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      “I hear you have another blood knight for me to kill.” Lord Baxter Redpeak grinned toothily.

      Belphegor, mother of all vampires, rose from the Throne of Shadows located deep within the Fortress of Sloth. The devil shook out her wings and took long-legged strides off the Throne’s dais. She approached the dapper vampire, her eyes gleaming with purpose, weighted by the centuries she’d spent on this wretched world.

      “Indeed, I do, Lord Redpeak.” Her voice was a clear, silvery note—resonant and commanding, yet also soft and seductive. She walked up to him, arms folded under her generous breasts.

      Redpeak dipped his head a touch more, his lips curling into a sinister yet reverent grin. He rose to his full height and fitted his top hat back in place. With his pale skin, black hair, and brown eyes that seemed almost red in the right light, Redpeak was every bit the ancient, pureblood vampire. The knee-length frock coat, elaborate vest, and richly embroidered cravat only added to the sense he’d been plucked from a bygone era. Most vampires employed a degree of subtlety in public, but Redpeak wore his heritage on his sleeve.

      Belphegor couldn’t help but smile inwardly at the presence of her most loyal and capable servant. Yes, Redpeak had his quirks—all her vampires did to some degree—but this one relished each chance to curry her favor. He was a straightforward killer, perhaps to a fault, which Belphegor found refreshing from the tiresome scheming she had to put up with from other vampiric lords and ladies, especially those control freaks who ran the Big Tech companies.

      “I had begun to wonder if the blood knights were extinct.” Redpeak’s voice was as smooth as velvet and as deadly as a hidden razor.

      “As had I.” Belphegor shrugged as if afflicted by a minor irritant. “A pity.”

      Their voices echoed softly in the vast underground chamber. The arcano-mechanical interface of the Throne of Shadows—the “throne” itself, as it were—sat at the center of a wide, circular platform, but the actual device was much, much larger. The Throne’s high back devolved into thick cable runs, tracing upward and fanning outward to connect with the machinery built into the high ceiling. More machines extended downward from the platform, forming a thick column several hundred meters tall with conduits and coolant pipes spanning the deep, dark pit.

      A young vampire had once told Belphegor the chamber resembled the emperor’s throne room from Return of the Jedi. Or at least the access pit where technicians could make adjustments to the Throne’s many intricate components. She’d never bothered to watch the movie to find out.

      “What do we know so far?” Redpeak asked.

      “Not much, I’m afraid. Are you familiar with Lady Iram?”

      “Of course, Great Mother. I make it a point to stay informed on the movements of all the surviving dragons. Why? Has something happened to her?”

      “She’s dead.”

      “Oh my.” Redpeak glanced aside in thought. “If I’m not mistaken, it’s been over five centuries since the last draconic death.”

      “You aren’t.” Belphegor’s immortal mind recalled the death with great clarity. She’d orchestrated the draconic genocide, after all, and the few survivors had sworn fealty to her.

      Not that she’d given them much choice.

      “Do the other dragons know?” Redpeak asked.

      “Doubtful, but that’s not our immediate concern. We’ll let sleeping dragons lie, as it were. Instead, I want you to investigate how she died.” Belphegor gestured to the small obsidian box set beside her throne.

      Redpeak’s reddish eyes flicked to the box. “Ah, the dragon’s death box, linked to her across all space and time. I wish you would share with me how to craft such an artifact.”

      “Perhaps one day,” Belphegor teased, and meant it. If any vampire deserved to be taught the secrets of her magic, it was Lord Redpeak.

      “What message did the box convey?”

      “That she’d been killed by a blood knight.”

      “A blood knight killed a dragon?” A hint of glee twinkled in his eyes. “I haven’t faced a challenge like this in, oh, perhaps three or four hundred years.”

      “What is the status of Knightfall?”

      “Four of our number are out on assignments, but can—and will—be recalled for a threat of this magnitude. The rest stand ready for your orders, Great Mother.” He grinned with obedient malice, fangs bare. “Will you grant me the pleasure of killing yet another blood knight?”

      “Eventually, but first I have a task for you.”

      “You have only to name it.”

      “The Prime Grimoire. I want it moved.”

      Redpeak’s brow creased. “Because of the blood knight?”

      “Because of what the existence of another blood knight implies.” Belphegor paused to see if her servant made the connection and was delighted to see his eyes glint with understanding.

      “You suspect the angel Sandalphon has returned.”

      “Correct, Lord Redpeak. It’s a possibility we can’t ignore. While the transplanar hexes I cast on Earth’s dimensional divide have served us well, we know they’re not impervious. Sandalphon may have found a gap she can exploit. And even if she blundered straight through them, I doubt the hexes would kill her. Maim, perhaps. But kill outright?” Belphegor shook her head. “Angels are hard to put down for good.”

      “Then, if the angel has returned to this plane, you believe she’ll seek the Prime Grimoire?”

      “It’s one avenue open to her, so we’ll work to close it.”

      “The grimoire is well defended,” Redpeak assured her. “Both externally, and from within. None but your most trusted servants can read it.”

      “Sandalphon could, given enough time. And while angels are naturally patient, the appearance of another blood knight tells me she’s put a new plan into motion. The Prime Grimoire represents a point of vulnerability for us. It contains details on every spell we deploy through the Throne of Shadows, spells that keep the human populace ignorant of us and limit the powers of most demihumans. Vampires control the world because of these spells, and if an enemy were ever able to study them …”

      “They would possess the knowledge necessary to unravel them on a large scale,” Redpeak finished. “Though not the means.”

      “Don’t underestimate Sandalphon.”

      The vampire dipped his head submissively, but the devil continued:

      “I only damaged her citadel twenty years ago, and it has undoubtedly healed itself to some extent by now. We have no way of knowing what resources the angel has, and so we shall prepare accordingly for all contingencies.”

      “I understand and obey, Great Mother. I will have the Prime Grimoire moved to an appropriately secure location. Perhaps the ‘Galaxy,’ if only temporarily?”

      “An excellent suggestion. See to it.”

      “Of course, Great Mother. As for the blood knight?”

      “Eliminate that threat with extreme prejudice.”

      Redpeak’s grin became almost manic.

      “Lady Iram was based in the city of Chester Creek,” Belphegor continued. “Gather Knightfall and head there. Find and kill the blood knight. If the enemy turns out to be male, slaughter any females with him. Take no chances. Stamp out his line once and for all.”

      “With pleasure, Great Mother.” Redpeak removed his top hat and swept his arm into an elegant bow.
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      J.B. Clarke had trouble sleeping for the third night in a row.

      He untangled himself from the arms and legs about him, then slipped off the bed and stood in the gloom of the nascent morning. Three of his four wives slept in his bed, all of them sprawled in peaceful reposes, one snoring like a cute buzzsaw. He watched them lovingly, his eyes piercing the darkness with ease thanks to the werewolf magic he’d absorbed from one of them.

      His ethereal aura was a complex mixture of energies: blood and shifter magic, incubus talents, witchcraft, and slime abilities. He’d been born with the blood magic, heir to the greatest line of vampire slayers the world had ever seen—a line that was nearly extinct.

      The rest had come to him through his deepening bonds with his comrades.

      His lovers and now his wives.

      Blood magic allowed him to accumulate the talents of others thanks to Power Graft. That spell centered around the act of giving, whether consciously or not, whereas the vampires—his dark counterparts in many ways—stole life and power from their victims.

      His wives had given him so much. They’d freed his mind from the vampiric control spells, had awakened him to a world of demihumans, monsters, and mages. They’d helped him find his purpose in life and had stood by him every painful step of that journey.

      Together, they would break the vampires’ unseen stranglehold on the world.

      Or die in the attempt.

      He approached the bed and reached out to Brooke Hawthorne, but then stopped with fingertips an inch from her cheek. The wolf girl was a statuesque, athletic beauty with long chestnut hair bound in a ponytail. One of her wolf ears twitched, and a content smile curled her lips.

      Clarke drew his arm back and swept his eyes across his other wives.

      Emmaline “Emma” Rose lay beside Brooke, spooned against the wolf girl’s back, an arm hugging under the taller woman’s breasts. The succubus’ long, sleek tail stirred to a languid rhythm, almost like a drunken serpent, and her dark, batlike wings were folded against her back. Her raven hair lay tousled across her pillow. She snored into the back of Brooke’s head, though the wolf girl didn’t seem to mind.

      Samantha “Sammy” Eloise took up the foot of the expansive bed, her bubblegum pink body stretched luxuriantly with feet dangling off one side and an arm hanging off the other. Both Brooke and Emma had submerged their feet in the slime girl, using her as a very sexy footwarmer. It was yet another sign the slime girl had mastered the toxins that had prevented her from touching people for so many years.

      Clarke drank in the sight. He loved each of them with all his heart, which was why this restlessness—this strange sense of foreboding—bothered him so.

      He wasn’t sure why, but he felt the end of his journey approaching. Whether it would conclude in triumph or with fangs piercing his neck he couldn’t say, but he somehow knew the final confrontation was just around the corner.

      His wives would stand by him as he faced the trials ahead, and that both filled him with relief and weighed heavily upon his shoulders. He wasn’t merely a husband; he was a leader, and his decisions could guide them all toward death far more easily than to victory.

      Would he make the right calls in the coming battle? Would he be strong and wise enough to face the worst, most ancient killers the vampires could throw at him? Or would his weakness and arrogance lead to not only his death, but the deaths of everyone he cared about?

      No answers came to him as he stood there, gazing upon his slumbering wives. They’d devoted themselves to him, and he to them. They would follow him anywhere, no matter how strange. They would fight against any foe, no matter how formidable. They would give their all without hesitation.

      Because they loved him.

      Because they believed in him.

      And because they believed in the promise of a better tomorrow.

      He couldn’t let them down. Wouldn’t let them down.

      He glanced at the four silver rings on his left hand, sampled the magical bonds with each of his wives, tasted the peacefulness emanating from them. The restfulness of his wives helped calm him, though a distant flicker tickled his mind. He turned, facing the mansion’s west wing, and realized he wasn’t the first to awaken. His witchly wife had beaten him to it.

      He eased the bedroom door open. Brooke’s tail flicked at the gentle creak of the hinges, and Emma stirred from the quick brush across her stomach. He slipped out and crossed the mansion, ending up at a door bearing a large Dead Space poster. He gave the door a gentle knock.

      “That you, Clarke?” Ixia Grey asked.

      “Yeah. You all right?”

      “Will be in a few minutes. Come on in.”

      Clarke stepped into the witch’s workshop. The walls were lined with brewing stations, shelves, and gun racks. The shelves were well-stocked with reagents, ammunition, and grenades, the latter two having been enchanted by Ixia and her triplet sisters.

      Ixia sat at a workbench, a vial in her hand with liquid that resembled maple syrup but thinner. The witch looked paler than normal. Her ghost-white hair showered over shoulders clad in a black nightgown. She bore a black teardrop beneath one eye, and her eyebrows, ears, and fingers were adorned with silver studs and rings. She rested her free hand atop her pronounced baby bulge and took a swig of the potion.

      “Morning sickness?” Clarke asked.

      “A little, but now it comes with back aches and contractions in weird places. Pretty typical for being seven months in, I guess.” Ixia raised the vial. “I’m taking a decoction to smooth my symptoms over. My mom swears by this one. Plus, it bolsters the baby’s healthy development. Not that he needs it. Man, can he kick!”

      Clarke sat beside her and rested a hand atop her stomach. Ixia gave his hand a quick squeeze then gulped downed the rest of the vial.

      “Won’t be long now,” he said quietly.

      “Don’t I know it. My sisters are already nagging me to go shopping with them for baby clothes.”

      Clarke opened his mind with Empathy—one of the powers he’d gained from Emma—and sampled Ixia’s emotions to discover a knot of anxiety.

      “Something on your mind?” he asked. “Besides the baby.”

      “Maybe.” She smiled sweetly at him and tapped a finger against his forehead. “Don’t you already know?”

      “Sort of. Empath, not telepath, and a newbie empath at that. I can tell you’re anxious about something.”

      “I could say the same about you. That’s three nights in a row you’ve been up early.”

      “You’ve been keeping track?”

      “Just being an observant wife.” She took hold of his hand. “Keeping an eye on my husband.”

      “I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

      “Haven’t we all? I’ve been thinking about Sarkany. She was a dragon in league with the vampires. A dragon, of all things! I thought they were extinct, and maybe they are now. Pile that on top of the two d-hunters we’ve killed, and a lot of eyes are going to turn toward Chester Creek. The vampires are coming; it’s only a question of when and how many.”

      “I know.”

      “Chester Creek may be safe for the moment, but how long will that last?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      Clarke draped an arm around her shoulders, and Ixia leaned into him. She rested her head against his chest, and he held her close.

      “There are plenty of reasons to worry,” he said at last, “but just as many reasons to be hopeful. We’ve defeated seven bloodsuckers so far, some of them ancient purebloods, and while not all of them were easy, we pulled through each and every time.” He gave her shoulders a squeeze. “And now, thanks to everyone’s efforts, we finally have the means with which to strike back.”

      “The Portal of Gold,” she whispered, her tone almost reverent.
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        * * *

      

      “Morning, Clarke!” Dahlia Grey exclaimed, catching sight of him as he exited her sister’s workshop.

      “Good morning,” Hyacinth Grey added, avoiding his gaze shyly.

      The three Grey witches may have been fraternal triplets, but the family resemblance was strong enough for their appearances to border on identical triplets. All three shared the same fair complexions, slender builds, and affinity for gothic attire. The only saving grace to casual observers was their hair styles, which set them vividly apart.

      Dahlia had retained her hair’s original platinum blonde, though cut short and wild in a manner that evoked an open flame. That was likely intentional, given the witch’s skill with fire magic. Meanwhile, Hyacinth had dyed her hair black, leaving only a single streak of blonde that traced down one of her braids. Her skills with Wards and other defensive spells were one of the reasons the mansion was a veritable fortress against arcane incursions.

      “Dahlia. Hyacinth.” Clarke nodded politely to the witches.

      He remained of two minds regarding their presence. On one hand, Hepatica Grey—their mother and senior witch of the Ashen Flower coven—had assigned them to Ixia as her personal guard, to defend both her daughter and her unborn child. The two Grey witches took that duty very seriously. Clarke didn’t doubt for a moment they’d bleed in her defense, perhaps even to the point of giving their lives, and he respected both their unflinching loyalty to their family and bravery in the face of danger, which he’d witnessed firsthand when they stood by Broken Fang against D-Hunter Alant and his brides.

      On the other hand …

      “Up early, I see.” Dahlia flashed a lascivious grin.

      “I had trouble sleeping.”

      “Well, we can’t have that. You’re the leader of Broken Fang. You need a good night’s sleep, and you know what they say, right?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “Exercise is a great way to improve sleep quality.” She ran a hand down the side of her hip. “Bet I can wear you out.”

      Clarke grimaced ever so slightly, and Dahlia nudged her sister with an elbow.

      “Uh, plus I can, uh …” Hyacinth looked up. “I could brew a potion for you to help you, umm, get to sleep. After, umm, you know.” She blushed fiercely.

      “Right,” he said. “Am I correct in assuming these services come at a cost?”

      “Only the fruit of your loins.” Dahlia snorted. “Hardly worth the mention.”

      His grimace grew more profound.

      “Now don’t give me that look.” Dahlia wagged a finger at him. “I know what you’re thinking, but can you really put a price tag on a good night’s sleep?”

      “I can, and that’s a little steep.”

      “Well.” Dahlia shrugged. “Let us know if you change your mind. You know you have an open invitation when it comes to our services.” She rested a hand on his shoulder as she stepped past him. “A very open one.”
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        * * *

      

      Clarke knocked on the door to Ashley Smith’s suite.

      “Ashley? You in?”

      He didn’t expect an answer; Ashley had only been back to the mansion a few times the whole week, but old habits died hard, and Clarke was the sort of man who knocked before entering a women’s room. Even if that woman was an angel who’d been on Earth for over a thousand years.

      He eased the door open.

      The Portal of Gold floated serenely in the center of the expansive lounge. Its edges formed an upright circle cut into reality and filled with golden, rippling water. The base hovered a few inches above the lush carpeting, and the Portal was wide enough for two people to stride through side by side.

      Celestial magic connected with his mind, awaiting his commands. Ashley had trained him on the Portal’s operation, and he could have relocated this end if he so desired. Instead, he strode through the shimmering membrane without the slightest hint of resistance. The surface, for all its glimmering glory, might as well have not even existed.

      He found himself in a spherical room, its walls coated in arcane, incomprehensible machinery. A thick loop of gold surrounded this end of the Portal, one quadrant broken long ago and mended with thin, golden strands. A bridge connected the central platform to a hatch recessed into the wall.

      Clarke approached the hatch and sensed the anticipation of his magical controls. He placed a hand against the pleasantly warm surface and thought his wish:

      Take me to Ashley.

      A spike of foreign confusion and regret flickered through his mind. The hatch remained still.

      Clarke clarified his thoughts:

      Take me to the angel Sandalphon.

      The hatch responded with an affirmative sensation and rose into the ceiling. He followed the corridor to another hatch and took the ramp at the end up through an opening in the ceiling.

      He found himself in a grand circular chamber, roofless and surrounded by walls twenty stories high. He stood near giant sandaled feet, and when he craned his neck, he gazed up past two gargantuan statues frozen in the final moments of an ancient duel. They reminded him of Greek hoplites armed with swords and shields, crafted intricately in whites and golds.

      But they weren’t the most outlandish sight in this strange realm. The open-air space the statues occupied, for all its vastness, was but a small afterthought built into the inner wall of an immense sphere. The “sky” curved high above with distant lakes, rivers, parklands, and vast stretches of golden machinery. Clouds occluded part of the view, and the entire space was bathed in gentle light that seemed to lack a point of origin.

      Ashley’s citadel—Aureum Arcem—was located “somewhere” that wasn’t in or around Earth. If Clarke understood the angel correctly, it was nestled in a pocket dimension that clung to the border of what he thought of as the universe. From the outside, her citadel resembled a cracked, hollow sphere only about a hundred yards across, but the interior was yet another pocket dimension, as were many of its halls and chambers. But for all its fantastical scope, most of it lay dormant and in ruins, the product of a disastrous attempt to pursue the devil Belphegor.

      Ashley’s nemesis had set a trap, and powerful Transplanar Hexes had savaged the citadel, forcing Ashley into retreat. That all had happened about a thousand years ago, and the conflict between the two beings had simmered in the background of human history across the intervening centuries.

      Clarke caught sight of a flash of luminous, feathery wings near the shoulder of one statue.

      “Hey, Ashley!” he called out with a wave.

      “I’m almost finished up here!” the angel replied. “You can come on up if you like!”

      “Be right there!”

      He pulled off his T-shirt, dropped it on the floor, and summoned his incubus wings. The heavily muscled, batlike appendages sprouted from his shoulder blades, and he cast Fly. The spell conducted through each wing’s membranes, connecting him to the air more intimately than any conventional bird or aircraft. He spread them and rose alongside the statue until he reached the head.

      Ashley Smith greeted him with bright blue eyes. A gold halo hovered above her long blonde hair, and her white wings gave off a faint glow. She possessed a strange otherworldly beauty that set her apart from everyone else, as if she were too perfect for the mundane environs back on Earth.

      Which, Clarke supposed, was true enough. She wore garments inspired by hoplite armor, though only in the vaguest sense. Her breastplate failed to protect her firm, generous cleavage or her bare midriff, and the leather strips that formed her skirt did very little to hide her panties. She wore arm guards and greaves to shield her forearms and ankles respectively, though the stiletto heels on her sandals were a curious touch. Overall, it was ancient Greek armor done in the style of a burlesque.

      “Sounds like you were expecting me.” He landed beside the angel.

      “The citadel informed me of your arrival.” She smiled sweetly but with a weary edge. “It’s good to see you, Clarke. The week has been long and rather fruitless.”

      “Having trouble with your citadel?”

      “In a sense. I’ve tried to come up with ways to use its resources in our fight against Belphegor and her vampires. Besides the Portal of Gold, of course. Unfortunately, everything I’ve checked is either broken beyond repair or comes with too many problems.” She placed a hand against the statue’s helmet, which was over twice as tall as her. “I’d held out hope I could reactivate these celestial armors, but even that has proven to be a dead end.”

      “Well, at least you …”

      Clarke’s words trailed off as his ears caught up with his brain.

      “Celestial armors?”

      Ashley nodded.

      “They’re not statues?”

      She shook her head.

      “So, wait a second. Are we standing on the shoulder of an angelic mech?”

      “A mech?” Ashley tapped a thoughtful finger against her full lips, then nodded. “Yes, I suppose that’s a suitable frame of reference for you. Not one I expected, but the analogy holds up until you start digging through the details of how celestial armors function. Which is irrelevant, because I can’t get them to work.”

      She folded her wings and sat upon the shoulder.

      Clarke dismissed his wings and joined her.

      “You seem a little frustrated.” He held out his hand, and she took it. Even that simple contact flooded his mind with the light of her magic, though not as intensely as with a kiss.

      “I suppose that’s true enough. I’d hoped I could find an easy out from the battles to come. But there’s nothing here. No easy solutions or game-changing artifacts.”

      “No death rays?”

      Ashley chuckled. “No. As much as Sammy might pine for it, Aureum Arcem never had a death ray.” She gazed up into the enclosed sky. “I suppose I only have myself to blame. This citadel was almost destroyed because of my hubris, back when I first arrived, and Belphegor’s attack on it twenty years ago only made matters worse.” She shrugged her wings. “It is what it is.”

      “So, no mech suits for us?”

      “I’m afraid not.” Ashley patted the white shoulder they sat upon. “Their exalted cores are fried. There’s no way I can fabricate replacements, and even if I could, the Portal of Gold is too small. The only way to get them to Earth is with an assault across the transplanar divide.”

      “The same kind of maneuver that nearly destroyed this place?”

      “The same.”

      “Sounds like we’re stuck with just the Portal.”

      “Not just the Portal.” Ashley leaned closer, and her shoulder touched his bare skin. He shivered as a fraction of her power surged through him. “There’s also the fact you’re nephilim.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been wondering about that. About how I’m half angel. Or would that be one-third angel, given I had three parents?”

      “I’m not sure the exact fraction matters. The point is there’s more to your heritage than simple blood magic, but you haven’t been able to tap into it yet.”

      “Well, we didn’t know it was there until a week ago.”

      “True enough, but now that we do know”—Ashley plinked her halo with a finger—“and I have all my memories back, we should begin to awaken your nephilim side.”

      “Sounds great. Any idea how to start?”

      “I can think of a few ways,” she murmured, her words becoming husky. She bent toward him, their foreheads met, and his world blossomed with luminous wonder. Her presence, even muted by such a simple touch, was so overwhelming he nearly slipped off the statue’s shoulder.
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      “Clarke, good timing!” Emma’s eyes twinkled as she turned from the hot stovetop. She wore her “Kiss the Cook” apron over a black-and-gray striped turtleneck and black stockings with lacy tops barely visible below her leather miniskirt. Her wings were folded against her back, and her tail swung like a dark, sleek pendulum.

      “Something smells great.” Clarke crossed the huge kitchen and glanced toward the three pans the succubus was managing. “What’s on the menu?”

      “Breakfast quesadillas.” Emma pushed her horn-rimmed glasses up her nose. “This first batch has eggs, green peppers, bacon, and a mix of cheddar and pepper jack cheese, but I can do the rest however you like.”

      “Sounds delicious. I’ll have two if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course. Only the best for my loving husband.” She turned one of the quesadillas with a spatula. “By the way, I couldn’t help but notice you weren’t in bed this morning. Another restless night?”

      “Yeah, another.”

      “I missed you being there when I woke up.” She glanced down at his crotch and licked her lips. “And the opportunity to indulge in my favorite breakfast.”

      He snorted out a laugh. “You’re not still stuffed from last night?”

      “Why, Clarke”—she flashed a sly smile—“you know me better than that.”

      He chuckled. “That I do.”

      “But seriously,” she continued in a more sober tone, “anything on your mind?”

      “What isn’t on my mind?”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “What’s there to talk about? I feel like everything’s on the verge of coming to a head. Like we’re only a few steps away from something big, which on one side is a great thing. We’re so close to striking back against the vampires in a decisive way. But the other side of the coin is the risk. The decisions I’ve made—and continue to make—place all of you in danger.”

      “Of course they do,” Emma replied matter-of-factly. “But none of us are going anywhere. We all joined Broken Fang for our own reasons, but each of us is in this fight till the end, no matter how this unfolds. We’re all here because we want to be, because we swore to stand by you, and because we believe in you, Clarke.”

      “I wish I shared your confidence. It’s hard not to second guess my decisions, to wonder if I’m leading us to victory … or off the edge of a cliff.”

      “That’s just part of being a good leader, of shouldering so many responsibilities. Sometimes we’re our own worst critics.”

      “No kidding.” He leaned against the countertop beside her.

      “A little self-reflection is a good thing.”

      “Any mistakes I make now are going to cost us. Perhaps in blood.”

      Emma nodded sadly. She began to say something, but Clarke held up a hand.

      “That said, I’m not going to let my worries paralyze me into indecision. That outcome is worse than anything. If I wait for the ideal solution to land in my lap, then I might as well give up now.”

      “Don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good.”

      “Right.” He crossed his arms. “Who’s famous for saying that?”

      “Voltaire, I believe, though I’m paraphrasing.”

      “Ah, right. Anyway, the way I see it, we’re committed, and we need to see this through. One way. Or the other.”

      “We’re with you, Clarke.”

      “I know you are, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. I couldn’t imagine doing this with a more incredible group of women by my side.”

      “Oh, Clarke.” Emma’s tail swished happily. “You say the nicest things.”

      “Only because they’re true.”

      “I smell FOOD!” Brooke barged into the kitchen like a force of nature. She flung her arms wide, which had the effect of thrusting her chest out. Her breasts strained against a tight gray T-shirt that left her midriff bare over matching jogging shorts. Her yellow eyes caught Clarke’s, and her expression turned bashful. And perhaps a bit sultry. “Morning, my alpha.”

      “Good morning. Have you gone for your run yet?”

      “Just finished. Got some good zooms in, too. It’s nice and crisp outside. Perfect weather for a run. I would have asked you to join me but couldn’t find you.”

      “I was paying Ashley a visit.”

      “Oh, is that what I sensed?” Emma gave him an appraising look as she started to pile the finished quesadillas onto a plate. “I thought your aura was a bit different.”

      “You can tell?” Clarke asked. “I didn’t expect the changes to be detectable yet.”

      “Maybe if you were anyone else.” Her eyes sparkled with laughter. “But you’re my husband, and I’m very sensitive to both your body and your magic.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “So, what’s changed?” Brooke asked. “Does Clarke have a new power?”

      “I don’t think so,” Emma replied, “but there’s definitely some of Ashley’s celestial magic in him now.”

      “Really?” Brooke’s wolf ears darted upright.

      “More like we’re working to draw out what’s already there,” Clarke explained. “The potential is in me thanks to my nature as a nephilim. It’s just buried deep.”

      “Did you have sex with her?” Brooke asked, tail wagging excitedly.

      “Ah, no. No, we’re not ready for that.”

      “Aww.” The wolf girl’s ears drooped.

      “One step at a time. Remember, the first time we kissed, I ended up unconscious on the floor.”

      “Then what did you two do?” Emma grinned at him. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “It was … I guess you could call it exposure therapy. To build up my tolerance levels.”

      “And what did that entail?”

      “A great deal of handholding,” Ashley declared as she entered the room, high heels clicking across the tiles. She stopped beside the kitchen’s central island, wearing a cream sleeveless shirt with a plunging neckline over tan slacks. Her wings and halo were nowhere to be found.

      “Was that all?” Emma cooed.

      “Not all,” Ashley replied. “We tried some gentle caressing, though we stopped once he grew lightheaded. The exercise should help him connect with his celestial side, though it will take time.” The angel’s eyes danced over him, and her lips curled with a hint of sensual mirth. “And a great deal of repetition.”

      “Well,” Emma replied, returning her attention to the stove, “as someone who has sampled Clarke’s skills at physical ‘repetition,’ I’d say he is more than ‘up’ to the task.”

      Brooke giggled, and Clarke shook his head with a smile.

      “What am I going to do with you ladies?”

      “Fuck us senseless every night?” Emma asked hopefully.

      “I mean besides that.”

      “Well, there’s always⁠—”

      “Mornin’ girls,” Sammy grunted, trudging into the kitchen. She’d put on a black bra and panties and had formed her pink slime into a mostly humanoid body, though her arms were stretched like taffy. She dragged them across the floor as she approached the countertop beside Emma.

      “Good morning, Sammy,” Emma said brightly. “Breakfast will be⁠—”

      Sammy faceplanted into the mound of quesadillas. Her face slime spread over the plate, turned translucent, and the quesadillas traveled into her head and then down her throat. She reformed her face and pulled up off the plate with a sucking sound, the bluish swirls of her eyes dimmer than usual.

      “Served now, it seems,” Emma finished with a frown.

      “Thanks.” Sammy patted her chest. “I needed that.”

      “Two of those were for Clarke.”

      “Oh.” Sammy eyed the empty plate. “Sorry.”

      “You okay?” Clarke asked.

      “Yeah, just groggier than normal.” Sammy retracted one arm to its normal length then shook out the other one. It formed a long, writhing pseudopod. “I burned a lot of calories with all that tentacle action last night.”

      Brooke blushed, and Emma sighed contently.

      “Ah, yes,” Clarke said. “That would do it.”

      “It’s my fault.” Sammy retracted the other arm, her eyes brightening. “I should have eaten a heartier dinner. I got up this morning, and I could feel myself congealing. I hate it when I slime gets like that.”

      “I’m glad it’s nothing serious. And I’m sure we can all wait a bit longer for breakfast.”

      “Not like we have much choice now.” Emma gave the slime girl a small headshake. “I suppose it’s time I started breakfast round two.”

      Sammy pulled a stool out by the island and sat down.

      “By the way, Clarke, got a minute?”

      “Always.” He took one of the stools across from her. “What’s up?”

      “Got something I’d like to discuss with you.” Sammy bobbed her head toward the succubus. “Both me and Emma, actually.”

      “Are you sure now’s the right time?” Emma’s tail gave the slime girl a nervous flick as she assembled more quesadillas.

      “That’s the question, isn’t it?” Sammy replied. “It’s about the timing.”

      “Sounds important.” Clarke sat forward, his instincts alert to what this might be about. After all, it had only been a week since Brooke became pregnant with their future child. That left Sammy and Emma as his only wives without child.

      The question of timing indeed.

      “Well, let’s hear what’s on your mind.” He gave the slime girl a gentle smile.

      “It’s like this,” Sammy began. “Emma and I want to talk about the pitter-patter of tiny slime feet.”

      “Or the flap of tiny wings,” Emma added over her shoulder.

      “And when you’d feel comfortable with that happening.”

      “I thought so,” Clarke replied, still smiling.

      “You don’t sound surprised.”

      “Should I be? I’ve known for a while both of you want children, and the same is true for me. I want all of you to be happy, and part of that is us taking that next step in what it means to be husband and wife.”

      “But?” Sammy prompted.

      “Ixia’s only two months from delivering, and Brooke became pregnant just last week. That’s a lot by itself, setting aside the whole vampire slaying thing.”

      “You’re not wrong.” Sammy gestured to Emma. “But do you know what Brooke getting pregnant has done to us two?”

      “I can imagine,” Clarke replied, and Emma shivered rapturously in the corner of his eye.

      “Now don’t get me wrong,” Sammy continued. “We’re super happy for Brooke and fully support her going first. She’s the one with the werewolf heat cycle and its fertile-once-a-year limitation. Got to seize the opportunity when it swings around. All we’re asking for is some sense of when it’ll be our turn.”

      “You know it’s hard to say. I need you.” Clarke swept his open hand across the room. “All of you. We don’t know what tomorrow will bring or what we’ll be called upon to fight.”

      “What about the Hawthornes and the Sandovals? You’ve got yourself a small army of werewolves now.”

      “It’s not quite that simple,” he cautioned. “But yes, you’re right their help does ease some of the pressure on us.”

      “Then how about this?” Sammy leaned in. “Why not, instead of staggering all this kid stuff, we dive straight into the deep end?”

      Clarke’s eyebrows rose. He hadn’t expected this.

      “You mean …”

      “We get straight to that pitter-patter of tiny slime feet.”

      “And the flapping of adorable little wings,” Emma added.

      “Yes, yes. That, too. As fast as possible. Think about it, Clarke. This way, the three of us are out on maternity leave at the same time. Taken as a whole, we’d be out of action for a shorter period of time as opposed to us stringing this whole thing out.”

      “You could just as easily argue the inverse,” Ashley countered. “That we’re weakening ourselves at a critical moment. Yes, the deficiency is shorter overall, but it’s also more severe. As powerful as our werewolf allies are, this team here represents our core fighting strength.”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      Clarke lowered his head in thought as the conversation continued. Sammy and Ashley debated the topic back and forth while Emma tossed in her own thoughts, siding with Sammy most of the time. Even Brooke chimed in, though from a neutral standpoint.

      Clarke was only distantly aware of their discussion, his mind consumed by the sense of foreboding that had fallen over him recently. His instincts told him the end was approaching. He couldn’t say what shape it would take, but he sensed it drawing ever closer. They’d stirred up too much trouble, killed too many vampires to remain hidden much longer.

      Was the inevitable confrontation months away?

      Weeks?

      Days?

      And what would that conflict mean for him and the women he loved?

      “Every moment we have together is precious,” he murmured, too low for anyone but Brooke to hear.

      The arguments died down. All eyes turned to him.

      He looked up.

      “We don’t know what the future holds,” he said in a clear voice. “But we do have the power to shape it. Emma, mind repeating that Voltaire saying for everyone?”

      “You mean how we shouldn’t let the perfect become the enemy of the good?”

      “Exactly.” He rose and regarded each of them warmly. “Let’s face it; there isn’t a perfect solution. But there are good ones. Sammy? Emma?”

      The slime girl straightened, and the succubus tensed, tail flicking.

      “You’re my wives, and I love you both deeply. I want you to be happy, even in the face of all other considerations. But more than that, all of us want to take this next great step. And so, I say we have faith that we’ll find a way to make it all work … and we take that next step.”

      He paused meaningfully.

      “All of us. Together.”

      Sammy’s eyes widened like saucers. Her pupils transformed into little hearts, and the spatula slipped from Emma’s hand.

      “Sorry!” The succubus bent to down to pick it up. “I’m so excited my hands are shaking!” She set the spatula in one of the sinks and began fumbling in a drawer for a replacement when Clarke came up behind her, embraced her. She flinched at his sudden touch, but then all her tension began to melt away and she eased into his arms.

      “Come here.” Clarke held out an arm to Sammy. “Both of you.”

      Sammy rose from the stool to join him, and the three of them embraced.

      “You really mean it?” the slime girl asked warily.

      “I do. And despite whatever challenges lie ahead, I believe we’ll make this work. Same as with Ixia and with Brooke.” Clarke beckoned the wolf girl to join them. “Speaking of which, come here, you.”

      Brooke’s tail wagged happily, and she wrapped her arms around them.

      Emma sniffled, and a tear trailed down her cheek. “I didn’t expect you to say yes.”

      “Neither did I, to be honest.”

      “That makes three of us.” Sammy held him tight. “You’re just the best husband ever. You know that?”

      “I try to be. All of you deserve nothing less.”
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      Clarke broke the embrace and gazed longingly at three of his wives while Ashley observed their tender moment with a content, peaceful expression.

      “Guess there’s only one question left,” Sammy said, grinning wickedly.

      “What’s that?” Clarke replied.

      The slime girl nudged her head toward Emma. “Which one of us gets first go at you?”

      “Well, I think it should be obvious.” Emma wiped the tear off her cheek. “Speaking as his first girlfriend⁠—”

      “You trying to pull rank?” Sammy interrupted, her expression turning mischievous. “Because two can play that game. Need I remind you who married him first?”

      “I haven’t forgotten. I only wished to point out that being his first, I feel I have certain … responsibilities when it comes to his harem. You may go next, Sammy.”

      “Oh.” The slime girl blinked in surprise. “You’re serious?”

      Emma gave her a gracious nod. “I’m content to wait my turn. After all, anticipation is part of the fun.”

      Her eyes flicked to Clarke’s, happiness filling those glistening depths. Her decision to step aside and let Sammy go next didn’t surprise him in the slightest. Of all the women in his life, she was the most attentive when it came to the web of interpersonal relationships within his harem—and she worked hard to ensure friction was kept to a minimum.

      “Well then …” Sammy ran light fingers down the front of Clarke’s shirt. “What’s your schedule looking like today, Sexy?”

      “Not sure yet. Ashley?”

      “I’m finished with my citadel for now. Thank you for being patient. The past week has been frustratingly unproductive.”

      “No need to be so hard on yourself. You didn’t know what you could achieve over there until you tried.”

      “True enough. But despite my best efforts, it seems the Portal is it for now.”

      “That should still be more than enough, assuming we can locate the Throne of Shadows.”

      “Yes, and on that point, I’d like to begin reaching out to some of my old allies. This step is not without its risks, though.”

      “Yeah, no kidding!” Sammy shook her head. “I’m too flammable to be fighting dragons on a regular basis.”

      Ashley grimaced ever so slightly.

      “How risky is it?” Clarke asked.

      “Hard to say,” the angel replied. “Between Sarkany’s betrayal and Heinrich finding the Scepter of Bone, it’s clear at least some of my allies were compromised twenty years ago, either due to outright betrayal or their involvement being discovered by the vampires. Other cracks in my old network may exist, but I believe the risk is worth it. I’d like your permission to proceed.”

      Clarke met the angel’s gaze levelly, somewhat surprised that she still deferred to him despite having regained her memories. But a part of his mind recognized why almost immediately. Yes, she’d been on Earth for over a thousand years, but the blood knights she’d created were nearly extinct, and her last great plan to free humanity had ended in the deaths of her dearest allies: Clarke’s mother and father.

      Was it any wonder the angel hesitated now, the accumulation of her failures creating an air of timidity? Was it any wonder she yearned for the reassuring guidance of a leader she trusted?

      “Go ahead, Ashley,” Clarke replied, his voice clear and confident. “I understand your concerns, but your old allies are our best shot at locating the Throne. Still, be careful with who and how you make contact.”

      “I will. You have my word.”

      “I know, and I trust your judgment.”

      “Girl, no need to be so cagey,” Sammy said. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Just no more dragons.”

      “I’ll try my best,” Ashley replied dryly, then faced Clarke. “Ixia should have some burner phones I can use. I’ll start enchanting them right away.”

      “What are the enchantments for?”

      “Some additional protections my old allies and I put in place to shield us from discovery. Hopefully, these were more successful than some of my other efforts.” The angel let out a frustrated sigh before continuing. “Give me a few days to work through the contact spells. I should know more by Monday at the latest.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Sounds very good!” Sammy looped an arm through one of Clarke’s. “Does this mean you’re free for the next two days?”

      “It does sound that way,” Emma observed, taking hold of him from the other side. “It’d be a shame if he were to get bored with nothing to do.”

      “We should probably fill it with something, then.” Sammy winked at her fellow wife. “Don’t you think?”

      “Oh, absolutely.” Emma leaned close. “And then, perhaps he can fill something for us.”

      Clarke chuckled. “You two are incorrigible!”
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      Sammy seemed to be of two minds that day. On one hand, the lustful looks she kept shooting Clarke made it clear she yearned to get straight to business. On the other hand, she wanted the day to be special, and that led him to suggesting they spend it in a manner reminiscent of their old dates.

      Sammy beamed at the idea, and soon the two of them were squirreled away in her art studio, assembling and painting miniatures while anime played in the background. Sammy chose Keijo!!!!!!!! for their background entertainment, which was a series Clarke must have missed when it originally came out. The plot revolved around a fictional watersport where beautiful female athletes attempted to knock their opponents into the water using only their breasts or butts, often with ridiculous special moves like the main character’s “Vacuum Butt Cannon.”

      Clarke had to chuckle at the absurdity as he kitbashed several mecha models with Sammy. Both of them were working on new titan models for their Titan Mage campaign, this time with dynamic poses and elaborate bases. His titan had received so many upgrades over the course of the campaign that a new, sleeker model seemed appropriate.

      Sammy built a replacement for her own titan—Slippery Vixen—while also working on upgrades for Emma, Brooke, and Ixia. Clarke figured the ladies would appreciate the little surprise next time they played. Their current models weren’t bad by any stretch of the imagination, but Sammy was the best artist of the bunch. She was also a great deal faster, blazing through the assembly of all four models before Clarke finished his.

      “This takes me back,” Sammy remarked.

      “To when we started dating?”

      “Yeah. I’ve missed this. Just you, me, a row of paint pots, and some high-quality anime in the background.”

      “High quality, huh?” Clarke glanced at the wall-mounted screen where women in tight bathing suits smacked each other with their butts. “Is that what we’re watching?”

      “Oh, come on.” She grinned slyly. “You like my pervy tastes. And you’ll notice I’m showing restraint today.”

      “How so?”

      “I haven’t broken out the hardcore hentai yet.”

      “Yes, I suppose there’s that.”

      “Life has gotten so complicated recently.” Sammy capped a bottle of superglue and looked up. “This is pleasant by comparison. Refreshing even.”

      “Isn’t that the truth?”

      “How do you handle it all?”

      “Handle what?”

      “Keeping up with all four of us wives? We’re not wearing you out, are we?”

      “Of course not. Why would you think that?”

      “Just wanting to be sure,” Sammy said. “We ask a lot of you. Both as our husband, and as our leader.”

      “Well, as for the first, you ladies make it easy. Love is a precious, wonderful thing, and I consider myself fortunate to have experienced it with so many remarkable women. And also for that love to be reciprocated so beautifully and completely.”

      Sammy began to blush all over, her skin turning reddish.

      “You make it easy because you—” Clarke made a sweeping gesture. “All of you accept me for who I am, and I accept you with the same completeness.”

      “I remember the moment I realized that.” The bluish swirls in her eyes brightened and moistened. “I thought myself a monster. I still do, sometimes, when those dark thoughts creep back into my head. But you helped me overcome that inner self-hate. You love me for who I am, not who I could be or who you wished I was. You saw something special where all I saw was an inhuman monster. That simple act meant more to me than I can ever express.”

      Clarke reached across the table. Sammy slipped her fingers into his open palm, and he squeezed.

      “You’ve never been a monster in my eyes.”

      “I know,” she replied softly. “And that’s one of the reasons why I’m so comfortable doing this, why I truly desire to bear your child. This isn’t some passing whim. Nor am I giving in to peer pressure from the others. I genuinely want to have a child with you with all my heart. Not every desire of mine has come from a pure and noble place, but this one has.”

      “I believe you.”

      Sammy flashed a sudden, crafty smile. “Would that be because of your Empathy?”

      “No, of course not.” He paused, then shrugged. “Well, yes in part. Your emotions are so strong and genuine right now that I don’t even need to concentrate to detect them. But even without that, I know you well enough to understand you’re doing this because you want to. A child is a huge step in any relationship, and both sides need to be one hundred percent on board with it. I wouldn’t be going through with it if I didn’t believe you wanted this just as strongly as I do.”

      “It feels good to hear you say that. Even if I knew you would. I love you, Clarke.”

      “I love you, too.”

      Her grip on his hand tightened, and her skin warmed, blushing all over once more. A sultry yearning gleamed in her eyes, and Clarke knew she’d had enough of this innocent preamble.

      He rose, drawing her upright with him, and he rounded the end of the table without releasing her hand. He came beside her, and she draped both arms around him as she gazed tenderly up into his eyes. She pressed her body against his, hugging him tight enough for his chest to leave a literal impression in her gelatinous form.

      She backed away, her body resuming its most natural shape: that of a slender, beautiful woman with brightly pink skin. Her eyes were twin radiant pools that met his. She closed them, leaned upward, and he kissed her gently on the lips.

      She placed a hand behind his neck and held him there, prolonging their soft, affectionate kiss. They were in lockstep now, both taking their time to savor this simple act of intimacy. Eagerness dueled with patience at the edges of their movements: the firmness of his hands across her back, the tightness of her arms around his broad chest, her sudden wanton gasp, and the desire burning within.

      They drew out the kiss, both eager and hesitant to break it. Eventually, Sammy pulled away and held him at arm’s length. Her eyes were bright and her cheeks glowed cherry red, flush with the depths of her carnal desires.

      “I’m ready for what comes next,” she uttered breathily.

      “Then let’s take that step together,” he replied⁠—

      —then swept her off her feet.
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      Clarke carried Sammy into his room and laid her on the bed then ran the backs of his fingers across her cheek. She took hold of his hand and planted a soft kiss on his knuckles.

      “I hope you don’t mind me forgoing the cosplay tonight.” Sammy tugged him closer. “I want this act to be special, to be between just the two of us. No costumes or roleplay. Just the purity of our lovemaking.”

      “I understand, and I don’t mind at all.”

      “You one hundred percent sure? Because I can always dash over to my room and grab an outfit. Maybe Marin Kitagawa from My Dress-Up Darling?”

      Clarke chuckled. “That won’t be necessary. In fact, I expected you to say something like this.”

      “Because of how Brooke approached her special night with you and left all her usual kinks at the door?”

      “You spoke to her about that?”

      “Of course.” Sammy flashed a cunning smile. “You know we ladies compare notes. Brooke wanted the act to connect her more deeply with you, and I feel much the same way. Tonight, I want to make love to you and you alone, Clarke. Just the two of us, with as little to get in our way as possible. And speaking of which …”

      She undid the buttons down his shirt, then slipped a hand underneath the fabric, fingers tracing across his muscles. Clarke pulled his arms out of the garment, tossed it aside, and bent lower for another kiss.

      Sammy grabbed her tie dye T-shirt by the front and pulled it through her chest with a wet ploop, then repeated the gesture with her bra, which landed somewhere beyond the foot of the bed. He drank in her upper nakedness: the flush of her skin, the firm perkiness of her breasts, the erect points of her nipples.

      “I’m so ready for you.” She contracted her feet, slipped out of her shoes and socks, then squirmed free of her pants and kicked them aside. “Take me, Lover.”

      “Right now?” He grinned mischievously. “There seems to be a layer or two we need to sort out first.”

      “I can solve that.”

      Sammy guided his hand to the top of her panties, wrapped his fingers around the elastic band, and gave his arm a sharp yank. Her panties flew free of her body with a brief squick.

      “Just one more nuisance still in our way.” She stroked his bulge through the crotch of his pants. “Let me help you with that.”

      She undid his belt buckle then lowered his zipper. Clarke removed his pants and boxers, and his member sprang free, twitching to full size.

      “There it is,” she uttered throatily, fingers gliding up the girth. She wrapped one hand around the base and gave it a few strokes. Her palm was both tight and frictionless thanks to her nature as a slime.

      Clarke joined her on the bed, and they kissed again, side by side, hands exploring each other’s bodies. Sammy broke their kiss, a thin, pinkish trail joining their lips, and she smiled wickedly.

      “Let me have a taste.”

      She guided Clarke onto his back and rose to her knees beside him. She licked her lips, bent down, and took him into her hot, wet mouth.

      Clarke sighed contently as the slime girl swallowed him down to the root with the first plunge. She held him there effortlessly, his member lodged deep, the walls of her throat pulsating with delicious contractions. Anatomy was a matter of choice to the slime girl, and she stroked him with her inner depths even as she rose off him. She ran her tongue over the tip and then swallowed his turgid log again.

      “That’s nice,” he murmured. “But don’t try too hard. We don’t want to finish early.”

      “Whiih nohh?” Her words vibrated over his shaft.

      “‘Why not?’” he guessed. He’d become adept at understanding his wives when they spoke with their mouths full. Which wasn’t a skill he’d ever imagined acquiring, but there it was. “Well, we are trying to get you pregnant. Don’t want to waste any down your throat.”

      Sammy rose off his cock with a pop.

      “You can if you want.” She smiled greedily and licked her lips. “As a slime, you can impregnate me through whichever hole you desire. All I have to do is make sure the sperm reaches the egg. Easy peasy for someone like me.”

      “Ah! I never considered that.”

      “Do you have a preference?” She ran hand down her body. “Oral? Vaginal?” She flirted her eyebrows at him. “Anal?”

      “How about we go about this in the, shall we say, traditional manner?”

      “You got it. Just let me finish my blowjob preamble.”

      She went down on him, and Clarke reveled in her ministrations as she steadily picked up speed. He ran a hand over the arch of her back, found one side of her hip, and urged her over. She obliged, straddling his face with the dripping heat of her sex. He split her open with his thumbs then traced his tongue across her delicate folds.

      Sammy shivered delightfully, and he plunged his tongue into her depths. They pleasured each other in that position for a while, Sammy on top, swallowing him whole while he explored the moist canyon between her legs. She squirmed and twitched and shuddered as he grew increasingly aggressive with his tongue, until finally she pulled off him with a squeal and sat back.

      “God, you’re too good at this!” she gasped, sliding her butt forward onto his stomach, her back toward him. “I need you inside of me. I need you so badly.”

      “And I’m more than happy to oblige.” Clarke sat up and grasped her breasts from behind. He pinched her rock-hard nipples, and she let out a cute, little squeak. “How would you like it?”

      “Let me ride you this time. Just sit back and enjoy yourself.”

      Her body turned translucent. Her limbs slackened, and her head lost definition. She became a soft humanoid shape straddling him. Her elbows bent as if double-jointed, and her legs pooled and then reformed “backwards.” Her face took shape on what had recently been the back of her head, and she gazed lustfully down at him.

      “You know you could have simply turned around,” he noted with a grin.

      “Sure, I could have, but doing slime things is what makes me me. This makes me special amongst your wives.”

      “This and so much more.”

      Sammy took hold of his cock, guided the tip between her legs, and sank down on him with a contented sigh. She bent down for another kiss. Their lips met, and she began rocking her hips back and forth. She started slow, almost leisurely, but soon the fires of their passion took hold, roaring hot. She broke their kiss, grunting with each deep, full plunge.

      Her magic unfolded within his mind as an intricate web of contradictions: hot and cold, soft and hard, smooth and rough, and so many more. His magic reached out to hers, mingled with her spectral essence, and within her depths he sensed her old scar.

      A component of her magic caressed him, and his mind visualized it as a pool of concentrated death: thick and oily and fatal to the touch. But beside that darkness was light and love and vitality—the power to heal coupled with the power to destroy, counterbalanced and firmly within her control. Mending that scar had been his great gift to her, perhaps the greatest he’d ever given anyone. He’d helped her navigate the trials that wound had forced upon a young woman grappling with uncertainty, trying to make sense of her place within the world, and she’d emerged a happier, more complete person.

