is trying to seduce her hunting partner by wearing a helmet and nothing else.”


  “Of course. Why go about it any other way?”


  Sammy closed the book and set it on the nightstand.


  “I’d tell you I was getting all juiced up for you, but we both know lubrication’s a nonissue when it comes to us slime girls.” She lifted the covers. “Come join me? It’s warm and cozy in here.”


  “You’re not going to leap across the room at me?”


  “No, I’m going to wait here in bed, patiently, like a proper lady.” She raised her chin. “I’m using what we ladies like to call ‘self-control.’”


  “You might want to explain that concept to the others.”


  “Will do.” She waggled the comforter. “Now please get in bed so I can fuck you.”


  Clarke climbed into bed with the slime girl, and she oozed over him, every hot inch of her slippery and inviting. She re-formed her upper body atop his, and they kissed—long, slow, and tender—as the rest of her shifted over and around his body, kneading his muscles and stroking his most sensitive parts.


  It was a full body massage from, well, her full body, and Clarke basked in her every caress, welcoming the change of pace from the freneticism that had preceded her. Eventually, she re-formed her full humanoid shape, and he flipped her onto her back and drilled her hard and fast.


  She snaked her arms and legs around him, urging him deeper, practically begging him for more, and he drove her into the bed until they both reached the apex of their shared pleasure.


  They fell asleep after that, Sammy wrapped around him like a sexy, slippery semi-human blanket.
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  Clarke drove the full team over to the Greys that morning.


  “Both the mess at Raising Standards and CCU were in the news,” Hepatica reported, meeting with Broken Fang and her daughters in her basement once more. “Which means the Big Tech vampires saw it and have initiated their usual whitewashing efforts. Fortunately, the vampires’ control spells should end up working in our favor.


  “For the moment, police are calling the incident at the university a ‘prank’ of all things, and the carnage at Raising Standards an ‘animal attack.’ Those stories will keep evolving until they’re nothing more than a dying memory, so all we need to do is sit tight and ride it out. I also have a few demihuman allies within the police. I’ve reached out to them and called in a few favors to ensure the investigations are nudged in the proper directions.”


  “Sounds like the situation is under control,” Clarke said.


  “More or less.” Hepatica’s eyes brushed across the items assembled on the table: Heinrich’s true grimoire, the decoy’s grimoire, and now the Scepter of Bone.


  “Hepatica and I will continue our work studying these.” Ashley laid her hand on the table. “There are still passages within the true grimoire we’ve been unable to read, and studying the Scepter of Bone will take time.”


  “What about Olcott’s grimoire?” Clarke asked. “He had one, right?”


  “Almost certainly,” Ashley said.


  “Then should we make an effort to find it, too? Can’t hurt to have more information at our fingertips.”


  “An excellent idea.” Hepatica rapped her fingernails on the table. “But one for another day. It’ll be some time before we can safely search for it. The police will be crawling all over Olcott’s home and business, so we need to wait for the commotion to die down and for the control spells to sink in. But yes, finding that book is a logical next step.”


  “Any idea what Olcott meant by ‘Portal of Gold’?” Clarke asked.


  “I’m afraid not.” Hepatica let out a slow sigh. “I can ask around, though.”


  “A pathway to unimaginable power, he called it, with the Scepter of Bone as its key.”


  “Then it’s a good thing we have that key.”


  “But where’s the lock it fits?” Emma asked. “Somewhere in or underneath the admin building?”


  “It’s certainly the most logical place for us to look next,” Clarke said, “given that’s where we confronted Olcott. Both he and Heinrich were up to something around CCU, but it doesn’t feel like either of them had the full picture.”


  “All the more reason for us to find Olcott’s grimoire.” Emma gestured to the two books. “Perhaps with it and Heinrich’s, we can piece together the full picture.”


  “Perhaps,” Hepatica agreed, if guardedly. She opened the folder in front of her and picked up the first page.


  “What’s that?” Clarke asked. “Olcott’s bounty?”


  “That, and a bit more.” Hepatica slid the paper forward.


  Clarke pulled it to him and skimmed over it.


  “This is …”


  “My proposal for our new business arrangement. You’ve completed three jobs for us: North, Olcott, and then, well, Olcott again. That concludes the provisional phase of our agreement. This contract is how I propose we move forward.”


  “These terms …”


  “Are they not to your liking?”


  “It’s not that.” Clarke handed the page to Emma, who skimmed it swiftly.


  The succubus whistled and passed it to Sammy.


  “Hot damn!” the slime girl said with a grin and handed it to Brooke.