      He’d stood by her every step of the way.

      And now they stood on the threshold of a different kind of journey. A challenging one, no doubt, but one with such rich potential.

      He was ready.

      They both were.

      Clarke took hold of her face, his palms gently encompassing her cheeks.

      “I love you,” he muttered.

      “I love you, too,” she breathed. “I … I …”

      Sammy shuddered with her whole body, the pulsations reaching his crotch. She scrunched her face, and her lips formed a wide O. Waves of rippling pleasure squeezed up and down his shaft, pushing him over the edge, even as she plummeted off hers.

      He grunted and shot his load up into her, flooding her body with his seed, only mildly aware of a strange suction that drew it toward some other part of her body. She collapsed on top of him, every inch of her glistening with a pinkish sheen.

      She sagged there, limp and boneless in her sexual exhaustion, then kissed the nape of his neck. She nibbled playfully at his earlobe, then whispered:

      “Wanna do that again?”

      Clarke snorted out a laugh and turned to face her.

      She smiled wickedly. “After I catch my breath.”
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      Sammy confirmed the first act was enough to achieve their primary goal of the evening, and, after several more rounds of rambunctious sex, they washed up and headed downstairs to the mansion’s theater.

      Emma and Brooke prepared a lavish, celebratory dinner for the pair, serving hearty steaks hot off the grill alongside blue cheese salad wedges, garlic butter mashed potatoes, a steamed vegetable medley, and sauteed mushrooms and onions. Emma prepared slightly more modest offerings for the rest of the household, and they all relaxed to a few episodes of Arcane.

      Clarke helped clean up afterward then checked in with Emma as she loaded the dishwasher. He’d half expected the succubus to want to take “her turn” that night, but she demurred, stating, “Today is Sammy’s special day. I don’t wish to intrude. Tomorrow, well … we’ll see what the new day brings, won’t we?”

      She winked naughtily at him, and he chuckled as he headed up to his room. The slime girl was already sprawled atop his bed, costumed as Vi from Arcane. She wore an open red jacket over a white shirt and leather pants.

      “I thought you were setting the cosplay aside,” Clarke said, approaching the bedside.

      “The deed is done. Cosplay sex is back on the menu.” Sammy gave her pink hair a seductive brush, her eyes hungry. “You like? I thought of the Arcane ladies, this one had the best chance to light your fires.”

      “Consider my fires lit.”

      He climbed onto the bed with his shapeshifting wife. They made love late into the night.
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        * * *

      

      Clarke awoke to the soft sensation of a warm, voluptuous body snuggling up against him, heavy breasts pressed into his arm. Fingers danced lightly across his chest.

      “Mm, morning,” he murmured.

      “Good morning, Sexy.”

      “Emma?”

      “Could be.” The succubus draped a playful hand over his eyes and whispered into his ear. “Or maybe I’m Sammy in disguise.”

      Clarke smiled, confident even within his waking haze. The two women had played this game with him in the past, but between his magical affinity, the bond rings that connected them, and his growing skill with Empathy, the differences between his lovers were obvious.

      “You have to try harder than that. Sammy is down in the kitchen. Brooke is zooming outside, Ixia is still asleep, and I’m pretty darn sure you’re not Ashley, Dahlia, or Hyacinth. Therefore …”

      “You got me there.” Emma gave him a soft peck on the cheek.

      Clarke rubbed the sleep from his eyes and shifted onto his side so he could more easily caress her shapely hips. Her raven hair spilled over pale shoulders, dark wings folded at her back, sleek tail swaying in slow, languid bliss.

      “I have to admit I’m a bit surprised,” Clarke said.

      “Oh? How so?”

      “This is rather restrained for a wakeup call.”

      “Perhaps.” She smiled guiltily. “I do enjoy a good breakfast in bed, and the ones you serve are of exceptional quality. But today is special, and I want to treat it differently.”

      “Every day with you is special.”

      “Aww.” She blushed a little and gave him another quick kiss. “You’re so sweet, but what I mean is today’s extra special.”

      “I get that. Got anything in mind?”

      “A few ideas.” Emma sat up beside him. She grabbed her glasses and a piece of paper from the nightstand.

      “You have a list?”

      “Of course.” She fitted her glasses on, snapped the paper out, and cleared her throat. “First, Sammy will be on food duty today. I’m taking a break so I can focus all my attention where it belongs.”

      She gave his bicep a pat.

      “Seems reasonable,” he replied, “though with Sammy in charge of food, that means we’re in for takeout.”

      “I’m fine with that.” She glanced down at his boxers. “I have … other nourishment in mind for later.”

      He chuckled. “Of course.”

      “Also, I’d like us to play a session of Titan Mage. I’ve got an itch to roll some dice.”

      “That might be difficult with Ashley as busy as she is.”

      “Already ahead of you. I’ve got her GM notes all lined up for you.”

      “For me?”

      “You don’t mind running the scenario, do you?”

      “No. I just thought we’d wait until we were all free.”

      “I’d like that, too, but who can say when that’ll be?”

      “Yeah, isn’t that the truth?” he conceded, sitting up.

      “Also …” she began more delicately, “I should point out there’s a difference between me and your other wives. At least when it comes to this very important night with each of us.”

      “What might that be?”

      “I know both Brooke and Sammy expressed a desire to, umm, tone down the wild antics. At least for a short while. They each wanted to treat receiving your seed with a certain degree of reverence, and I wholly understand that. As for Ixia, that time with her was your first time together. Anything too adventurous would have been awkward.”

      “Okay?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “But you’re different?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Which means … what? You’d like it to be a little kinky tonight?”

      “Not exactly.” She handed him the sheet.

      He glanced over what proved to be a list of sexual acts and positions, some with notes and arrows to other acts, forming a carnal flowchart. It took him a while to read through the whole list.

      He looked up at her.

      “You sure?”

      Emma nodded.

      “All of these?”

      She nodded again.

      “On the same night?”

      “If you don’t mind.”

      “It’s not so much that I mind.” He glanced back to the sheet. “It’s just that some of these are rather specific. Take these two for instance, along with the notes you scribbled in the margins. We’ve never done either of those.”

      “I know.”

      “And you want to do both?”

      “Yes.”

      “At the same time?”

      “Yes!”

      “While airborne? With me basically pinning you against the ceiling?”

      “If we’re going to do it, might as well do it properly.”

      “I suppose I can’t fault that logic. So, to summarize: while Brooke and Sammy chose to set their kinks aside for one night each, you basically want all the kinks?”

      “Yes! A veritable feast of carnal delights!”

      “Hmm.” He reviewed the sheet once more. Everything seemed doable, in that no laws of physics were being broken, except for those acts requiring magic. A few might have brushed against some of the older civil laws, but he wouldn’t tell if she didn’t.

      “What do you think?” Emma cocked her head. “Too much?”

      “No, it’s not that.” He set the paper aside. “I suppose I should have expected this. You’re a succubus after all, and despite having lived with you this long—despite having fallen in love with you and marrying you—you still manage to surprise me from time to time. Even shock me a bit with how direct you are sexually.”

      “You wouldn’t have me any other way.” She gave him a small, flirty wiggle.

      “You’re absolutely right, though maybe not for the reasons you’re thinking.”

      She paused, her face quizzical and a little uncertain.

      “Oh, naturally, having a sexually eager wife comes with a plethora of perks. But you’re far more than a willing partner in bed, and I appreciate the subtler side of who you are. You see, Emma, you’re the glue in this household.”

      “I’m … the glue?” Her brow wrinkled, and he nodded to her.

      “That’s right. It’s like this. All the other women in my life accept this harem, but you’re the one who actively sought to form it. Without you, it’s safe to say this household—this family—wouldn’t exist, and we’re all richer for your efforts. Your impact on our lives didn’t stop there, either. A casual observer might view you as a stereotypical succubus, sexually obsessed to a fault. But that’s not what I see. I see a woman who loves not only me, but her fellow wives as well, and takes great care to ensure all of us are happy, together.”

      Emma beamed at him, and her eyes turned a little misty.

      “And as the glue that holds this family together,” he went on, “I’m more than happy to give you all the kinks you desire.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, let me get this straight.” Sammy leaned over the terrain table. “This idiot wants to let the apocalypse happen in order to make the world a better place?”

      “Pretty much,” Clarke replied from behind his game master screen.

      “But what sense does that make?” Sammy asked with a confused headshake.

      “Doesn’t have to make sense,” Brooke pointed out. “All I need to know is who to trounce.”

      “Yeah, but it’d be nice if his motivations made a lick of sense.”

      “This all seems pretty standard to me,” Emma said. “How many video games or anime series end with the bad guy wanting to bring about the end of the world for ‘reasons’?”

      “I guess.”

      The slime girl surveyed the board state, eyes scanning across a city sprawled along the edges of what looked like a giant radar dish built into the ground. Clarke had to admit she’d outdone herself with this latest terrain piece. She’d even built a drain into the base of the dish to play into the current scenario and had used water with blue food coloring to keep the reveal a secret from her fellow players. Four of the upgraded mecha models Sammy and Clarke had worked on kept a tight formation at the dish’s lip while a lone titan on a flying base awaited them near the center.

      “So …” Ixia began, “we going to go down there and get him or what?”

      “I’m thinking,” Sammy said, narrowing her eyes.

      “I’m fine shooting him from here.” Emma picked up her dice. “Titan Perilous Embrace is specced for ranged combat.”

      “You might be,” Brooke said, “but Titan Lunarpocalypse is a brawler, and this guy can fly. Not sure if I’ll be much help.”

      “Then we clip his wings as our first order of business,” Emma replied. “I can make a Targeted Attack once it’s my turn. And speaking of which …”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Sammy huffed out a breath. “The hell with it. I’m charging straight in, spending one Fuel to double my movement.” She removed a token from the stack by her character sheet then tap-walked her titan a dozen hexes toward the scenario’s boss. “Can I attack him from the ground?”

      “No,” Clarke replied. “Your greatsword doesn’t have enough reach.”

      “Figured.” The slime girl looked up. “But what if I throw my sword at him? I can do that, right?”

      “Yes, you’re allowed to make a Throw Attack, though you’ll suffer a penalty to hit since your greatsword isn’t balanced for throwing.”

      “It’s worth a shot.” Sammy scooped up her dice. “Okay, I’m declaring a⁠—”

      Ixia cleared her throat. “Why not morph your weapon into a throwing spear first? You’ll lose some damage, but your chances of hitting will go way up.”

      “Ooh! Good call, Miss Min-Max!”

      “That’s Mrs. Min-Max, thank you very much.” The witch ran her hand down her prominent baby bulge. “I’m a happily married woman.”

      “So you keep reminding us.” Sammy nodded at the board. “Okay, I’ll spend one Fuel to morph my greatsword into a big ass throwing spear. Next, I’m going to chuck the sucker at Titan Final Edict, targeting the gravity catalyst.”

      “You’re declaring a Targeted Attack?” Clarke asked. “That also applies a hit penalty.”

      “Got no choice. We need to clip this sucker’s wings.”

      “Roll to hit.”

      Sammy tossed her D20. It rolled down the basin’s sloped, metallic bowl and stopped against Titan Final Edict’s flyer base.

      “Hell yeah!” Sammy raised her arms in triumph. “Natural Twenty!”

      “Roll for damage.”

      “What’s the damage on the throwing spear? I’m used to my greatsword’s D10s.”

      “The throwing spear is D8 based,” Ixia said. “So, with your Tier Four matter catalyst, you’re rolling four of those.”

      “Gotcha.” Sammy selected her dice and rolled. “Nice! Seventeen!”

      “Your spear pierces Final Edict’s gravity catalyst. The intricate crystalline structure shatters like so much purple glass, and energized shards fall from the titan in a glittering rain. The titan falls out of the sky and lands hard on its legs”—Clarke rolled two D6s behind the screen—“and its knee joints strain from the harsh impact. It rises from its crouch, points a finger at Titan Slippery Vixen with one hand while making a slashing gesture across its throat with the other.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ll see about that!” Sammy stated defiantly.

      “My turn.” Emma moved her model around the basin’s rim. “Taking position for a clear shot on Final Edict. Don’t want to hit Sammy by mistake.”

      “Again,” Sammy teased.

      “In my defense, I did ask your permission before I fired with you in that melee.” Emma removed several Fuel tokens from her stack. “I’m casting Thermal Lance through my mega-catalyst at full power.”

      “Roll to hit.”

      Emma dropped her D20 into a dice tray and began to speak when a phone rang. The sound was muffled, and the ringtone as generic as they came. Everyone looked around.

      “Okay,” Sammy said, “who forgot to put their phone on silent?”

      “That would be me.” Ixia fished through a black pull string bag at her feet. The phone rang again as she pulled it out. “It’s one of my burner phones.” She flipped it open and held it to her ear. “Yes? Yes, this is Ixia. Is that you, Mr. Rose?”

      Ixia and Emma’s eyes met, and Clarke leaned forward, an eerie sense of foreboding filling him.

      “Yes, Mr. Rose, she’s right here.” Ixia handed the phone over to Emma.

      “Yeah, Dad?” Emma’s eyes grew distant, and her lower lip trembled. “Are you sure? But … I see. Yes. Yes, of course.” She glanced around the table, her worried eyes landing on Clarke’s. “I’m right here, safe and sound with the others. I’ll let them know. Okay. Please, be careful out there. Love you.”

      She clapped the phone shut and gave it back to Ixia.

      “What’s going on?” the witch asked, her voice wavering with a hint of worry. “Has something happened to your parents?”

      “No. Not yet, at least.” Emma swallowed and regarded the others. All eyes were on her. “My parents are looking into some new arrivals. They should be able to tell us more soon, but the short version is Chester Creek is no longer vampire free.”

      “How many this time?” Clarke asked, recalling what he knew about how the Academy of Silence might respond to their recent losses. “Are we dealing with a lone enemy or a team of three this time?”

      “Neither.” Emma took a slow, shuddering breath. “We’re up against twelve.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Clarke convened a Broken Fang meeting in the dining hall less than an hour later. News of the vampiric arrivals had spread rapidly, and his wives had used the intervening time to collect updates from their allies.

      “Good, we’re all here.” He sat down at the head of the table. “What do we know so far?”

      “Not much, I’m afraid,” Emma began, “and none of it’s good. My parents have strong reasons to believe twelve vampires are either in Chester Creek right now or will be soon, all of them from the Academy of Silence.”

      “Deviant hunters,” Clarke grated.

      “Undoubtedly. If they’re right, then we’re up against an overwhelming force of ancient purebloods trained and equipped to kill people like us.” Emma swallowed nervously. “People like you.”

      “Let’s take this one step at a time. You said they ‘believe’ we’re up against twelve. Why is that?”

      “That’s conjecture on their part based on information they’ve received from other demihumans. It’s possible they’re wrong, but I don’t think so.”

      “How many vampires have actually been spotted?”

      “One.”

      Clarke raised an eyebrow. “Only one.”

      Emma nodded and slid her phone forward. It displayed a photo of a tall, handsome man in a black frock coat and top hat.

      “Check out this chump!” Sammy snorted. “He looks like he took a wrong turn on his way to the Bridgerton set.”

      “His name is Baxter Redpeak⁠—”

      Sammy snorted again, and Emma gave her a cross look.

      “Lord Baxter Redpeak,” the succubus said. “A high-ranking official within the Academy of Silence, and one of the few of its members the mage clans have any information on.”

      “My mom helped out there.” Ixia sat forward. Her sisters stood watch outside the hall. “She got in touch with the Weeping Stone wizards, and their loremaster filled us in on this Lord Baxter fellow. He’s bad news in just about every way you can imagine.”

      “How bad can he be, really?” Sammy asked dismissively. “For a vampire, he’s not very good at hiding. I mean, just look at the guy!”

      “He’s not hiding because he doesn’t need to,” Ixia replied sharply. “He’s the leader of Knightfall.”

      “Oh.” Sammy’s demeanor sobered instantly. She gave Clarke an apologetic look. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to make light of … you know.”

      “It’s all right.” Clarke’s eyes narrowed as he studied his parents’ murderer, heated emotions simmering beneath the surface. “We were bound to run into him eventually. I take it we’re under the assumption the rest of Knightfall is here, too?”

      “Or on their way,” Emma said. “And given that we know Knightfall consists of twelve members—information we have both from Ashley and the Weeping Stones—then it’s reasonable to conclude that’s the size of the force we’re up against.” She held up her phone. “My dad sent this picture around so we could ID him faster, but other than that everyone’s been sticking to burner phones as a safety precaution.”

      “And we should keep to that policy,” Ixia warned. “With a team as dangerous as Knightfall now in the city, we should assume calls in and around the city will be monitored magically. Burner phones should be fine; I’ve already distributed part of my stock to our allies weeks ago. Our lines of communication are as secure as they’re going to be, given the circumstances.”

      “I guess that’s the best we can hope for.” Clarke took a deep breath. “Knightfall. Belphegor’s elite killers, and one of the reasons blood knights are nearly extinct. Let’s be clear about one thing: for all our victories up to this point, we’ve never faced anything like this. We cannot underestimate them.”

      “We won’t,” Ashley said. “And there’s some good news mixed in with the bad, fleeting though it may be. Alant, Hatchett, and Sarkany are all dead, and the trail they were following is, if not exactly cold, then at least not obvious either. Yes, there’s been a lot of evidence of our activities spread around town, but the majority of that has been cleaned up. Redpeak and his hunters will need time to investigate recent events and put the pieces together.”

      “But they will succeed,” Ixia pointed out. “And maybe sooner than you realize, Ash. The biggest issue I see is with the demihumans on Chester Creek’s police force. Yes, we’ve paid for their silence, but a force like Knightfall can bring a lot of pressure to bear. How long until one of them cracks and starts squealing to save their skin? Or that of their family? Knightfall will be ruthless in the pursuit of their goals, which means the clock is ticking, and the time left to us may be short.”

      “Then we’d best prepare,” Clarke turned to Brooke. “What of the Hawthorne and Sandoval packs?”

      “Both are ready—perhaps even eager—to help. For now, Mason Sandoval and my dad are coordinating both packs to keep tabs on Redpeak and to search for signs of the other vampires.”

      “Those two playing nice together?”

      “They are. Nothing to worry about there.”

      “Good. Ixia, what about the Ashen Flowers?”

      “We’ve started a rotation of Scrying spells to sweep through Chester Creek. Nothing strong enough to trace back to us, but it should help us keep eyes on Redpeak and hopefully find the rest of Knightfall.”

      “But won’t they simply Ward any buildings they’re using?” Sammy asked.

      “Probably,” Ixia admitted, “but a Ward in an unusual place is information in and of itself. Our efforts won’t be wasted, and every scrap of information we collect will help us build a more complete picture of what’s happening.”

      “Sounds good,” Clarke said. “Keep at it. For now, I want everyone to keep their heads down. Don’t provoke the d-hunters into open conflict. We need to choose the time and place we hit them carefully.” He pointed at Brooke. “Make sure the packs understand this. I don’t want any of our werewolf allies getting too aggressive.”

      “Will do.”

      “Emma, contact your parents. The city’s no longer safe for them. Advise them to get out as soon as possible.”

      “I will.” She gave him a halfhearted smile. “And I’m pretty sure they’ll be very receptive to your suggestion. In fact, they might have already packed for an extended ‘vacation.’”

      “They’ve been a tremendous help to us these past several months, but they’ll be the first to admit they’re not fighters. I want them somewhere safe, not only for their sake but for ours.”

      “So that Knightfall can’t use them to pressure us?”

      “Exactly. And speaking of pressure”—he turned back to Ixia—“see if Hepatica can’t exercise a bit of extra persuasion aimed at the CCPD’s demihumans. It might be time for some of them to burn their vacation time and skip town, too.”

      “Gotcha. I’ll check with Mom and see what she can do.”

      “Thanks. That should just about cover our reactions to the vampires.” He faced Ashley. “Now, let’s talk about what we’re going to do to them.”
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        * * *

      

      “Which covers all my efforts within Aureum Arcem,” Ashley concluded.

      “Then it’s really just the Portal of Gold,” Sammy said.

      “Unfortunately so. At least for the next decade.”

      “Well. Pfft!” Sammy shrugged her arms. “What’s a decade or two between friends?”

      “We work with what we have,” Clarke said. “The Portal of Gold still grants us a massive advantage in mobility. It also means we can remain ‘holed up’ in this mansion and still strike where and when we choose. Plus, if the vampires do find us and the situation becomes desperate, we can retreat to Ashley’s citadel.”

      “It’s nice having options,” Brooke noted.

      “Then is the Throne’s location the only piece we’re missing?” Emma asked. “Between the Portal and our werewolf allies, it seems we have the means and the power to strike and strike hard.”

      “Not quite,” Ashley replied. “Yes, we can proceed as you’ve outlined, but there’s one more advantage we could acquire before committing to what could very well be our only chance to take out the Throne.”

      “Ooh!” Sammy’s eyes gleamed bright blue. “A side quest before the point of no return? I’m all in.”

      Ashley frowned. “I’m being serious here.”

      “So am I. I’m just framing the situation in familiar terms.”

      “As a video game?”

      “It helps,” Brooke said, nodding. “It really does.”

      “Makes sense to me, too,” Ixia said. “Best to clear out any side business before we commit.”

      “Yeah, am I right?” Sammy smiled broadly. “Got to get all that side content out of the way first. All ship upgrades purchased and loyalty missions completed before we launch the suicide mission! Got to make sure our team has achieved topness of form.”

      “That’s not a real word,” Emma teased.

      “It is in my mind,” Sammy snarked back.

      “‘Suicide mission’?” Ashley’s frown deepened.

      “‘Ship upgrades’?” Ixia took on a thoughtful look then snapped her fingers. “Mass Effect 2?”

      “You got it!” Sammy beamed at the witch. “The absolute pinnacle of the series!”

      “Can’t argue with you there. I enjoyed the third game, but that ending …” Ixia shook her head.

      “Ladies,” Clarke said, “let’s stay focused. Ashley, what’s this, uh, optional objective you’re considering?”

      “I refer to none other than the Prime Grimoire, the spell book created by Belphegor herself.”

      “Oh, wow.” Ixia’s eyes widened. “A devil’s grimoire? No witch worth her pointy hat would pass up a chance to read that beauty!”

      “Just imagine what we could learn from it,” Emma agreed.

      “Indeed,” Ashley continued, “though acquiring it has a practical purpose. If we’re to free humanity from the control spells clouding their minds, to do so in the cleanest way possible, we will need to craft and cast a sufficiently powerful counterspell. The Throne of Shadows represents the means to the power we need, and the Prime Grimoire the finesse to cast the best spell for the job. Any spell Belphegor or her minions have cast through the Throne will likely be detailed within her grimoire to an exacting degree. Additionally, we’re not dealing with a single control spell, but layers upon layers of magic that humanity has been subjected to for centuries. We want our counterspell to wipe away all of that, and the knowledge contained within the Prime Grimoire will help us achieve that goal.”

      “A tome of that importance isn’t going to be lying around for anyone to grab,” Clarke said. “It’ll be hidden. And guarded.”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      “Do you know where it is?”

      “No,” Ashley admitted, “but like the Throne’s location, I believe I know how to learn its location. I have confirmed that one of my allies from twenty years ago—one who I trust implicitly—is still alive. She was leading our efforts to locate both the Throne and the Prime Grimoire, and she may have succeeded sometime over the past twenty years.”

      “Have you contacted her?” Clarke asked.

      “Not yet, and I’m hesitant to use technological means. I suspect she’s being watched by the Big Tech vampires, so any call, even with Ixia’s burner phone collections, represents a risk. More to her than to us.”

      “Then why don’t we use the Portal to pay her a visit?” Clarke asked, and Ashley’s halo brightened.

      “I see you’re one step ahead of me. Yes, that’s precisely what I was about to suggest.”

      “Who is this ally and where does she live?”

      “Her name is Veronica Stroe. She currently lives in Buşteni, a small mountain town in central Romania.”

      “Wow, that’s quite the hike from here,” Sammy commented.

      “Indeed,” Ashley replied dryly. “Clarke, I recommend we set the Portal’s exit to a secluded part of the mountains and then trek down to the city from there. Be sure to bundle up, though. It’ll be quite cold.”

      “Understood.”

      “When do we leave?” Brooke asked.

      “Yes, about that …” Ashley regarded the others. “Only Clarke and I should meet with her.”

      “Why just the two of you?” Brooke’s ears flattened partially. “If there’s any danger, we should all go. Safety in numbers.”

      “Is Veronica a potential threat?” Emma asked.

      “No more than any powerful mage or demihuman.”

      “Then why just the two of you?”

      “I need to go because Veronica will recognize me, and Clarke’s nature as a blood knight will make the purpose of our visit immediately clear to her. Anyone else tagging along could potentially complicate matters.”

      “I don’t like it.” Brooke squirmed in her seat. “What if there’s trouble? You said yourself the Big Tech vampires might be watching her. Shouldn’t we go as a team?”

      “Sorry, but no, you shouldn’t,” Ashley replied.

      “Why not?” Brooke clapped Sammy on the shoulder. “There isn’t much that can stand up to all of us when we work together.”

      “Not even a dragon,” Sammy agreed.

      “Sorry, I suppose it’s my own fault for not being clear.” Ashley seemed to gather her thoughts. “I’m suggesting only Clarke and I go not because of any danger to us, but to Veronica.”

      “From the vampires?”

      “No. From Broken Fang.”

      Frowns and confused looks spread across the table. All eyes turned to Ashley. The celestial took a deep breath before continuing.

      “You see, Veronica Stroe is a vampire.”
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      Clarke stepped through the shimmering portal and emerged within a dark recess inside the stone walls of a mountain. He followed Ashley out into the open, where a harsh wind blasted him in the face. The air cut through his thickest coat, and he shivered, chilled to the bones. He zipped the coat up to his throat, flipped the collar to shield his neck, and tugged his knitted cap down. He trudged through ankle-high snow to stand beside Ashley, hugging his chest with both arms.

      “It’s fucking cold!”

      “I did warn you,” Ashley replied matter-of-factly, unbothered by the biting wind. She wore a creamy fleece coat and matching earmuffs. Her blonde hair danced in the wind.

      Clarke cast Warmth. He grabbed the pair of gloves out of his coat pockets and pulled them on.

      “How far to Veronica’s house?”

      “About two miles from here.” The angel pointed down the mountain’s slope, past a thick evergreen forest to a quaint town nestled in the foothills. Romania was seven hours ahead of Chester Creek, and night had fallen. The city lights of Busteni glittered like jewels below, sprawled over the natural rise and fall of the landscape.

      “Lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashley cut a winding path down the mountainside and through the forest. Pine trees shielded them from the worst of the wind, and his Warmth spell filled his chest with heated comfort that spilled into his limbs. They cleared the forest near a modest two-story home with pristine white walls and a dark red roof.

      Clarke couldn’t help but compare the coloration of the latter to blood, and the stench of vampiric magic didn’t help matters one bit. The barred windows added to the unwelcoming nature, and he tasted magical echoes of iron and dried blood with each inhale. His body tensed reflexively. He wondered if he should cast Sanguine Shield, but Ashley must have sensed his unease and placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “It’ll be all right. Veronica is not only an ally, but a friend. You can trust her.”

      “I hear what you’re saying, but every vampire I’ve met has tried to kill me.”

      “I understand that, but she won’t. You have my word.”

      Clarke met Ashley’s eyes, saw the absolute conviction in them. He felt some of his tension ease, if only by the smallest of fractions. He didn’t know what could lead a vampire to aid the angel, but Ashley had all her memories now as well as the fresh experience of Sarkany’s betrayal. If she said Veronica Stroe could be trusted, then vampire or no, Clarke would trust her, despite how every fiber of his being yearned to do the opposite.

      “Your word is more than good enough for me,” he said at last, and the angel smiled tenderly.

      “Thank you, Clarke. You see now why I thought it best to leave the others behind. Emma would have kept a level head, but Brooke and Sammy have been through a lot at the hands of vampires and their servants. Best to leave any potential misunderstandings at home. At least for this initial greeting.”

      “Especially since she’s not expecting us.”

      His wives had all argued against the two of them making this trip on their own, but they ultimately accepted his decision. In Broken Fang matters, they trusted him more than enough to follow his orders, even if they didn’t always agree with them. That was one of the many reasons why he loved them so much, and why he strove to always honor their trust by making the best decisions he could.

      “This place is heavily Warded,” Clarke said, probing the house with his magical senses. “I’m detecting at least one big familiar inside, too. Maybe a hellhound.”

      “Ah, yes.” Ashley wore an amused expression. “Vlad must be in there.”

      “Vlad?”

      “Her pet hellhound.”

      “Her pet?”

      “You’ll like him. He’s a big softy.”

      Clarke shook his head in disbelief.

      “I’m surprised you were able to pick him out.” Ashley glanced his way. “Your skill at recognizing different magics has grown immensely in so short a time, especially with vampiric spells. Remember when you struggled to detect a simple cast of Illuminate only a few yards away?”

      “I do, but can we get back to this pet hellhound business?”

      “We can, but why so concerned?”

      “Because the last one I met tried to bite my face off.”

      “This one won’t. The worst he’ll do is slobber on you.” She bobbed her head toward the house. “Shall we?”

      “Might as well.”

      He followed Ashley around to the front door, and she pressed the buzzer. The sharp surge of a magical alert shot through the house, and Clarke fought an impulse to react. A huge beast barked, scrambling excitedly through the house until it practically slammed against the door, claws scrabbling against the inside. Clarke involuntarily flinched back.

      His enhanced hearing picked out a procession of quiet footfalls. A presence drenched magically in the taste of iron and stench of blood approached the door, and someone peered at them through the peephole.

      “Cine este acolo?” The woman’s voice carried a harsh, demanding edge.

      “Hello, Veronica,” Ashley replied. “It’s been a while.”

      “Sandy?!”

      Ashley gestured upward with one hand, and her halo appeared for a brief, golden moment.

      The unseen woman gasped, and the beast beside her barked, excited.

      “Vlad! Poartă-te!” the woman snapped, and the beast whined. She unlocked a trio of bolts and cracked the door open, still secured by two chain guards. A face peeked through the gap.

      Veronica Stroe possessed dark, piercing eyes made fiercer by her birdwing eyebrows. A cascade of brunette hair framed the rich, olive skin of her angular, youthful face. Her gaze darted between Ashley and Clarke, widening with astonishment. Behind her, a massive shape pawed at her leg and barked.

      “Vlad! Seriously!” Veronica scolded, switching to mildly accented English with ease. “Behave yourself!”

      She spun to face the hellhound, and Clarke caught sight of the obsidian sword in her hand. His jaw tightened, and his fight-or-flight instincts spiked his system with adrenaline. He took a calming breath and remained still.

      “It’s good to see you, Veronica,” Ashley said pleasantly. “May we come in?”

      “Yes, uh. Sure.” Veronica struggled to push the beast back from the door. “Just a moment. Vlad! Stop this at once! We have guests!”

      The beast whined and backed away.

      “There’s a good dog. Now stay. Stay.” Veronica let out an exasperated sigh. She shut the door, slid the two chain guards off, and swung it open.

      The vampire appeared to be in her mid-twenties, but the surety with which she carried herself gave the impression she was much, much older than that. Her figure was tall and voluptuous, clad in an elegant dark blue dress that showcased her bountiful breasts. Her eyes were sharp, yet conveyed a strange weariness at the same time, as if burdened in some way.

      Clarke found his eyes drawn to the vampiric sword at her side. She must have noticed, because snaps of green lightning flashed between her fingers, and the weapon vanished into a shower of motes.

      “Sorry,” Veronica apologized. “Can’t be too careful these days.”

      “I know the feeling,” Clarke replied, not sure what else to say to a vampire.

      She turned to Ashley. “It’s so good to see you again. Please come in. Both of you.”

      “Thank y⁠—”

      A massive, dark shape barreled past Veronica and rushed Ashley. The hellhound resembled an unnaturally large and muscular Doberman, covered in a shiny coat of short, black fur. Its eyes were twin green pinpricks within deep, dark sockets.

      The beast tackled Ashley, and they both hit the ground hard, hellhound on top.

      Clarke snapped out his wrist without a moment’s hesitation, igniting his thirstblade in a flash of red. He raised it, but then hesitated when he heard Ashley’s laughter.

      The hellhound was … licking her face?

      “Yes, Vlad.” Ashley pushed the beast’s muzzle away with a cheerful smile. “I’ve missed you, too.”
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry about that.” Veronica seated herself at the kitchen table. “And thank you for not killing my dog.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Clarke replied dryly, pulling out a chair opposite the vampire. He and Ashley sat down, his eyes drawn to the hellhound. The hulking beast rested on its haunches nearby, eyes glowing, tongue lolling, tail wagging happily. It gave him a cheerful bark.

      “He’s a sweetheart, really,” Veronica said.

      “Right …”

      “I’m sure Sandy’s filled you in ahead of time, but I might as well introduce myself properly. I’m Veronica Stroe.”

      “Ashley’s vampiric ally.”

      “Ashley?” Veronica glanced to the angel.

      “It’s what I go by now,” Ashley replied.

      “I see. Was ‘Sandy’ a bit too on-the-nose? Too close to your true name?”

      “No, nothing like that. You can call me Sandy or Sandalphon if you prefer, but most people these days address me as Ashley.”

      “Got it. Then I might as well get used to calling you that.” Veronica turned back to Clarke. “And yes, I’m the vampire who’s been lending her a helping hand. And you are?”

      “J.B. Clarke. Just Clarke for short.”

      “Clarke is a blood knight,” Ashley explained, “as you witnessed outside, but he’s more than that. The new team is called Broken Fang, and Clarke is its leader.”

      “Is that so?” Veronica appraised him more carefully. “Well, where else does a blood knight belong than at the tip of the spear? Nice to meet you, Clarke. Would you care for anything to eat? I was just sitting down for dinner when you two came knocking.” She gestured at a plate of cabbage rolls and sliced marbled bread. “I have some more sarmale in the fridge I could heat up, and there’s plenty of cozonac on the counter. I baked the loaf fresh today.”

      “Umm.” Clarke eyed the plate suspiciously. The cabbage rolls were glazed in a red sauce, but it seemed to be tomato-based. Nothing from her dinner used blood or human flesh as ingredients as far as he could tell.

      “I wouldn’t say no to a slice of cozonac,” Ashley said. “I always did like your sweet bread recipes.”

      “Coming right up.”

      Veronica rose and crossed the modest kitchen. She cut a slice from the loaf on the counter, plated it, and returned.

      “Thank you.” Ashley picked up the marbled slice of bread and took a dainty bite.

      “And for you, Clarke?”

      “Nothing to eat. Thanks, though.”

      “Maybe something to drink, then?”

      Clarke’s expression soured. “No thanks. I’ll pass.”

      “You sure?”

      “I doubt our tastes in beverages align.”

      Veronica regarded him for a moment, then let out a soft chuckle.

      “Something funny?”

      “Clarke, let me put any concerns of yours to rest. Yes, some of the beverages in my fridge include blood—I need at least a little to restore my spent mana—but my supplier is a local butcher. It’s animal blood, mostly from cows and chickens. My drinking habit is no more sinister than when you enjoy a nice, juicy burger.”

      “I see.” Clarke glanced to Ashley, who gave him a slow, certain nod.

      “Veronica hasn’t drained a human in over a hundred years.”

      “Hasn’t ‘drained’ one?” Clarke asked, catching the unusual choice of words.

      “I do enjoy the rare glass.” Veronica held up her hands. “But only if it’s willingly given to me. It’s been about twenty years since I had any, and I can remember that last glass perfectly. A warlock named Arthur Helsing gave me some of his after a particularly grueling mission of ours. His blood was”—the vampire shuddered rapturously—“something else.”

      “Arthur Helsing?” Clarke asked. “You knew my father?”

      “Your …” Veronica regarded his face more carefully. “Oh, now I see the resemblance. God, I must be going blind! So you really are Arthur and Helen’s kid?”

      “That I am.”

      “My oh my.” Veronica bit her lower lip as she looked him over. Quite thoroughly. Her gaze was … hungry and full of desire? She shook herself and flashed a quick smile. “Arthur may be dead, but his kid is alive. This calls for a celebratory drink. I should have all the ingredients for some Family Jewels. Care for a glass, Clarke?”

      His eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

      “The Lorecraft Family Jewels.” She rose and opened a cabinet full of bottles. “It’s a drink Ashley and I came across while scoping out locations for the seals. We passed on that dimension, a planet called Haven. Too many locals with too much magical knowhow. If one of them found the seal, they might have been able to figure it out. Especially that crotchety engineer. He was dangerously smart. You remember who I’m talking about, Ashley?”

      “I do.” The angel turned to Clarke. “The two of us did a fair bit of extraplanar traveling twenty years ago while building up the Portal’s defenses. Veronica helped a great deal with the Green Seal.”

      “The one with the giant skeletal monster protecting it?” Clarke asked.

      “That’s the one!” Veronica declared with an air of pride. “I fashioned one of the local monsters—a nasty creature called a Xession—into the perfect undead guardian!”

      She tilted her chin up with a smile, but her poise faltered when she became aware of his uncomfortable expression.

      “You didn’t have to fight it, did you?” Veronica asked him.

      “We did.”

      “But what about the disarming spell? Ashley, didn’t you tell him about it?”

      “I didn’t. And before you ask why, know that I was injured at the time, both physically and mentally.”

      “You?” Veronica goggled at her. “Injured?”

      “Thanks to one of Belphegor’s spells.”

      “Ah. That makes sense.” Veronica began mixing her drink. “The Family Jewels consists of sparkling cucumber water, coconut rum, and coconut-infused white balsamic vinegar. Served with ice and stirred, never shaken. Otherwise, it goes flat.”

      “That certainly sounds like … a drink,” Clarke replied.

      “It’s one of my favorites.” She finished mixing the drink, poured two glasses, and returned to the table. “Here you go.”

      Clarke frowned at the fizzing, clear beverage. He picked it up and took a small, experimental sip. The concoction was surprisingly pleasant. Tart but with a mildly sweet aftertaste.

      “Not bad.” He set the glass down.

      “To Arthur and Helen.” Veronica raised her drink.

      “To my parents.” Clarke clinked glasses with the vampire and took another sip.

      Veronica drained a third of her glass and set it down with a sigh.

      “Well, Ashley, I know you didn’t come here just to reminisce about the old days. What can this former, recovering d-hunter do for you?”

      “You were a deviant hunter?” Clarke asked.

      “Once. Long ago. But those days might as well belong to someone else. I don’t recognize that woman anymore. Yes, I served the Academy of Silence. Killed for them when asked to, and did so for more years than I care to admit. But Ashley here …” She nodded to the angel. “She opened my eyes.”

      “In fairness to her,” Ashley began, “Veronica had already begun to have doubts. I merely helped her come to terms with them.”

      The vampire snorted. “You’re being too generous. I know who I was back then, and what I did. There isn’t a good deed grand enough to wash away my sins.”

      “If I’m too generous, then you’re being far too modest.” Ashley sat back with a knowing smile. “Clarke, you’ve just met one of the founding members of a small group of vampiric dissenters: the Vampires Against Persecution and Indiscriminate Destruction.”

      “The Vampires Against …” His brow creased. “Wait a second. This group is called VAPID?”

      “One of our American members picked the name,” Veronica explained. “It was supposed to make us sound harmless.”

      “Did that work?”

      “Not really. VAPID agents have suffered terribly high mortality rates, especially in the past two decades. The group is a shell of what it used to be.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Ashley’s halo dimmed. “You and your colleagues have my sympathy.”

      “Thank you.” Veronica glanced from her to Clarke and back. “You’re ready, then? Ready for the big one? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      “As ready as we can be,” Ashley replied. “Clarke has built a truly formidable team, one his parents would be proud of.”

      “Then all you’re missing is the location?”

      “Do you know where it is?”

      “I do, but you’re not going to like it.” Veronica flashed a crooked smile. “The Throne is located in a bunker beneath Homey Airport, near Groom Lake.”

      “Homey Airport …” Clarke thought for a moment. “Wait a second. That’s Area 51!”

      “Both smart and handsome.” Veronica shot him another one of those hungry looks. “You truly are your father’s son. And yes, you’re absolutely right. Any force assaulting that location will first have to contend with the United States Armed Forces stationed there.”

      “Do they know what they’re guarding?” Clarke asked. “What they’re truly guarding?”

      “I doubt it. Despite all the fanciful legends surrounding the place, the truth is rather mundane. It’s an airstrip for testing the U.S. military’s latest toys, nothing more remarkable.”

      “Except for the vampiric superweapon.”

      “Yes, well. There is that. According to my information, the bunker is officially called the Fortress of Sloth. It was completed about forty-five years ago, and the Throne relocated shortly thereafter. The entire complex acts as Belphegor’s seat of power. In a rather literal sense, when you think about it.”

      “Then it’s fortunate we have the Portal of Gold,” Clarke said.

      “It’s operational again?” Veronica gave Ashley a questioning glance, and the angel nodded.

      “We can use it to bypass the outer defenses,” Clarke added.

      “You’d think.” Veronica tapped an urgent finger against her glass.

      “That won’t work?”

      “Oh, you can skip all the surface defenses, no question there. The problem is the bunker’s Wards are so powerful your insides will liquefy before you take your second step. No one enters without Belphegor’s permission.”

      “Then we need a means of deactivating or defeating those Wards.”

      “Right you are, Clarke.”

      “Any thoughts on how we might achieve that?”

      “A few options, none of them good. The most conventional way to counter the Wards would be with a combination of proximity, time, and talent. Studying the Wards while safely outside the perimeter will eventually lead us to suitable counters.”

      “The military presence seems to disqualify that option.”

      “No kidding. Getting close will be difficult on its own, even with the best Invisibility or Concealment spells, and the longer we’re inside Area 51, the greater our chance of discovery, both from technological and magical means. The surface is rife with Wards as well. These aren’t the melt-your-face-off kind, but they still form a formidable early warning network.”

      “Any other ideas, then?” Clarke asked.

      “Scrying is an option. That could help us solve the ‘proximity’ angle, but the Scrying spells would have to be damned powerful.”

      “Powerful enough for Belphegor to detect the intrusion?”

      “Undoubtedly. And since we’d be knocking at the devil’s own door, we can expect a quick reprisal. Perhaps even an attack generated from the Throne itself.”

      “Both of those options seem pretty terrible,” Clarke admitted. “Anything else?”

      “One, but it’s a long shot.” Veronica leaned in meaningfully and lowered her voice. “We could swipe the Prime Grimoire.” She noted the recognition in Clarke’s eyes, then continued. “If we had access to Belphegor’s own spell book, there’d be no need to study the Wards. We’d have access to the original spells, and from those we could figure out a way to waltz right in.”

      “Funny you should mention the Prime Grimoire.” Ashley’s eyes twinkled and her halo brightened. “Were you able to locate it as well?”

      “Not with as much certainty as the Throne, I’m afraid. We’ve come across indications it’s kept in a vault at the Academy of Silence, but we don’t know where that is either. We used to, but the Academy was relocated about three years ago, and our depleted spy network has been unable to pinpoint the new location.”

      “I see.” Ashley sat back, her expression and halo darkening in unison.

      “I’m sorry. We tried.”

      “I’m sure you did, Veronica, and I’m grateful for your efforts and sacrifices while I’ve been away. But now it seems acquiring the Prime Grimoire is of even greater importance than I originally thought. I’d considered it merely a means to increase our odds of success. But now it seems we have no choice but to locate it.”

      “Do you have any leads on the Academy’s location?” Clarke asked. “Any possibilities we might assist you in chasing down?”

      “A handful, but even those may be false trails.” Veronica let out a weary exhale. “The d-hunters have been brutally thorough in their efforts to keep the new location secret. The last time a VAPID agent scouted a potential location, he was killed almost immediately.”

      “A trap?” Clarke asked, and Veronica replied with a sad nod.

      “A trap. That’s why we’ve been hesitant to go after the rest.”

      The three of them sat in relative silence. Veronica drained her glass and rose.

      “I need another drink. You want another, Clarke?”

      “No, thanks.” He raised his glass. “Still nursing this one.”

      “Right.” Veronica crossed to the kitchen counter and mixed another round of the Lorecraft Family Jewels. She sat down and took a sip.

      Clarke folded his arms and sat in quiet contemplation. He wasn’t sure how to best approach the situation. Sending Broken Fang after the remaining locations was an option, though charging headfirst into traps set by the Academy’s hunters sounded like a good way to commit suicide-by-vampire, never mind the risk such operations would pose to his wives.

      But what other avenues existed? They needed the Prime Grimoire, and in order to find that, they needed to know where the Academy was. How could they possibly pinpoint its location without⁠—

      Clarke snapped his fingers, and the two women faced him. He looked up, a crooked smile forming.

      “There’s another way to find the Academy, and one we’re well-positioned to execute given the new arrivals back home.” His smile grew. “We could ask a d-hunter where it is.”

      “‘Ask’?” Veronica chuckled.

      “Very, very politely,” he added, his words drenched in sarcasm. “Veronica, are you familiar with the city of Chester Creek?”

      “Somewhat. I haven’t been there since I helped Ashley with the Portal’s defenses, so my knowledge of the place is out of date. Why do you ask?”

      “The city has experienced a recurring d-hunter problem as of late. We eliminated the last two, and it seems the Academy has taken offense to this. They’ve dispatched a sizable team of elite hunters to snoop around for us.”

      “Knightfall,” Ashley clarified, and Veronica’s eyes widened.

      “Lord Redpeak,” the vampire breathed with equal parts awe and dread.

      “My point is there are people in town with the knowledge we seek,” Clarke said. “We only need to figure out a way to … liberate that information.”

      His smile turned cruel as he waited for their response.

      “A bold plan,” Veronica said at last. “But Lord Redpeak is no ordinary hunter. Your mother was an exceptional blood knight. Perhaps one of the greatest of my lifetime, but Redpeak killed her and made it look easy. Do not underestimate him.”

      “I won’t.” Clarke’s voice was like ice. “Let me assure you of that. He’s the monster who murdered my parents, but he and the rest of Knightfall are a means to an end. And if this is our best path forward to success—to a world free of Belphegor’s tyranny—then I will gladly walk it.”

      “I believe you.” Veronica nodded solemnly. “You’re an interesting man, Clarke. I can already see that. I served the Academy for many years, and though I deeply regret the crimes I committed in their name, I also developed a number of talents that have served me well on my path to redemption. The eyes are windows to the soul, as the saying goes, and yours tell me a great deal. There’s fear in your eyes, as there should be, but also resolve and an iron will to see your journey through. Fear is a natural part of being mortal. It’s how we face those fears that set us apart, that separate the boys from the men. And you are most definitely the latter.”

      The vampire raised her glass and drained it.

      “Hunting a hunter is no small task, and that goes double for the vampires who’ve been invited into Knightfall. But the road to success is often littered with great challenges, and it’s up to us to rise and meet them.” She met his gaze levelly. “As a vampire, and as a former d-hunter, my services are at your disposal. My combat skills may not be as sharp as they once were, but I was trained by the Academy of Silence. I know how their hunters work. I know how they think, how they operate. I understand their strengths and weaknesses.”

      Veronica stood and extended a hand.

      “I offer you all the aid that is mine to give. Think you can put up with working alongside a reformed vampire?” She cracked a sly smile. “Eh, blood knight?”

      He tasted her sincerity through his Empathy and rose to clasp her hand firmly.

      “I do,” he replied gratefully. “And thank you, Veronica. I’ll take all the help I can get.”
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      Ashley and Clarke left Veronica’s home and trekked back up the mountainside to the cave with the Portal of Gold. They returned to Aureum Arcem, relocated the Portal’s exit to Veronica’s house, and passed through it.

      “I’m ready,” the vampire said, extending the handle on her rolling luggage. “But I forgot to ask before you left. Can Vlad tag along, too?”

      “Uh.” Clarke gave the huge, demonic dog a wary look. It sat beside the vampire, panting happily, eyes burning with corpse fire.

      “I see no problems with this request,” Ashley said, “but the decision isn’t mine. Clarke?”

      “Will he behave himself?” he asked.

      “More or less,” Veronica replied.

      Clarke gave her a doubtful look.

      “Yes, Vlad can be a bit rambunctious at times,” the vampire said, “but he’s been my faithful companion for decades and is a fierce protector when the need arises. I can’t guarantee he’ll always be on his best behavior, but you have my word I’ll keep him on a short leash.”

      “I don’t see any leash at all.”

      “I was speaking metaphorically. Vlad and leashes don’t mix. He just chews through them.”

      “Have you tried a chain?”

      “He chews through those, too.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Is that a problem?” Veronica’s face creased with worry.

      “It’s not so much the hellhound as it’s you and him together,” Clarke explained. “I’m sure there’ll be some tension when we get back to the mansion. The wives weren’t exactly fans of Ashley and me coming here without backup, and now we’re welcoming a vampire into our home. Your demon dog is just another complication.”

      “I understand your concern, but let me ease it a hair by saying these won’t be the first people I’ve needed to convince of my sincerity. To be honest, I’m surprised you haven’t interrogated me more thoroughly.”

      “I learned Empathy from one of my wives and have enough skill with it to sense when most people are lying, as long as they don’t have strong magical resistances.”

      “I see.” Veronica nodded knowingly. “Gained through Power Graft with a succubus?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Impressive.” Her eyes drank him in even more greedily than before. “That’s a tricky skill to absorb, even for an accomplished blood knight, and I doubt it’s the only one. You must be quite powerful by now.”

      “That he is,” Ashley said with a hint of pride. “Clarke’s four wives have granted him a great deal of power.”

      “I don’t doubt that for a moment.” Veronica gazed upon him almost wantonly then bit her lower lip.

      Clarke cleared his throat. “We were talking about your hellhound?”

      “What?” Veronica shook herself. “Sorry. I got distracted.”

      “Vlad can come along. Just be ready for a frosty reception,” he warned. “For the both of you.”
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        * * *

      

      Veronica’s introduction to the rest of Broken Fang proved icier than Clarke had expected. Neither his wives nor Ixia’s sisters knew how to react to the presence of a vampire. Even letting her on the mansion grounds had been contentious.

      Powerful Wards represented the site’s primary defense against the arcane, and the first thing Ashley had asked Ixia to help her with was carving out a magical exception for Veronica and her hellhound. The oppressive auras had made the vampire visibly uncomfortable, and her hellhound had hunkered down on the floor, moaning pitifully.