  “Ooh!” the wolf girl cooed. “Big numbers good!”


  “You’re serious about this?” Clarke asked the senior witch.


  “I am.”


  “Not business partners then, but a formal alliance? I didn’t expect this.”


  “Yes, well …” Hepatica glanced at Ixia, who smiled in a reserved manner. “After consulting with my daughter, and after reviewing your accomplishments over the past few weeks—never mind the fact that you helped save my life—it occurs to me that you and your team are much more than the simple sum of your parts. You have some rough edges, to be sure, but you are replete with potential, and because of that, we witches of the Ashen Flower have decided to seek a formal alliance with Broken Fang.”


  “What does that mean, precisely?”


  “Some of it is quite simple. We will continue to aid each other and profit together, of course, funneling jobs to you that suit your team’s unique talents. But there’s more to it than that. We of the Ashen Flower promise to come to Broken Fang’s aid in times of great need. Your battles will be our battles, your enemies our enemies. When the blood runs thick and fangs bear down on your necks, we promise to be there for you, to fight alongside you against our common enemy. There is no greater pledge a coven can make.”


  “This is …”


  “What you wanted”—Hepatica cocked an eyebrow—“is it not?”


  Clarke glanced over to Emma, who nodded enthusiastically.


  “It’s a good deal, Clarke. Very good.”


  “And you’ve earned it,” Ixia added.


  “Indeed, they have,” Hepatica agreed.


  They passed Clarke the full contract, and he reviewed it with Emma. Everything was very clear-cut, and he signed the document on behalf of Broken Fang. He passed the contract to Hepatica, and she signed it for the Coven of the Ashen Flower.


  “Done,” Hepatica said, closing the folder. “Congratulations. You have forged your first alliance in your war against the vampires.”


  A car door slammed shut outside the house, and Clarke twisted in his seat, wondering who it could be.


  “But perhaps not the last,” Hepatica added with a quirky smile.


  “Perfect timing,” Ixia said.


  “Indeed.” Hepatica rose to her feet. “Clarke, I’ve taken the initiative of calling over an old acquaintance of mine. I made him aware of my intent to forge this alliance, and he expressed a desire to speak with you. Would you mind accompanying me upstairs? Oh, and it might be beneficial if Miss Rose were to join us as well.”
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  Clarke wasn’t sure why Hepatica insisted on being mysterious about the new arrivals, and he became even more perplexed when Fiona and Oliver Rose stepped into the house.


  “Mom! Dad!” Emma hurried forward.


  “Hey. How’s my baby doing?” Fiona gave her daughter a tight, loving hug then released her. She glanced over her daughter’s shoulder with a smoky gaze and a waggle of her eyebrows. “Nice to see you again, Clarke.”


  “Mrs. Rose,” he replied, his voice carefully neutral.


  “Clarke.” Oliver greeted him with a nod, his face unreadable.


  “Mr. Rose.”


  Emma gave her father a hug, and the incubus gestured over to the next room.


  “Let’s all have a seat, shall we? There’s something Fiona and I need to discuss with you.”


  “Can I get you anything to drink?” Hepatica asked. “Tea or coffee, perhaps?”


  “Tea for both of us, please.”


  Clarke followed the Rose family into the living room and everyone took a seat. Emma’s parents selected a pair of high-backed leather chairs opposite the coffee table, leaving the couch for Clarke and Emma. He sat on one end and—Emma being Emma—she plopped down next to him, then slung an arm around his shoulders and draped her legs over his thigh.


  Fiona smiled at the pair warmly while Oliver sat forward, elbows on his knees, head down as if he were gathering his thoughts. Clarke used the brief silence to ponder why Emma’s parents were here, though no matter how much he wracked his brain, he couldn’t come up with a suitable explanation.


  Hepatica returned promptly with two cups and saucers. She set them down on the coffee table then stepped away, leaving the four of them alone in the living room.


  The tea sat on the table, untouched.


  Oliver looked up with a frown.


  “Clarke, I believe we owe you and Emma an apology.”


  “Whatever for?”


  “We were overly harsh when you last came to us.”


  “You mean when we asked for your help?”


  “That’s right. We have … reconsidered your proposal.”


  “You see,” Fiona began, leaning forward, “Hepatica is an old friend of ours.” The succubus’ eyes twinkled, and she reached over and took Oliver’s hand. “An old, close friend.”


  Clarke nodded, wondering how close the succubus, incubus, and witch had been.


  “She’s kept us abreast of your activities.” Oliver gave them a little shrug. “We’ve been worried about our daughter, so I hope you understand us being nosy.”


  “Of course,” Clarke replied. “It’s perfectly natural for you to be concerned about your daughter’s health and happiness. I’d be surprised if you didn’t check in on her from time to time.”


  “Quite so.” Oliver nodded, his expression softening by a hair. “And while I’d be lying if I said I was comfortable with everything I’ve heard, I’ve managed to come to terms with most of it.”


  Fiona flashed a reassuring smile. “What he’s trying to say is you lot have done well.”


  “That’s right,” Oliver said. “Jeremy North is another friend of ours, and he spoke highly of you. Likewise, Hepatica has had nothing but good things to say about your team. And about you specifically, Clarke, and how you’ve taken to your role as the group’s leader.”


  “What about Sebastian Olcott?” Clarke asked. “He wasn’t a friend of yours, too, was he?”


  “Oh, no no.” Fiona waved away the notion as if clearing the air. “We enjoy a bit of variety, but necrophilia is several steps too far.”


  “Uh …” Clarke cringed. “That’s not what I meant.”


  “We had amicable relations with the necromancer,” Oliver elaborated. “Nothing more, nothing less. And now that we know he was secretly a vampire, some of his recent activities make more sense. Especially his sudden obsession with the university. Any mage who’s willing to cavort with vampires is trouble we don’t need. Taking down a vampiric necromancer couldn’t have been easy, but your team pulled it off, and the city is a far better place thanks to you.”


  “I’m glad you’ve warmed to our activities,” Clarke said. “It must be stressful for you, knowing your daughter is stepping into harm’s way. I’d hate for us to drive a wedge between you and Emma. But I also want you to know she’s an important—no, an essential—part of Broken Fang. We couldn’t have stopped Olcott without her.”


  “Aww.” Emma slipped her legs under her on the couch and rested her head on his shoulder. “Doesn’t he say the nicest things?”


  “It would take more than a few disagreements to break this family apart,” Oliver said, and smiled warmly for the first time since he arrived. “We don’t always see eye to eye, but we love Emma dearly, and that’ll never change.”


  “I love you, too, Daddy.”


  “But”—Fiona cocked an eyebrow—“it turns out we disagree less than you might think.”


  “Quite.” Oliver sat up. “As I said, we’ve reconsidered your proposal. Regrettably, we can’t help you in any official capacity. All the fears we laid out still hold true. Fiona and I simply aren’t equipped to face the kinds of dangers you might bring to our door.”


  “I understand,” Clarke replied. “And I know we can’t protect you. Not all the time, anyway.”


  “Yes, but there’s a compromise available to us now. Fiona and I see and respect what you’re trying to do. We want to help, we genuinely do, and we believe we’ve come up with a way to do just that. Since you’re working with the Ashen Flowers, we can make use that relationship as well, funneling a portion of our aid through them to keep prying eyes off our backs.”


  “Ah.” Clarke raised his eyebrows.


  “We believe this level of separation should help keep us reasonably safe,” Fiona added, “while also allowing us to pass on any interesting tidbits we might come across.”


  “This is great news.” Clarke spread his hands. “We’ll take all the help we can get.”


  “Hepatica and I still need to sort out the details,” Oliver said, “but I’m sure we’ll come up with a suitable arrangement.”


  “Oh, of course you two will.” Fiona chuckled. “Hepatica’s always been the flexible sort.”


  Oliver chuckled back at his wife in a way that told Clarke he had firsthand experience with Hepatica’s “flexibility.” The incubus rose and extended a hand to Clarke.


  “It’s nothing official, of course, but for all practical purposes, you and the rest of Broken Fang have one more ally in your fight against the vampires.”


  Clarke stood up, smiling broadly, and shook Oliver’s hand.


  “Thank you, sir. We’ll put your aid to good use. I promise you that.”


  “No. Thank you. I want my daughter to be happy, and it warms my heart to know she’s with a man of your character. I’m … I’m proud. Of both of you.”
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  Later that day, Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang decided they’d earned a celebration, though not the customary kind.


  At least, not initially.


  Other celebrations would likely follow as the evening wore on, though.


  In the meantime, everyone grabbed their dice, Titan Mage miniatures, and character sheets. Sammy wheeled out a new terrain table, which she’d modeled after a location from the sourcebook called Crash Canyon. She then placed an expansive dinner order: multiple platters loaded with nigiri, dozens of sushi rolls, a wide assortment of pork dumplings, takoyaki balls, potato croquettes, seaweed salads, and other appetizers, along with what had to be a gallon of miso soup.