      “No,” had been Ixia’s blunt response, much to Clarke’s dismay, though he could understand why. Linda Sarkany’s betrayal—and how wrong Ashley had been about the dragon—remained fresh in everyone’s minds, and now she was asking everyone to accept a vampire into their midst.

      A vampire.

      Reformed d-hunter or not, that was a leap too far so soon after they’d faced the duplicitous dragon. Dahlia and Hyacinth backed up her sister’s position, not with words but through their presence: both had retired their gothic clothes for rugged outfits and vests clad in protective runes, weaponry in hand. All their clothing was black, of course; these were the Greys, after all, but they appeared ready for the onset of a global apocalypse rather than a house guest.

      “Please be reasonable, Ixia,” Ashley said, her tone calm. “Can’t you see how uncomfortable the Wards make her?”

      “That’s kind of the point.” The witch gave Veronica a stern look. “No offense, vampire, but I don’t know you. None of us do except for Ashley, and we’ve seen how wrong she can be.”

      “Yes, she told me about Linda.” Veronica’s voice carried an edge of strain, and she winced as she struggled to stand straight against the harsh power of the mansion’s Wards. “What would you have me do?”

      “It’s simple,” Ixia replied. “If you want our trust, you’ll need to earn it. You have a problem with that?”

      “Of course not. I’d do nothing less, were I in your shoes.”

      “Good. I’m glad we have an understanding.” Ixia glanced around. “How about the rest of you?”

      “I for one welcome our new bloodsucking overlord,” Sammy snarked.

      Clarke shot her a disapproving eye.

      “What?” The slime girl shrugged. “I said I welcome her.”

      “It’s more the tone you used than what you said.”

      “Oh, well if we’re talking about tone …” She clapped Brooke on the shoulder. “What do you make of all this?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” the wolf girl replied softly, her ears partially folded back, eyes locked on the vampire.

      “A dash of caution is fine,” Emma said, “but you can have too much of a good thing.”

      “Says the wife who’d suck Clarke dry every morning if we let her,” Sammy quipped.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Fine, fine. I do.”

      “What I’m saying,” the succubus went on, “is we’re not dealing with a dragon this time. Veronica doesn’t have any natural resistances to Empathy, and both Clarke and I can use that to ascertain the truthfulness of her words. In fact, I imagine Clarke already has a head start on this. Am I right?”

      “You are,” Clarke assured her. “While I’m not as skilled with Empathy as someone born to the talent, I haven’t detected even the slightest hint of falsehood from Veronica.”

      “There. You see?” Emma raised her chin ever so slightly at the witches. “We’re already in a better place than with Sarkany.”

      “Empathy isn’t flawless,” Ixia stressed. “We both know of ways to resist or even trick the talent. It’s difficult, but not impossible. No one here should doubt for a second an ancient, battle-hardened vampire can possess the skill to pull it off.”

      “‘Ancient’?” Veronica grimaced. “Now you’re just being mean.”

      Ixia narrowed her eyes at the vampire, who shrugged unapologetically.

      Dahlia hefted her shotgun, and Hyacinth cocked the hammer on her revolver.

      “Ladies, please.” Clarke stepped forward. “Let’s all take a slow, deep breath. There’s no cause for violence.”

      “Not yet,” Dahlia warned.

      “Fine. Not yet, so let’s keep it that way. I understand everyone’s on edge, so we’re going to take this one step at a time, okay?” He gave the witches a meaningful look. “Okay?”

      Ixia took that breath, then nodded.

      “Yeah, okay.” She glanced to her sisters. Dahlia lowered her weapon, and Hyacinth eased the hammer back into place.

      “Thank you,” Clarke said. “Now, about those Wards⁠—”

      “It’s fine.” Veronica knelt beside her hellhound. “The Wards can stay if it’ll make everyone feel safer. It won’t be easy for me, but I’ll manage. However, I’ll need to take Vlad home.” She scratched the hellhound’s neck, and he whimpered. “He’s not as resilient as I am. Wards this strong will eventually kill him.”

      “How long does he have?” Clarke asked. The last thing he needed was for them to accidentally kill a potential ally’s dog on the first day.

      “Within the week, I’d say. These Wards don’t feel designed to kill, but they’ll still exact a hefty toll on any familiar.”

      “A week, you say?” Ixia’s tone was bright but carried a sinister edge. “Plenty of time.”

      “Time for what?” Clarke asked.

      “For us to ascertain whether or not this vampire is telling the truth. Remember how we dragged the truth out of Natalie Marsh? I propose we do the same here.”

      “You want to use a magic circle on Veronica?”

      “That’s right. One imbued with Truth and Reveal. Pump enough mana into that, and this vampire will tell us her deepest, darkest secrets.”

      “What if she resists?”

      “We’ll feel the resistance through the circle. Truth or not, that’ll be all the answer we need.” Ixia quirked a savage grin. “Isn’t that right, vampire?”
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        * * *

      

      “I consent to this.” Veronica held her head high despite the magical stresses creasing her face.

      Clarke wasn’t sure the vampire had a choice in the matter, given how determined the Greys were to interrogate her, but he’d take anything that helped cool everyone’s heads. Ixia led the way to her workshop, flanked by her sisters, while Sammy and Brooke filed in behind the vampire. Vlad rose to join them, but Veronica gave him a sharp command.

      “No. Stay. Good boy.”

      The hellhound stood alert until his master was out of sight, then dropped heavily to the floor and whimpered. Ashley knelt beside the beast and stroked the top of his head.

      “There, there,” the angel cooed. “It’ll be all right.”

      “Wow, Clarke!” Emma slung an arm around him. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t sensed it myself!”

      “You and me both. Us allied with a vampire. Who would have thought?”

      “No, not that, you magnificent stud.” Emma’s tail snaked around his leg. “Don’t tell me you didn’t pick up on this?”

      “You mean her interest in me?”

      “Yes! Like, all of you! The whole meal!”

      “I’m not sure ‘meal’ is the best word to use in this context. Not with a vampire.”

      “The point is, she wants you.” Emma shuddered. “I could feel the desire radiating off her. The hunger.”

      “Again, not the best word to use.”

      “Oh, I’m so excited for you!” The succubus was practically bouncing on her toes. “Just imagine the possibilities!”

      “Yeah. I’m imagining some right now.” He frowned, his mind filled with a picture of Veronica’s fangs piercing his throat.

      “Hey now.” Emma nudged him. “You’re thinking dark thoughts, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Well, don’t. I was referring to Power Graft.”

      “With a vampire?” he asked incredulously. “Would that even work?”

      “No reason it shouldn’t.” Ashley rose to her feet and brushed off her knees. “As long as the power is consensually given, whether consciously or not, you can absorb it.”

      “Huh.” Clarke paused to contemplate this. “So I, as a blood knight, can gain vampiric powers?”

      “Correct.”

      “Has this ever happened before?”

      “Not to my knowledge, though it may have. Blood knights were once far more prolific, and many of them I never met.”

      “It’s not exactly a union one expects.” He let out a quick scoff. “A vampire and a vampire slayer. Just imagine the kids.”

      He’d intended the statement as a joke, but Emma’s eyes widened in both shock and elation.

      “Is that possible?” Emma asked the angel.

      “I … rightfully don’t know.”

      “We should find out!”

      “For science?” Clarke asked.

      “For science!”

      “You are way too excited about this.”

      “Can you blame me?” Her tail constricted high up his leg in the manner of a lewd hug.

      “Guess not.” He was about to head toward Ixia’s workshop when he paused. “Also, I’m sorry.”

      “Whatever for?”

      “I know you were looking forward to us spending the night together, and I suppose it’s bad form for me to mention having a kid with someone else, even as a joke.”

      “Oh, that’s all right.” Emma ran a hand across his chest. “Don’t you worry about me. I’m a big girl. Besides”—her eyes twinkled with sultry mischief—“for me, anticipation only enhances the spice.”
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        * * *

      

      “When’s the last time you killed a human or demihuman?” Ixia asked as Clarke stepped through the door to her workshop. Emma and Ashley followed him in.

      Veronica sat in a chair positioned within a three-point magic circle. Vigil candles in large glass jars flickered around the circumference, and chalked arcs of runic script glowed on the floor. The Grey triplets crouched at the points of a triangle that touched the outer edge while Brooke and Sammy stood watchfully nearby.

      Clarke had initially been surprised by how quickly the Greys had completed the circle, given how many days the version they’d used on Marsh had taken to prepare, but then he recalled a lot of the difficulty with that version had been keeping the magic hidden. There was no need for subterfuge with this one, and Ixia was used to quickly modifying the circles in her workshop.

      “Oh, let me see.” Veronica took on a thoughtful air. “Some time in November.”

      Ixia raised an eyebrow.

      “1923,” the vampire added. “About a week before I met Ashley, if I’m not mistaken.”

      Ixia traced a runic arc with the tips of her fingers. She glanced to her sisters, who both nodded.

      “Then you admit to killing in the past,” Ixia pressed.

      “Of course I’ve killed. I was a d-hunter, and a damned good one. I wouldn’t have lasted long in my job if I hadn’t been willing to spill blood.”

      “And drain it?”

      “Yes. That, too.”

      “When’s the last time you drank blood?”

      “Yesterday.”

      Ixia’s eyes narrowed.

      “From a cow,” Veronica clarified.

      “Don’t dodge the question.”

      “I’m not dodging anything. You asked about my last sanguine sippy, and I answered. Was compelled to answer.” Veronica sniffed. “It’s not my fault your questions are imprecise.”

      “When’s the last time you drank the blood of a human or demihuman?”

      “About twenty years ago. I don’t recall the exact date.”

      “That recent?”

      “Again, you’re not asking the right questions. The blood was freely given to me by Arthur Helsing, Clarke’s father.” The vampire’s eyes darted to his. “And it was delicious.”

      “When’s the last time you drained blood from a human or demihuman against their will?”

      “Back in 1923, I think.” Veronica cocked her head. “Is that a long enough streak of good behavior for you?”

      “I’m asking the questions, not you.”

      “Fine.” Veronica slouched a little.

      Ashley came alongside Clarke as Ixia continued the interrogation.

      “Something on your mind?” Clarke asked quietly.

      “Always. There’s a great deal we must do, and not much time to do it if we’re to stay a step ahead of Knightfall. I know you must feel like you’re being yanked in a thousand directions all at once, but I need some time with you later.”

      Ashley slipped her hand into his, and he clasped hers warmly.

      “Alone?” he asked.

      “Preferably. The fewer distractions the better.”

      “Broken Fang business?”

      “Not … entirely.”

      Clarke caught the angel’s eyes: so warm and resolute, yet worried and vulnerable at the same time. Her cheeks turned rosy as she unfolded one of her beautiful wings and cloaked him with it. She closed her eyes, smiled, and placed her head on his shoulder.

      Magic radiated from the angel, filling him as if he were a carafe and her essence the purest, cleanest water imaginable. He drank it in, finding comfort in her presence, so much so he lost track of the interrogation until he heard his name.

      “What are your intentions with Clarke?” Ixia asked.

      “To aid him in his mission.”

      Dahlia sat up, tensing. “That’s not all. She’s resisting the circle.”

      “I’ll ask again,” Ixia said pointedly. “What are your intentions with Clarke? Be specific and complete with your answer.”

      “I …” Veronica frowned.

      “Is there a problem, vampire?”

      “No, it’s just a little awkward having to talk about this in front of his wives. The part about me helping him with his mission is all true. Do you really need to hear the rest?”

      “I do, and you’re going to give it to me. Or else.”

      “Fine, fine.” Veronica held up her hands in surrender. “It’s not like I could resist this circle for long, anyway. I’m just embarrassed, is all.”

      “I’m still waiting for that answer.”

      “Then here it comes, but I’d better not hear any complaints.” The vampire took a deep breath. “So, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, Clarke is pretty damn hot. I mean, I know I’m stating the obvious here. Most of you are his wives, after all. On top of that, it’s been a while. Like, a long time. Please don’t ask me for how long.”

      “A while for what?”

      “Since I’ve been intimate with anyone. Vampires, as a general rule, don’t make the greatest partners. Too many of them try to use relationships like they’re part of a game of four-dimensional chess. Though, to be honest, a lot of them are actually playing checkers. Anyway, back to my explanation—I guess I wouldn’t mind if, over the course of getting to know each other better, I ended up in his harem.”

      The room fell silent except for the occasional squeak of Emma’s shoes as she bounced excitedly up and down on the balls of her feet. Brooke’s ears shot straight up, and Ixia goggled at the vampire. No one said a word until, after nearly a full minute of silence, Sammy burst out into laughter.

      All eyes turned to the slime girl, who doubled over in mirth, struggling to collect herself. She had a few false starts before she finally managed to get her giggling under control.

      “Come on, ladies. What’s with the surprised faces? This is par for the course in this household!”

      “I suppose you have a point there,” Brooke murmured.

      “A complete answer,” Ashley said to Ixia, “as you requested.”

      “Seems so.” Ixia checked with her sisters.

      “No signs of magical resistance,” Dahlia said. “This is the unvarnished truth as far as I can tell.”

      “Same here,” Hyacinth added.

      Veronica folded her hands in her lap, cheeks burning, eyes unable to meet his.

      Ixia nodded and began to rise but groaned from the effort. Clarke hurried over and offered his hand. She took it, and he helped her to her feet.

      “I guess I should have seen this coming,” the witch muttered, then cracked a smile. “Veronica?”

      The vampire looked up, surprised to hear her name from the witch.

      “Thank you for putting up with me. That’s the last time I will ever question your loyalty.” Ixia stepped over and extended a hand to the vampire. “Welcome to Broken Fang.”
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      Ixia and her sisters modified the mansion Wards that night, to both Veronica and Vlad’s great relief. The hellhound trotted excitedly alongside his master while Sammy showed the vampire to one of the guest rooms. Meanwhile, Clarke arranged a meeting with both Vincent Hawthorne and Mason Sandoval, the pack leaders who’d sworn allegiance to him.

      The two werewolf alphas drove out to the mansion around noon that Monday.

      Clarke doubted a force like Knightfall would stop in its tracks just because the sun was out. Sunlight interfered with vampiric magic, and most vampires stayed indoors as much as possible during the day, but the purebloods of Knightfall were undoubtedly on a whole other level. Still, a small advantage was better than nothing, and Clarke wasn’t about to turn down any edge he could seize if elite d-hunters came knocking.

      He doubted they would; the vampires would need time to track them down. A confrontation was inevitable, but for now he considered it reasonably safe for him to call a meeting with the alphas.

      Plus, Knightfall wasn’t his primary concern.

      It was how the werewolves would react to Veronica, including Brooke.

      On the surface, the wolf girl accepted the vampire into Broken Fang, but she’d been unusually tight-lipped on the matter. She’d reassured Clarke that there wouldn’t be any issues between her and Veronica, and she’d voiced her belief that neither Mason nor her father would take exception to the vampire either. He believed her sincerity in the matter, even if he questioned whether she had the correct read on the two alphas. Still, he could also taste an unusual undercurrent in her emotions that he couldn’t quite identify.

      That’s one of the reasons he’d decided on a face-to-face meeting instead of an impersonal call over a burner phone. He needed to be there in the room, to gauge everyone’s reactions and cut off any problems before they took root. He was asking a lot of his allies—was about to ask even more—and he needed the werewolves firmly on his side. For that, they would have to size Veronica up for themselves and come to their own conclusions, much the same way the Greys had.

      Little did he realize …

      “Holy shit, Clarke!” Vince spread his arms in wide-eyed amazement. The wolfman was tall and broad-shouldered with brown furry ears peeking through the holes in his hunting cap. He wore a camouflage vest, rugged pants, and ankle-high boots. “Mason, do you believe this?”

      “Only because I’ve seen it with my own eyes.” The Sandoval alpha was a burly wolfman with a black, bushy beard. His muscles strained against a flannel shirt one size too small, and he reeked of cigar smoke.

      “Hot diggity dog!” Vince exclaimed. “This keeps getting better and better!”

      “You’re not concerned?” Clarke asked, standing in the foyer with the two alphas alongside Brooke and Veronica.

      “Concerned?” Vince lowered his ears a hair. “About what?”

      “Well …” Clarke gestured to his side. “You realize she’s a vampire, right?”

      “Yes, I was paying attention.”

      “As was I,” Mason said. “Hard to miss a detail like that.”

      “And you’re both fine with this?” Clarke asked.

      “Why wouldn’t we be?” Vince glanced over at Mason, who gave him an unsure shrug.

      “Is there more?” Mason asked.

      Clarke was about to speak up when Veronica cleared her throat.

      “Actually, there is.” The vampire possessed a sly glint in her eyes. “You should both know I once served the Academy of Silence.”

      “You did?” Vince’s ears shot straight up, and Clarke’s stomach lurched into his throat. He’d hoped to ease into that particular revelation.

      “That’s right.” Veronica gave the wolfman a slow nod. “Though this was about a hundred years ago. I’m afraid my skills as a hunter aren’t what they used to be. Still, I’ve pledged my services to Clarke and the rest of Broken Fang.”

      “Right. So,” Clarke began carefully. “As you can tell, Veronica⁠—”

      “Not only a vampire, but a d-hunter as well?” Vince exclaimed. “Hell, Clarke! Could you be any less awesome?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Why, there hasn’t been an Alpha Above like you since …” Vince shook his head as if wracking his brain. “Ever! You even have d-hunters following you around!”

      “I have …” Clarke blinked. “Oh. I see. You’re impressed by this.”

      “Of course we are!” Vince replied.

      “Truly, an alpha for the ages,” Mason agreed.

      Clarke caught Veronica’s eye, and she winked at him.

      I was worried how her past would go down with the two alphas, he thought, but it seems I had nothing to fear. She clearly knows how to play this up for an audience of werewolves.

      He faced Brooke.

      “Have you been thinking the same things?” he asked, and she nodded enthusiastically.

      “It’s a lot to take in,” she murmured, fidgeting demurely. “To imagine my alpha is capable of this, too …” She shivered from the tip of her tail to the points of her ears. Her emotions washed over him, and he regarded her with surprise.

      This is turning you on? he thought.

      “I believe that’ll suffice for introductions,” Veronica said smoothly. “Clarke, shall we join the others in the dining hall? We shouldn’t keep them waiting.”

      “Yes, I suppose we shouldn’t.” He gestured toward one of the ground-level exits. “This way, gentlemen.”
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        * * *

      

      “We need to learn the location of an artifact called the Prime Grimoire,” Clarke began as everyone settled in. He stood at the head of the table, fingers resting on the varnished wood. “In order to do that, we need to capture ourselves a vampire. But not just any vampire; we need an elite among the elites. A d-hunter from Belphegor’s personal force called Knightfall.”

      “Damn, Clarke!” Vince cracked a vicious smile. “You don’t think small. I like it already!”

      “What’s the plan, boss?” Mason asked.

      “We first need to locate a suitable target.” Clarke gestured to his left. “Veronica’s expertise will be crucial there. Her intimate knowledge on how d-hunters operate will give us the edge we need to predict their movements. Veronica?”

      “From what I’ve gathered, I agree with the initial assessment.” The vampire sat forward. “Knightfall is here, led by Lord Baxter Redpeak himself, a pureblood of truly terrifying power. While most d-hunters are equipped to track and kill powerful demihumans or mages, Knightfall specializes in killing blood knights. That doesn’t mean they’re any less adept at killing everyone else, but they’ll come at you with a host of equipment and abilities specifically designed to counter blood magic.”

      “You’ve already faced one example of this,” Ashley said. “Alant’s Counter Drain Death spell.”

      “Wait a second.” Veronica twisted in her seat to face him. “You survived being hit with a Counter Drain spell?”

      “Barely,” Clarke said.

      “How?”

      “Ooh!” Sammy’s hand shot up. “I sucked plenty of bad juju out of him while Ixia led a circle to purge the spell entirely.”

      “It didn’t kill him instantly?”

      “Clarke had already absorbed some of Sammy’s resistances,” Emma said. “That, plus her quick thinking, gave the Greys the time they needed.”

      “Incredible.” Veronica gave them a bewildered headshake. “Few blood knights would have survived such an attack.”

      “I almost didn’t,” Clarke admitted. “But Broken Fang isn’t about the strength of any one individual. It’s about how we combine our strengths and cover for each other. We’re stronger than the sum of our parts would suggest, and while Knightfall is no joke, I believe we’re ready for them.”

      “We’ve taken precautions against future Counter spells,” Ashley added. “Ixia and I have enchanted his bond rings with a host of protective magic that should, at the very least, mitigate the worst Knightfall can throw at him. I also have a few thoughts on how to increase his resistances further, which I’ll address with Clarke after we adjourn.”

      “Getting back to locating a suitable target”—Clarke nodded to the werewolves—“we’ll be relying on your packs to be our eyes and ears. Veronica?”

      “Redpeak will be in town with up to eleven other vampires. We need to track their movements in preparation for a snatch and grab. Fortunately, it’s unlikely Knightfall will suspect so many werewolves are allied with the blood knight they’re hunting, which gives us a critical advantage. As long as you or your kin don’t provoke the vampires, they should more or less ignore you while carrying out their mission.”

      “I’ll be backing you up as well.” Sammy raised a hand, which morphed through a variety of skin tones.

      “Understood.” Vince turned to Clarke. “You can count on us. Will we perform the grab once you’ve settled on a target?”

      “No,” Clarke replied. “Broken Fang will handle that part ourselves. We’ll go for a quick surgical strike using the Portal of Gold to get in and out, unnoticed if we’re lucky. No offense, but a small team gives us the highest chance of success.”

      “It’s your call. Just let us know if you need some extra teeth and claws.” Vince spread his fingers to emphasize his point. Or rather, five points. “We’re more than happy to rip out some vampiric throats. Present company excepted, of course.”

      Veronica gave the wolfman a polite nod.

      “You’ll need to subdue the vampire somehow,” Mason said. “Won’t that be easier if you bring along some extra muscle?”

      “We’ve got that part covered.” Ixia placed a matte gray cylinder on the table.

      “A grenade?”

      “A smoke grenade,” the witch corrected, “enchanted with an aerosol form of Daze. The spell’s targeted so it won’t affect any of the core members of Broken Fang. Clarke and the others will be able to walk right through the smoke while any vampire will receive the full effects.”

      “I see.” Mason nodded thoughtfully. “Yet another reason for the small team at this stage. It’s easier for you to enchant exceptions into the grenades.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And once we have this d-hunter? What then?”

      “We’ll use a Truth circle,” Ixia explained. “A vampire of this caliber will try to resist, so we may need to get creative. That’s why I propose we stick to only one spell and supercharge the hell out of it.”

      “This stage will undoubtedly prove difficult,” Veronica cautioned. “We’ll need time to break the vampire’s mental defenses.”

      “All while the rest of Knightfall is searching for its lost member,” Mason added grimly.

      “I make no promises this’ll be easy,” Clarke told them all, “but if we’re to succeed, we need the Prime Grimoire. It’s as simple as that. It contains Belphegor’s own spells, including the Wards protecting the Throne of Shadows. If we’re to eventually take down Belphegor and destroy her Throne, we need that book, and the vampires of Knightfall will know where it’s kept.”

      “Say no more, Clarke.” Vince rose. “Mason and I will mobilize our packs. You’ll have the intel you need. I promise you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ashley?” Clarke knocked on the door to find the angel’s bedroom unlocked. He eased it open. “You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes, thank you for coming. Please come in.”

      Ashley sat on the side of the bed, and Clarke wondered if this was the first time she’d used the piece of “unnecessary” furniture. She had no need for food or sleep as far as he could tell, and the sheets were pulled taut against the mattress. The pillow had been recently fluffed and the comforter fitted in place with great care.

      The bed, like everything within Ashley’s suite, exuded a sense of orderly precision, as if the environment had absorbed some measure of the angel’s personality. The walls were undecorated, the lone desk clear of clutter, and the chair pulled tight against it, perfectly centered to the desktop.

      Ashley patted the empty spot beside her, and Clarke crossed the room. He sat on the mattress, hands resting in his lap. He took in the unsure line of her mouth, the soft radiance of her halo, the subtle light from her wings. He placed a hand atop hers, and she smiled warmly.

      “You seem nervous.”

      “Perhaps a little,” Ashley said. “You’re powerful, Clarke. More powerful than any blood knight in recent memory, and perhaps stronger than even the earliest ones, before their celestial inheritance became diluted. But for all that power, the foes you face are equally terrifying.”

      “You’re worried the spells on my rings won’t be enough against Redpeak.”

      “I am.”

      “You also said you had some thoughts on how to protect me better.”

      She nodded.

      “Redpeak killed your parents with spells like True Death and Ravenous Decay. These are dark, terrible magics and are far from the only such spells in his arsenal. The magic protecting you, coupled with the resistances you’ve gained, will provide some measure of defense against their evil.”

      “But not enough?”

      She shook her head. “I fear not.”

      “Then where do I get more?”

      “From me.”

      She looked up, meeting his eyes tenderly. She inched closer, and her thigh pressed against his. Heat spread from even that timid point of contact. She placed a hand on his cheek, and her fingertips traced across his skin until they held his chin.

      “I love you, Clarke. I have for a while.” She flashed an embarrassed smile. “Though I’m rubbish at showing it.”

      “It’s more than enough.” He took hold of her hand and clasped it between both of his. “It’s enough for me to know you love me, to feel your affection whenever our eyes meet.” He raised her hand to his heart. “And for me to experience that same bright, beautiful love for you.”

      “Thank you. Your words of reassurance are … more important than you may realize. Especially given what I’m about to ask of you.”

      “Then ask. I don’t want to die as much as the next man, but there’s more at stake here than just me.”

      “Belphegor and the Throne of Shadows?”

      “I suppose there’s that, too, but I was referring to the oaths I gave my wives. How I promised to honor and protect them for as long as I draw breath. I can’t very well do that if I’m dead. And besides”—he gave her hand a squeeze—“I’d like to give that oath again someday.”

      Ashley glanced away, and her halo blazed to the point he needed to squint. It took a while for it to dim back to bearable luminance.

      “You’re a good man, Clarke,” she said at last. “One I both love and respect, and because of that, the very thought of hurting you pains me.”

      “Will this pain make me stronger?”

      “It should.”

      “Then I both accept and welcome whatever you do next.”

      She met his eyes once more, saw the conviction burning within them, and nodded.

      “As a celestial, I’m immune to spells like True Death, not simply resilient. And you, as nephilim, should be capable of absorbing some measure of that ability.”

      “Through Power Graft?”

      She nodded.

      “Is that why we’re sitting on the bed?”

      “I suppose that’s part of it, though I also want you to be as comfortable as possible. As you know, your Power Graft is entangled with Emma’s sex magic.”

      “Which limits me to casting it while intimate.”

      “Currently.”

      “You think there’s a way to correct the flaw in my magic?”

      “I do. If I explore the knot formed between Power Graft and Emma’s succubus powers, perhaps I can find a way to unravel the two.”

      “Which would allow me to absorb your abilities under safer conditions.”

      “That’s my theory.”

      “Sounds like it’s worth a shot. How do you propose we explore the two?”

      “Like this.”

      She leaned forward, and their lips met.

      His world exploded with golden light. He closed his eyes, and yet the illumination still blinded him, blaring through his sockets to sear his mind. Flames wreathed the angel, enveloping him in an unburning aura. Her power surrounded him, sank through him, and he wasn’t sure if this was real or imagined.

      Yet, despite the angelic fire consuming his very existence, he found his senses sharpening, growing more alert to the press of her lips. He perceived the supple softness of her mouth against his, parting to accept the wet warmth of her tongue. He breathed in the fragrant scent of her skin, and his hands found the base of her wings.

      She tugged his skirt free of his pants, and her fingers glided across his muscular back. Each caress struck him like a bolt of lightning. Angelic energy sizzled through him, sundering his senses with her inescapable glory.

      His mind fell away, plummeting through an endless shaft of light and love, its walls crafted from all the colors of the rainbow. He saw himself as if through the eyes of an observer. He watched as Ashley pushed him back onto the bed, felt his head sink into the comforter, their lips never leaving each other. She devoured his mouth with an insatiable, unrelenting hunger. She draped her body across his, breasts pressing against his broad chest as she took hold of his head.

      His very thoughts were dry kindling to her presence, and he watched himself from above, though his eyes remained shut. Ashley spread her wings wide and tall, almost reaching the ceiling. She ground her hips against his, and he hardened. His body and mind ached with fathomless desire, yearning to experience more of her, to lose himself within her light, even as her radiance threatened to consume him.

      She broke their kiss, and he gasped, half in relief at the brief respite from her brilliance. But half in sadness—almost grief—at being parted from her.

      She sat back, straddling his clothed hips, her skirt hiked up to reveal clean white panties, their center moistened by her arousal.

      “Good,” she panted, squeezing a breast through her shirt. “You’re still conscious. That’s amazing all by itself. Your celestial side has grown so much stronger in so short a time.”

      He blinked. Either the room was spinning or his head was.

      “I want you, Clarke,” she uttered breathlessly. “I want all of you. Are you ready?”

      “Ready for what?”

      He wasn’t sure who said that.

      “Please, let me have a taste.” Ashley unzipped his jeans. “Just stay with me a little longer.”

      She freed his swelling girth and let it twitch to full prominence.

      Her fingers grazed the shaft ever so softly.

      His existence ignited with the screaming fury at the heart of a star.

      His eyes rolled back into his head.

      And he passed out.
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        * * *

      

      Clarke awoke on his side next to Ashley, who ran her fingers leisurely through his hair.

      “Hey,” he said hoarsely.

      “Hey. How do you feel?”

      “Like my brain has been flossed with sunlight.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. This is for a good cause.”

      “True,” Ashley conceded, “but I can’t help but feel I’m letting my own eagerness get in the way. That I’m pushing you too fast.”

      She gave him a peck on the forehead and rose to the bedside. He pushed off the comforter and joined her there. She must have tidied him up while he’d been unconscious because his pants were zipped. They sat there in silence except for the distant sounds of the mansion ebbing toward nightfall.

      “I found the knot of magic within you,” she said after a while. “The one that has your Power Graft intertwined with Emma’s magic. I should be able to unravel it, though it will require me to perform a very specific technique.”

      “Which is?”

      “The same one Emma used to unhex you.”

      He snorted out a laugh. “Figures.”

      “I’m sure Emma would find this all very amusing.” She flashed a bashful smile. “Not much of a point in ‘fixing’ Power Graft if we need to perform the act we’re trying to avoid.”

      “Not avoid,” Clarke corrected. “Simply postpone until it’s safer.”

      Her smile warmed at his reassurance. “I noticed something else while we were kissing. Your nature as a nephilim is growing stronger, to the point where it might make what we’re attempting moot.”

      “How so?”

      “Your celestial side is maturing at a startling rate. I suspect that portion of you is about to become stronger than in any human I’ve ever known. Whether this is a result of how I magically Blessed your birth or some other factor⁠—”

      “Such as intense exposure to your magic?” he ventured.

      “Perhaps. I really can’t say. But the effect seems clear to me, and I expect you’ll begin to manifest your own celestial abilities very soon.”

      “Really?” His eyes widened.

      “They’ll be weaker than mine, of course. But a little celestial power can go a long way.”

      “Especially if I need to face off against Redpeak and his minions.”

      “As I suspect you must.” Her halo dimmed slightly. “Sooner rather than later, I fear. We should continue your ‘exposure therapy,’ though I believe that’s enough for one day.”

      “Yeah.” He rubbed his temple. “Tell me about it.”

      “Besides, I suspect there are other matters you must attend to. Emma stopped by looking for you. She made it sound important.”

      “Right.” He rose from the bedside. “Any idea where I can find her?”

      The angel flashed a whimsical smile. “Sprawled wantonly atop your bed, I imagine.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ashley’s prediction proved wholly accurate.

      “Hey there, Sexy,” Emma cooed, stretched luxuriantly atop his bedsheets. She wore a burgundy corset with matching garter belt, panties, stockings, and high heels. The ensemble left her high and heavy breasts exposed, nipples hard. She adjusted her glasses with darkly polished nails and slipped onto her side, wings retracted behind her, tail resting languidly.

      “Hey yourself,” he said with a grin.

      “How’s the head?” she asked with genuine concern, though tinged with hopefulness for a particular answer.

      “Better. She didn’t frazzle my brain quite as bad this time.”

      “That’s good to hear.” She stretched both arms over her head and grabbed the headboard. “Bet I can make you feel even better.”

      “I don’t doubt that,” he said, and believed every word. One of the benefits of sex with a succubus was she could reinvigorate him during the act. Normally, this served as an excuse for even more sex, but occasionally she’d employed her talents for more … medicinal ends.

      “Why don’t you come here, then?” She planted her heels in the sheets and arched her back, “Your wife wishes to make you feel wonderful. All I ask in return is your seed.”

      “Sure, but didn’t you want this to play out a certain way? You had a list. I distinctly remember a list.”

      “Don’t fret about that.” She gave the notion a dismissive wave. “I realized I was being greedy. And perhaps, a bit impatient. Yes, I’d like to try everything on my list. Repeatedly and vigorously, mind you. But not all at once.”

      “You sure? You sounded like you were really looking forward to this.”

      “Why cram all the kinks into one night when I can savor them over the course of several?”

      “Ah. Yes, that sounds more like it.”

      “So, my loving husband”—she turned onto her stomach and rocked her heeled feet back and forth—“why don’t you pick how we start? And then, how about we see where inspiration takes us?”

      Clarke pulled off his shirt. He tossed it aside and manifested his incubus wings.

      Emma loved his wings. He didn’t quite understand the sexual appeal of the extra limbs, at least on a gut level. Certainly, Emma and Ashley’s wings added to each woman’s uniqueness, elevating their beauty with distinctiveness, but he didn’t find himself sexually attracted to those features the same way he was to, say, the swell of their breasts or the curve of their hips.

      Emma was aroused by his wings. He supposed her coming from a winged demihuman race had wired their brains to find such features appealing. All that made sense, intellectually at least, and he enjoyed pleasing her as much as she enjoyed pleasing him.

      Though he could do with her suckling his wing muscles less. He was a tad ticklish there.

      Clarke struck a pose and spread his wings, presenting a feast for his wife’s eyes. Normally, she would give him an appreciative clap, but this time she sat up on all fours, eyes growing wide.

      “Clarke?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Your wings?”

      “Yes?” He gave them a quick flap. “What about them?”

      She crawled to the edge of the bed. “They’ve changed?”

      “Excuse me?” He glanced to his left side and brought a wing around. “But …”

      It was his wing; he verified this by touching the top and following it back to the base near his shoulder blade. He checked the other wing and found it to be identical to the first.

      They were his wings.

      And yet they weren’t.

      They were still heavier and more muscular than Emma’s, but the translucent webbing between each digit was gone, replaced with … feathers?

      Crimson feathers.

      His wings reminded him of Ashley’s, except the coloration was almost … blood-soaked, maybe? He rubbed one pinion between two fingers. The feather possessed a glistening coat of some sort, but the surface wasn’t wet to the touch. Rather, it felt slightly warm the way Ashley’s feathers did.

      Did he have celestial wings now?

      No, that didn’t seem quite right. Not with the deep red coloration.

      Instead, he wondered, perhaps it’s more accurate to think of them as nephilim wings?

      He was certain he hadn’t succeeded in casting Power Graft with Ashley. Not only had their union failed to progress to the critical stage for the spell to trigger, but he’d fallen unconscious before that point. Even if he’d somehow managed to cast it while out cold, someone as attuned to magic as Ashley would surely have detected the exchange.

      So, he concluded to himself, this didn’t come from Ashley. She might have helped awaken this part of me, but she wasn’t the origin.

      I am.

      What else is stirring within me?

      What other powers might she help me unearth?

      Emma sat up from the bed and hurried over to him, breasts jiggling with each step. She stroked a finger down one crimson wing.

      “Remarkable,” she breathed, almost reverently.

      “Should we show these to Ashley?” Clarke asked.

      “Later.” Emma took hold of a wing with both hands.

      And then she buried her face in the feathers.

      “Uh, Emma?”

      The succubus inhaled deeply, then let out a slow shuddering breath. She rubbed her glistening panties with one hand.

      “Oh, yeah,” she murmured, her words muffled by feathers. “That’s the stuff.”

      “Are you sniffing my wings?”

      “Yes?” She sounded mildly apologetic.

      “Mind telling me why?”

      “Because they smell so good!” She rubbed her face in the feathers. “And they feel wonderful, too! It’s like they’re saturated with magic, yours and Ashley’s. You smell like her, too, now.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “But in a manly way, Clarke,” she assured him. “Oh, so manly!”

      “Are my wings turning you on?”

      “How can you even ask such a question?” She tugged on her panties. “Do me, Clarke! Here and now! As hard and in whatever way you desire!”

      “Shouldn’t we check in with Ashley first?”

      “Please!” She dropped to her knees and clutched his butt cheeks. “I don’t even care if you get me pregnant! That part’s optional. Just sate me, I beg you!”

      Clarke met her eyes, so wide and eager and perhaps a little desperate. He cracked a smile, thought back to what he could recall from Emma’s list.

      And picked one.

      “All right.”

      “Yay!” She gave him an appreciative clap, then unbuckled his pants. He sprang forth, and she gaped at his noticeably larger length and girth. She gazed up into his eyes appreciatively.

      “I thought you might like this,” he said.

      “I do. Very, very much.”

      She licked around the glans before swallowing the tip. She began to slide down his shaft at a slow, luxuriant pace, but Clarke laced his fingers through her hair and urged her deeper. Her jaw stretched to accommodate his girth as he inched his entire length down her throat.

      He held her there, her lips straining around the root of his cock. Her wings twitched. Her tail flicked, and he finally let her up off him. She pulled off the tip with a lewd pop and gasped for air.

      He grabbed her head with both hands and guided her back to his cock, which she devoured greedily, relishing his forcefulness. She swallowed his entire length without any insistence from him this time and held him there, tongue playing across the shaft, eyes gazing longingly up at him.

      “I remember part of your list,” he told her, and she murmured a question against his cock. “Now, now. What have I told you about speaking with your mouth full?”

      He let her pull off his cock, and she drank in a deep breath.

      “What do you plan to do to me?” she asked lustfully.

      “You’ll see soon enough.”

      He cast Fly and levitated off the floor. Emma spread her own wings and joined him. They embraced in the air and kissed, roughly, ravenously, his cock pressed against her soaking crotch. She reached down to stroke him, but he pushed her hand away and instead kneaded one of her breasts. She moaned into his mouth and broke their kiss.

      “Do whatever you want to me, my love,” she uttered, their foreheads almost touching. “Ravish me to your heart’s desire.”

      Clarke gave her a crooked grin. He angled his wings and, with a sudden burst of speed, pinned her against the ceiling. She gasped, but then smiled wickedly. He placed one hand on her shoulder and squeezed her breast with the other. He pinched her nipple, then traced down across her belly button to the hot desire between her legs.

      His fingers squelched into her sopping sex.

      “Yes,” she moaned.

      He grasped the back of her neck and kissed her roughly, his fingers plunging in and out of her dripping slit. She shuddered and gasped and writhed and squirmed until he tore her panties off and flipped her over.

      “Yes!” she cried, her breasts smooshed against the ceiling, on all fours but inverted, wings flared and tail lashing. “Take me!”

      He gripped the base of her tail, and she trembled. Her sleek, prehensile extension wrapped around his forearm as he guided himself to the furnace of her sex. His tip found the opening, and she pushed it.

      “YES!” she squealed.

      He drove himself inside her, all the way to the base. She quivered when he bottomed out in her, and her tail loosened. He took hold of her hips and began to fuck her. Slow at first as he felt out the position. His wings provided all the “leverage” he needed to hold her in place, but sex on the ceiling brought its own set of challenges.

      He adjusted the angle of her hips, and she moved submissively to his every whim until he fucked her in earnest. She grunted with each deep, powerful thrust, her utterances turning more animalistic than anything else. He leaned forward to grasp her breasts from behind and play with her nipples.

      “Oh, God, Clarke! Fuck, I’m close!”

      “So am I,” he growled in her ear. “Do you want me?”

      “I do!”

      “Do you want all of me?”

      “Yes! Give it to me! All of it! All of you! I want it all!”

      “What do we say?”

      “Please!” she exclaimed, rocking under the force of every plunge. “I want a child! I want your child! Fill me with your seed, I beg you! I— I⁠—”

      Her mouth gaped as her orgasm wracked through her. She shivered with delicious release from head to toe, tail and wings twitching as her pleasure squeezed in around his shaft. Her contractions pushed him over the edge, and he blew his load deep within her.

      They panted as they came down from their sexual highs. Clarke kissed her ear, then gave it a playful nibble before releasing her. He flapped his wings, and they settled onto the bed.

      “Thank you, Clarke.” She gave him a sweet peck on the cheek. “From the bottom of my heart. I’m pregnant with your child, and I can’t begin to tell you how happy this makes me.”

      “You can already tell?”

      She giggled. “I’m a succubus. I know these things.”

      “Of course.”

      “But that doesn’t mean we have to stop here.” She rose and straddled him. “The night is young, and there are so many kinks left to try. What do you say? Shall we see where inspiration takes us next?”
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      Inspiration guided Clarke and Emma to many exciting places that night, and eventually he left her on the bed, contently snoring like a chainsaw. He made his way back to Ashley, who proved far less surprised by the change to his wings than he’d expected. She recommended they maintain a rigorous regimen of “exposure therapy” to draw out more of his celestial powers.

      Which she then attempted with another long kiss, coupled with aggressive groping that left him woozy. He retired to his bed after that and woke up the next morning to the sensations of a sloppy blowjob courtesy of both Emma and Brooke. The succubus wasn’t his only wife turned on by him recently, and Brooke’s fires had been lit by his prowess as their “pack alpha.” She rode him hard that morning, cutting loose until he sated her as well.

      The furniture survived … mostly intact.

      Clarke spent the next few days alternating between exposure sessions with Ashley, recovering from said sessions, and coordinating Broken Fang’s efforts against the d-hunters. Veronica’s expertise proved both invaluable and highly accurate as Sammy and the werewolves began to piece together a clearer picture of Knightfall’s operation within Chester Creek, as well as the forces under their command.

      Between all that, he and the ladies kept up appearances at Chester Creek University as best they could, attending the majority of their classes, though the reduced schedules they’d chosen for this semester made the performances easier. They never ventured onto campus without protection in the form of a loose escort of werewolves, courtesy of the Hawthornes or Sandovals. Clarke knew he was Knightfall’s intended target, and he dutifully kept his time outside the mansion to a minimum.

      Tension permeated their lives, but slowly the mansion settled into a new normal. Wary, but not worried. Cautious, yet optimistic.

      All that changed when Vince Hawthorne joined them at the mansion that Thursday.
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        * * *

      

      “A small team of Knightfall vampires have raided Studio Nightshade,” Vince reported once Clarke had gathered Broken Fang in the dining hall.

      Ashley had brought the Hawthorne alpha to the mansion using the Portal of Gold; he’d been making the same trip each evening all week, delivering the latest news in person rather than risking a phone call.

      “I suspect I don’t need to tell you why this is a troubling development.” Vince removed his hunting cap and smoothed out his bushy hair.

      “No, you don’t.” Clarke placed his fingertips on the table and glanced around. “Hunter Alant used that location, and Linda Sarkany was a partial stakeholder.” His jaw tightened. “In fact, now that we consider events with the benefit of hindsight, that may be why Alant camped out there while hunting us.”

      “You think Sarkany provided it to him as a base?” Emma asked.

      “It’s certainly possible. But regardless of what happened, my point is both their paths intersect with that location in multiple ways. That means Knightfall is getting closer to a trail that leads to us. Vince, how many vampires are we dealing with at the studio?”

      “Four, as far as we can tell. The place is shut down to the public, but we’re keeping a close watch on the comings and goings.”

      Sammy whistled. “Four d-hunters at once. That’ll be tough.”

      “To put it mildly,” Brooke said with a hint of nervousness. “And there might be more.”

      “Possible, but not likely.” Veronica sat forward. “Knightfall has twelve members and will often split into teams of four to complete smaller objectives. Vince, if your pack only spotted four at the studio, then my guess is that’s everyone Redpeak assigned to the location.”

      “At least there’s that,” Brooke murmured.

      “There’s more,” Vince said. “They had a prisoner with them. A young man who didn’t seem to have his wits about him.”

      “Charmed or Enthralled?” Emma asked.

      “We couldn’t tell, and there’s not much point in knowing anymore. We could hear his screams from a block away. They lasted for over an hour, then … nothing.”

      Clarke nodded grimly. “Did anyone recognize the man?”

      “No, but that’s not all. After the screams stopped, something started moving inside the studio. We’ve heard shuffling and the breaking of glass, sometimes with a deep, guttural gurgle. There was a smell, too. Faint, given the distances we were keeping, but unusual enough for us to pick up. Sour and acidic. Like someone had puked up their lunch.”

      “From the prisoner? Before he died?” Clarke asked, but Vince shook his head.

      “Don’t think so. More like there’s a creature inside the studio now. Something big and nasty.”

      “A geist,” Ixia hissed through tight teeth. “Those vampires may have created a geist, converting whoever that poor soul was into one of their wretched familiars.”

      “Ixia could be right,” Veronica said. “Mind you, I never created one myself, but I knew vampires who did. All geists require the tortured scraps of a human soul to serve as a foundation. And given the prisoner and the screams …”

      She gave him a dark shrug.

      “You mean like the terrorgeist we faced a few months ago?” Clarke asked Ixia.

      “Yes, but this one doesn’t sound like the same type of creature. I’ve been consulting with the Weeping Stone clan ever since we faced the terrorgeist, picking their loremaster’s brain on the rarer kinds of monsters vampires can create. There are several forms of geist, all of them with unique strengths and weaknesses. This one sounds like it might be a bilegeist.”

      “Bile?” Brooke cringed. “That sounds … unpleasant.”

      “It’ll melt your face off if you give it an inch.”

      “Incorporeal?” Clarke asked.

      “No. But it has other defenses. Cutting it open is dangerous in and of itself.” Ixia pointed a thumb over her shoulder, aimed in the general direction of her workshop. “I can grab my notes if you like.”

      “Please do.”

      “I know where it is.” Dahlia gave her pregnant sister a pat on the shoulder. “Be back in a flash.”

      The witch hurried out of the room.

      “So this thing’s like the alien?” Sammy asked.

      “The … what are you talking about?” Ixia gave the slime girl a confused look.

      “You know? The alien. On account of it having acid for blood.”

      “You mean like the alien from Alien?”

      “Yep! Isn’t that obvious from what I said?”

      “Not really.”

      “Let’s hold that thought until Dahlia gets back,” Clarke said. “With those vampires at the studio, we have a problem, but we may have an opportunity as well.”

      “What’s on your mind?” Emma asked.

      “We need to nab ourselves a vampire. And now we know where four of them are.”

      “We taking on all four at once?” Brooke asked.

      “Not unless we have no other choice. Instead, I’d like our allies to create a diversion. Something to draw most—but, importantly, not all—of those vampires away from the studio.”

      “Mason and I shouldn’t have any trouble starting a ruckus.” Vince grinned wolfishly. “Just give the word.”

      “I can help make sure it’s a suitably sized ‘ruckus,’” Veronica added. “One that will pull only some of the vampires away from the studio.”

      “And once those vampires have been drawn away?” Emma prompted.

      “We use the Portal to enter the studio,” Clarke said, “and grab ourselves a vampire. Ixia, how’s that Daze grenade coming along?”

      “Fully charged. I even had time to prepare two more for you, just in case.”

      “Music to my ears.” He leaned in. “All right, everyone. We’ve got a rough idea on how this needs to play out. Time to turn this into a concrete plan.”

      “Hell yeah!” Sammy punched her palm. “Let’s do this!”
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        * * *

      

      Six hours later, a small team of werewolves approached Studio Nightshade, their identities protected by some of Ashley’s best Concealment spells. They proceeded to graffiti the vampires’ cars parked nearby and—when that failed to elicit the desired response—urinated all over their tires.

      That proved a step too far for Knightfall. The first werewolf team fled the scene while the second team reported back to Clarke that three individuals—likely all Knightfall vampires—had left the studio.

      Half an hour later, Clarke led the core members of Broken Fang through the Portal of Gold.

      He emerged first onto the huge deck on Studio Nightshade’s roof. A low brick wall surrounded the wide, open space, and a stocked bar took up one corner. A few tables and loungers ringed the tiled dance floor. He crouched in front of the Portal, soaking in his surroundings beneath moonlit clouds. No one else was on the roof.

      He sensed a foul discharge reeking up through the floor like a vile fume born of blood and bile.

      But no traps.

      No Wards, either, other than the frayed remains of older spells.

      Those would have been linked to either Alant or Sarkany, and both were dead.

      He focused on the magical emanations below and managed to parse out two auras: one a disgusting amalgamation of filth and decay, the other steeped in blood and malice.

      A familiar and its vampiric master.

      Just the one. He permitted himself a cold grin, though one edged with concern. He knew his shifter allies could take care of themselves, but there were still three d-hunters after them.

      Still, this is no time to get distracted, he told himself. Our allies are aware of the risks. They’re sticking their necks out so that we can get the job done.

      Clarke checked over his shoulder.

      Brooke loomed behind him, a hulking mass of fur and sinew, rows of teeth glinting within her elongated snout. Sammy stood beside her, her eyes two bright swirls of blue against fluorescent pink skin. She’d stripped down to her black bra and panties before passing through the Portal.

      Emma exited the Portal, eyes alert, the bulk of her Benelli M4 shotgun gripped firmly. Ashley brought up the rear, a glassy blue spear in one hand. She waved her free hand and spun her wrist. The Portal floated toward the bar then tilted until it lay flat behind it. The roof bar wasn’t the best hiding place, but there weren’t many buildings nearby that had a good line of sight to the studio’s roof, and none of those were especially tall.

      Emma and Ashley exchanged a few quick words, then Ashley hurried over and crouched beside Clarke.

      “No unusual defenses as far as we can tell,” the angel reported. “And no signs we’ve been detected. The Concealment spells I placed on everyone are holding.”

      “Makes sense,” Clarke replied quietly. “Knightfall is here to search for leads, not to fortify the place. Time to make sure our special guest doesn’t call for help.”

      Ashley placed her hand on the tiled roof, and her halo glowed hotly for a few seconds.

      “There. I’ve cast Disrupt on the roof. That should block most forms of wireless or magical communication, though a strong enough signal will still punch through, and the hunter could always use a landline.”

      “Good thing landlines are out of style these days. You and Emma keep back with the Portal. The rest of us are going in.”

      “Be safe, my love.”

      He winked at the angel. “No promises.”

      Ashley joined Emma behind the bar, who’d taken up a defensive post with her shotgun leveled over the counter.

      Clarke rose and led Brooke and Sammy into the studio. They took the stairs down a level and cut across a corridor lined with small offices. The corridor opened to a staircase along the outer wall of the main studio floor. Spotlights hung from metal trusses that spanned the ceiling two stories up, illuminating the empty stage and dance floor. A grotesque burbling, gulping noise emanated from the bar, followed by the splash of shattering glass.

      A huge, hulking shadow belched and shifted, barely fitting behind the counter.

      “It won’t stop,” the beast rumbled with a deep, male voice possessed of a strange dissonance, as if it were part of an unruly chorus. Glass snapped, then crunched to a steady rhythm. Was the creature chewing the bottles?

      Brooke wrinkled her snout and rubbed it with the back of her hand.

      “It won’t stop, won’t stop, won’t stop.”

      The creature smashed a bottle against the countertop.

      “Mother, why won’t it stop?”

      “Be still, my beautiful child.” The woman’s voice was melodious and sinister.

      Clarke searched the room urgently for the source but found nothing. Brooke’s ears folded back, and she snarled. Sammy retrieved Ixia’s magical grenade from her chest and fingered the pin.

      “Mother?” The huge shape shuffled away from the bar.

      “It seems we have guests. Why don’t you greet them for me?”

      “But I still hurt. No matter how much I drink, it won’t stop hurting.”

      “Why don’t you try eating them? Perhaps the sweetness of their flesh will soothe your aching stomach.”

      “It will?”

      “You won’t know until you try.”

      “Above us!” Brooke pointed, and Clarke followed her finger to a wavering shadow lurking atop one of the trusses.

      “I see her!” Sammy yanked the pin and launched the grenade with a sideways throw.

      The vampire rose to leap off the truss, but Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and scarlet chains lashed themselves around the vampire’s legs. She tripped over with a brief, startled yelp and landed hard on her side. One of the spotlights teetered from the impact.

      The grenade tinked against the truss, hitting inches from the vampire’s face, and then a radiant plume of smoke and flower petals blasted outward. The vampire coughed and spasmed, and Clarke released the chains.

      She fell and landed on the stage with the crunch of breaking boards. Concealment magic dissipated from the impact, revealing a slender, raven-haired woman dressed in a black leather bodysuit, so tight it left little to the imagination. Her limbs twitched, eyes wide and vacant.

      “Nice throw, Sammy!” Clarke cheered. “Now let’s grab her!”

      “DON’T TOUCH MY MOTHER!”

      The bilegeist stomped into the light, revealing its huge, bloated body. It scrambled forward atop six scrawny arms that now served as legs. Two more diminutive arms hung from its side. Its flesh was pale, gray, and folded with hideous fat. A wide, bald head accommodated a massive mouth lined with rotten, broken teeth. It kept its large eyes closed.

      “Brooke, secure the prisoner!” Clarke snapped out his thirstblade and faced the bilegeist. “Sammy, with me!”

      “MAKE IT STOP!” The beast charged, finally opening its “eyes.” They weren’t eyes at all, but two more mouths! It rushed at him, shockingly fast for such a heavy creature, closing with all the terrible inertia of an oncoming train.

      Clarke dodged, cutting into the monster’s side as it barreled past. Flesh tore open, and a vile greenish excretion gushed out, steaming on the floor, turning the floorboards into a soft sludge. The nauseating stench struck his nose with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer, and he reeled from his first inhale despite the resistances he’d absorbed from Sammy.

      The bilegeist spun to face him, its side split open and leaking a fetid trail that resembled old milk and rotten cheese curds. It lurched forward, again with surprising speed. Sammy hammered it from the side, and its flesh wobbled with each blow. It staggered on its many legs, “hands” splayed for balance, then faced the slime girl.

      “YOU LOOK TASTY!” it bellowed through three mouths.

      Its gut churned and gurgled. Its throat bulged in the manner of a giant toad, and then it spewed a stream of greenish filth all over Sammy. Her clothes melted and dropped off, but she rushed through the rancid rain, snarling. She pulled a fist back and leaped.

      “Those were my favorite panties!” the slime girl raged.

      She threw a savage hook into the bilegeist’s lower jaw. Teeth cracked, and its head flew back, spittle flying. The creature lurched away, and Clarke cut through its sagging flesh. More disgusting fluid poured out, but the creature didn’t seem to be shrinking from all the lost mass. Worse, it was so huge and fat, it was difficult for Clarke to strike anything vital through all the fleshy padding.

      Several strips of the floor oozed like soft putty, and the air clouded over with a green, noxious fog. Behind him, Brooke hacked and coughed.

      “Shit, that’s nasty!” the werewolf gasped.

      “How you doing back there, Brooke?” Clarke called out.

      “Managing! The prisoner is resisting arrest!”

      “Hurry it up! This fight is getting messy!”

      “I will consume your soul!” the vampire rasped.

      “You have the right to remain silent!” Brooke swung a clenched fist at the vampire’s head.

      Thwack!

      “Everything you say will be used against you!”

      Thwack! Thwack!

      “DON’T HURT MOTHER!”

      The bilegeist stumbled rapidly toward Brooke and the vampire, fluid sputtering from its open wounds. Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and scarlet chains snapped up out of the floor to bind the creature’s many legs. It struggled forward, one heavy step at a time.

      “MOTHER!” Wretched gobs flew from its three mouths.

      “Clarke, hold it there!” Sammy shouted. “I’m going in!”

      “Be my guest!”

      Sammy whipped out one arm, transforming it into a pink thorned tentacle. She curled it back and then punched the tip into one of the bilegeist’s wounds. The appendage squirmed into the monster, worming its way deeper. At first, the monster snarled at her and swiped at the intrusion penetrating its flesh, but then its lips curled with pain and it screamed. The tentacle writhed around, and the fluid pouring from the monster’s side turned bloody.

      “IT HURTS! IT HURTS!”

      Clarke held the beast stationary as best he could. It strained desperately against his spell while Sammy fed more and more of herself into the creature’s innards. Her torso contracted like a deflating balloon, and soon she disappeared entirely within the monster. Its skin bulged and distorted as the slime girl squirmed through its guts, tearing it apart from the inside out.

      Clarke imagined a long snake of pink, barbed slime shooting through the creature, cutting through its organs like a long, organic saw. Blood and bits of gore spilled from its wounds, and its chest sagged inward. It raised its head, the trio of mouths agape until pink slime punched up one throat and out through its splintering teeth.

      Sammy formed a bubblegum pink arc that jetted in a continuous stream from the bilegeist’s mouth. She landed beside Clarke, reforming into a naked humanoid one slimy gallon at a time. Once whole, she placed a triumphant hand on her hip. Beside her, the dead bilegeist sagged under its own ruinous weight.

      Clarke took in the corpse, not sure what to say.

      “Sammy?”

      “Yes, Clarke?”

      “When you said you were ‘going in,’ I thought you meant something else.”

      “Sorry. I suppose I should have communicated the plan better.”

      “It’s not that. Just wondering what brought this on.” He indicated the deflating corpse.

      “Just leveraging my talents.” She shrugged. “Its nastiness wasn’t affecting me, so I figured why not give it a go?”

      “And by ‘a go,’ you mean buzzsaw through its innards?”

      “Exactly!” She tilted her head. “Don’t approve?”

      “No, no. It was just …” He eyed the pool of shredded organs spilling from the corpse. “Unexpected.”

      “Good!” She smiled brightly. “I like surprising you.”

      “Clarke!” Brooke shouted. “The vampire!”

      He whirled around to catch the Knightfall hunter summoning an obsidian whip. Brooke lunged at her, intent on grabbing hold, but the vampire cracked the whip, and the bladed edge slashed across Brooke’s face in a spray of blood. She charged through and tackled the vampire, both hitting the ground with a brutal crunch.

      The two rolled, scrambling. The vampire leveraged her back against the floor and kicked Brooke off. The werewolf flew high and long, crashing down onto the stage.

      Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and chains snaked around the vampire and constricted. She flicked her wrist, and green runes flared alive up and down her bodysuit.

      The chains shattered like so much reddish glass.

      The vampire planted her feet and shook out her whip.

      “Nice try, blood knight,” she seethed at him. “But I know how to counter all your petty tricks.”

      “Do you now?” Clarke inched closer, thirstblade raised.

      Sammy circled around to one side. Brooke busted through the stage’s wreckage and hurried over, blood dripping from her maw.

      “You have no concept of how much peril you’re in.” The vampire smirked at him and raised her smartphone. “Call Lord Redpeak.”

      The phone played a three-tone warning, followed by an automated message:

      “We’re sorry, but we cannot complete your call at this time. Please try again later.”

      The vampire gave her phone a dumbfounded look.

      “My tricks aren’t the only ones you need to contend with,” Clarke told her with a cruel smile of his own.

      “So it would seem, blood knight.” The vampire pocketed her phone and cracked her whip. She lowered her stance, tensing for battle⁠—

      —and then spun around and cast Fly.

      She hurtled toward the second-floor exit and crashed through the door shoulder-first.

      Clarke spread his wings and shot after her. They both zipped down the corridor and up the stairs at the far end. The vampire burst out onto the roof⁠—

      —only to be greeted by a shotgun blast.

      Buckshot imbued with Cripple left gory craters in her face. She screamed. Her Fly spell fizzled, and she hit the ground on her side, skidding across the tiles until her head struck the brick parapet.

      The vampire scrambled to her feet, but Ashley flew over and grabbed her from behind. She locked one arm around the vampire’s neck and held it like a vise. The vampire kicked and clawed and cursed, but Ashley held her tight.

      “Nice save, you two.” Clarke pulled the pin on one of their backup grenades and tossed it at the vampire’s feet. White smoke and luminous flower petals fumed up and around the pair, and the vampire’s eyes rolled back into her head. Ashley set the vampire on the ground and began binding her arms and legs.

      Emma pumped the action on her shotgun and walked over.

      “Just one question.” Clarke glanced her way. “How’d you know it wasn’t me coming through first?”

      “Oh, please, Clarke.” The succubus gave his chest a tender brush. Her gold wedding band glinted on one finger. “I’m more sensitive to your presence than that.”
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      The vampire sat naked and tied to a chair by her arms and ankles. Her bodysuit had contained too many enchantments to allow her to keep it, and so the Greys had stripped her of all possessions and repeatedly “washed” them with Dispel magic while the vampire came to.

      She now found herself seated in the middle of a modified version of the three-point circle the Greys had used to interrogate Veronica. The triplets sat cross-legged at the points of the equilateral triangle that touched the outer runic loop.

      Clarke stood in front of the vampire, while Ashley, Emma, Brooke, and Sammy formed a rough line behind her, their weapons, claws, and magic ready in case their prisoner showed any signs of breaking free. Veronica leaned against the far wall, quietly observant.

      The woman glared at Clarke with daggers in her eyes, her fangs fully extended. The Greys had enchanted the ropes with a combination of Cripple and Paralyze, but something within the vampire resisted even that, and the bindings smoked where they touched her skin. If it hurt, she showed no signs of acknowledging the pain.

      “Let’s start easy,” Clarke began. “Tell me your name?”

      “Yulia Reeves.”

      He raised an eyebrow at the quick answer, and she sneered at him.

      “That one’s free, blood knight. Anything more intimate will cost you.”

      “We’ll see about that.” He folded his arms. “Was that poor creature we faced your doing?”

      “Why, whatever do you mean?”

      “The bilegeist at the studio.”

      “‘Bilegeist?’ Such an ugly name for so beautiful a child.”

      “Did you create it?”

      “I’ve created many such children over the years. That one was a recent addition to my menagerie, born from a sad sack of flesh no one will miss. Why? Do you wish for me to elevate you in the same manner?” She grinned maliciously at him. “If so, you’re going about it the wrong way.”

      “You corrupted an innocent human life. Mutilated him mind, body, and soul. Transformed him to the point where only death could relieve his suffering. And for what? For your own amusement? For some extra muscle while you’re in town?”

      “What of it?”

      “Just want to gauge how terrible a monster you are before we get to the messy part. Now, are you a member of Knightfall?”

      “Nnn!” Her jaw clenched, and her knuckles turned white against the armrests. She squeezed her eyes shut, muscles trembling, sweat beading on her brow. Smoke hissed from her restraints.

      “More,” Clarke commanded.

      Ixia extended an open palm toward the vampire. Her sisters mimed the gesture, and the magic circle drank greedily from their rich mana reserves. Chalked runes glowed, and Reeves twitched, cocking her head almost sideways.

      “I’ll ask again.” Clarke’s voice was slow and forceful. “Are you a member of Knightfall?”

      “Nnn. Nnn!” Her eyes shot wide. “Yes!” she spat, then let out a harsh exhale of relief.

      “Ixia?” Clarke asked.

      “She’s throwing every trick in the book at us, but it’s not enough. I can tell whether she’s lying or not, and that last word was the truth.”

      He nodded and took a step closer, looming over the seated vampire.

      “How many members of Knightfall are in or near the city of Chester Creek?”

      “F-f-f-ffff …”

      “How many?”

      “Four-r-r-r-r,” she grated out.

      “A lie,” Ixia reported calmly.

      “Harder,” Clarke commanded, and the magic circle blazed with purplish light.

      Reeves convulsed against her restraints, but the enchanted ropes held.

      “How many Knightfall hunters are here?”

      “All twelve!” she gasped, then sagged in the chair, chest heaving.

      “Good. Now, tell us where the Academy of Silence is.”

      “I will do no such thing, blood knight,” Reeves snapped back. “I am a scion of the Academy, sworn to⁠—”

      The magic circle brightened, and the vampire shuddered.

      “Tell us where it is,” Clarke demanded.

      “It’s …”

      “Tell us!”

      “It’s …”

      “Tell us!”

      “It’s below Bran Castle!” Reeves cried, then drooped limp in the chair. She let out a low chuckle. “I’m impressed you were able to draw that out of me.”

      “Bran Castle?” Clarke glanced to Ixia.

      “She’s telling the truth.”

      “Bran Castle,” he repeated. “The Academy of Silence is located beneath Dracula’s castle?”

      “Pretty clever, don’t you think?” Reeves’ voice was weary yet sinister. “It’s the last place you’d think to look.”

      “There’s such a thing as being too clever for your own good.”

      “Says the man who didn’t have a clue where it was until a few moments ago. Not that the knowledge will do you any good.”

      “We’ll see about that. Next, tell me where in the Academy we can find the Prime Grimoire.”

      “Ah.” Reeves’ eyes brightened with sudden understanding. “So, our Great Mother was right. You are after her grimoire.”

      “Where is it?”

      “I don’t know.” She laughed at him. “I don’t know! You grabbed the wrong vampire!” She threw her head back, and her laughter became a wild cackle.

      Clarke’s heart sank at her words, but he hid his feelings behind a stoic mask.

      “Then who does?”

      “Only Lord Baxter Redpeak knows where it’s kept now!” Reeves jerked her head toward Ashley, even though she couldn’t see the angel. “Our Great Mother anticipated Sandalphon’s return and has prepared accordingly. Yes, the Prime Grimoire is usually kept at the Academy, but it was moved days ago. You’ll never find it, and I’ll die with a smile on my lips knowing my companions will slaughter all of you.”

      Clarke’s mind raced.

      “You said Redpeak knows where the Prime Grimoire is?”

      “That’s right!” Reeves spat. “But good luck capturing him alive! Even if you somehow survived the encounter—which I truly doubt—no mere Truth spell will ever loosen his lips. He is the greatest of us, and his coming shall herald your doom!”

      “So be it,” Clarke said. “If we have to capture Redpeak in order to learn where the Prime Grimoire is, then that’s what we’ll do.”

      “There may be another way.” Veronica pushed off the wall. “A safer way. Comparatively, at least.”

      “That voice?!” Reeves tried to twist around in her seat. “I know that voice!”

      “What’s on your mind?” Clarke prompted.

      “Knightfall operates out of the Academy,” Veronica said, “and that includes Redpeak. He’ll have an office there, and like so many vampires, he prefers written correspondence.”

      “You think we can learn where the Prime Grimoire is by searching his office?”

      “That, or at least a clue to its whereabouts.”

      “Veronica? Poor, old, ‘VAPID’ Veronica?” Reeves laughed. “Oh, please do try the failed hunter’s plan! Between us true believers and our servants, you’ll be fortunate if so much as your head manages to roll into his office!”

      “Tell us about the Academy’s defenses,” Clarke demanded.

      “I don’t know!” She sneered at him. “It changes all the time! You have no way of knowing what fresh hell you’ll be charging into!”

      Clarke watched her for any of the telltale signs of stress or falsehood, but saw none.

      “I hate to admit it, but she has a point,” he said at last. “The Academy is going to be a tough nut to crack.”

      “True,” Veronica replied, “but the advantage for us is the Academy won’t be expecting you. Redpeak is.”

      Clarke considered her words, then gave her a slow nod.

      “Point taken.” He looked down at Reeves, who leered defiantly at him. “You wouldn’t happen to know where Redpeak keeps his paperwork, would you?”

      “Go to hell, blood knight.”

      Clarke watched her for any signs of strain. Her face was surprisingly serene, despite the stress caused by her earlier defiance.

      He grimaced, knowing what he had to do next. Yes, Reeves was one of their enemies, but she was also an unarmed prisoner, and he found the thought of striking her down in cold blood deeply distasteful, despite how evil she was.

      But it had to be done. They couldn’t keep her in the mansion; she was far too dangerous for that. He could feel the undercurrents of her magic eating away at the enchantments restraining her. What if she broke free? How much destruction would she leave in her wake? How many lives would she reap on her way out?

      Images flashed through his mind: his wives and loved ones, dead and cold on the ground, their bodies drenched in blood. He wouldn’t allow that—couldn’t allow that horrid end to come to pass. As a man, he thought of himself as a protector, and sometimes a protector had to get his hands dirty. Besides, he couldn’t ask anyone else to do this. This execution was his to perform.

      He snapped out his thirstblade, and Reeves flinched. He raised the sword. A single, quick stroke through her neck was all he needed.

      “Clarke?”

      He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked over, surprised to find Ashley beside him.

      “There’s no need for you to sully your hands in this manner.” The angel placed a gentle palm atop his wrist and lowered his blade. “Permit me to carry out this distasteful task in your place.”

      He regarded the angel with a combination of disbelief and startlement. He still remembered the old Ashley, with her broken halo and fractured memories, who’d stoutly refused to raise a hand against anyone.

      “You’ve done enough for us today,” she added. “Allow me to take on this burden for you.”

      “If that’s what you want,” he heard himself say.

      “It is.” She gestured toward the door. “If everyone would be so kind as to give me some space.”

      “You want us to leave the room?” Sammy asked.

      “If you don’t mind. I’ll only be a minute or two, then you may come back in.”

      “You sure we can’t stay and watch?” The slime girl flashed a crooked smile. “I kind of want to see what you do to her.”

      “Come on.” Clarke helped Ixia to her feet then waved the others toward the door. “Everyone out. Let’s give Ashley her privacy.”

      Everyone but the angel and prisoner filed out of the room, with Veronica hustling out first. The reformed vampire seemed to have some sense for what would come next. Clarke brought up the rear and closed the door.

      “What was that all about?” Sammy asked.

      “Not sure, but⁠—”

      A bright flash interrupted Clarke. White-hot light leaked through the seams around the door, bright enough to force him to squint. Reeves let out a terrible, full-throated wail that lasted for over a minute until finally tapering off into nothingness.

      The light dimmed.

      “You can come back in now!” Ashley called out.

      Clarke eased the door open to find the angel standing by the now-empty chair, her wings and halo more radiant than usual.

      He stepped forward and realized the chair wasn’t completely empty. The seat and nearby floor were piled high with ash.

      “The prisoner has been dealt with,” Ashley said primly.

      “I see that.” Clarke surveyed what remained of the vampire. He didn’t spot any scorch marks, so whatever Ashley had done, he assumed it hadn’t involved conventional flames.

      “Is it safe again?” Veronica peeked her head in around the open door.

      “Quite safe,” Ashley assured her.

      “What was that?” Clarke asked.

      “An Aura of Judgment. Those who have committed evil acts—and are unrepentant—will find its light uncomfortable to bear.”

      “This is a few steps beyond ‘uncomfortable.’” He gestured to the cinders.

      “She was more evil than most.”

      “Damn, Ash!” Sammy exclaimed. “Would have been kinder just to chop her head off!”

      “The punishment was proportional to her sins. Most people would only experience a bright light, but especially cruel individuals have a stronger reaction. In the past, I have sometimes employed this ability to help me root out vampires.”

      “Well, that’s that, I guess.” Sammy came alongside Clarke. “Did you know she could roast vampires?”

      “Didn’t have a clue.”

      “The aura’s utility in combat is limited,” Ashley explained. “The kind of foes we now face will likely have some manner of protection. In this case, Reeves was especially vulnerable, given our proximity and her lack of armor.”

      “Good to know,” Clarke said.

      “We going after the Academy next?” Brooke asked.

      “Yes, though we need to make sure we’re ready first.”

      He found his thoughts drifting to the werewolves who’d made this small victory possible. He’d have to check in with Vince and Mason to see how the two teams had fared. Hopefully, they’d all made clean getaways.

      Clarke wasn’t terribly worried on that count. They were unhexed werewolves, after all, who could fall back onto the protection of their packs. Still, with one of Knightfall’s hunters out of the picture, their enemies would undoubtedly escalate their efforts. And the measures they used.

      Perhaps it’s time for us to do the same, he thought, and turned to the wolf girl.

      “Brooke? How many of your relatives are good with firearms?”

      She gave him an odd look. “You mean … besides all of them?”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Clarke pulled his X7 up to a low, dingy block of a building. The BMW’s tires crunched across the gravel lot. He parked the SUV, and he and the ladies of Broken Fang filed out.

      “Bloat’s Bullets!” Sammy spread her arms appreciatively toward the grimy sign. “It’s been too long.”

      “We’ve been too busy fighting to come here and practice,” Emma said.

      “Too true, too true,” the slime girl agreed.

      “How far behind are your parents?” Clarke asked Brooke.

      “They’re almost here.” She twitched one ear to the side.

      Clarke stepped out onto the curb and looked down the road, which curved back around a dense forest. The sky was clear, the sun bright overhead, and the air carried a crisp, earthy edge.

      He heard the truck before he saw it thanks to his enhanced hearing. His senses couldn’t compare to Brooke’s natural abilities, but his eyes and ears were both far sharper than a regular human’s.

      An old pickup truck rounded the bend, its panels painted with a dull woodland camouflage pattern. The vehicle came to rest in the parking lot, and Brooke’s parents climbed out.

      “Hey there, everyone!” Luna Hawthorne hurried over and gave Clarke a hug, then worked her way down the line. “So good to see you all!” She embraced her daughter last, which gave Clarke a moment to appreciate how much Brooke took after her mother. Both women possessed athletic builds, though the older Hawthorne’s hair, ears, and tail were a dirty blonde against Brooke’s brunette hue.

      “Glad you’re all alive and well,” Vince added, coming alongside his wife.

      “I take it the same is true for the packs?” Clarke asked.

      “The same. A few close calls here and there, but nothing we couldn’t manage. Those Concealment grenades the Greys made for us really came in handy.” The wolfman rubbed his hands together. “So, what can we do for our Alpha Above? Brooke tells me you want to help us gear up.”

      “That’s the general idea.” Clarke bobbed his head toward the door. “Let’s see what Harvey has in stock.”

      He led the way into the gun shop. The bell over the door chimed, and he held the door while everyone filed in. The interior sported a vast arsenal of pistols, shotguns, rifles, knives, ammunition, and a plethora of shooting-related accessories.

      “Mr. Clarke!” Harvey Bloat’s long, elfin ears twitched, and he rose from behind the glass counter with a wide grin. His scrawny arms were covered in tattoos, and two gold teeth caught the light. “And you brought quite the crew this time!” The elf dipped his cap. “Ladies. Always a pleasure. Miss Grey.”

      “Good to see you again, Harvey,” Ixia replied with a dignified nod.

      “Mr. Clarke, if you don’t mind me saying, you look like a man on a mission.”

      “You could say that. What gave it away?”

      “You have that look in your eyes. The look of a man who’s in need of the right equipment for the job.”

      “Have I come to the right place?” Clarke leaned against the counter opposite the elf.

      “Depends on the kind of equipment you need.” Harvey spread his toothpick arms theatrically. “What can I help you with? And remember, everything you see is for sale, but not everything for sale is out on display.”

      “Funny you should mention that.” Clarke donned a crooked grin. “I believe you have some hardware set aside for, what was the phrase you used? ‘Pest control enthusiasts’?”

      Harvey chuckled. “Yes, sir. That I do.”

      “Turns out the Hawthornes and I are in the market for only the best in ‘pest control’ gear. Think you can help us out?”

      “I’m sure I can.” Harvey thumbed his suspenders. “What manner of pest seems to be bothering you?”

      “The bloodsucking kind.”

      Harvey’s eyebrows rose, and the playfulness drained from his expression.

      “You’re serious.”

      “Deadly serious. Still interested in helping us out?”

      “Mr. Clarke”—the elf straightened his posture—“I’ll admit I haven’t known you for all that long, but word of your exploits has reached my ears. I know what you’ve done for this town.” He made a sweeping gesture. “What all of you have done for those of us who live beneath the vampires’ heel. And so, Mr. Clarke, I have one question and one question only to ask you.”

      “What might that be?”

      Harvey grinned. “How much gear do you need?”

      “Enough to equip a small army of werewolves. Say, two whole packs.”

      The elf whistled. “A tall order, but I should be able to manage. However, just to be clear, I run a business, not a charity. An order that size won’t come cheap.”

      “We know.” Clarke waved Sammy forward, and she placed a credit card on the glass countertop.

      Harvey picked up the card. It was black with gold text that read: ELOISE ESTATES, LLC.

      “The limit on that card runs into the seven digits,” Sammy explained. “That enough credit for you?”

      The elf grinned again, but this time the expression turned almost fiendish.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll kindly follow me.”

      Harvey raised a section of the counter to allow Clarke and the others through. He opened the door at the back, switched on the lights, and led them down into the basement. Clarke had to duck underneath a support beam at the bottom of the steps.

      He found himself in a cramped space with unpainted cinderblock walls and a ceiling crisscrossed with exposed beams. The low height, lack of windows, and shelves upon shelves of weaponry lent the space a dangerous, claustrophobic feel.

      “This part of my selection can be a bit overwhelming for newcomers,” Harvey began, “so allow me to showcase some of the highlights.” He patted a long weapon with a bipod mounted near the muzzle, a barrel shroud with oval cutouts for air cooling, and a sturdy shoulder stock. “Take a look at this beauty.”

      “What?” Clarke couldn’t believe his eyes. “That’s an MG 42!”

      “A what now?” Sammy asked.

      “It’s a German machine gun from World War II, famous for its lethality and high rate of fire.”

      “Wow. Knew that all off the top of your head?”

      “I played too much Call of Duty when I was a kid.”

      “Gorgeous, isn’t she?” Harvey beamed like a proud father. “At twenty-five bullets per second, she can mulch through just about anything that isn’t incorporeal.” He knuckled the next shelf down. “I’ve got plenty of belted ammo to keep her fed, along with spare barrels and a few other key parts.”

      “My oh my.” Emma elbowed her way to the front of the group. She ran her fingers across the barrel shroud. “Such length. Such girth. Such firepower!” She spun to face Clarke. “Can I have it?”

      “Seriously?”

      “Please?”

      “Isn’t this a bit large for you to be lugging around? Plus there’s the weight of the ammo to consider. These things are thirsty.”

      “So am I!”

      Clarke gave her a reproachful eye.

      “Come on,” the succubus went on. “You of all people should know I prefer my weapons thick and beefy.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Please?”

      “You realize we’re here to outfit the Hawthornes and Sandovals, not ourselves. Besides, you already have three firearms.”

      “But none of those are German machine guns!”

      “If she doesn’t want it,” Vince cut in, “I’ll gladly take it.”

      “No!” Emma pointed at the wolfman. “I called dibs!”

      “Oh, good grief.” Clarke placed his head in his hands and rubbed his temples.

      “Mr. Clarke?” Harvey prompted with the patience of a saint.

      A saint who was about to make a small fortune.

      “Yes, we’re buying the machine gun.” Clarke lowered his hands and looked up. “We’ll figure out who wields it later.”
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        * * *

      

      They ended up filling both the back of the X7 and the Hawthorne pickup with crates and duffle bags laden with equipment: assault rifles, submachine guns, light machine guns, grenades, and military-grade body armor. The weapons weren’t customized for oversized werewolf hands like Brooke’s pistol, but since shifters could, well, shift between hybrid and werewolf forms at will, that was a solvable problem.

      The size of their haul tickled Harvey so much he ended up throwing in the MG 42 for free, much to Emma’s squealing delight.

      Sammy finished paying the elf, and they drove the materiel back to the mansion to find Hepatica Grey had already arrived. Clarke greeted her in the garage while Sammy, Brooke, and the Hawthornes began transporting the heaviest crates to either Ixia’s workshop or the basketball court.

      “Someone’s been busy,” the senior witch commented, eyeing the relay of Bloat’s Bullets duffle bags passing her by. “What seems to be the occasion?”

      “War,” Clarke replied simply.

      Hepatica eschewed the gothic styles of her triplet daughters and instead wore a lavender blouse with a plunging neckline over tan slacks. Her platinum blonde hair was knitted into a long braid, and her halfmoon glasses hung from a strap to rest atop her firm breasts. Her violet eyes were bright and observant.

      “What are you gearing up for?” She asked him with a crooked smile. “An assault on the Academy itself?”

      The witch had clearly meant it as a joke, but when Clarke’s severe expression failed to soften, her smile evaporated.

      “Something like that.” He placed a hand behind her shoulder to urge her inside. “Come on. Let’s get you up to speed.”
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        * * *

      

      “And that’s where our preparations stand at the moment,” Veronica finished and took her seat.

      Hepatica nodded thoughtfully, while Clarke, Brooke’s parents, Mason Sandoval, and the ladies of Broken Fang waited for her to respond. Clarke sat at the head of the dining hall table, studying Hepatica’s expression. While the witch—and the Ashen Flower coven as a whole—were staunch allies of Broken Fang, he secretly feared she’d balk at the escalation now unfolding.

      Instead, she met his gaze levelly.

      “The quantity of enchantments needed is a problem,” Hepatica began. “My daughters and I are capable of keeping Broken Fang well-stocked, but this operation will be on a whole different scale. If we’re to provide the werewolves with enough arms in a timely manner, we’ll need help. There’s simply too many guns, bullets, and vests to enchant to handle this otherwise. Some tailoring will also be required, as I doubt the body armor will accommodate transforming werewolves all that well.”

      “Do you have any suggestions on where we can find the help we need?” Clarke asked.

      “Of course.” Her violet eyes twinkled. “You’re not the only one with friends around these parts. There’s more to the Ashen Flowers than just us Greys, and we have other allies we can call upon in times of need. With your permission, I’d like to start by reaching out to a few friendly covens who live near Chester Creek.”

      Clarke glanced to Ixia, who sat forward.

      “Which families did you have in mind?” Ixia asked her mother.

      “The Fosters and the Ponds, to start with. Those two may be able to lend us enough witches on their own. If not, then I’ll reach out to the Greens and Wardwells next and keep going until I’ve pulled in enough.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Ixia turned to Clarke. “I know those names don’t mean much to you, but they’re all Ashen Flowers or close allies of ours. If we’re going to pull additional witches into this effort, those are the families I’d recommend we start with. Mom’s plan has my support.”

      “Then it has mine as well,” Clarke said. “Hepatica, you have my permission to proceed.”

      “Thank you, Clarke. I’ll start placing calls as soon as we’re finished here.”

      “No, thank you. Ixia, I’d like you and your sisters to brief any witches as they arrive. Do your best to organize their efforts. Make sure they understand what’s going on and where they can help the most.”

      “Will do, Clarke.”

      “Does that mean the rest of us are in a holding pattern for now?” Brooke asked.

      “No,” Clarke said. “We’re hitting the Academy tomorrow.”

      He didn’t need Empathy to read the surprise in the room, though it helped.

      “Shouldn’t you wait until both packs are armed up?” Mason asked.

      “We’re not sending any shifters to the Academy,” Clarke elaborated. “Not unless we have to. The Academy will be swarming with d-hunters and their helpers, be they thralls, servants, or summons. The place is a death trap. We all know it, and I’ll be damned if I’m about to ask you or your packs to shed blood on such a fool’s errand. No, what’s needed right now is yet another surgical strike. I intend to lead Broken Fang into the heart of the Academy. We sneak in through the Portal of Gold, pilfer through Redpeak’s office, then sneak out, keeping our exposure to the absolute minimum.”

      He checked around the table. Emma gave him a confident nod. Sammy pumped a fist. Brooke cracked her knuckles, and Ashley’s halo brightened. Ixia wore a worried expression, but perhaps her discomfort stemmed from the fact she couldn’t directly help.

      “A bold move,” Hepatica said at last. “But are you sure this is wise?”

      “‘Sure’?” Clarke snorted out a mirthless laugh. “I haven’t been certain about any move we’ve made for a while. But my gut tells me we need to save our strength for Belphegor and the Throne. Hitting the Academy with two werewolf packs will only risk the bulk of our forces before it’s truly needed.”

      “And if you run into trouble?” the senior witch pressed. “What then?”

      “It’ll take too long for the packs to be fully prepped,” Clarke said. “However, I do want one countermeasure prepared. Vince, Mason? Between the two of you, I’d like you to assemble a small, elite team of your best. Hepatica, it’ll be your job to ensure this team is as well-equipped as possible within twenty-four hours. We’ll hold this ‘strike team’ in reserve, should the crap really hit the fan. Otherwise, Broken Fang will handle this on our own.”

      Some of the tension left the room after he voiced this small concession.

      “Very well,” Hepatica replied. “I can get behind this.”

      “Mason and I will pull this team together.” Vince glanced to Hepatica. “Maybe six or eight total?”

      “Six is about all we’ll be able to manage in twenty-four hours, and even that will be pushing it.”

      “Got it. Six it is, then.”

      “Then it’s settled.” Clarke leaned forward. “Now, let’s turn our attention to how we’re going to raid the Academy. Veronica, what do we know about its defenses? Will the site be protected by a Death Ward the same way the Throne is?”

      “Almost assuredly not. The Academy’s Wards have always been structured around detection-first, the notion being any hunters on site—or their auxiliaries—are more than capable of dealing with threats. And while my direct experience with the Academy is over a century out of date, none of the intel I’ve collected recently has indicated a shift in this approach.”

      “Okay, but what if there is a Death Ward?” Sammy asked pointedly. “I’m kind of concerned about the ‘almost’ part of this.”

      “As am I,” Clarke agreed. “Veronica?”

      “I understand your concerns, but I believe I’m correct. The point to remember about any defense, especially one as strong as Wards that can kill, is there’s a cost. Someone has to expend mana to maintain those spells, and in the case of the Fortress of Sloth, that cost must be astronomical. Granted, those defenses shield the Throne of Shadows, so both the benefit and cost are in alignment. There’s no such need at the Academy. Yes, the location is important to our enemies, but that’s all it is: a location. There’s nothing intrinsically special about it, or any previous Academy site for that matter.”

      “You may be right,” Emma said, “but we can’t ignore the possibility the vampires have reevaluated their calculus and decided a defense that strong is worth the expense. If you’re wrong, then we’re waltzing into a death trap. Quite literally this time.”

      Clarke nodded grimly. He didn’t like where this was going, but his wives had raised valid cautionary points. They couldn’t storm the Academy if the very act would kill them.

      Was this it, then? Would they have to find another⁠—

      “I may be able to help here.” Ashley tilted her head back slightly with a confident air. “I could use the Portal’s unanchored end to probe the location before we transit through.”

      “I thought you couldn’t see through the Portal,” Clarke pointed out. “That it’s untethered, impermanent nature prevented us from seeing through it.”

      “That’s mostly correct. It’s true I have no way to directly view what’s on the other side, but the Portal’s interaction with ambient magic—especially if that magic is strong and hostile—can provide us with the information we need. Now that I have some sense for what to look for, I’m confident I can gauge whether or not it’s safe for us to transit.”

      Clarke gave the angel a curt nod then glanced around the table. Sammy and Emma both eased back, silently agreeing with the angel. No one else spoke up, and all eyes turned to him.

      “Sounds like this plan is starting to come together. All right, Veronica. What else can we expect to face?”
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      “What do you think of our progress?”

      Ixia led Clarke on a tour around the basketball court. He hardly recognized the place.

      Two magic circles resonated on the floor with another three in various stages of completion. Teams of witches busied themselves around the circles, energizing their runes with spell after spell, and imparting those enchantments on gear and ammunition. Some of the witches looked up and smiled coyly as he passed before returning to their work. He didn’t recognize any of them.

      Several gun crates and duffle bags had been opened, their contents spread out in rough rows. Sticky notes had been attached to each piece of equipment, indicating which spells to apply where on which item. Finished equipment sat in gunracks or on workbenches relocated from Ixia’s workshop.

      One of the Sandovals stood with his arms out, and a witch made adjustments to his ballistic vest. The witch stepped back, he shifted from hybrid to full werewolf, and one of the straps strained against his fur and snapped. The witch retrieved a replacement band from a nearby bench and began taking measurements.

      “Mr. Hawthorne gave us a list of names for the strike team,” Ixia explained. “Those six got first pick of the gear, and we finished enchanting it around five this morning. In terms of weapons and armor, they’re good to go. We’re running a bit behind on their ammo, but our pace will quicken once we finish more circles. Not bad for only one day.”

      “No,” Clarke agreed. “Not bad at all. You and your sisters pulled an all-nighter?”

      “That’s right. Mom, too, and not a complaint from any of them.” She smiled sweetly. “I think they didn’t want to let you down.”

      “They haven’t. How are you holding up?”

      “Okay. The right potions beat caffeine any day, though I know I’m going to crash eventually. I’ll try to get a few winks once you’re safely back from the Academy. No way I’m getting to sleep before then. I’d just end up laying there, staring at the ceiling.” She slipped her arm through his. “Worrying about you.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Just promise me you’ll come back, okay?”

      “I promise,” he said, somewhat absently.

      She nudged him in the ribs. “Now say it like you mean it.”

      “I promise.”

      “That’s better.” She took his hand into hers and kissed the back of it. “I love you, Clarke. I know I can’t be by your side through all of this, but that doesn’t mean I love you any less.”

      “Of course it doesn’t. And you are by my side. Every time I cast one of your spells or fire a bullet you’ve enchanted, you’re there with me in that moment, helping me through whatever mess I’ve landed in. Sure, you can’t be there in person, but you are there with me. Never doubt that.”

      “Thanks,” she said weakly, eyes glistening.

      He bent down and kissed her softly on the lips.
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        * * *

      

      “Your backup, as requested!” Vince indicated himself and five other werewolves who all looked ready for war, as did the ladies of Broken Fang beside them.

      Which wasn’t far from the truth, Clarke reflected.

      “Just call us the Graycoats,” Vince added.

      “The Graycoats, huh?”

      “Had to call ourselves something.” The wolfman shrugged. “Figured we’d pick a name that spoke to the team’s toughness and experience. That, and it saves you from having to shout ‘Hey, you werewolves over there!’ every time you give an order. ‘Graycoat’ is easier.”

      Clarke nodded approvingly. Broken Fang and the werewolves had assembled in Ashley’s room before the shimmering surface of the Portal of Gold. He paced down the line, inspecting each member of the team, both frontline and reserve. He stopped in front of Emma.

      “No machine gun?” he asked.

      “The witches haven’t enchanted any of its ammo yet.” She hefted her shotgun. “This’ll do for now.”

      “For now?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m wielding it next time, mark my words.”

      “A werewolf would have an easier time wielding that gun.”

      “Brooke’s okay with me taking it,” Emma replied, and the wolf girl nodded enthusiastically.

      “I was thinking more along the lines of one of her siblings or someone from the Sandoval pack. We all know Brooke prefers to get up close and personal with the enemy.”

      “You’re not talking me out of this, Clarke.”

      “So I see.” He shrugged and moved on. Both Emma and Brooke wore ballistic vests, the runes for Armor and Resist Vampiric Magic glowing faintly on their chests. Sammy had forgone any new equipment, preferring to stay light and mobile, while Ashley stood resplendent in her angelic raiment, crystalline spear in hand.

      That getup still looks more suitable for pole dancing than combat, he thought.

      He reached the end of the row and turned to face all ten of them: the succubus, the angel, the slime girl, and seven werewolves. He permitted himself a grin.

      “Mark my words, this won’t be easy. But it is necessary. We need to find the Prime Grimoire, and the only lead we have is Redpeak. We’ll be in danger from the moment we set foot in the Academy, and so I ask for—no, I require your very best. I know you’ll all deliver.”

      Those assembled stirred at his words, and he continued.

      “Vince, you understand your team’s roll?”

      “Hold position within the Golden Citadel. Pass through the Portal only on your orders.”

      “Very good. Everyone, are there any questions? Speak now, because you won’t get a second chance.”

      No one spoke up.

      “Then follow me!”

      He led them through the Portal.
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        * * *

      

      The Portal of Gold formed within the deepest level beneath Bran Castle, and Clarke exited its pearlescent surface. He emerged within a vast, dark chamber and shivered from the sudden cold. Ashley, Brooke, Emma, and Sammy followed him through, and they gathered within a sanctuary granted by the Portal’s golden light.

      “Fuck. Me,” Sammy breathed.

      “Yeah,” Brooke agreed quietly, already transformed into a full werewolf.

      Clarke grimaced in revulsion. They were inside a massive, refrigerated room with human corpses hanging in long rows, each one hooked to the ceiling as if they were nothing more slabs of meat.

      Because that’s exactly what they were: food for the vampires.

      The bodies had been stripped, and not only of their clothes, but their skin as well, and tubes had been inserted to drain their blood into large, covered basins. A few rows down, headless bodies had been split precisely from neck to groin.

      “Ashley?” Clarke asked under his breath.

      “Checking.” The angel closed her eyes, and her halo glowed. “Our Concealment spells appear to be holding. There are Wards in our vicinity, but they’re not strong enough to counter my magic. I believe we’ve arrived undetected.”

      “Seems you and Veronica made the right call.” Emma came alongside Clarke.

      “It made sense,” Clarke replied. “If I had to Ward a location this large, I’d focus on the perimeter, not the center of its lowest level.”

      “Lucky us this turned out to be their pantry.” Sammy glanced around with a scowl.

      “Yeah. Lucky.” Brooke rubbed her snout.

      Clarke proceeded down the grotesque rows of hanging corpses, his boots crunching against the thin patina of frost on the concrete floor. He found a heavy door at the far end and tested the handle.

      “It’s not locked,” he reported under his breath.

      He spread his hand over the door and closed his eyes, sampling their surroundings through his ethereal senses. The whole place stank of blood and rusty nails, but the magic was old and well-worn. None of it came from the living.

      He eased the door open and peeked through the gap.

      The hallway outside was wide with concrete floor and walls leading up to a ceiling covered in pipes, utility trays, and hanging lights.

      “Sammy?”

      “Here goes.” Her body turned translucent, and her bra and panties sank beneath the surface. Those articles and her firearm floated down through her left leg to settle onto the floor. She melted into a pink puddle, slithered out the door, then oozed up the wall. She reached one of the overhanging pipes, collected atop it, then shimmied rapidly down the corridor.

      Clarke closed the door, and they waited. He placed his hand back on the door’s cold, metal surface and studied the eddies of magic around him for anything unusual.

      Brooke’s ears perked several minutes later.

      “Something’s coming,” she whispered. “To our right. Sounds big.”

      Clarke nodded. He heard the creature tromping closer before he sensed its magic: filled with hatred, rocks, and flame. Like an angry river of lava.

      It stomped closer and would pass in front of the pantry.

      No, not in front.

      It was angling straight for them.

      “Get back!” Clarke hissed. “Hide!”

      They scattered back through the pantry. Clarke found a cluster of plump corpses to hide behind. Emma tucked her wings in and hunkered down as best she could. Ashley’s wings and halo vanished in a rain of luminous motes, and she dismissed the Portal of Gold with a brusque wave. Its warm light faded, leaving them in complete darkness.

      The door creaked open, and greenish light spilled in.

      “Fuck this,” the creature muttered, its voice smoldering and wheezing with the charred, dusty exhale of a dying fire. It trudged forward, and Clarke dared a quick glance through the rows of corpses.

      The creature was half again taller and wider than him. It possessed a black, craggy body cracked in veinlike patterns to reveal the slow flowing of a greenish inner liquid. The legs were short and stocky, but its arms were long enough for the knuckles of oversized hands to drag across the floor. The head was a neckless dome atop broad shoulders, and the eyes were two smoking pits that occasionally flared with greenish fire.

      “Fuck them and their rules.”

      The creature ripped the arm off a hanging corpse. Its chest split open to form a vertical mouth from neck to belly. Hellish fire blazed behind black, glistening teeth. The monster shoved the whole arm in and began to chew.

      “Fuck everything.” It turned away and slammed the door shut behind it.

      No one moved for several minutes, then Clarke dared to step forward. He inspected the magic on the other side of the door.

      “It’s gone,” he said. “Whatever ‘it’ was.”

      “A ragegeist.” Ashley joined him, her halo and wings reappearing. She snapped her fingers, and the Portal of Gold rematerialized. “Yet another creation of the vampires, born from a combination of dark magic and unspeakable evils.” She shook her head sadly. “That poor soul …”

      Sammy returned about ten minutes after the ragegeist. Clarke eased the door open, and she oozed inside.

      “Found it!” she reported brightly. “No one even caught a glimpse of my pink awesome-ass.”

      “Your ‘awesome-ass’?” Brooke raised an eyebrow.

      “Yeah. It’s like ‘awesomeness,’ but sexier. Anyway, bad news is the office looks like it’ll be a pain to break into. I’ll definitely want help for that part. Good news is I’ve scouted out a path for us to take. We should be able to slip through the patrols if you all follow my lead, but keep your eyes peeled. There are some freaky monsters roaming the place.”

      “You sure you found his office?” Brooke asked.

      Sammy frowned harshly at her.

      “What?” Brooke added with a shrug. “Just asking.”

      “Well, let’s see.” Sammy assumed a thoughtful pose. “There was this sign over the door that read ‘Lord Baxter Redpeak.” Beneath that it read ‘Invited Guests Only, Under Pain of Death’ along with a list of the spells protecting the place. Soooo, yeah … pretty sure I found the right spot.”

      “Nice work, Sammy,” Clarke said. “Lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      The Academy’s lowest level was laid out like the spokes of a wheel with the pantry and other storage or general use areas in the center. Those chambers connected to a curving tunnel that formed a complete loop around the complex, which then branched out into more specialized areas, such as the offices of Knightfall. The monsters Sammy had evaded were all trudging along in predictable clockwise patrols.

      Sammy led them around the main loop, stopping occasionally to peek around corners. She waved the party down a side passage that stood out from the rest of the level’s dull concrete. The walls and ceiling were covered with carved and varnished wooden panels, and the floor was a soft expanse of black and silver carpeting. Three crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, and black glassy doors broke up the walls at regular intervals.

      “This way,” the slime girl urged with a quick wave. “At the far end.”

      They hurried down the opulent corridor until they came to the lone door at the far end. Redpeak’s name was emblazoned upon the black glass in bold silver letters, and the smaller lines of text beneath it listed the consequences for invading his private space.

      Clarke held out his hand and sampled the magic radiating off the door. It was like dipping his fingers into a crystalline bathtub filled to the brim with hot blood. Regal, yet revolting at the same time.

      Seems reaching Redpeak’s office isn’t the hard part, he thought. It’s breaking inside that’s the trick.

      Well, of course it would be. He’s an ancient vampire surrounded by rivals who’d love to stab him in the back. Of course, he’d guard his office against trespassers.

      “You see why I didn’t barge in on my own,” Sammy said.

      “Yeah.” Clarke brushed his fingertips across the black glass. The aura of hostile magic vibrated up his arm. “This is going to be a problem. We’ll need time to bust through this.”

      “You’ve got maybe five minutes before the next patrol arrives.”

      “That’s not enough to do this quietly.” He turned back to the team. “Emma? Ashley? Thoughts?”

      Ashley placed her hand on the door, and her halo flickered. Emma joined her, but as soon as her fingers brushed the surface, she recoiled as if burned.

      “Damn, that’s strong!” the succubus whispered.

      “It would take hours for us to Dispel this magic,” Ashley said. “Time we clearly don’t have, but there may be an alternative. We can try to create a gap in the defenses. One wide enough for Sammy to slip through.”

      “That could work,” Sammy said. “I don’t need much space. Just enough to wriggle in, grab whatever documents I can find, and wriggle out.”

      “Do it,” Clarke ordered.

      “Emma, I’ll need your assistance.” Ashley leveled her spear at the door.

      “You have it.” The succubus placed her hands against the door. Greenish light snapped across her fingers, and she cringed.

      “Here goes.” Ashley thrust her spear into the door, and ghostly lightning crackled along the shaft. Her halo blazed, and she drove the spear deeper with a look of fierce determination. Lightning flashed around the two women, and Emma jerked a hand back and shook it out. Smoke rose from her cuff.

      “You okay?” Clarke asked.

      “Don’t worry about us, Clarke,” Emma replied, planting her hand back on the door. “We’ll get it open.”

      “There’s a Beacon spell rising to the surface,” Ashley said. “Far Sight, too.”

      “Yeah, I feel them. Ready when you are.”

      “Here goes.”

      Ashley pushed the spear deeper.

      Clarke stepped away and waved for Brooke and Sammy to join him.

      “We’ll post up by the entrance and keep watch.”

      The trio hurried down the corridor and took up positions near the bend. It wasn’t long before they heard a procession of heavy footfalls along with a low grumble.

      “Round and round I go,” the ragegeist growled, its greenish light flickering around the bend.

      Brooke spread her claws and bobbed her snout in a silent question. Clarke shook his head and mouthed “not yet.” The ragegeist came into view, then turned down a nearby corridor.

      “I fucking hate my life.”

      Its stomps grew progressively quieter.

      “We’ve got a minute or two before that thing reaches us,” Sammy whispered.

      “And when it does?” Brooke wiggled her clawed fingers.

      “We ambush it.” He pointed between the three of them. “On my signal.”

      He summoned his thirstblade, and his Sanguine Shield flashed to life in a brief, red cascade.