  The food arrived, and they arranged the feast on the kitchen’s main island.


  “Let’s eat!” Sammy declared before her expression turned sour. She leaned over the trashcan and spat something tiny and metallic into it.


  Everyone grabbed plates of food and they gathered in what had become the team’s semi-official gaming room. Ashley introduced the scenario, and they began working their way through both it and the feast.


  “Titan Slippery Vixen will spend three Fuel to⁠—”


  “What tier is your furnace?” Ashley interrupted.


  Sammy glared across the terrain at the angel but didn’t otherwise respond.


  “I’m simply asking you a question,” Ashley added at last.


  “Look.” Sammy flapped her character sheet about. “Not only did I actually read the rules this time, I checked with Clarke to make sure I upgraded my titan correctly.”


  “She did,” Clarke said. “It’s all good.”


  “And on top of that,” Sammy continued, “I even changed my titan’s name so you’d stop giving me grief over it. So, would you please cut me a little …”


  The slime girl paused, finger frozen mid-wag. She grimaced, and her eyes darted left, then right.


  “Hold on a sec.” She grabbed the bucket at her feet, placed it on her lap, and swished something around inside her chest. “Almost got it.”


  Ashley sighed and gave her a little headshake.


  Sammy leaned over the bucket and spat. The gooey wad hit the bottom with a loud plink! She inspected the bucket’s contents and grinned proudly.


  “Heck, yeah! Two-for-one this time!”


  “Could you please stop that?”


  “Ash, just accept the fact that I’m going to be spitting out buckshot for the next few days. I took a lot of hits.”


  “But do you have to do it so gleefully?”


  “Of course! That’s two less pellets floating around my innards. That alone is reason to celebrate.”


  Ashley let out another sigh, this one louder and longer than the first.


  “Okay, where was I?” Sammy set her bucket on the floor then surveyed the board state. “Right. Titan Slippery Vixen will⁠—”


  The doorbell rang, and everyone looked up.


  “Sammy?” Clarke asked, brow creasing. “Did you order extra again?”


  “Hm.” The slime girl tapped her lips with a thoughtful finger. “You know, I think I did.”


  “You think?”


  “Would you mind checking the door?”


  Clarke stood up and was about to head for the foyer, but then paused when Sammy rose as well.


  “Sammy?”


  “Yes?”


  “Why’re you getting up, too?”


  “Dunno. Just thought you might like some help.” The slime girl gave Emma an exaggerated—and very obvious—wink.


  “Oh!” Emma stood up with a smile. “You know. We should all come along and help.”


  “Ah, yes.” Ashley rose with her own sly smile. “Perhaps we should.”


  “Wait.” Brooke’s ears perked up. “Is this the part where we⁠—”


  “Not yet, Brooke!” Sammy hissed through the corner of her mouth.


  “Whoops!” Brooke whispered. “Sorry!”


  Clarke raised an eyebrow at Sammy, but she only flashed a quick smile.


  “You lot are up to something,” he said.


  “Pfft!” Sammy dismissed the notion with a wave. “Get out of here, Clarke. You’re just being paranoid.”


  “Paranoid, you say.”


  He glanced from the slime girl’s forced grin to the others. Ashley wore a sly, subtle smile, while Emma practically bounced on her heels with excitement, and Brooke’s tail kept whipping back and forth.


  “All right.” He sighed. “Let’s see what this is about.”


  Everyone followed him to the foyer. He placed his hand on the front door’s lever, then turned back to the four women tailing him.


  “I suppose none of you will tell me what’s going on?”


  No one volunteered an explanation.


  “Right.” Clarke turned the lever and pulled the door open⁠—


  —to find Ixia standing there with her hands behind her back. Her violet eyes met his and she smiled.


  “Hey there, Clarke.”


  “Ixia? What are you doing here?”


  “Sammy invited me.”


  “We all did,” Emma corrected, and Brooke added her own enthusiastic nod.


  “Not only that, but I came prepared.” Ixia brought her hands around, revealing her own titan miniature.


  It was a sleek black and purple model, not as expertly painted as Sammy’s, but Clarke could see the obvious care and attention to detail that had gone into the paint job.


  “I call it Titan Effervescent Glitch.” Ixia held the model against her chest, her smile growing cautious. “Got room for one more tonight?”


  “Oh, I think we can manage.” Clarke placed a hand on her shoulder and welcomed her inside.


  “What about the night after?” Ixia asked. “And the night after that?”


  “How long would you like to stay?”


  She put her arms around him and rested her head against his chest.


  “As long as you’ll let me.”


  ***
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