      The ragegeist must have turned around at the end of the spoke, because it began plodding their way again. It had almost emerged back into the main tunnel when Emma cried out.

      Clarke spun in time to see Ashley shield Emma with a wing and the door erupt into a blizzard of black and green energy. The blast threw the two women back, and Ashley landed on her side, protectively cradling Emma. They both climbed to their feet, apparently unharmed.

      “What the fuck was that?!” the ragegeist bellowed and stomped toward them.

      “Shit!” He hissed through clenched teeth and waved Brooke and Sammy forward. “Hold that thing off!”

      The werewolf and slime girl didn’t hesitate for even an instant as their plans fell apart. They sprang into immediate action, charging around the corner with carnage in their eyes.

      “The fuck?!” Even a beast as powerful as the ragegeist lost a step at the sudden sight of those two barreling toward it. It quickly recovered, snarling viciously. “Intruders! INTRUDERS!”

      Brooke roared back and lunged at the monster with Sammy only a few steps behind.

      Clarke yearned to dash in with them, to support his wives as they faced this terrible foe, but he needed to know how bad the situation was, and he cast Fly and shot toward Redpeak’s office.

      “We’re sorry, Clarke!” Ashley called out as he rushed over. “Redpeak suckered us!”

      “Can you still get that door open?” He landed beside them.

      “Not quietly.”

      “We’re past being quiet. Bust through any way you can. Get Sammy that gap!”

      “Understood. Emma?” Ashley took hold of her spear, still lodged in the door.

      “Right beside you!”

      “I will grind your bones to dust!” the ragegeist roared, followed by Brooke’s bestial howl.

      “Duty calls!” Clarke launched himself back down the corridor. He took the bend at full speed and came into view of a chaotic melee.

      The ragegeist punched Brooke in the face, and she flew back, blood spewing from her jaw. She hit the ground, tumbled into the wall, but then kicked off and sprang back to her feet. She let out a low growl and wiped the blood from her lips.

      Sammy charged in from the other side, but the ragegeist whirled around, its long, heavy arms becoming a brief pinwheel. It caught her with a swift backhand, and the force of the blow threw her into the wall. She splattered against the concrete. Her gun and underwear fell to the ground and the walls bled pink slime until she collected her bits back into a humanoid form.

      The sight of his wives being tossed around lit a hot, deep fury within Clarke, and he shouted his own battle cry. He tucked his wings in and catapulted into the ragegeist.

      The two collided with Clarke twisting around at the last moment to slam into it feetfirst. The beast nearly toppled over from the impact. It angled an arm back for support and spread its massive hand over the ground. Clarke shoved his thirstblade into the monster’s chest.

      Liquid fire bled from the wound in a viscous stream.

      “I hate you!” Flame poured out of the monster’s hollow eye sockets, and its chest split open to reveal a huge, glowing maw. It chomped at Clarke’s feet, but he kicked off just in time, floating up and over the monster. He wrenched the thirstblade upward through its chest and out the shoulder.

      The ragegeist swung at Clarke, but Brooke caught one limb and Sammy lassoed the other with twin ropes of slime. Clarke chopped deep into the weakened shoulder, and Brooke tore the limb clean off. Green, glowing lava gushed from the wound.

      “I HATE ALL OF YOU!”

      The ragegeist spun around, its size and strength allowing it to pull free of Sammy’s grasp. It slammed a fist into Clarke’s side with enough force to splatter a regular human.

      But Clarke wasn’t normal. His Sanguine Shield absorbed the brunt of the impact, and the remaining force sent a brief ripple through his body. The toughness he’d gained from Brooke combined with physical resistances from Sammy made him especially hard to injure through brute force, and he countered the attack almost immediately.

      Clarke sank the tip of his sword into one of the ragegeist’s sockets. Flames billowed, scorching his hands, but he shoved the weapon deeper, and then—with a sharp jerk—tore it through the side of the creature’s domed head.

      “I hate …” the ragegeist spluttered, dripping goo everywhere. “I hate … everything …”

      It collapsed onto its back, and the thick fluids leaking out cooled to a dark, greenish black.

      Clarke Drained the corpse through his thirstblade, drinking in the dying embers of its foul and twisted life force. His shield snapped back to full strength, and three of his rings glowed as he gifted a portion of that rich vitality to Brooke, Sammy, and Emma, healing all their wounds.

      “We’ve got it open!” Emma shouted from down the corridor.

      “Sammy, go!” Clarke ordered, and the slime girl took off at a full sprint.

      He began to turn to join her when a shotgun boomed, echoing down the tunnel. Pellets rained against his back, flickering red with each miniscule impact, and he spun to face this new threat.

      A group of six soldiers in drab olive uniforms rounded the bend at an almost leisurely pace. They were clad in what appeared to be military-grade vests and helmets and carried a variety of shotguns and submachine guns. The whole group moved with the slow, deliberate motions of advanced undead. Wights, perhaps?

      Clarke didn’t know for certain and didn’t care. He merely focused on the obstacle before him, and how best to eliminate it.

      He consumed a portion of his own life and cast Bloodlust, focusing his energies on the undead in the center. The spell conducted through the creature like electricity through metal, creating a field effect that drew in more blood, more flesh.

      Almost as if that soldier had become an arcane meat magnet.

      His arms snapped to his sides, his legs squeezed together, and his weapon clattered to the ground. He began to teeter forward, all while his companions stumbled toward him, drawn to his body by a powerful, invisible suction. They clumped together awkwardly and collapsed to the floor in an ugly tangle.

      Clarke cast Boosted Blood Boil on the writhing mass. He’d expected the spell to liquefy their innards. That would have been more than enough to neutralize the threat, but instead the undead soldiers began to swell unnaturally. Their faces reddened and puffed, their limbs fattened, and their chests ballooned until skin and clothing ruptured and their bodies exploded into a fantastical rain of blood, viscera, and flying limbs.

      Brooke’s eyes widened into saucers as she took in the twitching, ruined piles that had once been the elite vampiric undead.

      “I didn’t know you could do that!” she exclaimed.

      “Neither did I, to be honest. I think I just leveled up Blood Boil.”

      “We’ve got ’em!” Sammy sprinted down the corridor with a sheaf of “papers” tucked under one arm, Emma and Ashley close behind. Clarke knew from prior experience those pages were crafted from human skin, with script written in blood. For a vampire of Redpeak’s power and prestige, that almost assuredly meant human blood to demonstrate the properly level of respect and obeisance.

      “Great work, ladies.” He was about to wave them down the tunnel when a shrill cry pierced the air. He didn’t recognize the creature, but it sounded horrific. “Back to the Portal! I get the feeling we’ve overstayed our welcome!”
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      Broken Fang escaped back to the Golden Citadel and joined the Graycoats without any further confrontations with Academy forces. Clarke wondered if the loss of the ragegeist and several wights had encouraged caution on the part of the vampires. He and Brooke had sensed a great deal of movement from the floors above as they’d retreated back to the Portal, but no actual attacks materialized. If the vampires were trying to wait them out, they’d be sorely disappointed, but Clarke sensed the next phase of his plan was on a timer.

      It wouldn’t be long before the vampires discovered the intruders were gone, and then the questions would begin. How did they infiltrate the facility? How did they escape? What were they after?

      That last question would be the easiest to answer, given the mess they’d left around Redpeak’s office. Their enemies may have been rotten to the cores of their black hearts, but they weren’t stupid. Someone was going to put the pieces together, and he knew Broken Fang needed to act before then, lest the intelligence they’d escaped with be made obsolete by their enemies.

      They teleported straight into the mansion’s dining hall. Sammy laid out the pages of human skin on the table, and everyone started reading. Even Vince’s team chipped in, helping Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang sift through the mess.

      It didn’t take them long to find the clue they’d so desperately sought.

      “This has got to be it.” Sammy handed the page over to Clarke. “Redpeak uses a desktop mail organizer. This and a few others were in the ‘IN’ tray.”

      Clarke took the page, feeling sullied just by holding the sheet of vampiric “paper.” The page was covered with an elegant cursive script, the “ink” a shade of red so dark it was almost black.

      He cleared his throat and read the message out loud:

      
        
        “To:

        Lord Baxter Redpeak

        Favored Scion of Our Great Mother

        Commander of Knightfall

        First Among Equals

        

        As requested, the Task you assigned to me shall be executed with the utmost haste and care. The Galaxy has arrived at Brasov Airport, and I shall depart the Academy—with the Package under my strict care—as soon as I deliver this missive.

        

        Per your instructions, I will be accompanied by a full platoon of my wights, though I once again request clarification for why these precautions are necessary. As His Lordship is undoubtedly aware, with the benefit of inflight refueling, the Galaxy can remain airborne almost indefinitely. We will only land under two conditions: (1) I receive your (or the Great Mother’s) personal order to do so or (2) the Galaxy’s avionics reports a critical maintenance issue that forces us to land to service the craft.

        

        In light of these factors, a force of this size appears to be unnecessary. Please bear in mind, I do not mean to question your orders; I merely—humbly—request clarification as to why these measures are required. I received a great many prying questions from lesser hunters, and I was unable to provide them with satisfactory answers, as I myself possessed none. I was forced to dismiss these complaints out of hand, even though some held merit, since many of those wights were earmarked for other purposes.

        

        Regardless, the Task will be carried out and the Package secured aboard the Galaxy. I have already seen to scheduling the first week of refueling rendezvous. It is a great honor to be permitted in the presence of one of our Great Mother’s Works, let alone to hold it within my hands. I will not soon forget the trust you have placed in me, nor the prestige this Task grants me.

        

        I now leave to board the Galaxy with the Package in hand. May your own Tasks bear fruit, ever for the Dark Glory of our Great Mother.

        

        From:

        Lord Horace Obadiah Dedren

        Executor of Pain

        Shaper of Death

        Your Obedient Servant”

      

      

      Clarke set the sheet down.

      “What a charming bunch!” Ixia shook her head. “And they have such friendly titles for each other, too!”

      “The ‘Galaxy’?” Emma murmured. “That has to be an aircraft, and a large one if this Lord Dedren is boarding it with a whole platoon.”

      “But why call it the ‘Galaxy’?” Brooke asked.

      “I was wondering that myself.” Clarke tapped the sheet. “It could be Dedren is referring to a Lockheed C5 Galaxy.”

      “No offense, Clarke,” Sammy said, “but that last part was pure gibberish to me.”

      “Sorry. A C5 is a cargo plane used by the U.S. military. It has a massive range, which can be extended through inflight refueling, and is more than large enough for the platoon Dedren wrote about. Since we know the Fortress of Sloth is located beneath Area 51, it makes sense for Belphegor’s minions to have access to U.S. military hardware. Based on this, and all those references to their ‘Great Mother,’ it’s a fair bet the Prime Grimoire is on that plane.”

      “Okay, let’s assume it is,” Ixia began. “What can we do about it? It’s already in the air, and according to this, that plane’s not coming down for a while.”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it?” Clarke faced the angel. “Ashley, can you use the Portal to get us onto that plane?”

      “I should be able to. The destination, at least, won’t be a problem. Ultimately, everything in the multiverse is in motion, relative to something else. There’s nothing stopping me from linking one end to a plane in fight. The larger problem is locating the plane itself. I can use Brasov Airport as a starting point, but how long ago did it leave, and where do I look from there?”

      “I should be able to help you narrow the search,” Veronica offered. “That plane will need to link up with a tanker, likely from the U.S. military, which means it’s probably flying toward a base on that side of the world, one whose command staff has been heavily infiltrated by our enemies. I can give you a short list of possibilities.”

      “Thanks. That’ll help immensely.”

      “The sooner we strike, the better,” Clarke said. “I know I’m asking a lot, but every minute that goes by gives the Academy time to figure out what we’re after and get a warning off to either Redpeak or Dedren.”

      “Say you find the plane?” Vince asked, speaking up for the first time in the meeting. “What then? Will you be keeping us in reserve?”

      “Not this time. For this, I have the feeling we need a chainsaw, not a scalpel.” He met the alpha’s gaze. “Assuming you and your team is willing.”

      “Oh, we are all sorts of willing! Just give us the word, Clarke.”

      “Then consider the word given. Once we have that location, we’re going straight for Dedren’s throat.”
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        * * *

      

      “I know where the plane is,” Ashley said. “It’s flying over the Mediterranean Sea as we speak, high and slow. More importantly, I can get us on board.”

      The angel had called Broken Fang and Vince’s Graycoats to her room, where she stood beside the Portal of Gold. She and Veronica had only required an hour to Scry the plane’s location, during which Clarke had ordered everyone to remain nearby and in a state of readiness.

      “However,” the angel continued, “it’s likely my Scrying was detected, which could mean the occupants have been placed on alert. Worse, while I can link one end of the Portal to the plane’s interior, placing it in any specific part of the craft will be difficult and time-consuming.”

      “Time Dedren will use to prepare,” Clarke observed.

      “I fear so.”

      “Then we go now.” He faced the other ladies of Broken Fang and the Graycoats. “We hit them hard and fast, working our way through the aircraft until we find Dedren. The Prime Grimoire should either be on his person or nearby. Vince, we’ll be counting on your team to back us up, but don’t take any⁠—”

      “You planning to charge through the Portal first?” Vince interrupted, taller than Clarke in his bestial form.

      “That’s right. Your team will follow us through and⁠—”

      “Look, Clarke.” The huge werewolf stepped forward. “I know you’re the kind of man who prefers to lead from the front. It’s how you’ve operated for a while, and I’m sure you and the ladies are perfectly capable of handling this on your own.” He placed a large hand on Clarke’s shoulder and his lips curled back into a big, wolfish grin. “But there’s no need for you lot to take on every burden personally. You have people for that now.”

      Clarke met Vince’s gaze levelly for several seconds. He tried to keep his expression neutral, but soon found the werewolf’s grin infectious. He returned it and gave a slow nod.

      “I suppose I do. What do you propose?”

      “Give us shifters, say, sixty seconds to secure the immediate surroundings, then follow us through.”

      “What if Dedren’s ready for you?”

      “Then we’ll deal with him.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      “Well …” Vince shrugged his broad, furry shoulders. “I hate to put this so bluntly, but we’re expendable.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Compared to you and your team, we are.”

      Clarke frowned, uncomfortable with the pedestal his father-in-law had just placed him on.

      “If we’re going to do this,” Ashley said with some urgency, “then we should go soon. Every second we hesitate gives the enemy more time to prepare.”

      “The lady has a point.” Vince cocked his head. “What’s the call, boss?”

      Clarke glanced around the room. All eyes were on him, waiting for him to make the final call. Even the werewolves watched him expectantly, hanging on his next words. Yes, Vince was their pack alpha, but Clarke was their Alpha Above.

      That was more than just a fancy title; it carried a great deal of weight within werewolf circles, which meant Clarke could easily pull rank and simply order everyone to follow his lead.

      A part of him yearned to do that, but he also recognized it wasn’t just him and Broken Fang anymore, as Vince had pointed out. He knew that intellectually, but he hadn’t quite internalized the difference, and he suspected the piece of advice Vince aimed to convey was that Clarke now had people under his command he could trust to get the job done.

      “All right,” he told the werewolf at last. “We’ll do this your way.”
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        * * *

      

      Clarke was surprised how long those sixty seconds felt.

      They seemed to drag out unnaturally, as if his perception of time were stretching like taffy while he and the ladies of Broken Fang waited within Aureum Arcem in front of the Portal of Gold.

      “Thirty seconds,” Emma announced, eyes on her watch.

      Brooke hunched forward, claws spread. Sammy bounced lightly on her heels, and Ashley stood placidly, spear in hand.

      “Fifteen seconds.” Emma raised her shotgun, and a Sanguine Shield shimmered to life around her.

      Clarke snapped out his thirstblade and tensed.

      “Five … four … three … two … one …”

      “Go!” Clarke charged through the Portal’s watery gold⁠—

      —and reappeared within a huge plane’s main cargo hold. Concave walls lined with jump seats bracketed a two-story-high interior capped by a ceiling ribbed with supports. Several tall crates had been lashed to the walls or floor, breaking up the space. He had only an instant to absorb his surroundings before a furry severed arm smacked him in the face.

      The limb rebounded off his shield, and he spun to his left, thirstblade rising.

      Undead in military gear swarmed the Graycoats, and the cavernous space echoed with the chatter of ricocheting gunfire, the crunch of breaking bones, and the tearing of flesh. Unlike the wights at the Academy, these undead carried obsidian swords to augment their more conventional weapons, and werewolf blood already splattered the ground and walls.

      “Welcome to the party!” Vince bellowed, then bit into a wight’s face and ripped it off.

      Brooke let out a ferocious roar and shoulder-tackled the nearest wight into the wall. His chest caved in, and he puked up blood. She slashed at his throat and then ripped his head off.

      A pair of wights rushed Sammy. She grabbed the first by the throat with an elongated arm and chucked him into the wall, but the second slashed into her with a black sword. Lightning crackled through her body.

      “Ouchie!” she shouted, kicking the wight in the nuts so hard he flew up into the ceiling. His head splattered against an I-beam.

      Emma rattled off a series of rapid shots, pumping the shotgun’s action as fast as possible, which (Clarke could attest to from personal experience) was very, very fast. Several undead staggered from the rain of pellets enchanted with Paralyze, and werewolves used the openings to tear through the stunned combatants.

      Ashley skewered two wights with a single thrust of her spear. She raised the pair skyward and sent a shock of luminous energy up through the shaft. The wights dissolved, faces and hands melting out of their uniforms like molten gold, and the angel shook out the spear, casting their empty equipment aside.

      Clarke cut through a wight from shoulder to groin, and the two uneven halves dropped to either side. He cast Wide Blood Freeze, and the entire mass of enemy combatants slowed, their innards congealing with the force of his magic.

      A counterattack of green lightning shot into the melee from the opposite side, arcing from one combatant to the next. The corrupt energy seemed to pass through the wights without harming them, but any werewolves touched by the attack shuddered violently. A wight’s blade found one of the stunned werewolves, and he howled in terrible pain.

      Clarke faced the direction of the attack and took a running leap augmented with Fly. He arced over the worst of the battle and caught sight of a man dressed in an expensive business suit. He wore all black except for his silvery silk shirt and tie. His dress shoes gleamed, and circular wireframe sunglasses obscured his eyes.

      He raised one black-gloved hand, the other burdened by a briefcase joined to his wrist by a handcuff.

      Horace Obadiah Dedren unleashed a second bolt of lightning that crashed against Clarke’s shield, wreathing him.

      “A blood knight?!” the vampire spat.

      “Sur-prise!” Clarke cast Scarlet Slash and cut down through the air. His thirstblade ripped through reality, and a matching wound burned diagonally across Dedren’s suit.

      The vampire staggered back, defensive runes flaring across his jacket and down his pant legs. He backpedaled, and Clarke landed close, transitioning into a sprint, thirstblade ready at his side.

      “Fool!” Dedren snapped. “You’ll have to do⁠—”

      “Better than that?” Clarke shouted, lunging.

      His sword tore through the cloth at Dedren’s shoulder. Clarke thrust again, and Dedren kicked off the ground, taking a long, floating leap back. He raised a clenched fist and then thrust his open palm forward.

      A dark shockwave slammed Clarke back. He braced his legs and pushed through.

      “You’re not getting away!”

      Dedren unleashed a bolt of green lightning that sizzled past Clarke’s head.

      “Missed me, vampire!”

      “Did I now?”

      The chaos behind Clarke was so loud he failed to notice the wight rushing him until the last moment. He spun, dodging to the side as its obsidian sword cut through air. His thirstblade arced in response, and he sliced the undead man apart at the waist. The legs crumpled, but the torso grabbed hold of Clarke’s shirt with one hand. Gray fingers burned from contact with his Sanguine Shield, but the undead didn’t let go. He grabbed hold with the other limb, smoke pouring from gray flesh, magic reeking of singed meat and cigarette smoke.

      Energy crackled between them, and Clarke grabbed one of the wight’s limbs to pry him loose. He was about to toss the torso off when Dedren cast another spell. The wight’s eyes crisped, and smoke poured from his silently screaming mouth⁠—

      —moments before the creature exploded into gory shrapnel.

      The blast threw Clarke into the wall, and his Sanguine Shield flashed into nothingness. He shook his head, ears ringing as he rose to his feet. His shirt was a shredded, bloody mess, but that seemed to be the worst casualty.

      He readied his sword once more and faced the vampire.

      “Tough little shit, aren’t you?” Dedren fumed.

      “You have no idea.”

      Dedren snapped out another spell, and a dark wave bashed Clarke. He shouldered through, closing with the vampire, who now found himself cornered near the aircraft’s rear cargo hatch.

      “Nowhere to go,” Clarke taunted.

      “Shows what you know.”

      Dedren snapped an arm out to the side, then flicked up with his fingers. Despite the intense magic choking the interior, Clarke knew a Telekinesis spell when he saw one. An alarm wailed. Yellow strobes bathed the interior, and the rear hatch yawned open.

      Wind gusted out, and Clarke’s ears popped from the pressure change. Loose articles flew past him out the opening back.

      “Later, blood knight. Have a pleasant crash.”

      Dedren kicked off the floor and floated serenely out the back of the aircraft, never taking his eyes off Clarke.

      “Shows what you know!”

      Clarke spread his wings, which tore through the tattered wreckage of his shirt. Wind sucked away a few crimson feathers. He was about to leap off the descending ramp when Emma shouted:

      “Not without us, Clarke!”

      He turned to find Ashley and the succubus racing to his side. The fierce melee of wight versus werewolf (plus one slime girl) continued, but the tide had turned in Broken Fang’s favor.

      “Let’s take that bastard together,” Emma added, feeding shells into her shotgun. A light spackling of blood covered one side of her face and smeared half her glasses.

      “Together,” Ashley added with a slim smile.

      “Together,” he agreed with a sharp nod. “Follow me!”

      He shot out the back of the plane, flanked by the angel and succubus. The air was thin and frigid and howled past them once they cleared the aircraft, but the magic and adrenaline surging through his veins served to counterbalance the worst of it. The elements failed to faze Ashley at all and only seemed to bother Emma slightly.

      From outside, Clarke could see the aircraft’s four engines slung under its swept wings and the large T-tail at the back. If the aircraft wasn’t a C5 Galaxy, it was something that looked very similar.

      “There!” Emma shouted over the roar of the wind, holding her glasses in place with one hand and pointing beneath the aircraft with her shotgun.

      Clarke spotted Dedren below and ahead of them, his expensive suit flapping with the speed of his flight. The vampire raised a gloved hand, and a bolt of green lightning struck one of the aircraft’s outboard engines. He hit it again, and the engine’s casing blew apart. Flames burst through the gaps, releasing a long, greasy trail of smoke. Turbine blades ground to a sparking, shuddering halt, and Dedren flew toward the next engine.

      “Stop him! And grab that briefcase!” Clarke tucked in his wings and dove.

      The vampire raised his hand for another attack, but Clarke zipped by, chopping it off at the wrist. The vampire screamed, gaping at his spurting stump. Ashley ran him through from behind, and he squealed like the frightened, dying animal he was. She sent a shock of golden energy into the vampire, who convulsed with the spear’s tip protruding from his chest, smoke pouring from his mouth.

      Clarke shot back across the pair and lopped off the vampire’s head. He grabbed the briefcase, and Emma blasted the handcuff’s chain to bits with her shotgun.

      “Nice work!” he shouted. “Now let’s go help the others!”

      The trio flew back into the plane.

      There weren’t many wights left when they arrived.
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      “The book’s contents are defended.” Ashley ran delicate fingers over the Prime Grimoire. Broken Fang had gathered in Ixia’s workshop along with Hepatica, Vince, and Veronica to review their prize. Vince was sporting a new scar through his left eye, and some of his fellow werewolves looked far worse. The heavy, wood-bound tome sat within a small magic circle atop one of the workbenches, its binding lacquered in black paint with no other adornments.

      Though perhaps “sat” wasn’t the best word. Most of the time, the book remained still, but⁠—

      The grimoire’s two metal clasps unlocked, and the top flapped upward under the pressure of fluttering pages. The runes around the tome glowed. Ashley gave the binding a hard, chastising smack, and the book stopped moving. She refastened the clasps.

      This wasn’t the first time the Prime Grimoire had done that, and the repeated episodes gave Clarke the impression of a caged creature testing the limits of its confinement. The book’s magical aura had surprised him as well, lacking the familiar sensations of blood and iron so common to vampiric magic. Instead, it reeked of something darker and, for lack of a better description, far more ancient. Just being close to it filled him with a sense of dread, as if he teetered on the edge of a yawning, fathomless pit and the smallest mistake would see him plummeting to his death.

      “Well, no shit, it’s defended!” Sammy blurted. “This is Belphegor’s personal property. Of course it’s going to have enchantments out the wazoo.”

      Ashley frowned at the slime girl.

      “What exactly is a ‘wazoo,’ anyway?” Brooke asked. “I’ve always wondered that.”

      “Dunno, actually,” Sammy admitted.

      “‘Wazoo’ refers to a person’s behind,” Ashley said tartly.

      “Huh.” The slime girl shrugged. “Well, there you go. You learn something every day.”

      “I take it the contents are obscured behind a Concealment spell?” Clarke asked.

      “That’s correct,” Ashley said. “And the spell is buried underneath several other magical layers. We’ll need to breach all of them if we’re to lift the Concealment.”

      “Then I take it we need to form a large magic circle? One with enough focal points and power to break through?”

      “That’s … more or less true,” Ashley replied tentatively.

      “When can you start?”

      “Unfortunately, it’s not that simple.” Hepatica leaned forward with her hands on the workbench. “The last time we did this, we were up against ‘just’ an ancient vampire’s magic and cunning. It took most of us and a seven-point circle to crack that book, and I had blood weeping out of my eyes by the end of it. This”—she pointed to the grimoire—“is on an entirely different level. If we try to clear its spells the same way, I guarantee you it’ll kill us all, and probably leave a large crater behind as an afterthought.”

      “What are our options, then?”

      “I see two possibilities. First, we can take the slow, safe approach and peel away its defenses bit by bit.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “A year. Maybe more.”

      “Pass.”

      “The second option is we hit this thing with the magical equivalent of a wrecking ball, and break it open in a matter of days.”

      “I thought you said we couldn’t do that.”

      “We can’t.” Hepatica indicated those present. “But I’m talking about a circle with more than just us.”

      Clarke nodded slowly, seeing at last where the senior witch was headed.

      “You’re talking about having the witches from the Foster and Pond families join us in the circle.”

      “For starters. What I’m envisioning is larger even than that, and will require expertise we witches lack.” Hepatica tilted her head. “You remember Nicholas Rogers?”

      “Yes, but we only met the one time. He’s a wizard in the Weeping Stones clan. He—” Clarke’s eyes widened with recollection. “He shared a theory with us on how Belphegor was the mother of all vampires, in a literal sense. He believed she was an ancient and powerful mage rather than a devil, but other than that, his ideas were spot on.”

      “He’s not just a Weeping Stone wizard,” Hepatica explained. “He’s the most decorated wizard in his entire clan, serving as their loremaster. If we’re talking about organizing our efforts to crack this book, we witches can supply the raw power, but we’ll need a degree of finesse to guide our efforts. That is where Nicholas and the Weeping Stones come in.”

      “Do you think he’ll help us?”

      “Oh, I’m sure I can find some way to persuade him.” Hepatica placed a hand on her shapely hip and flashed a sly smile.

      “And if not,” Vince chimed in, “I’ll drive over to his house and kick his ass until he does.”

      “You sure that’s wise?” Clarke asked. “He is a wizard.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it. Nick and I go way back. The worst he’ll do these days is set my fur on fire.”

      “‘The worst’?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “‘These days’?”

      “He and I got up to some crazy antics when we were young pups.”

      “I’ll reach out to Nicholas and get the ball rolling,” Hepatica said. “With your permission, of course. If he proves … recalcitrant, I’ll ask Vince for help, though I doubt any kicking of asses or lighting of furs will be required.”

      “Sounds good. Keep us informed.” Clarke turned to the big wolfman. “Vince, how’s your team holding up? Some of them were roughed up pretty good, yourself included.”

      “You mean this?” Vince pointed to his missing eye, then let out a quick raspberry. “A scratch like this won’t slow me down! I’ll be good as new in a few days.”

      “What about the others?”

      “Well …” The wolfman’s tone became more serious. “I’m not gonna lie. Those wights put us through the wringer. I’ve got two men down for over a week. Severed limbs are no small chore to heal from. The rest of us are good to go whenever you need us, and I’m going to talk to Mason after this about filling those two slots, so don’t you worry, Clarke. The Graycoats will be ready to go whenever you need us.”

      “That’s encouraging to hear. What about Knightfall? Any news on that front?”

      “It’s been surprisingly quiet. Mason and I still have plenty of trackers roaming the city, but the hunters seem to have hunkered down for the time being. My guess is they’re reevaluating their approach after you offed Yulia Reeves.”

      “Or they’re preparing for something big.”

      “Can’t rule that out, I’m afraid.” Vince shrugged. “And I’m sure news of the grimoire’s theft won’t sit well with them either. But, for the moment, we don’t have anything to report.”

      “I suppose no news might be good news,” Clarke conceded. “How about the rest of our preparations?”

      “We’ve completed another circle,” Ixia reported, “and three more witches arrived this morning. Veronica has also been chipping in when she can. She’s got a serious knack for enchanting weapons. Overall, our enchantment ‘assembly line’ is coming together nicely. I expect we’ll have most of the werewolves fully equipped by the end of the week, with the rest finishing up soon after.”

      “Excellent.” Clarke glanced around. “Everyone, it feels like we’re making this happen. Keep up the great work.”

      The room stirred at his words of praise, but, notably, no one left.

      “Dismissed?” he added, somewhat awkwardly, and the meeting finally began to break up.
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        * * *

      

      Clarke watched the blue Cadillac Escalade pull into mansion’s turnabout and stop by the front door. A slender man stepped out of the driver’s seat. He possessed a head of thick, gray hair and wore wireframe glasses over his sharp, cool eyes. He smoothed out the front of his beige, collared overcoat and approached the foyer’s double doors.

      Clarke opened one side and beckoned the wizard to join him.

      “Loremaster Rogers.”

      “Please, let’s dispense with the stuffy titles.” Nicholas stepped in, and Clarke shut the door behind him. “I have to deal with enough of that garbage at clan meetings. Saves me from having to address you as Knight Clarke, or some nonsense like that.”

      Clarke creased his brow, then glanced to Vince and Hepatica, who’d joined him in the foyer to greet the wizard.

      “Oh, please,” Nicholas began. “Give the wizard a little credit here. Between every local vampire turning up dead, Hepatica’s daughter picking my brain about blood magic and then marrying you; Vince’s daughter, too, for that matter!” He jabbed a finger at Clarke. “Which I did not receive an invitation for, I might add.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Not to mention that monster Redpeak showing up here of all places.” Nicholas gestured vaguely in the direction of the city. “So yes, I do have a few brain cells and they do occasionally rub together. Sorry, not sorry. Though, you have it on my honor as a Weeping Stone that I haven’t shared your secret with a single soul—and won’t.”

      “I … see.” Clarke cleared his throat, sensing the wizard’s honesty. “Well, I suppose that’ll make some of this easier to explain. Thank you for your discretion, by the way. I wasn’t aware you were keeping secrets on our behalf.”

      “Don’t mention it. We fools who live under the vampiric jackboot need to stick together.” The wizard tugged his overcoat straight. “Now, can someone tell me what all this fuss is about? Hepatica was very tightlipped on why you need my help. She even called me on a burner phone of all things.” He eyed the senior witch. “Rude.”

      “One can’t be too careful with so many d-hunters in town,” Hepatica replied smoothly. “You never know who might be listening.”

      “Simmer down, Nick.” Vince clapped a hand on the wizard’s shoulder. “We just need your help for a little project, is all.”

      “Yeah? And what might that be?”

      “Reading a grimoire,” Clarke said. “The grimoire, you might say, written by Belphegor herself.”

      Nicholas snorted, but when Clarke’s eyes showed no sign of a jest, the wizard’s expression turned uneasy.

      “You’re serious.”

      “I am.”

      “Belphegor’s grimoire? As in the mother of all vampires?”

      “The same, though she’s actually a devil.”

      “Not a mage, then?” Nicholas glanced away, eyes darting without seeing. “Yes, yes, I see. I hadn’t considered that possibility, but it does make a twisted kind of sense. You know this to be true?”

      “We do.”

      “And you have her grimoire?”

      “It wasn’t easy to come by.” Clarke clasped his hands behind his back. “But we managed, and now we need your help reading it.”

      Nicholas nodded thoughtfully, then licked his lips. He seemed to struggle to contain his excitement.

      “May I see it?”
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        * * *

      

      “This is … incredible!”

      Nicholas rested a hand on the thick, wood-bound tome. He ran one finger across the black lacquered surface, then jerked his hand away as if stung. He sucked on the fingertip.

      “Ouch,” he muttered, more as a comment on what had happened than acknowledgement of pain.

      “Feisty, isn’t it?” Clarke said.

      “Quite.” Nicholas adjusted his glasses. “Mind if I take a closer look?”

      “Be our guest.”

      “Thank you.” He retrieved a pair of latex gloves from his overcoat, snapped them on, then unfastened the metal clasps. Protective runes glowed on his gloves, becoming brighter the longer his hands remained in contact with the book. He opened the tome and began thumbing through the pages.

      “Can you help us read it?” Clarke asked after several minutes.

      “That depends.” Nicholas closed the book and pulled off his gloves. “First, let’s clear the air between us. Sure, I know you’re a blood knight, and I have my suspicions about a few other things, but I haven’t been ‘invited in,’ as it were.”

      “Is that something you’d like to see changed?”

      “Depends.” The wizard adjusted his glasses as if appraising Clarke. “I don’t doubt for a moment this book contains some of the most terrifyingly powerful magic in existence. The defenses girding it alone tell me that much. What a person could do with that sort of power scares me. Hell, the book itself scares me! So, I need to know, Clarke, what do you intend to do with that power?”

      “We’re going to change the world for the better.”

      “Uh …” The wizard frowned. “Not what I was expecting. Mind being a tad more specific?”

      “The Prime Grimoire contains details on the core spells enslaving humanity. In order to undo those spells, we need those details.”

      “So you can engineer a counterspell?”

      “Got it on the first try, sir.”

      “You’ll need some way to propagate that spell on a massive scale.”

      “We have plans for that.”

      “Indeed?” Nicholas nodded thoughtfully, then glanced toward Hepatica and Vince. “The company you keep tells me a lot, Clarke. I’ve known Vince and Hepatica longer than you’ve been alive, and for both of them to support you, well, that puts certain worries of mine to ease. I’m still worried, but this is big. Far bigger than I could have possibly imagined.” He clasped his hands together. “You want my help? Well, I’m willing to assist, but I have terms.”

      “Name them.”

      “It’s quite simple; I want in. All the way.”

      “That was our intention all along,” Clarke replied without hesitation, “should you ultimately decide to help us.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Assuming you can help us?”

      “I’m not the Weeping Stone loremaster for nothing!” Nicholas chuckled. “It won’t be easy, but I have some thoughts on how to crack this grimoire’s defenses. First, we’ll need to set up a twenty-seven point circ⁠—”

      “Twenty-seven!” Hepatica exclaimed. “Good grief!”

      “You want these spells cracked or not?” Nicholas scolded.

      “We do,” Clarke cut in. “What else is required?”

      “Let’s see here.” The wizard rubbed his chin. “We’ll construct the circle in concentric layers. An inner three, a middle nine, and an outer fifteen. Naturally, we’ll need twenty-seven mages to do this, and the stronger the better. Also, chalk isn’t going to cut it. We’ll need stronger reagents to fortify a circle of this magnitude, and I’ll need help collecting them.”

      “What do you need?”

      “Gold.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Twenty-four carat. About thirty pounds of the stuff, I’d say.”

      “Seriously?”

      “One gold bar should about do it. We can then Shape it into the circle’s runes.”

      “Is that all?”

      “Not by a long shot.” Nicholas met his eyes with complete sincerity. “Tell me, who’s the most sexually active person you know?”

      “Ex-cuse me?”

      “And a virgin. We’ll need a virgin, too.”
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        * * *

      

      “Please explain to me what we’re doing again.”

      Clarke stood in front of the huge, whitewashed barn with Ashley under the bright morning sun. The immaculately maintained two-story structure sat atop a shallow hill as part of the old, converted farm Nicholas Rogers owned and the Weeping Stones used for … wizardly pursuits, Clarke assumed.

      “We’re here to acquire unicorn rainbows for the magic circle,” Ashley explained with a whimsical smile.

      “I understand that much, but why us?”

      “Well, unicorns are peculiar creatures. They’re extremely sensitive to the sexual history of those nearby, and doubly so if that activity was recent.”

      “So, they’re like virginity detectors?”

      “Amongst other talents. The practice isn’t as common as it used to be, but mages and demihumans will still pay exorbitant amounts to have the ‘purity’ of a prospective mate verified.” Ashley sniffed. “That always struck me as pointless. Purity comes from the mind and the heart, not the body. If you’re not comfortable trusting your partner to be honest with you, then why seek marriage in the first place?”

      “That doesn’t really answer my question. Why us?”

      “Because we fulfill the two roles required to make this work.”

      “Which are?”

      “Virgin.” Ashley indicated herself, then gestured toward him with an open palm. “And the opposite.”

      “The more sexually active the better?”

      “If we’re going to get those rainbows.”

      “But why can’t Nicholas do this on his own?”

      “Hepatica shared the story with me. Apparently, Nicholas and Fornication are having a bit of a spat.”

      Clarke frowned at the unicorn’s name.

      “Apparently,” Ashley continued, “his son Alaric is no longer a virgin thanks to a young witch from the Alluring Thorns coven, and Fornication took offense to being served by what she termed as ‘a skinny sack of degenerate filth.’”

      “Ouch.”

      “I suppose that makes us the replacement crew.”

      “Great.” Clarke huffed out a breath. “Do you have any idea how this is supposed to work?”

      “A few.” She gave his arm a reassuring brush. “Just follow my lead.”

      Clarke opened the unlocked side door and followed the angel inside. The interior was split down the middle with half being dedicated to a wide, multipurpose space with shelves and workbenches around the walls that reminded him of Ixia’s workshop. The chalked remains of old magic circles broke up the concrete pad.

      Beyond that was a series of stalls. Light flickered through one opening, giving Clarke the impression of reflected images from a television. His ears picked up frantic clicking and … the intermittent vibration of a gaming controller?

      “Noooooooo-ho-ho-ho!” cried a girlish voice. “My samples!”

      “What is it this time?” grumbled a deep, plodding basso.

      “Those jerks extracted without me! I’m going to give them a piece of my mind!”

      “Forn, please don’t make a spectacle of yourself. It’s only a game.”

      “Hey! You guys on mic?” The girlish voice paused. “Good! Listen, you cum stains, what the fuck did you leave me behind for? I had the super samples and everything!” Another pause. “That sounds like a skill issue to me! It’s your own damn fault for blundering into my field of fire! So what if I blew you up a few times?” A noticeably longer pause. “Fuck you all! May your loins forever be fruitless, you fucking virgins!”

      Something hit the floor.

      “It’s really your own fault,” noted the plodding voice.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You took the airburst rocket launcher on that last mission, otherwise known as the Teamkiller Two Thousand. That was your first mistake.”

      “Skill issue!”

      “Yes. Yours.”

      The girlish voice raspberried at her companion.

      Ashley raised a questioning eyebrow at Clarke, and he shrugged.

      “Sounds like she’s playing … Helldivers, I think,” he replied quietly.

      They rounded the bend, and Clarke had to perform a doubletake.

      The unicorn was more or less what he’d expected: a gleaming white horse with a whorled horn protruding from her forehead. What he hadn’t expected was to find her wearing a pastel pink shirt and shorts while reclining on a couch so huge it resembled a mountain of pastel pillows rather than furniture.

      Her limbs were more flexible and dexterous than those of a regular horse, judging by the PlayStation controller hovering between her front hooves. The air was thick with magic: rainbows, syrup, honey, and the tension of Telekinesis. A massive flatscreen TV hung on the opposite wall, depicting a team of three futuristic soldiers returning to their ship amidst a spray of celebratory fireworks.

      This was promptly followed by a message stating she’d been kicked from the game.

      “Rude!” the unicorn huffed.

      The walls and ceiling were a blizzard of soft pastels, and several colorful throw rugs covered the floor.

      “Hey, Forn?” A massive turtle shell stirred on the far side of the couch. It was almost a story tall.

      “Yeah?”

      “We have guests.”

      “Oh, shit!”

      The unicorn caught sight of the visitors and bolted off the couch. She shook out her long, luscious mane and trotted toward them.

      “Greetings, sir and madam.” She dipped her head, her voice far more regal now. “I am a legendary unicorn. You may address me as Lady Forn. Please accept my most humble apologies, but”—her forehead twitched—“it seems my humans failed to inform me of your arrival. I will see to their punishments later.”

      She bowed her head again and scraped a hoof across the floor.

      “And I’m Waddle.” A huge leathery head rose from beside the couch. “I’m a dire turtle.”

      “They’re not here to see you,” the unicorn hissed out the side of her mouth. “They never are.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “We’re pleased to make your acquaintance, Lady Forn.” The angel slimed warmly. “I’m Ashley, and this is Clarke. We were wondering if you could help us sort out a little problem.” She held up her thumb and forefinger.

      “I would be happy to help if I can.” The unicorn flicked her shimmering tail. “What services do you require?”

      “Clarke and I are in the early stages of our relationship. Would you mind verifying our virginity before we take it any further?”

      Clarke shot the angel a worried look.

      “Not at all,” the unicorn replied, “though I’ll require physical contact to sense your full history. Ashley, you may approach first. Please lay your hand upon the side of my neck.”

      Ashley did as instructed, and the unicorn’s horn blazed with inner light at the angel’s lightest caress.

      “Oh my! You’re as pure as the driven snow! Why, I don’t believe I’ve ever encountered anyone so untainted!”

      “Thank you.” Ashley stepped away. “Your turn, Clarke.”

      “You sure about this?”

      “This needs to be done.”

      He grimaced at Ashley, who bobbed her head insistently toward the unicorn.

      Fornication, clearly sensing his unease, trotted forward and offered him the side of her neck.

      “All right,” he sighed, stretching out his hand. “Here goes.”

      He touched the unicorn’s clean white coat. Her eyes snapped wide and black eddies swirled within her horn.

      “You fiend!” Fornication spat, staggering away.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Stay back or I shall impale you before you can impale anymore hapless females!”

      “I’m sorry!”

      “I’m warning you! Stay back or I’ll … or I’ll …”

      Her eyes watered, her stomach roiled audibly, her cheeks bulged⁠—

      —and then she vomited an entire rainbow all over the floor.
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      Clarke reached out to Sammy’s parents the same day. He’d barely enunciated the need for a large quantity of gold when Jean-Paul Eloise assured him Broken Fang would have what it needed, and soon. True to his word, one of the mansion’s groundskeepers delivered a surprisingly heavy briefcase the next morning.

      The briefcase contained a single gold bar.

      Collecting the rest of the reagents on Nicholas’ list proceeded both smoothly and with far less drama than the unicorn rainbow, and soon the wizards had everything they needed. Clarke had been ready to suggest using the mansion as the site for the circle’s construction, but Nicholas countered with an offer to use his family’s barn.

      “It’ll go faster this way,” the wizard said.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Let’s face it, Clarke. There really isn’t a safe place to do this. Sure, this mansion”—he made a sweeping gesture—“has some powerful Wards protecting it, but they’re not strong enough to stop Knightfall. At best, they’ll serve as a speedbump. And, like it or not, there’s been a lot of unusual activity around your home in recent months. A couple dozen mages showing up out of the blue is only going to increase the likelihood of Knightfall hitting this place.”

      “But to use your own home?”

      “I have all the tools we’ll need to mix and Shape the reagents to the desired level of precision.”

      “You need more than just Shaping magic?”

      Nicholas scoffed. “What do you take me for? A wild mage?” His lips curled in disgust.

      “Just asking.”

      “Clarke, I’m a wizard. Why would I do things the hard way when I can craft tools to make my life easier? Besides, the more precise the circle’s construction, the lower the resistance at each focal point and the more mana we can pump through it. Hence, a greater chance of success.”

      “This’ll paint a bull’s eye on your back.”

      “Like one isn’t already there,” Nicholas dismissed. “Besides, Hepatica and Vince are in the same boat. They’re sticking their necks out, and I can understand why. We’re close. Close to something … tremendous. You think a wizard worthy of his robes should sit on the sidelines at a moment like this? I told you I wanted in, and I did, but that works both ways. I’m in this enterprise all the way.”

      “I see.” Clarke gave the wizard a solemn nod. “Then, thank you. We’ll go with your suggestion. I’ll have Ashley adjust the Portal so we can transit between here and the barn more easily. And quietly. You’ll have the rest of the reagents before the sun sets.”
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        * * *

      

      The barn was a beehive of activity when Clarke and Ashley visited it that Wednesday. The high-ceilinged space swarmed with over a dozen witches and wizards, who’d needed so much room they’d torn down the two closest stalls and shifted several workbenches aside. Even then, the circle barely fit within the barn’s open half.

      Mages toiled at a trio of workbenches, refining the gold, liquid rainbows, and other reagents into a gummy, opalescent material that more mages—such as Nicholas’ son Alaric—applied to the floor in complex patterns. Clarke spotted the scrawny teenager on his hands and knees, tracing out glittering lines using a boxy device with half a dozen dials and several foldout lenses.

      The space was filled with echoing conversations, the clinks of glass on metal, the hum and crackle of delicate magic, and the occasional bout of girlish cursing from the stalls.

      Seems Forn is playing video games again, Clarke thought, noting the glow from the unicorn’s stall. I’d stop by to apologize, but I doubt that’d end well.

      Nicholas, Hepatica, and Vince all hurried over to greet them. Nicholas gave them brief nods, Vince grinned broadly, and Hepatica favored Ashley with a more formal dip of her head.

      Unlike Hepatica, Nicholas had reacted to Ashley’s celestial nature with unimpressed matter-of-factness. Apparently, he’d been wondering where Hepatica’s sudden stock in angel feathers had come from, and he’d theorized there was an angel in Broken Fang, given the timing of their relationship with the Ashen Flower.

      The loremaster doesn’t disappoint, Clarke thought. Not sure what to feel about how easily he’s figured us out, but it has made bringing him up to speed easier.

      “How are things going?” Clarke asked.

      “Well,” Nicholas replied. “Very well. At our current pace, we should be wrapping up construction of the circle sometime late Thursday. We can move right into cracking the grimoire that evening, if you like.”

      “The sooner the better. But will we have enough mages by then?”

      “Barely, but I think we’ll squeak by,” Hepatica said. “I’m expecting a few more witches to arrive tonight, which will bring our total number of mages to twenty-five.”

      “Don’t we need twenty-seven, though?”

      “We have a small bit of leeway on the count.” Ashley’s halo brightened. “I’ll be joining the circle. My celestial powers should prove useful in countering Belphegor’s magic. Ixia and her sisters will be participating. Veronica, too. Those four are part of the twenty-five, while Emma can fill in, should we end up short.”

      “I’d prefer not to involve Emma, Dahlia, and Hyacinth in the circle.” Hepatica folded her arms under her breasts. “Same goes for Ashley, but I don’t see us having much of a shot without her celestial strength in the circle. There’s a good chance something nasty’ll leap out of that book while we’re breaching it, and the more solid combatants we have standing guard the better. But”—the witch sighed—“looks like we’ll have a few slots to fill.”

      “Is Emma suitable to this kind of circle?” Clarke asked. “Sure, she’s magically powerful, but it’s mostly sex magic.”

      “The composition of the middle and outer circles isn’t nearly as critical as the inner three foci.” Nicholas gave him a serious look. “What we need from the succubus is her mana, so make sure you top her off ahead of time.”

      “I’ll, uh…” He frowned. “I’ll make a note of that.”

      “That means having sex with her tonight,” Ashley explained matter-of-factly. “Demihumans gain mana in a variety of ways, and succubi recover theirs through intercourse with⁠—”

      “Yes, Ashley. Thank you. I know that part.”

      “I only wished to be sure.”

      “It’s a pity we mages don’t recover mana the same way.” Hepatica brushed back her long braid, eyes gleaming with mischief. “I’m sure Dahlia and Hyacinth wouldn’t mind receiving their fill from the ‘Clarke Mana Battery.’”

      “Hepatica.” Clarke gave her a cautioning side eye.

      “Yes, yes. If wishes were unicorns and all that.”

      “I’d need faster Wi-Fi,” Nicholas grumbled. “Anyway, Ashley, Hepatica, and I will form the inner circle with our resident angel in the lead. As for our defense during the process, let me be clear that we’re going to have our hands full with this grimoire. If violence is called for …” He looked over at Clarke.

      “Any members of Broken Fang not in the circle will be standing by.” Clarke turned to Vince. “What of our werewolf allies?”

      “We’re back to full strength and are now packing some scary heat thanks to the Ashen Flowers and friends. That said, we shouldn’t pull everyone. If Knightfall makes a move, it’d be nice if we can spot them early.”

      “Good point. What do you suggest?”

      “We split our best half and half. We keep our sharpest trackers focused on Chester Creek while pulling our toughest fighters in to defend the barn, from threats both within and without. In fact, I already have the Graycoats scouting around the Rogers’ farm. Don’t want any uninvited guests while you’re working.”

      “How many werewolves would we have here during the ritual?”

      “About twenty, I’d say. I can have the exact number for you later. Mason will take charge of the trackers while I lead the werewolves guarding the barn.”

      Clarke caught the looks of appreciation from the senior witch and wizard, which he’d expected. Who wouldn’t want that much muscle protecting them during a dangerous ritual?

      “Sounds good, Vince, but I’d also like you to include Brooke in your efforts around the barn. If your shifters spot or smell something, I want her to be the first to know.”

      “Consider it done.”
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      The mages finished constructing the circle after lunch that Thursday, and Nicholas began guiding them through the laborious process of charging its many runic arcs. He informed Clarke they were on schedule, and Clarke ordered all required team members to assemble in the barn after six.

      Ashley, Hepatica, and Nicholas assumed their positions at the points of a tight equilateral triangle around the Prime Grimoire. Ixia, Dahlia, Hyacinth, and Veronica, along with five mages, filled out the middle circle, and the more junior or weaker mages took up the fifteen slots along the outer circumference.

      The intricate linework and expertly-drawn runes glowed with inner opalescent fire. Wicks from oil lamps burned in front of each focal point, releasing wavy streams of glittering, floral-scented smoke. The mages all began to settle in, activating each arc of the magic circle under Nicholas’ exacting guidance.

      Clarke stood in a corner near the remaining stalls, trying and failing to ignore the high-pitched expletives emanating from Forn’s “gamer cave.” The occasional attempts at placation by Waddle proved a mediocre salve for the unicorn’s ire.

      Initially, Clarke wondered if Nicholas had forgotten to clear the two creatures out before the ritual, if only for their own safety. Never mind that the unicorn’s antics were potential distractions during a critical and challenging process. Everyone needed to bring their “topness of form,” as Sammy sometimes put it.

      The loremaster surprised him with mild indifference. The dangers posed to both Forn and Waddle didn’t faze him in the slightest, and his position on the issue of distractions was the other mages would simply have to deal with it.

      “Get over here and support me, you cum-guzzling sluts!” Forn ranted.

      “If they weren’t going to before,” Waddle observed patiently, “then I doubt they’ll start now.”

      “Fucking noobs and their fucking skill issues! It’s their own fault for playing on max difficulty when they’re not—What the hell? Why’d they kick me?”

      “Why indeed? This must be one of life’s great mysteries.”

      Clarke reached up and rubbed his temples.

      “You okay?” Emma asked, standing beside him with her shotgun resting naturally in her arms. She’d brought the MG 42 as well, despite Clarke’s concerns that it was too unwieldy a weapon for her and she didn’t have enough practice with it yet. The machine gun sat atop a nearby workbench.

      Hepatica’s earlier count had been off by one thanks to a last-minute addition from the Alluring Thorns coven (a young woman who also happened to be Alaric’s girlfriend). Hepatica wasn’t familiar with the teenage witch, but Nicholas vouched for her, and Clarke had approved her addition. She’d taken her spot in the middle circle without complaint, freeing Emma up for defensive duties.

      “Everything all right?” the succubus asked.

      “Just a neutron radiation surge the size of my head,” Clarke told her.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Ooh!” Sammy perked up. “That a reference to Star Trek: The Undiscovered Country?”

      “Yep. That unicorn’s screeds are having the same effect on my head as Romulan ale had on Chekov’s.” Clarke looked up at his slime wife. “By the way, you were fast on the uptake with that one.”

      “My parents were big into the classic Star Trek movies. We watched them far too many times when I was a kid. That one was my second favorite, right after Wrath of Khan.”

      Clarke and his two wives settled into patient silence as Nicholas continued to wrangle the witches and wizards. Less than half an hour had passed when a side door flew open and Brooke barged through, in hybrid form and carrying a dead rat by the tail. She spotted Clarke and stalked over to him.

      “Here.” She held out the rat. “Sniff this.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Go on.” She wiggled the little carcass. “This is important.”

      “If you say so.”

      Something—or, more likely, some-one—had flattened the poor creature. Its chest had been crushed, and blood dripped from its slack mouth. He leaned in and drew in a short, experimental breath. Then took a longer one.

      “All I smell is blood.”

      “But does the blood smell normal to you?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t have your acute sense of smell.”

      “Oh, right!” Brooke thumped the side of her head with her free hand. “Sorry! Sometimes it’s easy to forget, what with everything you have gained.”

      “That’s all right. Let me try checking the corpse my way.”

      He spread his fingers over the small body and closed his eyes. The aura of magic emanating from the circle, from the tightly-grouped mages, and from his wives all provided their own flavors of interference, but he’d grown accustomed to sorting through ambient mana to reveal the truth of the situation.

      And this particular truth knotted his stomach.

      “Vampiric magic,” he breathed, opening his eyes.

      “That’s what I feared.” Brooke lowered the dead rat, her ears flattening.

      “Where did you find this?”

      “About two hundred yards south of the barn, deep in the woods. Your average rat doesn’t want to be anywhere near a werewolf, but this one kept trying to scamper closer. I think it was trying to slip through our patrols on its way to the barn.”

      “A spy from Knightfall?”

      “Could be.”

      “There are eleven hunters out there,” Emma said, “and we don’t know much about their capabilities. One of them could be a Swarm Master, able to Dominate simple creatures without turning their brains into jelly. Dominate isn’t exactly a gentle spell, and the less forceful alternatives like Persuade or Charm are ineffective against animals.”

      “What kinds of creatures could this vampire control?” Clarke asked.

      “Rats, ravens, bats. Small animals like that, often ones that possess a natural resistance to the darker forms of magic.”

      “Less risk of brain melt?”

      “That’s right.”

      “What about insects?”

      “Technically possible, though not without its difficulties. Both in terms of controlling an insect’s mind and having it report back anything useful.”

      “Either way,” Sammy cut in, “it’s a good bet Knightfall’s at least curious about what’s going on here.” She bobbed her head toward the circle. “Should we abort?”

      “No.” Clarke folded his arms. “I’ll inform Ashley and the others before they begin, but my position is we absolutely must press on. There’s no way we can up and move the circle, so we either use what we’ve built or abandon it and try again later. That’ll take time. Time we won’t get back if this place has drawn Knightfall’s attention.”

      “It may not be quite that bad,” Emma said. “It’s entirely possible this one rat represents nothing more than reconnaissance. That Knightfall is trying to gain a clearer picture about what the local mages are up to.”

      “Or they could have sniffed out an important clue,” Brooke countered, “and the rats are scouts for a larger attack force.”

      “In which case, an attack may be imminent,” Clarke finished for her.

      “So what if it is?” Sammy mimed cracking her knuckles, though she lacked the necessary anatomy to produce a sound. “What’s the word, boss?”

      “We hold this ground,” Clarke stated with clearheaded certainty, “for as long as the mages need.”
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s begin.” Ashley spread her wings, and her halo glowed like the rising sun. She sat cross-legged atop one of the circle’s inner focal points alongside Hepatica and Nicholas.

      “I’ve Scried the first layer,” Hepatica reported. “Greater Beacon.”

      “Should be simple enough to remove.” Nicholas shifted one of his legs for a more comfortable posture. “Just a strong signal meant to let the owner know someone’s prying.”

      “Beginning to draw it out now.” Ashley locked her eyes on the Prime Grimoire, and it flopped onto its side, metal clasps straining, pages shuddering within.

      Clarke stayed back as Ashley and the mages worked, on edge with the possibility of threats from outside or from the book itself. He’d spoken to Ashley and the mage leaders quietly before they began their sensitive work, and to his surprise, none of them blanched at his insistence they press forward.

      Maybe their desire to continue stemmed from the amount of work they’d poured into these preparations and how loath they were to waste them. Or perhaps they viewed Knightfall’s threat as an uncertainty, at least in the now, whereas the Prime Grimoire was an all too tantalizing—and tangible—prize.

      Regardless of their reasons, Clarke appreciated both their support and lack of argument. In turn, he, Sammy, and Emma were ready to face whatever horrors leaped out of the book while Vince and Brooke kept the werewolves outside busy searching for signs of Knightfall’s approach.

      A part of Clarke wanted to be outside with them, but he trusted Vince and especially Brooke to do their absolute best to spot any encroaching trouble, and he settled himself in for what could prove a long, stressful wait.

      “We’ve successfully drawn back the first layer,” Ashley reported, her voice perfectly calm. “Now encountering the second spell.”

      “This one’s Greater Far Sight,” Hepatica said, and already Clarke could hear the strain in her voice.

      “Just another utility spell,” Nicholas shifted his legs again. “We’ll ground it within the outer circle, same as the first.”

      “Starting now.” Ashley’s halo blazed.

      The book shook, and the spell’s power leaked out of the spine to flow through the glimmering arcs. Some of the witches and wizards twitched as runes burned near them, releasing wisps of colorful smoke.

      “Second layer secured,” the angel reported.

      “I can see the third layer.” Hepatica grimaced. “It’s Greater Dominate.”

      “Crafty, crafty.” Nicholas grinned, and the circle’s glow cast his face with sinister under-light. “If the first two spells don’t reveal where the book is, then this one tries to take over any minds conveniently nearby. Such as the thieves themselves. We’ll need to handle this one with care. Ground it into the second circle.”

      “Understood,” Ixia replied. “We’ll take it.”

      “Drawing out the spell now,” Ashley said, her voice calm and silvery against the stress leaking into the humans around her.

      “Got it!” Ixia laid both hands on the ground, and energy flowed through her to spread across the middle circle.

      “Third spell secure. I can—” Hepatica flinched. “I can see the next layer.”

      “As can I.” Ashley’s brow creased. “It’s Fortified Concealment.”

      “The Concealment spell so soon?” Hepatica shook her head. “This doesn’t feel right. We shouldn’t have already reached the base spell.”

      “We haven’t,” Nicholas warned. “Note the subtle anchoring along the periphery. We’re not even halfway through the spell stack. This is a false bottom, and unless I’ve missed my guess, it’s ready to blow like a cork under pressure.”

      “If you’re right,” Hepatica replied, “then there must be some nasty spells beneath this layer. We should ground this one into the inner circle.”

      “Peeling back the layer now.” Ashley extended a hand to the book. It shuddered, and one of its clasps clicked loose. Mana fumed out of the book in a greenish, ghostly plume. Ashley drew it to her palm, then concentrated it into a crackling ribbon that sank into the runes around her. “Layer secured. Interrogating the next⁠—”

      The book flew open with the chime of snapping metal. Windless air rifled through the pages, and energy arced into the circle’s runes. The mages all flinched in a delayed ripple, from the innermost to the outer circle. Only Ashley remained stationary, her eyes ever fixed on the book.

      “Shit!” Hepatica hissed.

      “Whoa!” Nicholas goggled at the book. “Three spells tried to jump us at the same time!”

      “Why do you sound so impressed?” Hepatica asked. “That could have killed us!”

      “I know.” Nicholas wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. “But credit where credit is due. You have to respect the craftsmanship.”

      “I’ll be sure to send Belphegor my regards.”

      “The spells are Triple Create Golem”—Ashley’s voice remained clear— “Wide Mana Drain, and True Death. I suggest we distribute one spell to each circle, with the inner circle handling True Death.”

      “Agreed,” Nicholas replied.

      “Beginning now.”

      The magic circle flickered with competing lights, and many of the mages hunched their shoulders or lowered their heads. A few circle segments turned from opalescent to a deathly shade of green.

      “They’re coming in trios now,” Ashley reported. “The next group is composed of Dragon’s Breath, Wide Agonize, and Wide Paralyze. I suggest we continue to divide these amongst the three circles.”

      Hepatica nodded insistently, one hand on the ground as if her shoulders were burdened by an invisible weight.

      “Very well,” the angel acknowledged. “Drawing out the next layer.”

      Lightning sizzled outward, striking several mages, and one of the witches in the outer circle began weeping. The wizard next to her shifted over and gave her shoulders a comforting squeeze. Over half the outer circle pulsated with a green, evil glow.

      “Think they’ll make it?” Sammy whispered to Clarke. She sounded genuinely concerned.

      “They don’t have a choice,” he replied quietly. “They’re in too deep. One false move and all those spells explode out of the circle. It’s all or nothing, but Ashley’s at the helm, and I believe in her.”

      “The next layer is bubbling up.” The angel rose to one knee and extended an arm to the grimoire. “This one has Triple Summon Hellbeast, Wide Raise Revenant, and Wide Ravenous Decay.”

      “Good grief!” Hepatica cried. “Is there no end to this?”

      “We’re up against Belphegor herself.” Nicholas growled out the words. “Who said this would be easy?”

      “I know, but this is ridiculous! I’ve never heard of an enchantment thirteen spells deep!”

      “Here it comes,” Ashley warned. “Drawing it out now.”

      Energy crackled across the circle, and greenish smoke filled the barn. The ground hissed where the mages touched it, but Ashley remained a pillar of certainty within their sea of human frailty. She spread her wings, and her halo glowed with the Auras of Courage, Bravery, and Compassion, even as she used her power to combat the grimoire. Her magic touched Clarke’s mind with tender gentleness, sharply contrasted by the harsh, biting storm seething up from the circle.

      The mages seemed to gather their collective second winds, even as the circle turned almost completely green. Low, quick movement caught Clarke’s eye, and he looked down to find a rat scurrying past his feet. He stomped it flat, moments before the side door opened and Brooke hustled over.

      “We need you outside,” the wolf girl said.

      “Understood.” Clarke waved for Sammy and Emma to join them. Vince met the four of them outside the barn, which had green smoke leaking out of its high vents.

      The night air carried a damp chill, and the ground squelched from the light rain they’d received earlier that evening. The moon was high and bright, partially obscured by swift clouds.

      “It’s a good bet we’re about to receive a visit from Knightfall,” Vince said, in his hybrid form like his daughter. “Probably from the south, but I wouldn’t put it past these bastards to try to fake us out and hit us from a different angle.”

      “You could be right,” Clarke replied. “I just saw a rat slinking around the barn. I killed it, but …”

      “We’ve seen plenty more where that came from,” Brooke explained. “Rats and ravens mostly. Too many for this to be a casual peek. I’m not surprised some have reached the barn.”

      “How much longer do the mages need?” Vince asked.

      “Hard to say,” Clarke replied. “They’re thirteen spells in, which is already unprecedented. My guess is they’re close to the end, but I can’t say anything for certain.”

      “I see.” The wolfman paused meaningfully. “Then it’s clear what needs doing. Those mages need time to finish their business, and we shifters will make sure they have it. Even if it means we have to stand and fight these bloodsucking monsters.”

      “Vince …” Clarke turned to Brooke, whose face was as cold and clear as her father’s. They were both in agreement. The time for half measures and dodging risks had passed. They now believed it was time to face their enemy, for the promise of a better tomorrow.

      Regardless of the cost.

      “I understand,” Clarke said at last. “You do what needs doing. Broken Fang stands with you. Now, and always.”

      Brooke beamed at him, and Vince clapped him on the shoulder.

      “You’re a good man, Clarke. It’ll be an honor to fight by your side.”

      Clarke nodded. “Let’s bust some fangs.”

      “Hell yeah!” The wolfman transformed into a full werewolf, and his daughter joined him a moment later.

      “Brooke, Sammy, you’re with me,” Clarke said. “We’ll hit anything that breaks through the werewolves. Emma, I want you posted up on the barn’s roof.”

      “Sure, but”—the succubus tilted her head—“with my shotgun?”

      “No.” He cracked a vicious grin. “With your machine gun.”
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      “In position,” Emma reported, her voice coming through Clarke’s earbud. “There are a lot of trees blocking my line of sight, but the lack of leaves helps. Good thing we’re not in spring already, otherwise I’d have trouble spotting anything for you.”

      “Leave the long-distance work to the shifters,” Clarke radioed back. “That gun wrecks its targets through volume of fire, not long-ranged accuracy. You’re most effective at medium to short ranges. You’re the nasty surprise for anything that breaks through.”

      “Got it.”

      “‘Remember: short, controlled bursts,’” Sammy quoted.

      “This isn’t a Colonial Marines pulse rifle,” Emma quipped back.

      “No,” Clarke said, “but it’s still good advice. That gun’s rate of fire is so high you’ll burn through your ammo in seconds. Only lay into the trigger if you absolutely need to end something.”

      “Understood.”

      “Brooke, how are things on your end?”

      “Something’s coming.”

      “Can you be more specific?”

      “Wish I could. Whatever’s out there, it’s completely silent and glowing green. No smell either, even with the breeze blowing our way. We’re moving up to see if we can lay eyes on it.”

      “No sound or scent.” Clarke grimaced, searching his memories. “Glows green.”

      Something about that description struck a familiar chord in his mind, though he wasn’t sure why. It felt too generic to be of much use.

      No sound. No smell, he thought. That could mean an incorporeal monster. That trait’s bad all by itself, but we’ve got enough Cripple spells loaded into our weapons to ruin just about any ghost monster’s day.

      Unless …

      The icy finger of a terrible memory danced down his spine.

      Unless those facing it are too afraid to open fire.

      “Brooke, tell them to be careful. That thing might be a⁠—”

      “Oh, shit!” Brooke cried over the radio. “Terrorgeist! We’ve got a terrorgeist out here! It’s strong, too! I’m not even close, and my knees feel like jelly!”

      “Hang in there! We’re coming!” Clarke whirled toward Sammy. “On my back!”

      Sammy leaped toward him, her outline morphing. She landed on his back and looped her limbs around him to form a bright pink backpack.

      Clarke manifested his wings, spread them broadly, then launched himself into the air. He spotted a ghostly glow kissing the bare branches of distant, gnarled trees and shot toward it. Leafless crowns zipped by underneath, and then he slowed, descending toward the ethereal light.

      He sensed the terrorgeist’s Aura of Fear before he spotted the creature. It was as if something dreadful clutched his heart within a grip of ice and despair. All hope threatened to drain from his psyche, threatened to leave him as a hollowed vessel devoid of courage, only to be refilled with its antithesis.

      The creature resembled an emaciated, androgynous human with wide, batlike wings and an obsidian mask shaped to mimic a woman with a cruel smile. Green flames burned behind the mask’s eyes and partially open mouth. The creature floated across the ground, its bare feet phasing through twigs and tall blades of grass. Nothing stirred as it passed.

      Clarke shuddered from the force of its Fear, even from up in the air, Sammy’s grip loosened. She nearly slipped off his back before hugging him tighter.

      “Fuck me, that’s strong!” the slime girl exclaimed, her words reverberating through her skin. “A million years would have been too soon to face one of those things again. This one’s got to be worse than Olcott’s, and he was a necromancer!”

      “Knightfall doesn’t mess around.” Clarke keyed the radio on his belt. “Brooke, we’re over the terrorgeist. I see three werewolves curled up on the ground. The geist is moving toward them. If it reaches them, they’re dead. Where are you?”

      “Approaching from the northeast, but I won’t get far with that aura in place.”

      “Leave that part to me. Sammy, drop down and link up with Brooke. We’ll take the monster down once I create an opening. Go!”

      “You got it, boss!” Sammy let go, reforming herself into a pink freefall munition. “Bombs away!”

      Clarke tucked his wings in, descending toward the terrorgeist. It gazed up at him, eyes brightening with the intensity of a lighthouse. Its Fear slammed into him, crushing his will to resist. Grinding all hope to dust. Burning it to bitter ash.

      But he resisted.

      He’d faced one of these creatures before, and he knew from that deadly lesson how to fortify his mind with anger. How dare this creature invade his thoughts! How dare it pollute his mind with its alien despair!

      His rage was a thin blanket against the aura assaulting his consciousness, but it gave him the breathing room he needed to push back with his own magic. He spread his arms, lifted his chin, and converted a portion of his own life into mana. His chest swelled with the sudden flush of energy, and he cast Aura of Courage.

      His rendition of the spell wasn’t as potent as Ashley’s; hers could shine through Fear like the noon sun on a clear summer day, whereas his only managed to part its dark clouds.

      But even that was enough, and the three downed werewolves rose. They shook out their limbs and bared their fangs, snarling at the monster. Yes, the Fear still reached them, but Clarke’s magic served as a buffer, armoring them against its worst effects.

      They were angry, too, and that helped as well. But they didn’t attack. Instead, they hesitated, and then began to back away as the terrorgeist continued its slow, implacable advance.

      Clarke didn’t blame them. He doubted they’d ever encountered magic so cruel and evil before.

      But he and his wives had.

      Brooke and Sammy rushed past the three werewolves. Their pistols cracked the air, and bullets enchanted with Cripple whisked through the ghostly figure. Its flesh solidified, losing all translucency, and then his two wives were upon it. Sammy lassoed one of its arms with her own, and Brooke raked her claws across its chest. The terrorgeist reeled back, screeching in pain, its wounds discharging a foul, oily fluid.

      Brooke grabbed its mask and slammed it back into a bed of dead leaves. It shrieked and lashed out, but Sammy grabbed its limbs and pinned them down. Brooke tore through its chest, ribbons of pale flesh flying, dark fluid spurting. She’d excavated her way down to the monster’s green, beating heart when her claws slipped through without cutting.

      The terrorgeist began to rise, one arm phasing through Sammy’s pink tentacle.

      “It’s going ghostly again!” Brooke shouted, reaching for her pistol.

      “Back away,” Clarke commanded, his voice almost as calm as Ashley’s.

      His wives parted to either side.

      The terrorgeist gazed up at him, hatred burning behind its mask.

      “I know what you used to be,” he told the creature. “I know what the vampires did to you, how they tortured and mutilated your soul.”

      He summoned his thirstblade and drew it back, charging it with Boost and Sacrifice.

      “You aren’t our enemy. Not really. You’re a slave to their evil.”

      His blade turned into a white rod that crackled with red lightning. The terrorgeist floated toward him, rising above the treetops, one spectral hand extended. It sought to reach through his chest and crush his heart.

      But it wouldn’t. This fight was already over.

      “Let me grant your soul release,” he told the monster, and shot forward.

      He slashed down, cleaving the terrorgeist neatly in two. Its mask parted down the exact middle, and the flames behind it flickered out. The corpse made a sound not unlike a deep sigh as its two halves collapsed to the forest floor.

      A sigh filled with relief.

      Perhaps even gratitude.

      He landed beside Brooke and Sammy.

      “There’s more coming.” Brooke bobbed her head toward the south. “Hellhounds and hellboars by their scent.”

      The three werewolves joined them, their eyes falling upon Clarke expectantly, and a few more emerged from the forest gloom to join their ranks.

      “These chumps will need more than hellhounds to punch through us!” Sammy declared, and the werewolves snarled in approval.

      “True,” Clarke agreed, “but they would have made short work of anyone impaired by the terrorgeist. Everyone, stay on your guard. Our enemy is not to be underestimated. That said”—he chuckled softly—“let’s be sure to give them a proper greeting.”

      The werewolves howled before sprinting into action.
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        * * *

      

      The hellboar was a mass of muscles and bristling fur that, even with all four hooves on the ground, came up to Clarke’s shoulders. Its tusks were twin hooks of stained ivory reinforced with strips of vampiric obsidian, and its eyeless sockets glowed a baleful green.

      The beast charged with crushing implacability, but Clarke dashed to the side and cleaved its head off. The head rolled away, but the decapitated body charged on, trailing a thick, viscous oil from its stump. It crashed through a tree, blasting the trunk to splinters, then slowed to a trot before teetering over.

      Clarke shook out his thirstblade and surveyed the battle. Over a dozen werewolves tore through the vampiric spawn in a wild melee, and he caught Brooke rolling across damp, dead leaves with one arm around a hellhound’s neck. The beast clawed at her wildly, and blood matted her fur, but she refused to let go. She snarled, biceps flexing, and with a sharp jerk, she shattered the creature’s neck. It let out a wheezing exhale and dropped dead in her arms.

      Nearby, Sammy grappled with a hellboar, its curved tusks gripped in her hands as they faced each other. The monster tried to drive her back, but its hooves kept slipping, all while Sammy pulled its tusks to either side, her arms stretching. Leathery flesh broke, muscles tore, and Sammy ripped one tusk off in a spray of blood. She spun the tip around and drove it deep into the beast’s skull, then yanked it out and hammered it in again.

      Then again, and again, and again.

      Blood sprayed and bits of meat flew into the air. The hellboar struggled against her for a few more slippery steps, then slumped into a steaming, drooling, leaking mound. Sammy planted a triumphant foot atop the carcass. The gore coating her face and chest dissolved into her slime.

      “You know what?” she declared brightly. “These things sort of taste like bacon.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Brooke growled as another wave of hellboars crashed through the trees. “When are the hunters going to show? This has got to be more than a simple probe.”

      “I know what you mean.” Clarke searched for some sign of what would hit them next when a brief, thunderous peal drew his gaze back to the barn. He caught a brief flash from the roof as Emma fired her machine gun, followed by two more spurts of automatic fire.

      “Clarke, we need you at the barn!” the succubus called over the radio. “We’ve got hunters incoming!”

      “We’re there!” He faced his werewolf and slime wives. “Brooke, you and Vince pull as many werewolves back to the barn as you can.”

      “On it!”

      “Sammy, with me!”

      Brooke snapped out sharp orders to the werewolves, and about half of them began bounding toward the barn. Sammy leaped onto Clarke’s back, once again transforming into a pink backpack, and Clarke took to the air. The wind whistled past his ears as he shot over the treetops.

      The barn seemed to seethe with inner evil; greenish light leaked through every vent and window, underneath every door, and its panels shuddered as if under chaotic internal pressure. Ashley and the others were still battling the Prime Grimoire, and they desperately needed protection during this critical stage.

      Emma lay prone on the roof, the barrel of her machine gun set atop a bipod. A young wolfman crouched beside her, the ammo belt in his hands. Emma squeezed the trigger, and the weapon burped a brief flurry of lead and death, so quick he struggled to pick out individual bullets.

      Someone screamed from the dark of the woods, and Clarke landed on the roof beside Emma. Sammy leaped off his back and reformed into a humanoid, revolver in hand. Shingles shuddered under their feet, and greenish light spilled upward through brief cracks.

      “Report,” Clarke said, crouching beside Emma.

      “We’ve got a few hunters or their servants approaching from the north. Maybe three to six. Hard to say. I’ve done my best to ‘discourage’ them, but they⁠—”

      The air roiled with the sudden sharp tang of magic, and green lightning flashed around the barn’s perimeter. Protective Wards clashed with the vampiric hex, and the air stank of blood and iron mingled with the rigid crispness of fading wizardry.

      “What was that?” Sammy asked urgently.

      “They’re softening up the Wards,” Clarke replied as another spell crashed against the barn’s defenses. A third spell struck, and then a fourth. More slammed against an invisible bubble, one after another, with barely time to blink between each heavy arcane impact. The ground trembled, and nearby trees burst into pillars of corpse fire.

      Over two dozen shifters gathered near the barn, with Brooke and Vince at the head of the pack. Some had stuck to their hybrid forms, armed with a wide range of rifles and shotguns, while the rest had transitioned to full werewolves, ready to rip apart anything that got too close.

      The defenses the Weeping Stones had erected around the barn were strong, nearly as tough as those around the Eloise mansion, but the incoming fusillade was far stronger, and soon the Wards lay in broken tatters, leaving only the stench of vampiric essence.

      Clarke rose to his feet and stood at the edge of the roof, thirstblade blazing at his side.

      “Here they come!” he declared in a loud, commanding voice. “Knightfall is about to knock on our door! What will be our answer?”

      The werewolves growled and snarled in affirmation.

      “That’s right!” Clarke pointed his blade toward the woods, where he spied the dying glimmers of magic circles through the trees. “The witches and wizards in this barn are under our protection, and we shall hold the line! Not a single vampiric hair inside! Your Alpha Above commands this!”

      The werewolves howled and roared their approval, and Clarke turned to Sammy.

      “Stick close to the barn and support the pack.”

      “You got it!” She leaped off the side and joined Brooke at the front.

      “Here they come,” Emma breathed, aiming down the machine gun’s iron sights.

      Shadows and strange tendrils of mist shifted about the woods, and sporadic gunfire from both sides cracked the air. Tree bark splintered, unseen creatures screeched in pain, and werewolves snarled from bullet impacts.

      Clarke knew the firearms they’d prepared would help, but he had no illusions about them as the deciding factor. Werewolves, vampires, and many other denizens of the occult were far too durable for that. No, this battle would be won up close and personal, through tooth and claw and blade.

      The guns were only meant to tip the scales in their favor.

      The forest stirred, and dark clouds composed of ravens and bats rose from skeletal branches. The ground undulated with living waves of rats, and hellhounds barreled out of the woods alongside undead deer, foxes, and even a few bears.

      The werewolves met them all head on.

      Alone, the hellhounds and undead animals weren’t much of a threat against unhexed werewolves with guns and body armor, but as the air thickened with Dominated lesser creatures, Clarke saw Knightfall’s intent. Ravens swooped in to peck at werewolf eyes, and rats scurried up their legs, biting and clawing at exposed flesh.

      They were distractions. Fodder to be spent without a care. The Hawthornes and Sandovals swiped at the ravens flitting about their heads and brushed rats off their jeans, all while the hellhounds pounced, making them pay for each lapse of attention.

      Clarke studied the flow of battle—and its magic. The werewolves were holding their own despite these diversionary tactics, but every injury bled away strength they needed for the vampires and their more deadly servants. He watched, eyes keen, mind racing.

      And then he saw it—a pattern where once he would have only seen chaos—now as clear as day, yet with all the ugliness of vampire magic. Mana flowed through these swarms in great ripples, and he found his eyes drawn to their focal point a few yards back from the center of the initial clash.

      “Emma, I’m going to paint a target for you!” He cast Illuminate into his palm and flung the glowing orb into the woods. “End that vampire!”

      The spell orb sailed through the air and then slowed, hovering over the woods like a signal flare.

      A spindly vampire with wispy, brushed-back hair snapped his gaze up, his eyes glinting from Illuminate like those of a predator. He was dressed in combat fatigues with a pistol in one hand and a black, glassy machete in the other.

      “I see him!”

      Emma squeezed the trigger, and the machine gun spewed a deafening stream of hot metal. The first few shots ricocheted off the vampire’s defenses, zinging into the woods. Green runes burned on his vest and down each limb, shielding him from harm.

      But Emma didn’t burst fire the weapon this time. She clenched the trigger, and the wolfman next to her fed her weapon with a long ammo belt. The attack burned through her ammo at a voracious rate, but her aim held true, and after less than a second, the protective runes winked out.

      Bullets hammered the vampire’s torso, punching into him with a combination of spells and brute force. Break and Cripple sundered his armored vest and whatever arcane defenses remained. Immolation and Explosion set him ablaze and blasted an arm off.

      The vampire staggered back, blood and skin and bone fountaining from his chest.

      The sleet of iron and fire and death kept coming, ripping him to shreds. Reducing him to a ragged, torn parody of a man that eventually crumpled into a wet, dead, flaming heap on the ground.

      Only then did Emma release the trigger.

      “Target down,” was all she said.

      “Nicely done.”

      The rats and ravens fled the battle, their minds no longer under vampiric control, and the werewolves—with Brooke and Sammy out in front—clawed and chomped and ripped and smashed their way through the hellhounds and undead. Werewolves howled skyward to pronounce their victory, but Clarke knew this was far from over.

      The forest stirred once more, and his forces fell silent, hunkering low in anticipation of the next attack. Golems tromped forward this time, each a ghastly amalgamation of bone, flesh, and metal, now accompanied by Knightfall’s hunters.

      More gunfire rippled across their ranks, and Emma cut loose once more as the werewolves charged out to meet them. A stray bullet struck Clarke in the shoulder, and his shield flashed red as it spun off, perforating a satellite dish on the barn’s roof.

      He spotted a hunter wielding a huge two-headed obsidian axe, his broad shoulders cloaked beneath a long, leather trench coat. He raised the axe as Brooke and Sammy parted to either side, flanking him.

      Clarke cut the air, and his Scarlet Slash struck the hunter’s left leg. The attack didn’t pierce the protective spells layering his garment, but it did knock him off balance.

      Brooke pounced on him, driving him to the ground, and Sammy jumped him from the opposite side. The hunter disappeared beneath a flurry of clawed swipes and huge, pink fists. Clarke doubted there was much left of him when his two wives rose, their claws and knuckles drenched in gore.

      More gunfire thunked into the roof, and Clarke adjusted his position to better shield Emma as she poured fire into the vampiric ranks. She took down three golems before declaring:

      “I’m out!”

      The wolfman assisting her transformed and leaped off the roof. He bound forward into the chaos of battle while Emma retrieved her shotgun. She spread her wings and shot up into the air.

      Clarke was about to join her when a white horse burst through the barn’s siding in an explosion of wood and drywall.

      No, not horse.

      Unicorn.

      “Who’s fucking with the Wi-Fi?” Forn demanded heatedly. She looked left, then right, then finally up at Clarke. “You again!”

      “Me again.”

      “You fucking with my Wi-Fi?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He pointed toward the battle. “That would be the vampires’ fault.”

      Forn spun with a murderous, multihued glint in her eyes. She spotted a female hunter who’d somehow broken through the werewolves and was racing toward the barn.

      The hunter stopped.

      “YOU!” Forn stomped the earth with a pearly hoof. “It’s your fault I lost all my samples!”

      The hunter raised a delicate hand, and green tendrils burst from her fingernails. Necrotic energy washed over the unicorn without touching her.

      “Degenerate scum!” Forn’s spiraling unihorn glittered with all the colors of the rainbow, and the vampire raised a questioning eyebrow.

      Forn lowered her head and galloped toward the vampire with swiftness no horse could match. Her passage left a glittering, tinkling trail, and the vampire’s eyes widened with a combination of shock and horror. She clearly hadn’t expected to be facing a unicorn, and quickly spun to retreat.

      This had the unfortunate effect (from the vampire’s perspective) of presenting her behind to the unicorn.

      Or, more specifically, her butt cheeks.

      Fornication rammed the full length of her horn straight up the vampire’s ass. The woman screamed bloody murder and tried desperately to push herself off, but the horn wouldn’t budge, and her skin sizzled wherever she touched the unicorn. Clarke could only imagine what was happening to her colon.

      Or perhaps he didn’t want to.

      Forn lifted the vampire into the air, who flailed about in agonizing, shrieking pain. Colorful sparkles scintillated across the unicorn’s flanks. They gathered around her head then shot up through her horn.

      The vampire swelled like an inflating balloon. Her cries turned into a gurgle, and liquid rainbows spewed out her mouth and nose. Her eyes bugged out, and then she exploded into a shower of multicolored confetti completely devoid of blood or guts. The “explosion” had been more of a pop and came accompanied by what sounded like a chorus of children cheering.

      The unicorn shook bits of falling confetti from her proud, pristine head.

      “Fuck you and the hellbeast you rode in on!” She whirled to face Clarke. “What’s your problem?”

      “Nothing,” Clarke replied simply. “I have no problems with you at all.”

      “Good.” The unicorn trotted back toward the hole in the barn. “I’ll be inside sulking if anyone needs me.”

      And with that, Fornication the Unicorn departed the battle.

      Clarke shook himself. He’d seen stranger sights over the past year.

      But not by much.

      He spread his wings and was about to join the battle when someone whistled at him from the left. He spun quickly and caught sight of a lone figure clad in a knee-length frock coat, standing out in the open on the far side of the barn. The man whistled a jaunty tune at Clarke, then removed his top hat. His skin was pale and his hair black.

      Lord Baxter Redpeak swept his arm into an overly theatrical bow. He grinned malevolently at Clarke, never taking his dark, reddish eyes off him.
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        * * *

      

      Clarke landed across from the commander of Knightfall, the murderer of his parents, and one of the most dangerous creatures on the face of the planet.

      The vampire made no move to attack. Instead, he adjusted his elaborate cravat.

      “What’s your game, Redpeak?” Clarke demanded. “Not attacking with the rest of your ilk?”

      “Oh, let them have their fun.” The vampire made a slight shooing gesture.

      Someone cried out from beyond the barn. It was a shrill, terrified sound.

      “They’ve found something,” Clarke noted dryly, “but I doubt it’s ‘fun.’”

      A second scream followed, this one far lower in pitch.

      “My minions will amass a respectable body count, I’m sure.” Redpeak pointed to Clarke with an open palm. “I’m far more interested in you. A blood knight found within Lady Iram’s territory, just as Mother Belphegor predicted. And quite a powerful one by the look of your wings.”

      Clarke glanced to the side. He shook out one of his wings, glimpsing his own crimson feathers.

      “What of it?”

      “Your nature as a nephilim is awakening. That alone is impressive. I wonder what other tricks you have up your proverbial sleeves. Werewolf traits, almost assuredly, given their abundance in this fight, but what else, I wonder? I Scried a slime and a succubus within your entourage, and there are a great many mages within the barn. How deeply have you supped at their power?” Redpeak seemed to shiver with excitement. “Oh, it’s been too long since I’ve faced a blood knight of your quality. Look at me. I’m trembling with anticipation. Could you finally be the one to possess what I’ve sought all these long, long years? Oh, what a glorious day this is!”

      “You here to talk my ear off?”

      “No, blood knight. I’m here to fight you.” The vampire snapped his arms to either side, and obsidian daggers materialized in his hands. “Or rather, to duel you. Just you, and me. Two men of great power, clashing on the field of honor.”

      “There’s nothing honorable about you vampires.”

      “I was speaking metaphorically.”

      “What if I call for help?”

      “You won’t.”

      “And why not?”

      “It’s quite simple.” Redpeak pointed a dagger past him. “Your objective is to protect the barn.” He tipped the dagger back to himself. “Mine is to fight you. As long as you oblige me with the single combat I desire, I have no business with the barn. Or the Prime Grimoire they’re attempting to open. Not tonight, at least.”

      Clarke narrowed his eyes and dipped into his incubus powers.

      “Ah.” The vampire grinned knowingly. “You’re using Empathy on me. Clever, but also informative.” He spread his arms. “Please. Don’t be shy. Read my emotions to your heart’s content. What do they say?”

      “That you’re telling the truth, as hard as I find that to believe.”

      “Why would that be so unusual? I’m old. Far older than you could possibly comprehend, and what I’ve yearned for across all my years has proven so frustratingly elusive.”

      “What might that be?”

      Redpeak’s eyes glinted with malice. “A worthy opponent.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest in precisely the same manner Heinrich had all those months ago and bowed slightly. Clarke lowered his stance and raised his thirstblade, refusing to return the courtesy.

      Redpeak merely smiled and settled into his own fighting stance: legs loose and bouncy, daggers spread low and ready.

      “Let us begin.”

      The vampire burst forward, crossing the distance in a flash, and Clarke met him with a rising stroke. Their blades met in a cataclysmic blast of green and red lightning that stripped paint off the barn and cleared the ground of loose debris. They broke, clashed again, then broke once more.

      “Yes, you are powerful,” Redpeak uttered with relish. “Don’t disappoint me now.”

      He flashed forward again, so fast he almost seemed to teleport. Clarke spread his wings and took to the air. Redpeak shot up after him. He darted in, stabbing, and his blades sang like finely tuned bells with each of Clarke’s blocks.

      The two wheeled through the air, curving about each other above the treetops before settling back to the ground. Clarke fought defensively at first, sizing the hunter up. Redpeak had certainly earned his reputation; he was as adept in the air as he was on the ground, and his style was swift and deadly. In terms of weaponry, Clarke held the advantage in reach, while Redpeak’s daggers gave him the edge in speed and the ability to threaten his opponent from multiple angles.

      The vampire’s technique was superb. Remarkable even. Almost akin to a dance with death as its climax.

      But he wasn’t unbeatable.

      For all the vampire’s vaunted reputation, he was still just a man, grounded by the same laws of physics and magic Clarke was. He could be made to cut and bleed just like anyone else.

      A solid strike against his heart or the head. That was all it would take.

      Clarke may have lacked Redpeak’s centuries of experience, but he began to wonder if he possessed a slight edge in raw power and, perhaps, durability. Could he overcome this foe’s defenses if he pressed the attack aggressively enough? Could he trade blows until he’d finally worn the elite hunter down?

      He began to tip his style away from defense toward offense. The shift worked, and Redpeak retreated more often than he advanced. Clarke pressed the attack, and then, in the ringing aftermath of their next clash, he saw it.

      Saw the opening.

      Clarke lunged, accepting the shallow cut across his forearm to thrust through Redpeak’s left wrist. The tip of his thirstblade sank through the sleeve, but instead of meeting flesh, wisps of shadow greeted it, pluming outward around the blade. He sensed no vitality within the man, no stores of strength for his Drain to drink from.

      Only a cold nothingness.

      It was as if the vampire didn’t even exist.

      He jerked his blade back and brought up his defense, parrying Redpeak’s attack. He tried again less than a minute later, and this time managed to slash through the man’s thigh.

      Nothing.

      No cries of pain.

      No sprays of blood.

      Only a brief exhale of shadow and smoke that reformed almost instantly.

      He cast Blood Freeze.

      No effect.

      He cast Sanguine Prison.

      Redpeak slipped through the chains effortlessly.

      He backed away and cast Scarlet Slash.

      Redpeak split in half then reformed.

      Clarke tried everything in his arsenal, but none of his hits were landing. Or, if they were, they weren’t doing any damage. Worse, most of his attacks came with a cost as Redpeak’s darting blades found their mark. Those wounds were small on their own and buffered by his Sanguine Shield, but they were starting to add up.

      His mind raced as he searched for a solution.

      What was he even fighting? A man or a shadow?

      Their blades chimed against each other, and Redpeak took a floating leap back. He settled into a casual stance, daggers at his sides.

      “Hmm,” he murmured, sounding disappointed. “Perhaps you’re not the one. Such a pity.” He pointed with one of his blades. “Die knowing this, blood knight. You at least accounted for yourself better than most.”

      Redpeak’s eyes flashed green, and his spell punched into Clarke’s chest, shattering through the tattered remains of his Sanguine Shield. Something cold and sickly and cloying gripped his heart. It was as if a hand composed of putrid sludge had sunk into his chest, found his heart⁠—

      —and began to squeeze.

      His chest thumped hard and fast, laboring through each vital beat, but struggling and slowing.

      His vision clouded, and he cast Purify. A hot, vibrant shock burned the sickness away, and he readied his thirstblade once more.

      “Oh?” Redpeak raised an eyebrow. “It’s not every day you see someone resist True Death. Seems there’s more to you than I realized.”

      He hit Clarke with another spell that seemed to suffocate him in a pool filled with soft, rotting flesh. The magic coated him like a runny, revolting liquid. It clogged his eyes, poured up his nose and down his throat. He wanted to vomit, and he almost did before his Purify magic scorched the sickness away.

      “Even Ravenous Decay can’t harm you?” Redpeak tilted his head. “That should have been fatal, if not quite so swiftly.”

      “Sorry to disappoint,” Clarke grunted, raising his blade. Somehow, he kept himself upright.

      Something above his head drew Redpeak’s eye, and the vampire took a step back.

      “Clarke!”

      He half turned at the sound of Ashley’s voice.

      “Welcome to the party,” he replied. “You and the mages done inside?”

      “We are.” The angel landed beside him, spear in hand, halo as bright as molten gold. “Most will assist the werewolves, but I thought you might appreciate a helping hand, given your opponent.”

      “Consider your hand appreciated.”

      Redpeak readied his daggers, his eyes on the angel.

      “Watch out,” Clarke whispered out the side of his mouth. “Redpeak has this shadow ability that—” He paused, something about the word “shadow” jogging thoughts loose in his mind. He studied the vampire, his stance, and the focal point of his gaze.

      He hadn’t taken his eyes off Ashley.

      It was as if Clarke no longer existed.

      “Ashley?”

      “Yes, my love?”

      “Cast Aura of Judgment.”

      She didn’t ask why. Didn’t voice her concerns or take time to remind him that the spell worked too slowly to be of much use in combat. She simply acted, trusting him as he trusted her.

      She floated off the ground, spread her wings and arms, and filled the world with angelic radiance.

      Redpeak flinched back. He squinted his eyes and raised an arm to shield his face, even as his entire body evaporated into black smoke. A second Redpeak appeared roughly twenty yards back from the first and in the exact same pose. He raised his frock coat to cover his face up to his eyes.

      But those eyes stayed open, enduring whatever pain Ashley’s aura inflicted upon him.

      “Care to face me yourself?” Clarke taunted, pointing at the vampire with his thirstblade.

      “Perhaps another time. Circumstances have spoiled our moment.” Redpeak crossed his arms again and dipped his head in a brief bow. “Till next we meet, blood knight.”

      He dissolved into shadows that melted into the deep dark of the forest.

      Clarke took a slow breath and lowered his sword. He and Ashley stood in silence, watching the tree line for any sign Knightfall’s leader would return.

      They saw none.

      “Shall we go assist the others?” Ashley asked after a while.

      “Yeah,” he sighed more than said. “Just as soon as I catch my breath …”

      His knees gave out, and he collapsed forward.

      He would have faceplanted in the dirt if Ashley hadn’t caught him.
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      Clarke awoke within a woman’s warm embrace atop the soft folds of a bed. The woman had draped her arm over his chest, legs entwined with his, lips gently nuzzling the nape of his neck.

      This wasn’t an unusual way for him to start his day, but the mental juxtaposition from his battle with Redpeak sparked an urgent need to bolt out of bed, and he gasped.

      “Shh,” Ashley soothed with a hand on his chest. “It’s all right. You’re all right.”

      He turned to her, heart and mind racing.

      “You’re safe.” Her deep blue eyes were filled with tenderness.

      He glanced around, trying to orient himself. His brain felt like it had been passed through a meat grinder and put back together by a less-than-competent neurologist. He squeezed his eyes shut, shook his head, and opened them.

      He gazed once more into the angel’s loving face, but then he felt his own vision gravitate downward.

      Toward her skimpy nurse costume, featuring a cleavage window between her ample breasts. His eyes flicked up to her face.

      “Ashley?”

      “Yes?”

      “What are you wearing?”

      This wasn’t his most critical question, but something compelled him to ask it first.

      “Sammy suggested I wear this.” Ashley ran a hand down the generous curve of her hip.

      She wore a short, tight dress with garter straps holding her white stockings taut. A nurse’s cap with a large red cross and a pair of white stiletto heels completed the outfit.

      “She seemed confident this would brighten your day.”

      “Ah.”

      “Is it working?” She stretched luxuriantly over him.

      “Got to say, as ways to wake up, this ranks pretty high.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      He glanced around the room. His room. He guessed it to be early morning, judging by the angle of the light through the blinds. He had no recollection of leaving the Rogers homestead.

      “Did we win?” he asked.

      “The battle, yes, though much work remains to be done.” Ashley sat up, and he shuffled back, propping himself up on a mound of pillows. “Redpeak retreated shortly before you lost consciousness, and the survivors of Knightfall pulled out soon after. Your duel with Redpeak proved to be a tipping point. Things would have gotten messy, and perhaps even desperate, had Knightfall stayed in the fight. As it stands, we gave far worse than we got.”

      “Good. Good.” He massaged his temples. “The Prime Grimoire?”

      “We succeeded in breaking through its protective spells. Hepatica, Nicholas, Veronica, and Ixia—along with a few other mages—are all studying the tome now. I would be with them but I felt it important to be by your side when you awoke.” She gave him a curious, almost sad smile. “Especially given what happened to you last night.”

      “Tell me about it.” He gave his cheeks a firm smack. “Those spells Redpeak hit me with were no joke.”

      “That’s not exactly what I mean, but yes. The spells were True Death and Ravenous Decay—the same attacks that killed your parents, cast by the same vampire. The fact that you survived is a testament to how much you’ve grown.”

      “Sammy’s resistances?”

      “In concert with your emergent nephilim powers.” Her eyes darted briefly up above his head. “A number of factors are combining within you in … an unexpected manner.”

      “Is that a good ‘unexpected,’ or a bad one?”

      “Good.” Her eyes flicked upward again. “Very, very good. You’re alive thanks to these ongoing changes.” She paused thoughtfully. “Though, looking back at what you endured, I’m surprised you were able to remain standing at all.”

      “I was trying to bluff Redpeak.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Because there wasn’t much else I could do after he’d walloped me that hard.”

      “It worked.” Her hand found his and squeezed his palm. “You saved a lot of lives last night, and everyone knows it. Your wives, the mages, and the werewolves. They all know you stood up to Redpeak. And while you didn’t win, you didn’t lose either. You’re a hero to them now, if you weren’t already. Even mages who hardly know you are now speaking your name with hushed reverence.”

      “Aren’t you overselling me a bit?” Clarke slipped his fingers through hers. “Redpeak started backing off as soon as he saw you.”

      The celestial shook her head with a smile.

      “Come on, Ashley. I was there. I saw him looking over and past me. He spotted you floating toward us.”

      “Yes, but that’s not what unnerved him. Or, at least, not the only factor.” She reached over to the nightstand and handed him a small mirror. “Take a look.”

      Clarke raised the mirror. He studied his reflection for several seconds, turned his head left and right, then finally lowered it with a frown.

      “My mug looks the same as always. Maybe a little worse for wear after last night. What am I supposed to be looking at?”

      “Try tilting the mirror back.”

      “Okay, but⁠—”

      He did so, then froze, sucking in a sharp breath.

      A faint circlet of crimson light hovered a few inches over his brow.

      It was a halo. A red halo, translucent to the point of almost not being there.

      But it was there.

      He held the mirror with one hand and passed the other through the ghostly ring. It was as insubstantial as mist, and yet he sensed its presence. Its connection. The halo was a part of him, but more than that, it allowed him to tap into something … else. He wasn’t sure what that “else” was; the link was tenuous at best, yet filled with a rich, welcoming light.

      He concentrated experimentally, and the halo vanished.

      He concentrated again, and it reappeared.

      “Redpeak saw your halo,” Ashley explained, “and because of that, he lost his nerve.”

      “I take it this isn’t normal for a blood knight?”

      “No. You’re the first in over nine hundred years to manifest your nephilim nature like this. Redpeak, despite his age and experience, has never encountered a blood knight like you.”

      Clarke left the halo invisible and handed the mirror back.

      “How do you feel?” Ashley asked.

      “Like I’m starting to bounce back. I take it you and the others helped draw out the Decay.”

      “Unnecessary.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You Purified it all on your own. You may not have realized this in the moment, but you cast Boosted Greater Purify, and that spell—combined with all the resistances you’ve built up—was enough to purge its evil in its entirety.” Ashley gazed at him warmly. “So, you see, those spells didn’t actually ‘wallop’ you.”

      “I walloped myself with the cost of Greater Purify?”

      “That’s right. That’s why your bluff worked so well. From Redpeak’s perspective, his best spells had zero impact on you. To him, it was like he was firing blanks. After which, your halo appeared.”

      “And so he decided to retreat. To reconsider how best to take me down.” Clarke snorted. “Even though he could have knocked me over with a feather.”

      “True, but he was too off balance to catch that.”

      “Lucky us. What about the shifters and mages? Where are they? Rogers’ place isn’t safe anymore.”

      “The survivors are with us at the mansion. We brought them here through the Portal of Gold.”

      “The survivors …” Clarke’s expression turned grim. “How bad were our losses?”

      “The werewolves took the brunt of it.” The angel glanced away. “Most are doing well thanks to the mages. Those with the talent for healing haven’t rested since we came back, and neither has Sammy. Almost everyone who was alive when we retreated is still alive now.”

      “‘Most’?”

      Ashley nodded sadly. “There were a few we couldn’t save. We lost six in total.” She swallowed before continuing. “Including Brooke’s father.”
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        * * *

      

      Clarke found Brooke in the basketball court, which now doubled as a makeshift field hospital in addition to its role in arms preparation. Witches and wizards tended to wolf people with severed limbs or deep lacerations. Werewolves were hardy by nature, but he still shuddered inwardly at the extent of the damage.

      He could only imagine what the dead looked like.

      Six bodies had been laid in a row, each draped in rich velvet blankets embroidered with runes and the sigils of mage clans. Dense clusters of vigil candles had been placed around the dead—near their heads or by their feet—many imbued with soothing magic that wafted upward as their wicks burned.

      Clarke didn’t know much about occult death rites, but he was certain that’s what had been performed by mages for these six departed souls, even though they were werewolves. He thought he understood why. These shifters had given their lives to protect the mages who now honored their sacrifice in this small, ritualistic way.

      A table had been placed near the bodies, now laden with flowers, colored ribbons, handwritten notes, and a few unopened bottles of alcohol. Something told Clarke those were the shifter offerings for the dead.

      There was a line for people to pay their respects, and Clarke filed in at the back. The mages and shifters ahead of him realized his presence and, without anyone saying a word, they all stepped aside.

      Clarke acknowledged the communal gesture with a nod and approached the fallen. He joined Brooke at one end of the row where almost twice as many candles had been lit. Her ears pricked, but she didn’t turn to face him, her eyes fixed upon the draped body at her feet.

      She didn’t say anything at first, and they stood there in silence. Her eyes were reddened and her cheeks carried the faint sheen of wiped tears. Clarke looked around, found a box of fresh vigil candles, and retrieved one. He knelt at the foot of the body, lit his candle with one already present, and set it on the ground.

      He rose and stood beside his wife.

      “I didn’t realize how bad Dad had been hurt until it was too late,” she said after a long while. “He kept fighting and fighting. One foe after another, be it familiar or vampire. He seemed … invincible.”

      Clarke put his arm around her, and she leaned into him.

      “Until he fell.” She drew a shuddering breath. “He died protecting the mages. One of the d-hunters broke through our lines, almost reached the barn, but Dad caught up with him. Made him pay for every inch of ground he’d crossed. There wasn’t much left of that vampire by the time he was done.”

      She took another slow, sad breath.

      “But there was a price for him to pay, too. He knew that. We all did, and yet I didn’t think it could happen. Not to him. Not to my father.”

      Clarke hugged her close, and she buried her face in his neck. He felt the trickle of her fresh tears, though she didn’t sob or cry. She wept soundlessly for a while, and he held her firm in his arms. Others moved around them, paying their respects while maintaining a respectful distance.

      Eventually, Brooke took a step back, and they held each other at arm’s length. Her eyes glistened as she met his.

      “Clarke,” she began, her voice solid, though tempered with grief, “I want you to promise me one thing. Whatever happens next, I don’t want you to hold me back or try to protect me. I am the faithful weapon by your side, and weapons are meant to be wielded. These deaths don’t change that, even the death of my father. They don’t change the vow I gave you. My place is with you, in the thick of it, with vampire blood on my claws and my teeth tearing out their throats.

      “Yes, I yearn to avenge my father’s death. Of course I do!” Fresh tears sparkled down her cheeks, and she took a moment to collect herself. “But I won’t fail you. Not now; not ever. You have my solemn word, as a wife and as a weapon. So please, whatever you command me to do, please allow me to seek my vengeance in battle. That is all I ask of you. My love, my husband, and my alpha.”

      He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry as he took in her yellow eyes. They glistened with sadness, but possessed tremendous resolve at the same time, the likes of which he’d never seen in her before.

      “I promise,” was all he said, his words almost a whisper.

      It was all he needed to say.
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        * * *

      

      Clarke entered Ixia’s workshop to find her, Hepatica, Nicholas, Veronica, and Ashley huddled around a row of whiteboards heavily marked with runes and diagrams. The Prime Grimoire sat atop a central workbench, covered in sticky notes and packed with labeled bookmarks. Ashley saw him first. Her halo brightened, and she informed the others.

      The mages, vampire, and angel parted from their huddle to form a rough semicircle that he stepped into.

      “Good to see all of you are doing well after last night,” he began. “Where are we with the Prime Grimoire?”

      “Making steady progress.” Ashley led everyone over to the tome. “Our efforts with the circle, while demanding and not without their share of close calls, were a complete success.” She laid a hand atop the wood-paneled cover. “The book’s defenses have been vanquished. It’s now, for all intents and purposes, just like any other text.”

      She nodded to Ixia.

      “We’ve spent a good chunk of today cataloging its contents,” the young witch began. “Progress has been steady, if somewhat tedious. There’s a lot to sift through, though the fact everything’s laid out chronologically has helped. Unfortunately, the passages we’re looking for are spread all over the place, hence why the cataloging is such an important step. Belphegor wasn’t thoughtful enough to include an index.”

      “Why are the passages so spread out?” Clarke asked.

      “It’s because the control spells have been changed over time. It’s almost like reading patch notes for a piece of software. Every update builds on the last, and where they fall chronologically is not always obvious. The order we’re finding them in helps, but only so much. That’s why we’re cataloguing everything so meticulously to ensure we don’t miss anything important. Once we’re confident we’ve IDed all the text we need, we’ll begin work on the counterspell.”

      “Sounds promising. Any idea how long the whole process will take?”

      “I knew you’d ask that,” Ixia replied with a lopsided grin. “Best guess at this point? Another day. Maybe two if we get bogged down, but by the end you’ll have your counterspell.”

      “I’ve already begun outlining the overall shape of the counter,” Ashley added. “It will be a single-focus magic circle, same as the spells it’s intended to reverse.”

      “Only one?” Clarke considered this, then nodded. “I assume amplification through the Throne of Shadows will do the rest.”

      “Correct. The counterspell will need to be prepared ahead of time, though any mage capable of memorizing a one-focus circle could theoretically wield it.”

      “That’s encouraging. If we’re to successfully assault Belphegor’s bunker, then we need to do so smartly. That means we avoid singular points of failure. If only one of us can cast the counterspell, then a single casualty upends our entire plan. We should have at least a few extra mages memorize the circle. That’ll give us options and flexibility as we assault the bunker.” He paused meaningfully and glanced toward the two senior mages. “Assuming all the witches and wizards staying here are still up for this.”

      “We are,” Hepatica replied with an air of crisp formality. “As allies of Broken Fang, the coven of the Ashen Flower stands with you in your time of need. Beyond that, our hatred for the vampires—and the old, often bloody history we have with them—spurs us to take action.

      “Now, granted, there were some among our ranks who had doubts. But their hesitance evaporated after you drove Redpeak back. You, the leader of Broken Fang, faced and survived the worst of Belphegor’s minions. You showed those among us with … weaker spines, shall we say, that victory is not only possible, but probable. This is the opportunity we mages have been waiting centuries for, and all of us, down to the very last witch here, are with you till the end.”

      “Thank you.” Clarke dipped his head toward the senior witch. “I’m grateful for your continued support.”

      He decided to leave off how close his duel with Redpeak had actually gone as he faced Nicholas next.

      “What support can we expect from the wizards?”

      “We Weeping Stones don’t have the same history with you and Broken Fang,” the loremaster began, “but Hepatica’s right. There’s never been a chance like this in my lifetime. Or my father’s, or who-knows-how-many generations before that. I’d be a fool not to seize it, and I’m no fool. Beyond that, we wizards don’t back down from a fight. We just tussled with Knightfall, of all things. Knightfall! And we fought them off!

      “Now it’s true none of my clan gave their lives yesterday, but our protectors—no, our friends did.” The wizard’s eyes grew cold and sharp. “And we will honor their sacrifice by seeing this business through to its end. The Weeping Stones stand with you, Clarke. In this fight and through whatever comes next.”

      “Thank you. The both of you.” Clarke placed a hand beside the Prime Grimoire. “Seems we have a day or two to prepare ourselves as best we can. Once the counterspell is ready, you two can select which of your mages will memorize the spell. Ashley, what about you? Can you cast it? I seem to recall you doubting your skills with memorized spellcasting.”

      “That was before I became whole again.” Her halo brightened. “If I end up at the Throne first, you can rest assured I’ll be prepared.”

      “Good. Ixia, I’d also like you to memorize the spell.”

      “Me?!” the young witch squeaked, eyes widened.

      “Clarke?” Hepatica began, somewhat worriedly, “I hope you don’t plan to take my pregnant daughter into battle.”

      “No, of course not.” Clarke raised his left hand where four silver rings glinted in the light. “But I can absorb the spell she prepares through our wedding bands. That’ll allow me to cast it, even though I have no direct experience with memorizing circles.”

      “Ah. Okay. Whew!” Ixia put a hand over her heart. “You had me worried there.”

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to.”

      “I love you and all that, and would normally do anything for you”—she patted her prominent baby bump—“but it’s not just me I need to worry about.”

      “I know.” He turned to Veronica. “Of course, all of this talk of casting counterspells is meaningless if we can’t breach the bunker’s Wards. How are we on that front?”

      “Slightly further along than with the counterspell,” the vampire said. “The Death Wards are recent additions to the Fortress of Sloth, and they’re just as scary as we feared. Fortunately, spells that powerful aren’t the kind you cast and forget. They require a constant infusion of mana, which comes from three arcane generators: arcano-technic devices that interact with and condense ambient mana. These generators are located on the surface in a triangular formation around the bunker’s entrance. They basically form a massive three-focus circle. Take out all three, and the Wards go down.”

      “Do these Death Wards protect the generators?”

      “No, fortunately. The generators have to be outside the threshold in order to condense mana effectively and not erode the Wards they’re designed to support.”

      “Sounds like this bunker has a weak point,” Clarke noted. “Or three, to be precise.”

      “Belphegor and her servants will know this,” Ashley cautioned. “We can expect the generators to be heavily guarded.”

      “Without a doubt,” Clarke agreed.

      “But here, take a look.” Veronica opened the grimoire and flipped through it until she arrived at a two-page spread near the back marked with a sticky note. Clarke leaned over the detailed illustration of a magic circle overlaying the map of an airfield south of a rounded lakebed.

      Area 51 and Groom Lake, he thought.

      “Belphegor took meticulous notes, so we know exactly where those generators are”—the vampire let a fanged grin slip—“and how to break them.”

      “Then that’s our plan.” Clarke looked up. “Step One: We bust Belphegor’s toys. Step Two: We storm the bunker. Step Three: We seize the Throne of Shadows and cast the counterspell through it. I know that makes all this sound far easier than it’ll be, but the important part is we finally—finally—have a clear path to achieving victory.”
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      Clarke left Ixia’s workshop and stopped by the kitchen, where Emma and a few witches had set up a well-stocked sandwich bar. He grabbed himself a quick bite to eat, devoured it in record time, then went in for seconds.

      And then thirds.

      It seemed his duel with Redpeak had left him more depleted than he’d thought, and so he listened to his body and ate until he felt at least mildly sated.

      The mansion bustled with the steady rhythm of preparations and progress: witches and wizards and werewolves hurrying about with urgent tasks, all while he was left with little to do but wait. He decided to check in on his wives, starting with Brooke.

      Temporary lodging had been set up in the mansion’s many spare rooms, though sometimes the “beds” were nothing more than spare blankets and pillows. Sleeping accommodations weren’t exactly glamorous, but Clarke could tell everyone was pulling together to make the new arrangements work.

      Not that they had alternatives. Knightfall vampires had occupied the Rogers homestead in force, and were even now scouring it for information, which would point them toward the Hawthornes, Sandovals, and Ashen Flowers, unfortunately.

      He made his way through the mansion and found Brooke in the basketball court with Mason. They stood to one side of a cluster of Sandoval wolf people. The bodies of the fallen werewolves remained, now with even more candles, flowers, and other offerings. Brooke spotted him almost immediately, and her ears perked up.

      “Clarke!” She waved him over, and he joined her beside Mason.

      His wife’s eyes were still reddened from earlier tears, but her posture and disposition were those of a woman of action, not of someone wallowing in her grief. He knew she would need time to process her father’s passing—he would, too, for that matter, as it didn’t quite seem real to him yet—but in this moment, she had shored up her own mental foundations, building a bulwark against any despair, if only a temporary one.

      Clarke clasped her shoulder, and she smiled at him. It was softer than normal, more subtle compared to the typical glee she faced life with, but it was still a smile, and it warmed his heart to behold it.

      “Hey there, Brooke.” He turned to the big wolfman. “Mason. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

      “Ashley brought them over through the Portal,” Brooke explained. “Things were getting too hot for them out there.”

      “Seems Knightfall doesn’t like being snooped out,” Mason added, “especially when they’re busy licking their wounds. We had a few close calls and, after consulting with Brooke, decided to pull back here, at least temporarily.”

      “I see,” he replied, considering how this affected their plans.

      “You … okay with that?” Brooke’s tail flicked nervously.

      “Of course I am. If I’m out or unavailable, I expect you and everyone else to use your heads and make the best decisions you can. A good plan now is far better than a perfect plan tomorrow.”

      “That last part sounds like a quote,” Mason noted.

      “It’s a paraphrase of General George Patton, actually. The exact quote is ‘A good plan violently executed now is better than a perfect plan executed next week.’ Right now, it’s important we preserve our strength for the final push. Keeping our eyes on Knightfall is secondary to that, so you two absolutely made the right call.”

      “Oh, good!” Brooke’s face brightened, and her tail wagged energetically.

      “Bringing them here with the Portal helps as well,” Clarke continued, “though I fear an attack on the mansion is inevitable at this point. There’s too much evidence swimming around. Too many patterns we haven’t had the time or resources to cover up. We’ve used the Portal to keep many of our movements secret, but that will only delay the inevitable, not prevent it. We need to attack Belphegor first. And speaking of which …”

      He faced the Sandoval alpha.

      “Do you really need to ask?” Mason wore a sly expression, but it vanished beneath an air of formality as he stood a little straighter. “Clarke, you’re our Alpha Above. You’re the leader who commands the respect and loyalty of other alphas like myself. Nothing has changed that. You’re fighting to make the world a better place, and we Sandovals won’t abandon you. Not now. Not ever.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Clarke turned to his wife. “What about the Hawthornes? I know this is an uncomfortable topic now, but with your father’s passing, who’s the pack alpha?”

      “You are,” Brooke replied simply.

      “Me?” Clarke felt his eyebrows rise. “How?”

      “Well, I’m Mom and Dad’s firstborn, and you’re married to me, so with Dad’s passing and in the absence of a challenge from my brothers, the mantle of pack leadership falls to you.”

      “Okay, but I’m not a werewolf.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’re married to one.” Her tone made it sound like this should be obvious.

      “Then, am I not your pack’s Alpha Above anymore?”

      “No, you’re that, too.” She gave him a small shrug. “The pack may reorganize around a different alpha in the future, but they would probably do so after consulting with you and gaining your consent. Everyone knows you’re focused on issues bigger than the usual shifter shenanigans. But for now, you are absolutely our pack alpha.”

      “Huh.” Clarke crossed his arms. “I suppose that answers any questions I might have had.” He nodded to both of them. “Carry on, then.”
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        * * *

      

      Sammy was in the gym adjacent to the basketball court, tending to injured werewolves when Clarke arrived. Shifters sat or laid on workout mats covered in blankets, sporting a wide variety of injuries: missing limbs, heavy lacerations, magical contamination, and so on.

      “Now stop picking at it,” Sammy scolded, tending to a young wolfman. Her arms covered one of his like a translucent bubblegum cast, and Clarke could just make out a baby hand emerging from the stump below the elbow.

      He reached over to scratch, but Sammy gave his hand a light smack.

      “What did I just say? Don’t make me break out the toxins. I’ll do it, I swear.”

      The wolfman grunted something unintelligible and glanced away.

      “That’s more like it.” Sammy shifted more slime to the cast. Blue veins glowed faintly within that part of her. “Now hold still, you big baby.”

      “Hey there,” Clarke said, stepping over.

      “Hey, Clarke!” Sammy waved with her free hand.

      “You wouldn’t actually do that, would you?”

      “Do what?” She battled her eyes innocently.

      “Hit this gentleman with your toxins?”

      “No, I’m dead serious. If these jokers waste my time, I put them under.” She pointed a thumb over her shoulder. A wolf girl lay curled up on her side with a tiny foot capping one naked leg. She snored softly. “She wouldn’t stop wriggling, so I gave her a dose.”

      “Sammy?”

      “Now don’t you worry. I’m only using my sleep toxins. No need to go all out with the explosive diarrhea.” She nudged the young wolfman beside her. “That right?”

      The young man nodded emphatically.

      “Thought you’d agree.” Sammy smiled brightly, but with a hint of mischief.

      “I didn’t realize you had that level of control,” Clarke said.

      “I do now. Ever since you sorted out my tangled magic, I’ve been able to wield my toxins with steadily increasing precision. Even been able to shut some off while letting others flow freely, so if you ever have trouble sleeping, just give me a call. I’ll put you right out!”

      “Would that even work on me, though?”

      “What? Oh, right!” She bopped her own forehead with her palm. “You have my resistances. Well, if anyone else in this house has trouble sleeping, I can help. But yeah, you’d just resist it all. Same with a lot of our foes, unfortunately. Undead, geists, vampires. None of them are especially vulnerable to my slimy embrace.” She shrugged. “Best for me to stick to brute force trauma. No one likes having their skull smashed in. Anyway, is there anything I can help you with?”

      “Just checking in.” Clarke glanced around. “Need anything?”

      “I wouldn’t say no to a hearty lunch. All this healing burns through the calories like there’s no tomorrow.”

      “Got it. I’m not sure what Emma and the others have planned, but I’ll make sure you get all the calories you need. I wanted to speak with her next anyway.”

      “Thanks. You’re the best.”

      Clarke raised his ringed left hand and concentrated on his bond to the succubus. The connection strengthened, and he faced one of the walls.

      “She’s next door?”

      “Last I saw her,” Sammy said. “Been helping me out with the injured in between all the food prep.”

      “Do we have enough food for all these people?”

      “We should. Some of the witches have been making covert grocery runs through the Portal.”

      “Ah.”

      Clarke headed back into the hall and walked up the next door over. It was closed. He raised his hand to knock but hesitated when his enhanced hearing picked up sniffles coming from the other side, along with occasional, muffled words.

      “That’s all right,” Emma told someone in a soft, comforting tone. “No need to be ashamed that you need a good cry. Just let the tears flow. Don’t try to bottle them up.”

      A woman sucked in a shuddering breath and then let out long, gasping sobs. He heard the faint friction of tissues being pulled from a box followed by the trumpet-like blart of a blown nose.

      He waited several minutes for the weeping to die down, then gave the door a quiet knock.

      “You can come in, Clarke,” Emma called out. “We were just finishing up.”

      He eased the door open to find the succubus seated on a couch beside Luna Hawthorne, her arms draped over the woman’s shoulders. Her eyes and nose were raw, and her cheeks glistened. Her dirty blonde ears hung limply as she looked up at him. The lights were set low, and her yellow eyes glinted in the warm gloom. She drew another tissue from the box, blew it sonorously, then tossed it into a trashcan and rose to her full height, chin high, ears upright.

      “Hello, Luna.” Clarke smiled without joy. “I supposed it’d be rather trite of me to ask how you’re doing.”

      “I’m … managing.”

      “Of course.”

      “But don’t let my appearance fool you,” she said, her words conveying both grief and steel. “When you next need me, I’ll be there for you. All of us Hawthornes will.”

      “I didn’t doubt that for a moment.”

      “Did you need to speak with me or Emma?”

      “Emma, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all. As she said, we were just finishing up.” Luna reached down to grab one more tissue. She dabbed her cheeks and under her nose then headed out.

      Emma patted the empty depression on the couch, and Clarke joined her. She draped one leg over his.

      “Helping the survivors with a bit of therapy?” he asked.

      “It felt like the natural way for me to contribute.” She snuggled up to him. “I’m not as good at this as my parents, but a little Empathy can go a long way. I’ve been trying to help them deal with those we lost and, while my amateur attempts are far from perfect, I think I’m helping more than I’m not.”

      “I’m sure you are.” He hugged her close.

      She rested her head atop his shoulder, and her hand brushed across his chest.

      “How about you?” she asked after a long silence. “How are you holding up?”

      “Worried.”

      “About?”

      He snorted joylessly. “Besides everything?”

      “Tell me what’s weighing you down the most.”

      “Just been thinking about those we’ve lost, Vince especially. It was hard having to stand before their bodies, even harder to accept the truth.”

      “Which is?”

      “That my decisions led us here. That there’s a direct connection between my actions and the fact Brooke no longer has a father.”

      “Aren’t you being unfair to yourself?”

      “Maybe.” He shook his head. “But what else can I do? I have to fight this fight.”

      “And those who stand beside you do so willingly.”

      “I know, but it still hurts. I keep wondering if I could have done things differently, could have minimized our casualties somehow. We knew this was going to get messy, but knowing death could come and having it actually arrive are two different things. Worse, this is just a prelude. If keeping Knightfall away from the barn was this bad, what’s assaulting Belphegor’s bunker going to be like?”

      He let out a heavy sigh.

      “I think that’s the part that worries me the most. How much spilt blood will it take to see this business through to the end? Am I making the right decisions? Am I doing everything I can to ensure we have the best possible shot at success?”

      “And are you doing that?”

      He could tell she’d expected one answer, but he shook his head instead.

      “No, I’m not. There’s at least one action I can take, one I’m confident will increase our chances of success.”

      “Why hesitate, then? Why not go through with it?”

      “Because it could kill me.”

      “Ah.” Emma let a crafty smile slip. “That.”

      “Yeah, that. And because Ashley deserves better. Deserves to be treated as a woman and not a potential upgrade.”

      “Have you spoken to her about this?”

      “Of course.”

      “Recently?”

      “No.” He paused, then nodded. “But I should.” He nodded again. “And I will.”
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        * * *

      

      Clarke found Ashley hard at work in Ixia’s workshop alongside Veronica and the senior mages. Nicholas and Hepatica were drawing a complex, triangular diagram on a whiteboard while Ixia and Ashley sifted through the Prime Grimoire, all while Veronica worked on what resembled math equations.

      All that activity stalled when Ashley spotted him and cleared her throat. The room’s occupants faced him, and he gave them an apologetic smile.

      “Ashley, mind if I borrow you for a bit?”

      “Not at all.”

      The angel joined him by the door. He opened it for her, and they exited together. He led her to a quiet, private corner down the hall. She stood attentive with the barest hint of a smile, halo bright, wings folded at her back. Her hoplite “armor” hugged her voluptuous figure—wherever it bothered to cover her at all.

      “What can I help you with?” she asked.

      He pursed his lips, struggling with how to phrase his request. He’d been mulling over this moment ever since he’d left Emma’s impromptu therapy room. He hadn’t had much luck; so many iterations came across as dry or transactional in his mind, addressing his immediate needs while conveying none of the affection he felt for the angel.

      Ashley tilted her head in lieu of an unspoken question.

      “I’ve been thinking …” he began, more or less stalling for time.

      “Yes? About what?”

      “About our current situation.”

      “Naturally. You’re our leader, after all.”

      “But not just that. I’ve also been thinking about us.”

      “Oh.” Her barely-there smile vanished, replaced with quiet attentiveness. Her eyes never left him, and her halo’s brightness stayed fixed, almost as if every fiber of her being—physical and magical—had tensed in anticipation of his next words.

      “Been thinking about how the two intersect,” he continued.

      Ashley stayed very still. Her eyes were twin pools of clearest ocean blue. He reached out and took her hand, clasped it between his. Her skin was as soft and flawless as the rest of her, and even that small contact shot tingles through his being. He kept his eyes on her—his mind, too—and focused through the distraction.

      “Ashley, I love you,” he said, softly and sincerely. “I have for a while now.”

      “I feel the same way.” Her words were barely above a whisper.

      “But more than that, I need you. We would never have come this far without your guidance. Even without your memories, even stumbling forward half-blind, you managed to point us where we needed to go.”

      “Maybe so.” Her halo brightened, her expression warmed, and she squeezed his hand. A jolt of her magic snapped through him, almost strong enough to prompt a shudder. “But you’re the man who chose to walk that path. To lead us down it. Yes, I pointed the way, and that’s important. But it’s a whole other thing to see the path, and to accept its burdens.”

      “Someone has to stand up to these bloodsuckers.”

      “Yes, someone. But it didn’t have to be you. There’s nothing so abstract as ‘fate’ or ‘destiny’ binding you to this path. You chose it, and for that you have my eternal gratitude.” She placed her free hand atop her chest. “And my eternal love.”

      “It’s love that I want to speak with you about.”

      She watched him patiently, and he paused to swallow.

      “But also about the path we’re on,” he went on. “The final battle is just around the corner. I know it intellectually, and I can feel its approach in my gut. I need to be as well-prepared as possible when we finally face Belphegor. Not just for myself, but for everyone around me. Brooke grieving for her father was a harsh reminder that this path comes with a very real cost, and I need to take actions to minimize that cost wherever possible.”

      Ashley nodded, though her wrinkled brow indicated she didn’t quite gather where he was taking this. He was about to continue when her eyes widened, and she smiled once more.

      “You wish to achieve your ‘topness’ of form.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not a word, but yes.” He took both of her hands into his. “Will you help me take this next step? Will you help me achieve my, uhh, topness of form?”

      Ashley’s halo glowed bright enough to make him squint. Or it should have, yet her pure and golden light didn’t sting his eyes. Instead, the glow soothed his vision, even as her aura filled him with molten, pulsating power. Her wings shivered with what might have been elation, and her fingers embraced his eagerly.

      “Yes, Clarke. I will.” She raised one of his hands to her lips and kissed a knuckle. “Let us retreat to somewhere more appropriate, so that we may fully express our love for each other.”

      “Then I guess there’s only one question left.” He gave her a quirky smile. “My room or yours?”

      “Mine but …” Her expression took a sly turn. “But not here. Not in the mansion.”

      “Where then?”

      “I have a more fitting location in mind.” She stepped away and gave his arm a tug. “This way, please.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashley led him back to her room, but they didn’t stop there. They passed through the Portal of Gold and then down a long corridor within Aureum Arcem and through the door at its end.

      The doors within the Golden Citadel were interconnected magically. Not all of them led everywhere, but a single door often had multiple destinations, and Ashley led them through a series of covered passages until they exited into a wide, open space. Clarke found himself atop a grassy hill nestled within the tilted confines of a great, golden bowl. The bowl must have been two hundred yards across, maybe more, and clockwork butterflies flitted about, tending to the vegetation.

      A waterfall cascaded down one side of the bowl’s upturned lip, forming a swift stream that then poured over the lower lip. The spray revealed a faint rainbow, and a moist breeze cooled his skin, subtly scented with flowers.

      He gazed up into the “sky” where distant platforms, landmasses, forests, lakes, and so much more curved upward to meet above his head, much of it veiled behind cottony clouds. A sourceless, omnipresent light bathed everything with its gentle glow.

      Ashley gave his arm another tug, and he followed her down the hill to a flowering garden shaded underneath a massive tree, its branches laden with bright red fruit. She reached for one of its lowest branches, plucked off a pristine red orb, and handed it to him.

      “An apple?” He accepted the ripe, shiny fruit. “Seems fitting somehow.”

      “Have a taste.”

      He bit into the apple. The skin was taut, and the flesh firm and succulent. Juices filled his mouth as he chewed, and he savored the perfect combination of sweet and tart. He swallowed, and all semblance of hunger vanished instantly.

      Ashley guided his hand toward her and bit into the apple from the other side, her eyes never leaving his. They took turns until they’d finished the apple. A butterfly fluttered over to take away the core as she led him across the garden to flowing waters shrouded in clean, cool mist.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      “This is my private retreat. A place of solitude and reflection. You’re the first person I’ve ever invited here, be they mortal or celestial.”

      “Wow. That’s quite an honor.”

      “I never wanted to show this to anyone before you.” She stepped up to the edge of the stream and faced him. “This place is special to me. And now, hopefully, to you as well.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      His tone made clear their surroundings weren’t the only beauty his eyes beheld.

      He took her into his arms and drew her close. Their lips met, and they kissed.

      Long and slow and tender.

      But even with that small, sensual contact, his body tingled from the overflow of her angelic light. His veins burned. His vision swam. And yet he fought through the distraction and discomfort, focusing mind and body on the gorgeous woman before him. The press of her ripe body against his. The feel of her delicate fingers dancing across his back. The soft caress of her lips upon his. The warm slickness as their tongues explored each other.

      She broke their kiss and held him at arm’s length, her cheeks flush, chest rising and falling with lewd expectations. Her halo was a band of liquid gold.

      “I’m a little nervous,” she admitted, her voice surprisingly coy.

      “I get that. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t. Our previous attempts at intimacy have been … less than successful.”

      “True, but you’ve grown so much since then.” She traced one of his chest muscles through his shirt, following the creases down to his well-defined abs. “Your nephilim nature has been awakened. Maybe not fully …”

      “But enough?”

      “I hope so.” She kissed him again, this time with fire and urgency. Her hands grasped at his shirt, tugging on the garment as she pulled him close, her tongue now the aggressor.

      She drew back once their need for air became overpowering. She gasped before him, cheeks burning, breasts heaving with each delicious breath.

      “I want you, Clarke. I want all of you. Your love. Your body. I yearn to experience every inch of your skin, every mote of your aura. I desire you more than anything I’ve ever sought in my long, long years. So much so I feel almost blinded by it. If you told me to abandon my mission as a condition for your love, I just might do it.”

      “I’d never ask you to do that.”

      “I know, and that’s one more reason why I love you so much. Not only do you fight for the same goals as I do, you understand that this is what brings purpose to my life, and you’d never ask me to compromise my convictions as the price for your affection.”

      “Never,” he affirmed, their lips drawing close again.

      “I love you, Clarke. More than I’ve ever loved anyone or anything.” Her wings enveloped him, and she pressed her forehead against his. Her next words were a whisper. “Make me yours.”

      She stepped away, and her clothing loosened without being touched. Her breastplate, arm guards, and skirt all dropped to the ground, and she stepped out of her high-heeled sandals to reveal the full glory of her perfect alabaster skin. Her long hair was a radiant cascade of stranded honey down bare shoulders. Her breasts were lush and full, her nipples hard with excitement.

      She gave him a demure smile and spread her wings, lifting upward and back, beckoning him to follow with a finger. She passed into the rising mist, and strands of Telekinesis molded the spray into cottony clouds that began to envelop her.

      Clarke stripped down hurriedly and spread his wings in a burst of crimson feathers. He glanced down into the rippling waters and saw the faintest hint of the red halo above his head. He angled his wings, took a walking step off the edge, and floated up to meet the angel in her cloud.

      The cloud was surprisingly warm and inviting, and he passed through its insubstantial gauze to find Ashley in the center. She held out her arms, and he floated into them. They embraced each other and kissed, hard and fast, almost frantic in their intensity. His hands explored the soft curve of her hips as she ran fingers through his hair.

      They floated within the cloud, kissing and fondling, each caress growing bolder than the last. The lack of leverage in the air had the potential to make most sexual acts awkward, but Clarke was far from a newcomer when it came to such midair antics. He knew from experience how to compensate.

      He looped an arm around Ashley’s back as they kissed, then clutched one of her butt cheeks with his free hand. She moaned into his mouth, crossed her legs behind him and reached down to his crotch. Her fingers found his shaft and guided the tip to her quivery, sopping sex.

      He slipped in to be enveloped by the hot fusion of her slippery tightness. He pressed forward, relishing both the resistance and ease of penetration.

      “Yes!” she cried as he drove his entire length into her.

      She clung to him, he to her, and their wings curved around to add to their embrace. He lowered one hand, clasped both of her butt cheeks, and began to piston in and out of her.

      “Aaah!” she moaned, wings and halo flaring white. “Yes! YES!”

      He sank into her, physically and magically, and her essence flashed through his veins like molten gold. Every cell of his body was a hair’s breadth away from bursting into flames, every neuron on the edge of blinding insanity. The intensity of her lust filled him, consumed him, threatened to reduce him to cinders.

      But he didn’t shy away from it.

      Instead, he embraced it.

      Embraced her.

      He opened himself to her, accepted all she had to give him. Each thrust filled him with radiance and magic, scorching him from the inside out, but he dropped all his defenses, allowing whatever came next to pass without resistance. He opened his mind with Empathy and tasted the purity of her love’s inferno.

      Every inch of his body was a whirlwind of sensation, every thought within his mind an incandescent hurricane. He felt like he should have exploded by now or flamed out into a pile of mortal ash.

      Instead, he not only survived her angelic love, but thrived within the heart of her amorous maelstrom.

      Her light filled him, pouring through his veins, pulsing outward with each beat of his heart. His mind rejoiced with every golden thought of hers, even as her essence completed him in ways he never thought possible. It scoured him—mind and body—purifying him with light, love, and the glistening press of her skin.

      “I’m close!” she cried, clutching at him as if he were a piece of driftwood amidst a raging storm. “Do it! Make me yours! Let me taste all of you!”

      He grunted his response; he was beyond words at this point. He pumped his seed into her deepest, most intimate recess, and her face contorted with pleasure.

      She cried out, eyes squeezed shut as she shed rapturous tears. He joined her in the glory of their shared climax, pouring himself into her as her powers shuddered through him. She took gasping breaths in his arms, eyes now open but vacant at the same time as the two of them slowly descended from the pinnacle of intimacy and pleasure.

      Her eyes met his, still wide, yet full of love and gratitude.

      She kissed him, softly and tenderly.

      Only then, after he’d sated the angel, did his mortal side finally give up⁠—

      —and pass out.
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      Clarke awoke atop a bed made of clouds beneath the shade of the giant apple tree. He blinked and stared up through great, crisscrossing boughs at the citadel’s “sky.”

      “Welcome back, my love,” Ashley said from somewhere to his left.

      “Mmm.” He rubbed his face. “How long was I out?”

      “About half an hour. Your body only needed a simple breather from this latest infusion of power. While you rested, I took the liberty of preparing the next step for you.”

      “Next step?” He sat up to find himself dressed again. A mechanical butterfly rested on his shoulder. The glowing blue point at its head twitched, then it flew off.

      “You always intended to share my celestial powers.” Ashley stepped around to the foot of the cloud-bed, dressed in her hoplite armor. “That’s one of the reasons you took this risk. To protect your wives, even though they charge willingly into battle alongside you.”

      “Well, of course. I wouldn’t be much of a husband if I didn’t at least try.”

      “And so, anticipating this, I’ve prepared the next step.” Ashley gestured behind him with an open palm. “Your wives await you, my love.”

      “They’re here?” He swung his legs over the side and turned to find Emma, Ixia, Brooke, and Sammy near the cottony bedside.

      Sammy stood with her arms crossed and a quirky half-smile, the blue swirls of her eyes vibrant. Brooke held her hands in front of her waist, tail wagging fiercely, ears upright in proud, furry triangles. Ixia waited beside the wolf girl with both hands atop the prominent bulge of her pregnancy, a look of quiet contentment upon her face.

      And Emma …

      “Are you drooling?” Clarke asked the succubus.

      “I can’t help it.” She wiped her lower lip with a long, lewd sucking sound. “It’s your aura.”

      Clarke glanced down at his hands. He flexed his fingers, and red lightning snapped across his forearms. The manifestation of his new power vanished, but his perception of it remained, and he looked up.

      “Good grief!” Emma moaned. “I’m going to need a mop if he becomes any more awesome, and I don’t care which end I use!”

      “Down, girl,” Sammy scolded, still smiling. “There’ll be time for that later.”

      “Oh God, I hope so!”

      “How do you feel, my love?” Ashley asked, placing a hand on his shoulder.

      “Like I can take on Belphegor all on my own.”

      He wasn’t kidding either. He’d never felt so alive, so powerful, so complete. It was as if he’d existed as a partial entity his entire life, but now he’d finally realized the truth of who and what he was. He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with both air and mana, then spread his broad wings. Red lightning sizzled across the pinions, and a red halo blazed over his head.

      “By my estimation,” Ashley began, “you’ve gained Celestial Fortitude, Celestial Magic Proficiency, Greater Dark Magic Resistance, Death Magic Immunity, and—perhaps most importantly—Celestial Mana Well.”

      “In other words,” Emma added, “you are now unbelievably awesome!”

      “Come on.” Ixia chuckled. “Clarke was awesome from day one.”

      “Yes, but now with more … everything!”

      The witch paused thoughtfully, then nodded. “Okay, you have a point there.”

      “Celestial Mana Well?” Clarke asked.

      “Your body now generates mana naturally,” Ashley explained, “and at a rate comparable to my own.”

      “Really?” His eyebrows rose. “You mean I don’t have to spend my own blood to cast spells anymore?”

      “As long as you have an ample reserve of mana. You can still use your blood magic to convert your life force into mana, but it’s no longer a requirement. In a way, you now possess the best of both blood magic and my own celestial powers, and your ability to cast high-cost spells in rapid succession has been greatly increased as a result of this fusion.”

      “You go, Clarke!” Sammy thumped the air.

      Emma looked a few moments away from having her eyes roll back into her skull.

      “Hang in there, Emma,” he said.

      “I’m trying, believe me.”

      “What about Celestial Spell Mastery?” Clarke asked the angel.

      “You should now be able to cast any of the auras I’ve taught you at—or at least close to—my level of power.”

      “Interesting.”

      As an experiment, Clarke cast Aura of Courage. The spell coalesced far more naturally than before and without the need for him to spend a fraction of himself to power it. His magic rippled outward, and Ashley regarded him proudly.

      “A fine Aura of Courage. Very nearly as strong as the one I can cast. A little more practice, and I expect yours will perhaps even exceed mine.”

      “This could come in handy.”

      The spell mastery was an unexpected benefit, but one that tied into an idea he’d had for a few weeks. He made a mental note to discuss the possibilities with Ashley later.

      “So, what’s this ‘next step’ you mentioned?” Ixia asked, and Clarke raised the rings adorning his left hand.

      “I would like to grant a portion of this power to the rest of you through our marital bonds.”

      Emma’s knees shuddered and she started drooling again.

      “Do you think we can handle it?” Brooke asked, not so much worried as cautious. “I mean, it’d be great if this works, but you’ve passed out more than once from Ashley overload.” She shrugged at the angel. “No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      “And if it’s dangerous to us,” Ixia added, “what about our unborn children? All four of us are pregnant.”

      “Well,” Clarke began, “I was going to check with Ashley before bringing this to the rest of you, but we seem to have skipped that step. Ashley, how dangerous is this?”

      “I assure all of you this is perfectly safe, and may even prove beneficial to your unborn children. Clarke, you’ve already taken on and overcome the dangers involved. Your wives are now poised to reap the benefits of your efforts”—her halo brightened—“and our love.”

      “Well, consider me convinced!” Sammy stepped forward.

      Brooke, clearly not wanting to be undone, hurriedly moved up, as did Emma, though more sluggishly due to the quaking in her knees. Ixia was the last to approach.

      “Me too?” the witch asked. “Even though I’m not going into battle with the rest of you?”

      “These powers will help keep you and our child safe,” Clarke explained. “All of you, and all of our children, both now and in the years to come.”

      He held out his hands. Brooke and Sammy took hold of his left hand while Ixia and Emma clasped his right.

      He closed his eyes and opened his mind to the radiant glow of each wife through their martial bonds. He focused on them—and on the new powers swirling within him—and then, with surprising ease, he guided a portion of that power outward.

      “Oh, wow,” Brooke sighed, tail wagging. “You feel that?”

      “Yeah, I feel it, all right,” Sammy said, her eyes glowing brighter.

      Ixia let out a low whistle.

      The ghostly traces of red halos appeared over each of their heads, then faded away as their new powers began to settle. Each of them let out long, content exhales⁠—

      —except for Emma, whose ecstatic squeal shivered through her very core. She released Clarke’s hand, clutched at the cleft between her legs, and dropped to her knees.

      “Uh, Emma?” he asked.

      “Hmm?” she murmured, staring off with wide, somewhat vacant eyes.

      “Did you just cum?”

      “Yes …” she answered dreamily.
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        * * *

      

      “Aww, yeah!” Sammy exclaimed with a shake of her fist as she and the others returned to Ashley’s room. “I feel like all my stats just got a huge boost!”

      “Your stats?” Brooke gave her a quizzical look. “I don’t think Ashley’s magic works that way.”

      “Well, if it did, my stats would be through the roof!”

      Clarke’s wives left to return to their various duties while he stayed behind for a private word with Ashley.

      “Need something, my love?” the angel asked him.

      “I’d like to pick your brain on what might be an unconventional use for Aura of Courage.”

      “Certainly. What’s on your mind?”

      “Can the spell be used to delay or even prevent conflict between two parties, assuming the conflict originates from shock or fear born from misunderstandings or a lack of knowledge? I guess what I’m saying is, can it be used to keep people calm so that cooler heads will eventually prevail?”

      “It could have that affect. Courage is an effective counter to fear, and fear of the unknown or unfamiliar can be quite potent. Did you have a particular scenario in mind?”

      “Our assault on Belphegor’s bunker.”

      “I see. And the target for this aura?”

      “The entire world.”

      Ashley paused for a while, then slowly began to nod as the breadth of his plan came into clarity.

      “Interesting. Very interesting. I never would have considered using the spell in that manner.”

      “Would it work?”

      “I believe so.” She paused once more, then nodded. “Yes, I can see no issues besides the obvious difficulties: reaching the Throne and the like. In fact, this may be the solution to a whole host of problems I thought unsolvable. How did you come up with this?”

      “Sarkany put the idea in my head after she tried to justify all her crimes.”

      “I see.” Her expression darkened somewhat. “I never did thank you properly for placing your trust in me back then.”

      “It wasn’t that hard of a decision,” he assured her. “I knew Sarkany was putting the best spin she could on events. She was by her own admission a liar, a traitor, and party to murder, slavery, and genocide. Only a fool would take her at her word.”

      “Well put, my love. Still, I imagine some would have found her arguments convincing.”

      “Not me, and especially not after I figured out she’d tried to brainwash me. I didn’t agree with her then, and I still don’t, but that’s not to say she was completely wrong. Her heart was never in the right place, but I share some of her fears now that I’ve had time to ponder what comes next. If we’re to free humanity, doing so with the least amount of chaos and bloodshed is the way to go.”

      “Indeed. This was always a problem I grappled with.”

      “What was your conclusion?”

      “That my goal was worth the price. A painful awakening for humanity in favor of the end Belphegor seeks. The world we have today is not her ultimate objective, but rather an intermediary step. A means with which she can accumulate power and remove obstacles before her final stroke. Before she defiles all life on this planet, as she did the dark mages of old.” Ashley’s face grew distant, and her halo dimmed. “I feared humanity would not survive her victory. Or, if they did, not in a form you would recognize. And so, I sought to free them by any means necessary. Even if the cost were great.

      “Sarkany was right about one more thing. I—or rather the old me—never understood people. Not to the extent I needed to. Your plan should have occurred to me, but it didn’t, and for that I feel both ashamed at myself and proud of the man you’ve become.”

      He took the angel into his arms, and she hugged him back. He held her until her halo regained its luster, and she stepped away.

      “With that in mind,” she said, “you or I should be the ones to use the Throne of Shadows, as both of us will possess the necessary spells once the counterspell is finished. Certainly, distributing the counterspell is our highest priority, and most of the mages should be able to accomplish that, but …”

      “They’re the backup plan now,” he continued for her. “If we’ve already seized the Throne, why not use it to its fullest before we destroy it?”

      “A splendid plan, my love. You have my full support.”

      “Good. I’ll let the others know. I need to have a word with Ixia, anyway. Or rather, her sisters.”

      “Dahlia and Hyacinth? What for?”

      Clarke told the angel the rest of his plan. Her eyes widened in admiration, and her halo blazed bright.
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        * * *

      

      Clarke found all three of the Grey triplets taking a breather at the kitchen table. Dahlia was in the middle of a sip of coffee when he entered, and she sputtered so hard she ejected the fluid through her nose. She coughed and grabbed a stack of napkins while Hyacinth stared at him with quiet amazement.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Holy shit, Clarke!” Dahlia exclaimed, sopping up the mess as best she could.

      “Something wrong?”

      “Wrong? Wrong?” Dahlia rose from her seat and approached him. “You know that Concealment spell that makes people think you’re a warlock?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, it has totally given up the ghost! What happened to you?”

      “Ashley happened, but never mind that. There’s something important I need to talk to you about. Both of you and Hyacinth, actually.”

      “Hold that thought.”

      Dahlia finished cleaning herself up. She threw away the soaked napkins, washed her hands, straightened her attire, and finger-combed her hair. She struck a pose before him, a hand on her hip with her chest thrust outward.

      “Yes, Clarke?” Dahlia gave her hair a glamorous brush. “How may this witch of the Ashen Flowers service you?”

      “Don’t you mean ‘serve’ him?” Ixia corrected before sipping her own beverage. Instead of coffee, she drank a greenish decoction as part of her pregnancy regimen.

      “I know precisely what I said.” Dahlia adjusted her collar to show off more cleavage. “What do you need, Clarke?”

      “I would like your permission to absorb some of your magic.”

      Dahlia’s eyes widened, and Hyacinth’s mouth flopped open. Even Ixia leaned back in surprise.

      “From both of you,” he continued. “Dahlia, from you I need the biggest, baddest fire spell in your arsenal. And from you, Hyacinth, I need the Ward that’s most effective against vampires.”

      “That would be Inferno and Greater Anti-Vampiric Ward,” Ixia said in place of her stunned sisters.

      Dahlia shook herself. “You mean it? You really want to absorb one of my spells through Power Graft?”

      “Power Bond, actually, but only if you’re willing.”

      “Hell, yes!” She grabbed the bottom of her shirt and began to peel it off. “My moment has finally arrived!”

      “That’s, uh …” Clarke held up a hand. “That won’t be necessary.”

      “But … my moment?” Dahlia replied, frozen in the middle of undressing, her shirt bunched up above her lacy bra. “It’s arrived.”

      “Well …”

      “Hasn’t it?”

      Clarke shook his head.

      “But Power Bond. You can only cast it during sex.”

      “That used to be the case.”

      “Used to?!” Dahlia gave him a horrified look.

      “That’s right. The magic I absorbed from Ashley had quite the impact on me, and one side effect seems to be it detangled my blood magic from the abilities I absorbed from Emma.”

      “Really?!”

      “Seems so.”

      Dahlia’s arms dropped limply, though her shirt stayed bunched up above her breasts. She shuffled over to a chair and dropped into it.

      “Well shucks,” she muttered.

      “I have to admit, you’re taking this harder than I expected.”

      “I just, I don’t know. I thought all my flirting had finally paid off, that’s all.”

      Clarke frowned, unsure how to respond. He’d dismissed Dahlia’s antics over the past several months as obvious attempts to carry out her mother’s wishes and get into his pants, but now that he observed her sullen state, he wondered if he’d misjudged her. He touched her emotions through Empathy and, to his surprise, found her feelings in genuine turmoil.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I didn’t realize.”

      “Realize what?” Dahlia looked up at him.

      “That you really do care.”

      “Of course I do.” She gestured to Hyacinth. “Her, too. But we’re both such utter crap at showing it.”

      Hyacinth nodded, and Clarke could taste her own genuine affection as she gazed longingly at him.

      Dahlia let out a sullen sigh, then rested her head in her hand.

      “Sorry, Clarke. I didn’t mean to make a scene. You said you needed a spell from us?”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “Oh, my. Look at the time.” Ixia rose and pushed her seat in. “I just remembered there’s somewhere I need to be.” She left the kitchen, winking at Clarke as she passed.

      He sat down with the two remaining witches.

      “Look, I know how I can come across,” Dahlia began after a long silence. “But the truth is I’m complete rubbish when it comes to guys. I get super nervous whenever I’m within a hundred yards of a guy my age, let alone a stud like you. And … I guess I try to mask that by acting all loud and confident and maybe a little slutty.”

      “A little?” Clarke cocked an eyebrow.

      “Okay. Fair’s fair. A lot slutty. But it’s all for show.”

      “I’m in the same boat,” Hyacinth admitted quietly, “except I can’t help but clam up when I get that nervous.”

      “I never meant to make either of you uncomfortable,” Clarke said.

      “We know.” Dahlia leaned in. “Look, the truth is both of us see what a catch you are. We see how you treat our sister and the other women in your life. We’d be nuts not to want a piece of that action!”

      “We’ve, umm …” Hyacinth wrung her hands. “We’ve become quite fond of you, actually.”

      “Did you know the two of us are still virgins?” Dahlia indicated herself and her sister.

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “We both know our duties to the coven may require us to give that up at any time. But when the time does come, we’d like it to be with a guy like you.” She placed a hand atop his. “A lot like you. One might say exactly like you.”

      “You’re doing it again,” Hyacinth warned.

      “Sorry, sorry!” Dahlia jerked her hand back. “Don’t mind me. Just being my usual ball of slutty bluster.”

      Clarke chuckled.

      “I didn’t realize you two felt this strongly. I’m sorry it took me this long to see the truth.”

      “In your defense, we didn’t make it easy,” Dahlia said, and Hyacinth nodded.

      “Maybe so, but let’s leave any misunderstandings in the past.” He glanced from one witch to the other. “As for the future, how about this? Once things have quieted down and we can all catch our breaths, why don’t the three of us spend some quality time together and … see where that takes us?”

      “I’d like that.” Dahlia smiled broadly. “I’d like that very much.”

      “As would I,” Hyacinth agreed.

      “So, that covers the past and the future,” Dahlia noted, her smile turning crafty. “But what about the present?”

      “Well, as for right now …” Clarke extended his upturned palms to the two young witches. “I find myself in need of your aid. Will you Bond with me and share a portion of your powers?”

      “Yes.” Dahlia slipped her hand into his. Her skin was warm and silken against his palm. “Yes, I will. Without the slightest hesitation.”

      “As will I.” Hyacinth mirrored her sister’s gesture. “As will I.”
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Ashley put the finishing touches on the counterspell, and Clarke convened a meeting with all key players. He entered the dining hall where their senior allies—Hepatica Grey, Luna Hawthorne, Mason Sandoval, Nicholas Rogers, and Veronica Stroe—all stood at attention on one side of the table while Ashley and his wives waited for him on the other. He took his place at the head and only then did everyone else seat themselves.

      Veronica unrolled a large map of Groom Lake and the Area 51 airfield, annotated with an equilateral triangle. The three generators formed its points, and the bunker’s entrance rested at its heart.

      “We attack tomorrow night.” He gave his words time to sink in. Mason was the first to speak up.

      “Are you sure about the timing? I wouldn’t mind having the sun overhead to disrupt the vampires’ magic.”

      “You and me both,” Clarke agreed. “However, there’s no other way without accepting catastrophic losses. Yes, the Portal gives us a means to bypass the outer defenses, but about fifteen hundred people work at Area 51, and most of them commute there on charter flights from Las Vegas. We want as few innocents present as possible when we arrive. Not only because they’re innocents, but because we’ll have to fight through them, too. They may only be human, but a lot of them will be armed. We need their numbers to be as low as possible when we arrive, otherwise our countermeasures won’t be enough. And speaking of which … Hepatica? Nicholas?”

      “Our preparations are complete,” Nicholas replied. “Once we’re on site, about a dozen of my wizards will blanket the area with Wide Sleep, Wide Paralyze, and Wide Fear. Any humans who aren’t disabled outright by the barrage should flee the scene in abject terror. That should strip Belphegor of most of her human ‘auxiliaries.’”

      “We’re ready as well,” Hepatica said. “We’ve equipped two of Mason’s werewolves with sniper rifles. The pair of M82 anti-materiel rifles you bought, to be precise. They’ll serve as our designated spell snipers. Each has a supply of bullets loaded with Wide Sleep and will pick off any pockets of humans that are still moving around once the wizards finish their initial bombardment.”

      “I’ve given Hepatica the two best shots in my pack,” Mason added. “They’ll plink the ground near their targets or ding the vehicles they’re in. Should be nighty-night for any humans. After that, they’ll switch to lethal spell loadouts and shoot to kill.”

      “Excellent.” Clarke sat forward. “Once we’ve cleared our surroundings and secured a foothold, we’ll move on to the generators. Speed is critical, so we’ll be dividing our forces to hit all of them simultaneously. Does everyone understand their assignments?”

      “We do.” Mason gestured to Luna, who nodded. “You can count on us werewolves to take down the North Generator.”

      “And your designation?”

      “Team Moon.”

      Clarke grinned. “Simple and appropriate. Hepatica?”

      “We witches have the Southeast Generator. Just call us Team Flower.”

      “I’ll be joining Hepatica’s team,” Veronica added. “Along with my hellhound.”

      “You’re not sitting this one out?” he asked the vampire.

      “Not this fight.” She grinned, showing her fangs. Somehow, the expression didn’t look quite so sinister on her. “Not when the fate of the world is on the line. It’s been a while since I’ve gotten my hands dirty, but I figured this is as good an excuse as any to leap back into the fray.”

      “Your aid is most certainly welcome.”

      Veronica acknowledged him with a curt nod.

      “That leaves the Southwest Generator for us wizards,” Nicholas said. “Team Stone, and we have a few additions to our lineup. Fornication and Waddle will be joining us.”

      Clarke raised an eyebrow. “Your unicorn and dire turtle?”

      “Forn views us as her humans, but yes.”

      “They’re going to assault Area 51 with us?”

      “Yep.”

      “How did you manage to pull that off?”

      “Waddle was easy. I just asked him to help. As for ‘Lady Forn’”—Nicholas flashed a cruel grin—“I threatened to change the Wi-Fi password.”

      “Ah. Yes, I can see why she’d find that persuasive.” Clarke cleared his throat. “As for myself, I’ll be in direct command of Broken Fang. We’ll act as our reserve. If any one team starts to get bogged down, Broken Fang will move in to assist. Once all three generators are out of commission, all forces will converge on the bunker. Understood?”

      No one brought up any objections.

      “Good. Veronica? What can you tell us about the bunker itself?”

      “Not much, I’m afraid.” The vampire rose to address the table. “The intelligence VAPID collected over the years is old and scattered, and we never did get our hands on the layout. Force estimates are iffy at best, but if you want my opinion, I’d say there’ll be around a hundred vampires on site, along with their thralls, servants, familiars, and constructs. Perhaps more if we’ve made Belphegor nervous.

      “Fortunately, there’s a bit of good news with the bad. While we don’t have the layout, there are strong indicators the Throne is located near the base of the complex, which extends an unknown number of levels into the ground. The deeper we head, the more likely we are to find our target. It’ll be big, too. We’re not looking for some random chair collecting dust in a storage room. There’ll be a huge amount of arcano-tech built around it, and it should give off an impressive amount of arcane ‘radiation,’ even in its idle state. If we keep our eyes open for the right indicators, we shouldn’t have too much trouble finding it.”

      Veronica sat back down.

      “We’ll have to play it by ear once we reach the bunker,” Clarke said. “We can sit here and theory-craft all we want, but we all know the defenses are going to surprise us.”

      “No plan survives contact with the enemy,” Ashley intoned, and Clarke nodded to her.

      “Exactly. Instead, we’ll rely on speed and firepower to see us through whatever Belphegor has in store for us.” He glanced around the table. “Any questions?”

      No one spoke up. All eyes were on him, and he opened his Empathy to taste the emotions in the room: cool confidence tempered by nervous excitement. But no despair. Yes, there was fear, but counterbalanced with bravery to face the coming battle.

      They were ready.

      More than that, they believed in this plan. In the possibility of success.

      And in his leadership.

      “Very well.” He sat back. “All of you know this won’t be easy, but there’s no one I’d rather go into battle with.”

      His wives and allies stirred at his words, and he continued.

      “Everyone, conclude your remaining preparations and rest up as best you can. Tomorrow, we hit Belphegor where it hurts”—he rose from his chair—“and free this world from her evil!”
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      Clarke got less sleep that night than he’d planned, but he didn’t mind. Ashley and his wives joined him in bed, and the resulting orgy must have broken its fair share of state or federal laws. Ashley’s celestial magic coursed through all their veins, energizing them both physically and mentally, and the abbreviated sleep didn’t seem to bother any of them.

      They were ready for the coming battle.

      More than that, they were eager, and he couldn’t have been prouder of them.

      His comrades.

      His friends.

      His lovers.

      His wives.

      He awoke before the crack of dawn, smoothly transitioning the divide between dream and reality. His limbs searched for the warmth and softness of familiar bodies but found none beneath the thick, cozy sheets. He rubbed his face and blinked the sleep from his eyes.

      Ashley knelt beside the bed with her chin resting atop knitted fingers, once again wearing her angelic regalia.

      “Hey there,” he murmured. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning, Clarke,” she replied softly. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Very. I feel refreshed. Surprisingly so given the antics we got up to last night.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. And yes, those antics were quite wonderful.”

      “How long have you been up?”

      “The whole night. I don’t need to sleep, so I spent my time casting Aura of Peace over you and your wives. I hope it aided you in achieving a restful slumber.”

      “Oh, it worked.” He stretched his legs under the sheets. “I slept like a rock!”

      “We didn’t disturb you this morning?”

      “No.” He glanced around. “Where is everyone, by the way?”

      “They’re here.” Ashley rose and gestured toward the entrance. “And they have a surprise for you.”

      He rolled onto his side and propped himself up on an elbow. Emma, Brooke, Sammy, and Ixia approached the bed. He smiled back, though he quickly noticed a common thread that bound them.

      “Hey there. How long have you lot been up?”

      “About half an hour.” Emma crossed her arms. “We tried our best to tip-toe around the place. First because you absolutely deserve a good night’s sleep after last night. And second, because we wanted to have your surprise ready when you woke up.”

      “Does the surprise involve clothing?”

      Emma smiled slyly. “How’d you guess?”

      “Well …”

      Clarke swung his legs over the bedside and rose. He approached his four wives, regarding them with a loving but curious eye. All of them wore some form of red. But not any red. Their clothing was so dark the red became almost black, contrasted with accents in more vibrant shades.

      Emma wore a ballistic vest over a dark red turtleneck along with fingerless gloves, a utility belt festooned with pouches, and rugged black trousers that ended in heavy boots. The vest had been dyed dark red and bore a white silhouette over the left breast pocket: a long incisor striking a hard, unseen surface, its tip shattering into half a dozen pieces.

      A broken fang.

      Brooke was similarly attired, though she lacked the utility belt and her vest was oversized to accommodate her werewolf transformation. She turned halfway around and pointed a thumb at her back, which featured a jumbo rendition of the fang silhouette. The lights caught the dense protective runes on the vest, and they gleamed ever so slightly.

      Sammy had foregone a ballistic vest for a dark red jacket, open in the front to reveal a triangle bikini top with the fang silhouette over one breast. The straps of a bikini bottom peeked out the sides of her black jean shorts, and a pair of tough boots capped off the ensemble.

      Even Ixia had gotten in on the act, though her attire was clearly focused on comfort instead of combat. It featured a long, loose dress—dark red, of course—with a fanged silhouette over her left breast. But even though she wouldn’t be participating in the fight, its surface glittered with the residual outlines of protective runes.

      “I’m sensing a theme here,” Clarke remarked with a wry grin.

      “We figured if this is going to be the big one, the team might as well look the part.” Ixia ran a hand down Brooke’s vest. “And it’s not just for looks either. My sisters and I stuffed them to the gills with defensive spells.”

      “Dahlia and Hyacinth helped?” Clarke asked.

      “That’s right. They volunteered their time, despite how exhausted they’ve been. They also applied any lessons they’ve learned helping out with everyone else’s gear. What you see is the cream of the crop in terms of personal magic protection.”

      “I love it.” Clarke wore a broad grin.

      “We would have made one for Ashley, but her armor is already better than anything we can produce.”

      “I’m still not sure how that getup counts as armor,” Sammy commented with a hint of dry wit.

      “It’s the layers of celestial protection that matter in the end,” the angel explained matter-of-factly. “My body is naturally resilient to physical harm, so full coverage isn’t necessary.”

      “Maybe so,” Sammy quipped, “but why so boobalicious?”

      “Why not?” Ashley’s halo brightened. “It serves its purpose in all necessary regards, and the man I love finds it pleasing to the eye. Isn’t that right, Clarke?”

      “Not going to argue with you there.”

      “Don’t think we left you out of this either.” Emma retrieved a stack of clothes by the foot of the bed. She placed the stack on the bedsheets and spaced out the individual garments: Broken Fang ballistic vest, dark red turtleneck, black pants, and black boots.

      All with nearly invisible coats of arcane protection.

      He ran his hands down the vest, his fingers lingering on the silhouette.

      “That was my contribution,” Sammy pointed out. “I designed and printed the logos while Brooke and Emma picked out the rest and color coordinated everything. Those may not be nearly as important as the spells, but we all contributed in some way. You don’t mind the extra flair, do you?”

      “Not at all.” He grinned, gazing at the outfit. No, the uniform. “It’s strange to think we’ve been a team all this time, but only now, just before the final battle, do we get snazzy uniforms.”

      “About time, am I right?” Sammy said.

      “Thank you.” He looked up. “All of you. This was very thoughtful. And practical. I couldn’t have asked for a better wakeup call than this.”

      “Oh, I’m sure we’ll manage to top this somehow.” Emma winked at him.

      Clarke chuckled. “Okay, fair point. But for what we’re about to do, this is about as good as it gets.”

      He grabbed his pajama top and was about to pull it off when he noticed the women in his life shift around him. Ixia rounded the bed, a pleased smile gracing her lips. Sammy took up the spot beside her, hand on skewed hips and a face full of playful snark. Brooke hurried up, tail wagging, ears erect. Ashley crossed her arms with a casual, quiet nonchalance, all while Emma gazed upon him lustfully.

      He turned and cocked an eyebrow, already knowing what to expect.

      “Please, don’t mind us.” Emma licked her lips. “We’re just enjoying the view.”
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        * * *

      

      Clarke stood in the dining hall, alone, staring down at the map of Area 51 with his arms crossed. The sun had set, both at the mansion and in Nevada, and the time for their attack was almost at hand. His brow was heavy as he contemplated all the decisions that had led to this moment, from his awkward awakening with Broken Fang to the present where a small army of shifters and mages awaited his orders.

      It's been a journey, all right, he thought. And now it’s time to see this through to the end. I don’t know if I’d call this moment a part of my destiny so much as my duty. A great evil holds the world in its clutches, and I now have the means to strike a heavy blow against it.

      Perhaps heavy enough to end it for good.

      No pressure.

      He didn’t know if he wanted to sigh or laugh.

      He studied the map for a while, but no new revelations came to him. He retrieved his heavy revolver from the table and slotted it into his shoulder harness. He was as prepared as he could be.

      The only question was: Would it be enough?

      A door opened behind him, and a familiar presence approached, her magic full of love, light, and a warm, golden glow.

      “My love.”

      “Hello, Ashley.”

      She came up alongside him and slinked an arm around his waist. One of her wings draped his shoulders like a feathery cloak.

      “Is everyone ready?” he asked.

      “They are, my love. Everyone’s waiting for you in the basketball court.”

      “Then we best not keep them waiting.”

      He took one last look at the map, nodded to himself, then left the dining hall with Ashley by his side. The mansion was surprisingly quiet for this time of day; Clarke had grown used to the background din of their allies working and living within the grand building. The comparative silence struck him as odd and somewhat alien.

      “Emma’s parents called earlier,” Ashley said.

      “About the d-hunters flooding Chester Creek?” Clarke asked, his eyes fixed forward.

      “That’s right.”

      “How many vampires are we up to?”

      “Dozens. Perhaps over a hundred by now, with more arriving every hour. They’re preparing for a large-scale attack, and they don’t seem to be shy about it.”

      “Good.”

      Ashley raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Any hunters Belphegor commits to this city,” Clarke explained, “are hunters she won’t have at the bunker. Let Knightfall and the rest consolidate their strength in Chester Creek. We won’t be around by the time they strike.”

      “Ah, yes.” Ashley nodded knowingly. “And you have your own plans for what to do with them, should we succeed at the Throne.”

      “That I do.”

      They crossed the mansion. A pair of wolfmen opened the double doors, and a loud susurrus bled through. He saw the orderly ranks of what he could only think of as his troops.

      Shifters in a combination of hybrid and bestial forms awaited him to the left, armed and armored with a wide variety of enchanted gear. The Graycoats stood proudly at the front, denoted with gray armbands stitched with the renditions of the full moon.

      Witches and wizards stood ready to the left. They carried far less equipment, though their garments shimmered with the weaves of powerful spells. Behind them lurked hulking golems of stone, bone, and metal, and beside those constructs were a small but powerful menagerie of creatures and summons.

      Emma, Brooke, and Sammy waited for him at the far end of the court, adorned in dark red with the Portal of Gold shimmering at their backs. Ixia stood off to the side within a small cluster of shifters and mages who were too young, too weak, or too in-the-middle-of-being-pregnant to participate.

      They would wait the battle out within the safety of the Golden Citadel.

      The basketball court fell silent except for the rhythmic clomp of Clarke’s boots and the click of Ashley’s heeled sandals as they crossed the middle. Mason Sandoval, Luna Hawthorne, Hepatica Grey, Nicholas Rogers, and Veronica Stroe all gave him respectful nods as he passed. He reached his wives and spun to face the gathered forces. His boots made a quiet squeak.

      The room held its collective breath and watched him. Lady Forn whinnied quietly, and Waddle raised his huge, leathery head.

      Clarke summoned his wings, and the twin curtains of crimson feathers sprang forth through the slits on either side of his back armor. His halo materialized, burning scarlet above his head, and he floated a few feet off the ground. Ashley spread her own wings and joined him in the air, her own light clean and pure as his wives stepped forward to be by his side.

      He let silence reign over the court, let his Empathy taste the room’s awe and excitement and hope, counterbalanced with fear and anxiety at what they were about to do.

      They gazed up at him as their leader, and he addressed them as such.

      “I’ve asked a great deal of all of you,” he began, “and now I ask for even more. But not without cause, for we stand at a great fork in the road.” He gestured to one side with an open palm. “In the dark is the status quo. A world where vampires have enslaved an unwitting humanity. Where they consume them like cattle and placed shackles on the rest. A world almost completely blind to the harsh and terrible reality slowly eating us alive.”

      He gestured to the other side.

      “In the light, we have a new beginning. A world awake to the fangs at its throat, empowered to free itself from the slavery and death that plagues it. And so I must ask you, my fellow warriors, which side do you choose? Darkness? Or light?”

      “Light!” the entire room thundered. “Light! Light! Light!”

      Clarke held up a hand, and the cheers died off.

      “As you should, because we here possess the power to change the status quo. More than that, we’re on the verge of shattering it. None of us are to blame for the state the world is in, but that isn’t enough. If people like us—those with the power and will to resist—do nothing, then the vampires and their evil will continue on. Year after year. Age after age. And so we here possess the luxury of choice. Do we stand aside and accept darkness?”

      Murmurs conveyed their revulsion and discontent.

      “Or do we fight for what know is right? Fight to shepherd in a new age of freedom and light!” Clarke raised a defiant fist. “To that question, I choose light!”

      His allies cried out in raucous agreement.
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        * * *

      

      Clarke waited beside the Portal of Gold within the heart of Aureum Arcem, hands clasped in the small of his back, the women of Broken Fang to his sides. Strange, thrumming machinery lined the chamber’s spherical walls while mechanical butterflies flittered about. Their allies stood before the portal in a row two across and deep enough to extend back into the corridor beyond the entrance.

      The werewolves were first, Mason and Luna and the Graycoats in front, armed and psyched for battle. Most eyes were forward, fixed on the portal, but a few shifters gawked at their strange environment. Many had been here before, but Ashley had rushed them from the Rogers farm to the mansion during the evacuation, so this was the first time they’d been able to soak in the angelic fortress. As for the others, they were seeing all of this for the first time.

      Clarke met Luna’s gaze, and she returned it with hard eyes. The widow’s face was grim and cold, but she gave him a confident thumbs up with her free hand. She held an AR-15 in the other, the barrel pointed down, trigger finger outside the guard.

      The Portal of Gold’s surface undulated, then turned tranquil. It shimmered like an upright pool of liquid gold.

      “Destination set,” Ashley announced.

      “Team Moon, are you ready?” Clarke demanded with a clear, commanding voice.

      “We are!” Luna replied sharply.

      “Team Moon, go!”

      Dozens of werewolves—either armed to the teeth or armed with teeth—charged through the portal.

      Clarke had initially thought it made sense for the wizards to go first, since so much of the plan hinged on their disabling spells, but  Nicholas, Hepatica, and Mason had all voiced their concerns, and he’d listened. Yes, the wizards needed to launch their spells as soon as possible, but they needed clear targets as well. That’s where the werewolves came into play. With their keen senses and fantastic durability, they’d weather whatever storm greeted them and pick out priority targets for the wizards before they arrived.

      Instead, the wizards would go through last while the other teams secured a “beachhead” of sorts. Their suggestion had sounded good in theory, and so Clarke had authorized the adjustment to their overall plan.

      Hepatica, Veronica, and Team Flower moved into position. The floor reverberated with the heavy footfalls of their golems. The hellhound Vlad padded up beside Veronica, tongue lolling happily in his mouth. He barked once at Clarke, a line of drool leaking from his gums. Just behind the front ranks, a pair of wolfmen checked their huge sniper rifles one last time.

      “Adjusting destination,” Ashley said with one arm extended toward the portal.

      Clarke faced the witch and vampire.

      “Team Flower, are you ready?”

      “We are!” Hepatica’s voice snapped like a whip.

      “Destination set,” Ashley said.

      “Team Flower, go!”

      The golems trudged into the portal, followed by the dense mass of witches. The Portal wavered with each passing body with Dahlia and Hyacinth bringing up the rear. Dahlia gave him a quick wink before she disappeared through its golden waters.

      Ashley raised her hand and began to adjust the destination.

      Nicholas Rogers approached the threshold, looking very unwizardly in a ballistic vest with a revolver in one hand and a sleek metal staff in the other. His Kevlar helmet struggled to contain all that bushy gray hair, though Clarke was inwardly pleased to find a large, emerald-like stone affixed to the top of the staff. That part, at least, gave the impression of a “proper” wizard. The goggles helped as well, in more ways than one, since the loremaster had imbued them with a form of Scry to aid in fighting at night. The rest of the wizards carried an assortment of modern weaponry and arcane devices, joined by golems and a few creatures.

      The unicorn eyed Clarke bitterly. He ignored her.

      “Team Stone, are you ready?” he called out.

      “That we are!” Nicholas thumped the base of his staff against the ground, and the emerald flared with inner fire. Other wizards mimed the gesture, and stones nestled in or atop their staffs glowed with mystical energies.

      “Ready,” Ashley said.

      “Team Stone, go!”

      The wizards, constructs, and creatures charged through.

      Ashley waved her hand, and the portal reconfigured once more.

      Clarke faced his wives with a half-smile.

      “I suppose I don’t have to ask you the same question.”

      “Nope!” Sammy replied, the barest hint of a crimson halo wavering above her.

      “Our place is by your side. Always.” Brooke eyes were as steeled and certain as her mother’s.

      “We’re with you, Clarke.” Emma readied her shotgun. “Through whatever comes next.”

      “As am I.” Ixia rested a hand on his vest. “In spirit, if not in the flesh.”

      Clarke covered her hand with his and squeezed. He reached out to them, through the bonds of their rings and through Empathy. He tasted their love, their conviction, their confidence.

      And yes, there was fear as well. How could there not be? But its presence only made him prouder. They stood with him despite whatever fears lurked in their hearts, and he knew, with every fiber of his being, that none of them would ever abandon him.

      Nor would he ever abandon them.

      “The portal is ready,” Ashley said, her voice a hair softer than before, and Clarke nodded.

      “Time to end this.”

      Broken Fang passed through the Portal of Gold.
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      The air was crisp, cool, and dry. A part of Clarke had expected the desert to be a sweltering furnace, but the sun had set over an hour ago and the last vestiges of winter still gripped North America.

      The land was soaked in the thick energies of overlapping magic, not all of them familiar to him. Many were openly hostile, drenched in blood and iron.

      The Portal had deposited them within the sprawling complex east of the airfield and south of Groom Lake’s salt flats. The Portal wavered between two long, rectangular, white-wall buildings that bore no signage of any kind. There were identical buildings past those in both directions, and more beyond them. The pop of sporadic gunfire and the thump and whud of explosives—both mundane and magical—punctuated what would otherwise be a calm night under a clear, starry sky.

      Floodlights splashed their surroundings with pools of light, but his eyes didn’t require them. He spread his wings and rose to peek over the buildings. They were near the heart of the complex with Teams Moon, Flower, and Stone arrayed around them in the directions of their respective Ward generators. He couldn’t see any of the generators; they’d be hidden inside buildings, but he could feel their presence as a reverberation at the base of his skull.

      It was a dark, evil thrumming that threatened to tear him to shreds should he approach the point of greatest resonance.

      That location was a bit north of them. Broken Fang hadn’t emerged in the exact center, but south of it. He noted a square, innocuous building to the north, its outer walls lined with rollup doors and logistical docks, and he wondered if the entrance to Belphegor’s bunker lay within.

      He landed.

      A metal door flew open with a bang, and a young man in a military uniform barreled out, eyes frantic. His belt was unbuckled, trousers hanging low to expose his boxers. He hiked them up with one hand while struggling to retrieve his pistol from its holster.

      His eyes widened when he spotted Clarke and company, terror eclipsing surprise. His lower lip and fangs shone crimson in the harsh light. The man may have appeared young, perhaps no older than twenty, but his magic stank with the foulness of old blood and rusted iron.

      He was old.

      Very, very old.

      And they’d caught him snacking instead of doing his job.

      Worse, judging by the state of his pants, he’d been “playing” with his food.

      Clarke cast Blood Freeze, and the vampire’s hand twitched. His pistol dropped from numb fingers.

      “Brooke,” Clarke commanded darkly, “kill him.”

      The werewolf let out a brief, guttural snarl, and then pounced on the vampire. The impact knocked the wind out of his lungs, and he didn’t even gasp when she pinned him to the ground. He squirmed impotently before she chomped onto his throat and ripped it out.

      The vampire spat and gurgled, blood gushing through his ruined arteries. He tried to throw her off, but she was an unmovable mound of fur, muscle, and fury. She clasped his lower jaw with one hand and the base of his neck with the other, her scythe-like claws digging into his flesh. With an angry grunt, she ripped his head off and flung it into the darkness.

      It landed on a distant roof with a wet thunk.

      She rose, blood dripping from her maw.

      “One down,” she growled.

      Clarke approached the door the vampire had stormed so haphazardly out of. He peered into the gloom⁠—

      —and immediately wished he hadn’t. He swallowed, hardened his heart, then closed the door.

      “How bad is it?” Emma asked.

      “She’ll live, assuming we win.” He keyed his radio. “All teams sound off.”

      “This is Team Stone,” Nicholas reported. “Initial spell bombardment was a success. I’d say well over ninety-five percent of the humans are taking naps, though watch out for remaining pockets. Now advancing toward the Southwest Generator.”

      “Team Moon here,” Luna called in. “We’ve encountered moderate resistance. Now pressing toward the North Generator.”

      “Team Flower here!” Hepatica shouted over the radio. “Encountering heavy resistance at our generator!”

      Something huge, angry, and not-of-this-world bellowed from the witches’ direction, followed by the harsh roar of gunfire.

      “Shit!” Hepatica cried. “That hellbeast has us pinned down! No way we can advance through that!”

      The gunfire blared again, its muzzle flashes painting the buildings with rapid flickers.

      “Understood. We’re on our way.” Clarke gestured to his wives. “Brooke, Sammy, on me. Let’s go, ladies!”

      Sammy leaped onto him and morphed into a pink backpack-like shape nestled between his wings while Brooke crouched before him, letting him loop both arms under hers. He spread his wings and lifted both wives into the air effortlessly. Ashley and Emma rose after him, and together they flew toward the sound of gunfire.

      He spotted the witches hunkering down behind one of the many white-walled buildings, bunched up near a corner that had been partially chewed by incoming fire. Debris from two of their golems lay sprawled across the intersection, and they were rotating the rest forward.

      Heavy gunfire blared, and its tracers lit the night, forming a luminous snaking line that chewed through walls and ricocheted off concrete. He followed it back to the source and discovered a hulking, humanoid beast. It had to be two stories tall, with curved horns protruding from either side of a flattened, ugly face. It was naked and sexless, its skin a sickly gray and slightly translucent, offering glimpses of pumping organs and … whirring machinery? It stomped forward on powerful legs that ended in cloven hooves and raised its left arm. Instead of a hand, the inflamed, reddened stump bore a cluster of weaponry.

      “That’s a hellbeast?” Sammy scoffed over the wind. “Looks like a fucking cyberdemon from Doom!”

      “It’ll die all the same,” Brooke replied harshly.

      “You ladies ready for a combat drop?” Clarke asked.

      “Oh, hell yeah!” Sammy replied.

      The hellbeast raised its gun-arm and fired. Clarke, Emma, and Ashley broke in three directions. A few shots hit Ashley, but they plinked off her, even from spots not properly covered. A lucky bullet struck Clarke, but his Sanguine Shield took the hit effortlessly.

      The cybernetic hellbeast tried to track Clarke, perhaps guessing he’d be the slowest and easiest target with his passengers, but he wove through the torrent of fire while Emma and Ashley circled around.

      Emma pulled a grenade off her bandolier and chucked it at the monster. It clattered off the creature’s forehead, fell past its torso, and then detonated into a purplish blast. Metallic flower petals lacerated its flesh. The beast bled from a thousand fresh wounds, and it rubbed its face with its only hand, brushing the magical splinters off.

      Ashley flung her spear into the hellbeast’s back, and the weapon sank deep into its corrupted flesh. It roared, arching its back and firing wildly into the air.

      Clarke swooped in from the other side.

      “Now!”

      He released Brooke, and Sammy leaped off, morphing into a pink glider as she descended. Brooke landed atop one shoulder, claws anchoring her in place, and Sammy splashed against the monster’s face. Pink slime writhed about the horned head, collecting around the neck to form a pink innertube⁠—

      —which then contracted.

      The hellbeast bellowed, but this time the sound came out raspy and desperate. Sammy constricted around its throat with mounting force. Ashley landed on its back, gripped her spear, and drove it deeper while Brooke tore through the ligaments holding up its gun-arm.

      The hellbeast dropped to a knee, and the huge gun capping its weaponized limb thumped against concrete, leaving a spiderweb of cracks. It sucked in a hissing, wheezing breath and clawed at Sammy with its huge hand, but she squirmed around its throat, always one step ahead, even as she crushed inward.

      Clarke readied his thirstblade, tucked in his wings, and dove. He shot across the hellbeast at a steep diagonal and cleaved it open from shoulder to hip, landing beside one cloven hoof. Vile entrails and strange mechanisms burst forth from its body, flooding the ground with gray slop and bits of machinery. It dropped to both knees, a long tongue dangling from gray lips.

      The hellbeast let out one last terrible groan. It teetered forward, forehead slamming into the pavement, and then slumped into a hideous, lifeless mound.

      Hepatica, Veronica, and several witches rounded the corner, joined by two werewolf snipers.

      “Thanks for the save, Clarke.” Hepatica jogged up to him, breathing heavily. “We’ll press on toward⁠—”

      A burst of green lightning arced into the sky from the north, attracting everyone’s attention. The font of vampiric energy spasmed, forks of ghostfire clawing at the sky until they sputtered out.

      “Looks like Luna is ahead of schedule,” Veronica commented.

      Clarke keyed his radio. “Team Moon, report.”

      “Team Moon here,” Luna replied, her vocal pitch consistent with her hybrid form. “North Generator is under our control. We’ll need a few minutes to completely wreck the place. Once done, we’ll make our way toward the bunker.”

      “Team Stone here,” Nicholas called out, his voice strained. “Resistance is picking up at the Southwest Generator. If you ask me, someone got a clue and started gathering their remaining forces around this generator. We could use a hand punching through.”

      “Roger that,” Clarke acknowledged. “On our way.”
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        * * *

      

      The wizards were heavily engaged by the time Clarke and company swooped in, landing behind cover near Nicholas. The Southwest Generator was located within a blocky structure over a hundred yards away, and the terrain in between was flat and open.

      To a casual observer, the satellite building’s placement would have appeared unusual since there wasn’t anything else nearby and only a single road connected it to the main complex. To Clarke and the others, its position within the Death Ward triangle made perfect sense.

      Tracers and arcane bolts crisscrossed over a barren stretch of road, and shots zinged against tough siding. The air was heavy with magic, blood, and iron.

      “Report!” Clarke shouted over the rattle of gunfire.

      “Those bastards dug in fast,” Nicholas replied, speaking loudly near one of Clarke’s ears. “I’d say they’ve got about twenty or so people over there, probably a mix of vampires and servants. Summons, too, but the worst part is the golem.”

      “A golem? Just the one?”

      “Yeah, but it’s a handful. I’ve got two men down because of that blasted thing.” He pointed to the wounded on the ground with a third wizard tending to their injuries. “We saw an opening and tried to push them off the generator, but then that thing showed up. We hit it with everything we’ve got, but it shrugged it all off. Had no choice but to fall back.”

      “Sounds like we need to take that golem down if we’re going to break their position.”

      “Agreed, but that thing must be built out of surplus tank armor or something. Destroying it won’t be easy.”

      “Maybe there’s another way, then,” Clarke replied, thinking fast out loud. “It’s a golem, which means there’s a mage controlling it. Kill that vampire, and the golem falls apart.”

      “That could work, assuming whoever created the damned thing is over there. If not, then …”

      “Then we tear it apart the hard way.”

      “Not exactly ideal.”

      “Nicholas,” Clarke said, “one way or another, we need to bring that generator down. If we can’t do this with the wizards you have, then our only option is to wait for Moon or Flower to catch up.”

      A spasm of green lightning erupted in the distance, forking into an empty sky, followed by a zigzag of wild energy emerging from Team Flower’s direction.

      “They’re still busy with their own generators,” Nicholas noted.

      “And will be for several more minutes. Plus they’ll need time to reach us, never mind whatever surprises Belphegor hits them with on the way. The longer we take, the more time our enemy has to mount a proper response.”

      “Oh, trust me, Clarke. I’m well aware.” The wizard gripped his staff more firmly, back straightening. “Mark my words, we’ll bring that generator down. With you and Broken Fang by our side, I know we can do this.”

      “Good. Get ready to push toward the generator.” Clarke turned to the ladies of Broken Fang. “Brooke, Sammy: you’re with the wizards. You advance when they do. Emma, Ashley, you’re with me. Time to give them some air support.”

      “You got it!” Sammy’s pistol slid up through her arm and popped out of her upturned palm. She snatched the weapon out of the air.

      Brooke growled with an approving nod. She crouched near one corner of the building, a hunched mass of fur and muscle. Sammy joined her there, both itching to dash across the open terrain.

      Clarke, Ashley, and Emma spread their wings and shot up into the air. They arced toward the square block of the Southwest Generator building, bullets and blasts of energy spewing from its windows. Some of the enemy combatants were outside, using the walls and corners as cover, but most were hunkered down within the building. A few of the rollup doors had been opened or damaged, but most remained intact.

      The militarized golem stood its ground out in front and looked very much the part of a walking tank. The front of its limbs, torso, and shoulders resembled the smooth, slanted, desert-hued armor of an M1 Abrams main battle tank. Its head was formed from a collection of scopes, lenses, and small dishes, and the long barrel of a howitzer lay across one shoulder. Machine guns had been affixed to its forearms.

      The golem peered up at them with its many sensors and began to raise its weaponry. Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and scarlet chains burst from the ground to ensnare the golem. Its limbs slowed, straining against the magical bonds, and Clarke and company flew over the generator building.

      A few combatants along either side of the building opened fire at them, but those inside could no longer target them. A bullet hit Clarke’s shield and ricocheted off in a brief spray of red energy.

      “Emma, bombs away!” He pointed down at the roof, positioning himself to shield her. “All of them!”

      The succubus yanked a grenade off her bandolier, pulled the pin, and dropped it. She grabbed a second one, released that, and was reaching for a third when the first exploded. A wave of purplish energy blasted a hole in the roof and blew the HVAC unit clear off the side. Another detonation widened the hole, and the third grenade rebounded inside, sounding like a tin bell when it made contact with the floor, then exploded.

      Vampires and their servants screamed. One leaped through a window. Another shouldered through a door. The next grenade boomed, and every window blew outward in showers of glass and petals.

      More explosions followed, one after the other, bathing the interior with violet fire until Emma was out of droppable munitions. A thick green bolt scythed upward past her, indicating that at least one blast had damaged the generator.

      The vampires staggered about, stunned and disorganized, their defensive position in shambles, their golem struggling against bonds of blood magic.

      The wizards chose this moment to charge.

      A cry rose up from Team Stone, and they broke into a sprint, rushing the vampires with rage in their hearts and death on their lips. Sammy emptied her pistol and then whipped an elongated arm out to yank one of the vampires off his feet. Brooke pounced on him and mauled his chest until nothing remained but tattered meat.

      Fornication and Waddle joined the charge. The unicorn skewered a vampire on her horn and blasted him into sparkling, cheerful confetti while the dire turtle plodded forward. Waddle was comparatively slower, but he was also the size of a car, and a plod for him was close to a jog for a human being. A pair of vampires rushed him with swords, and he swept his path with a stream of deadly flame that immolated both of them. They dropped to the ground, screaming, and he crushed them underfoot.

      Spells shot back and forth, and more vampires fell—wizards, too—but the golem remained, empowered by its master’s will. Clarke concentrated, reaching out with senses naturally attuned to vampiric magic. He perceived the invisible threads binding the construct to its creator, saw where they led, and pointed.

      He glanced toward Ashley, and the angel’s eyes gleamed with instant understanding. She threw her spear. It shot through the air like a bright bolt of blue and impaled the vampire through the sternum, pinning him to the ground. Ashley clenched her fist. Golden lightning snapped between her fingers, more arced out of her spear, and the vampire began to smoke like a piece of meat on a spit.

      The golem teetered. Its guns dropped off. Heavy plates thumped into the ground, and then it toppled into a jumbled mess of armor and weapons.
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        * * *

      

      The generator turned out to be a fusion of technology and body horror: a sculpture crafted from metal, flesh, and magic. It resembled a spherical mound of pipes and protrusions with contorted bodies fused into the mass, their mouths open in frozen screams.

      “Mages,” Nicholas uttered, stepping up beside Clarke. The wizard’s face twisted as his team readied a set of spells to blast this generator into oblivion. “Mages kidnapped from their clans. To be used as … parts.” He hissed the last word venomously.

      Clarke clapped a hand on the wizard’s shoulder, and he nodded.

      “I’m fine. Just need to find some more vampires to kill.” He squared his shoulders, then called out: “We ready?”

      “Ready, Loremaster!”

      “Then destroy this damned eyesore already!” he spat.

      The circle of wizards lowered their staffs. Energy scintillated down the shafts, and bolts slammed into the generator. Green lightning forked outward, and the mechanisms flickered. They blasted it again. Cracks formed, and greenish smoke rose from the interior.

      The wizards hit it one last time, and the generator erupted into a burning green pillar. Smoke and sparks and flames rose from the site as Team Stone turned from the ruined generator.

      Tracers lit brief, shallow arcs across the sky from the direction of the bunker’s entrance, and their radios crackled:

      “Clarke!”

      He keyed his radio. “Clarke here. Go ahead, Luna.”

      “Team Moon has reached the bunker entrance, but they’re not letting us in without a fight. Hepatica’s on her way, but we could really use some support. They’re throwing everything they’ve got at us.”

      “Roger that. We’re on our way.” He released his radio and faced the wizard. “Nicholas?”

      “Team Stone, move out!” Nicholas urged his wizards forward with a wide sweep of his staff. “Time to break this bunker wide open!”

      The wizards cheered and whooped as they began to sprint back across the complex. Lady Forn whinnied and galloped ahead while Waddle kept up as best he could.

      “Brooke! Sammy!”

      The slime girl leaped onto his back, and Brooke turned, allowing him to scoop her up in the middle of a jogging leap into the air. Ashley and Emma took to the sky and formed up on either side of him.

      They flew toward the raging battle as Hepatica’s witches clashed with the seething heart of Belphegor’s forces, now guarding the innocent-looking square building Clarke had noted earlier. Gunfire and magical blasts shot back and forth as the werewolves pressed in from the north and the witches from the east, pressuring the vampires, servants, creatures, and constructs guarding what had to be the bunker’s entrance.

      Clarke landed behind a long, rectangular building and approached the edge. He peeked around the corner⁠—

      —only to be forced back by a quick burst of gunfire.

      “Want me to clear the way?” Brooke growled.

      “Not yet. We’ll wait for the wizards to catch up and⁠—”

      “For the Wi-Fi!” Fornication cried, galloping past them straight into the open. She left a rainbow-hued trail of fading sparkles in her wake. Multiple guns opened up, but every shot ricocheted off her with the tinkle of silvery bells. She rammed her horn through one of the defenders, and the poor soul bloated unnaturally before exploding into pastel confetti. Clarke could have sworn he heard children cheering somewhere off in the distance.

      “Or we can go right now,” he said sourly, then: “Broken Fang, charge!”

      Brooke and Sammy rounded the corner while Clarke led the others up and over the building.

      A concrete golem tackled the unicorn. Both went down, and the golem rose first, grabbing the unicorn by her horn. She released a surge of multicolored energy up her horn, but the construct must have been resilient to her magic. Sparkles painted its forearm with rainbows and smiling sunshine but had no other effects.

      The golem lifted the unicorn by her horn.

      “Oh shit!” she cried, a moment before the construct slammed her into the ground. The impact released a spray of colorful glitter along with that childish cheering sound. It lifted her again and brought her down with enough force to crack the earth. The golem did this repeatedly, slamming the unicorn back and forth in rapid succession, each time leaving a painted pastel smear on the ground before it finally flung her into the air in a long arc.

      The unicorn flew past Clarke, screaming:

      “I’ll be back, you filthy sluts!”

      She landed on a roof several dozen yards away.

      Clarke surveyed the ebb and flow of the battle as more combatants poured into the building from unseen levels below, most of them vampires by the stench of their magic. They kept to the structure for cover as their constructs and summons ranged outward, engaging the werewolves and witches more directly.

      Both Team Moon and Team Flower were heavily engaged, each making slow but steady progress toward the central objective, though the knot of vampiric defenders would be a problem once the chaff had been dealt with.

      Notably, those vampires were all bunched up inside, crammed in increasingly tight as reinforcements joined them, and Clarke permitted himself a cruel grin. He’d been practicing a variant of one of his most dependable spells, and the moment to unleash it had finally arrived.

      “I need time to prepare a spell.”

      Both Ashley and Emma dove into action, and he gathered his strength for a decisive blow.

      The spells were so demanding he was forced to dip into his life force. He did so, converting blood into mana to join the nephilim reserves percolating within his body.

      The battle raged before and beneath him. He spread his open hands and cast Wide Boosted Bloodlust on one of the few vampires he could see through a window. The woman crumpled into a fetal ball, her limbs drawn to her own body by powerful arcane suction, neck crooked at a painful angle.

      But that was far from the only effect.

      Vampires around her found themselves yanked off their feet, dragged inexplicably toward her. Some resisted, grabbing hold of any available anchor, but others stumbled and tripped into her, adding to the growing ball of bodies. Outgoing fire faltered, and his allies pressed forward in the brief respite, but that wasn’t the true purpose behind his spell.

      No, he intended to kill as many of them as possible, and he followed up his first spell with Rampant Boosted Blood Boil.

      The vampire at the center of the squirming mass screamed, and smoke poured out of her mouth. Her eyes sizzled like bacon on a skillet. She bloated obscenely, then exploded into a spray of blood and bone.

      Vampires flew in all directions, drenched in scalding blood and shredded by bony shrapnel. That may have been bad enough, given the proximity of the blast, but the spell was far from over. Every vampire touched by the steaming blood began to smoke. Some screamed. Others cursed. A few whimpered in terror. Two ran around wildly, clutching their ruined eyes.

      And then, one by one, they exploded into bloody, infectious bursts of superheated blood.

      That spread the spell to even more vampires, and when they blew up, their blood spread it even farther. Outside the building, golems collapsed and summons began to act erratically, their minds no longer tethered to a commanding presence.

      The delayed staccato of juicy pops rippled through the building, accompanied by screams and panicked cries.

      Until the explosions stopped.

      As did the screams.

      A strange stillness settled over the battlefield, and Clarke landed before an open doorway painted red with vampire blood. Pungent steam exhaled through a large, central rollup door that had been blown apart during the battle. The interior was an abattoir, every surface slick with gore. A paved path angled down toward a huge rectangular door. It was wide enough for two lanes of traffic.

      Clarke approached this entrance, his Empathy sampling the silent awe of his allies. They were astonished by his display of raw power and, perhaps, a little fearful. Thankful, too, that he was on their side.

      None of this fear touched Ashley or his wives. Their thoughts carried only love and pride and gratitude. They knew he would never raise a hand against him, that he would give his life to protect him, and because of that they had nothing to fear.

      Ashley landed beside him and planted one end of her spear against the ground.

      “It seems you’ve opened the way for us,” she said with a slim smile.

      Her smile vanished as a massive passenger plane touched down on the main airfield, with another aircraft’s running lights blinking in the distance, banking into its final approach.
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      “If I were to guess,” Clarke said as he and the team leaders watched the third plane land, “Belphegor’s called in reinforcements.”

      “Who knows if they’re human or vampire,” Hepatica noted. “Or a combination of both.”

      “Whatever they are, they need to be dealt with. Hepatica, Nicholas?”

      The two mages faced him.

      “Hold this position. Keep those reinforcements off our backs. We can’t afford to get pincered inside the bunker.”

      “We’re not going inside with you?” Hepatica asked.

      “Not with those reinforcements flooding the airfield.” Clarke surveyed the bloody carnage around the bunker hatch. “There’s a good chance Belphegor has expended the majority of her forces on site. Now, I don’t doubt for a second she’s held back a few aces, but we should be able to handle whatever’s left.”

      The two senior mages glanced into the bloody interior. None of them questioned his reasoning.

      “Besides,” Clarke continued, “we always knew it was going to be rough for you mages to fight in an enclosed space, especially one we don’t have a good feel for. You’re squishier and more ranged-focused than Team Moon. Out here, you can leverage your strengths to hold this ground more effectively.”

      “Understood. We’ll keep your backs clear.” Hepatica locked eyes with the wizard, who nodded. The pair hurried back to their respective teams and began issuing orders. Teams Flower and Stone mobilized soon after, assuming defensive positions in and around buildings between the bunker entrance and the airfield.

      “What about us?” Luna stepped forward alongside Mason. Their hybrid forms were caked with grime and blood, though how much of the latter belonged to them was hard to tell.

      “Lead Team Moon into the bunker,” Clarke ordered. “Sweep the interior and find us a way down to the Throne. Broken Fang will follow you in and hit anything that gives you trouble.”

      “You’ve got it!”

      Luna and Mason began barking orders. Team Moon formed up, and Luna led the Graycoats down first. The rest of Team Moon hurried inside, and Clarke led Broken Fang in behind them. They followed the road into the bunker, jogging down the steep incline on a path that corkscrewed for a while before leveling off at some sort of underground guard kiosk.

      That’s where Team Moon encountered its first spat of resistance, though it was short lived. Gunfire echoed off concrete walls, followed by vicious howls and abbreviated screams. They pressed forward, deeper into the complex until they came to a wide parking garage with over a dozen military transports next to what might have been a logistical staging area.

      Luna halted the werewolves near the entrance to the parking garage, then called Clarke forward.

      “What do we have?” he asked quietly, crouching beside her.

      “The vampires have set an ambush in the garage.” Luna peeked around the corner, pointing out locations. “There, there, and there. Given the stench, I’d say there are a lot of them. Plus auxiliaries hiding inside those transports. Probably golems and the like.”

      “They’re spread out into a wide arc,” Clarke noted. “Looks like they learned their lesson from the surface.”

      “Right, but check this out. There. Along the far wall. You can see some signage above the entrance.”

      He followed her gaze. “A freight elevator.”

      They both ducked back into cover.

      “I’d bet good money that leads down to the sublevels,” Luna said. “Maybe even all the way to the bottom.”

      “Makes sense. They need some way to move heavy equipment around. But a crafty enemy would have a way to disable that lift. Maybe even trap it with magic or explosives.”

      “True, but most of you in Broken Fang can fly, and you can carry the rest. Why bother calling the lift at all?”

      Clarke nodded, a plan forming in his mind.

      “Luna, have Team Moon hit the ambush. While you have them occupied, Broken Fang will punch through to the freight elevator and take the shaft down as far as it goes. Think you’re up for this?”

      “We can handle ourselves, plus we know the clock’s ticking. Those reinforcements are on their way, and there could be more behind them. So don’t you worry. We’ll plow the road for you.”

      “All right. Then let’s do this. Launch your attack when ready. We’ll follow you in.”

      Luna signaled Mason over while Clarke hurried back to Ashley and the others. He explained the plan to them, and they gathered around the corner, ready to spring into action once the werewolves engaged the vampires.

      A howl rose up amongst the werewolves, and those that had remained in hybrid form set aside their weapons and transformed into full beasts. They roared and snarled and bellowed obscene insults at the vampires, disparaging their ancestry and uncouth closeness to the maternal side of that lineage. They criticized the size of certain parts of the vampires’ anatomy, questioned the functionality of said anatomy and its effectiveness at producing any viable offspring.

      The garage roiled with raw emotions: anger, fear, impatience, and frightfully cold discipline. The vampires held their position while the werewolves psyched themselves up for the final push.

      Luna made a sharp cutting gesture with one large, clawed hand.

      The packs fell silent.

      The entire chamber seemed to hold its collective breath.

      Luna let loose a sonorous howl—the note deep and long and vengeful—and the werewolves launched themselves into the open at full gallops. The vampires opened up, their concave position spewing fire from the entire arc of vehicles while golems and hellish summons tore through the canvas-covered backs of the trucks.

      A handful of werewolves staggered under the onslaught, bullets tearing through their flesh, but more sprinted past, closing the gap rapidly until the two forces collided with the crunch of teeth against bone and the tearing of claws through flesh. Obsidian blades sang through the air, and cries rose from both sides.

      Golems swung heavy, ponderous fists. Skulls cracked. Ribs shattered. Furry bodies flew through the air, only to land deftly, shaking off their injuries to sprint back into the fray.

      Both sides gave this fight their all, and no one showed the slightest hint of falling back. Clarke sensed a rising desperation through his Empathy, and he could guess why. This was the last meaningful defense between them and the Throne. He didn’t doubt more obstacles remained, but Belphegor had committed the remaining bulk of her forces to this fight.

      And the werewolves were tearing them a new one.

      Not quickly. These were vampires ancient and powerful enough to earn a seat before their “Great Mother,” and they fought hard. They were tough and strong and skilled and powerful.

      But it wouldn’t be enough.

      Luna, Mason, and rest of Team Moon would come out on top.

      Which only left the Throne.

      Along with the devil who sat upon it.

      “Now!” Clarke shouted, and Broken Fang followed him into the open.

      They cut a swift path through the vampiric lines, dashing between a pair of now-burning vehicles, then curved around the pieces of a toppled golem before rushing toward the freight elevator entrance. It must have been large enough to accept any one of the military vehicles in the garage, judging by the size of the gate, which was closed. That last obstacle would barely slow them down. Clarke was about to order Brooke forward when the elevator opened, the front gate sliding up into the ceiling.

      Three vampires approached them, looking as if they’d been plucked from a bygone era. They wore Medieval armor: long chainmail hauberks covered with obsidian cuirasses. Conical helms of the same material concealed their faces, and black capes fluttered as they approached. They held a variety of obsidian weapons in their gauntleted fists: a halberd, twin swords, and a staff adorned with small, screaming skulls that could only have belonged to children.

      “Halt, blood knight scum!” the leader spat, his voice rasping with hatred and spittle. “You have dared disturb the Great Mother, and we, her Anointed Defenders, shall be your death!” He slammed his horrific staff into the ground. “You! Shall not! Pass!”

      Clarke cast Boosted Sanguine Prison as he continued to race forward, the rest of Broken Fang not missing a step. Burning white chains ensnared the three elite vampires. Runes blazed across their armor, and they tore their limbs and weapons free.

      “What is this trash?” the leader snarled, the end of one chain clasped in his gauntlet. His armor softened and smoked, but the vampire held the chain firm and then snapped it with a quick jerk. “Is that the best you’ve got?”

      No, Clarke thought coldly. I only need to keep you bunched up for a few more seconds.

      His thirstblade transformed into a white bar. He swung it horizontally and cast Boosted Scarlet Slash. Reality tore asunder under the force of his magic, and a second gash opened straight down the middle of the three vampires. The trio blazed with green runes from head to toe, and metal smoked wherever the attack touched them.

      “Ha-ha-ha!” the leader laughed. “You fool!”

      The glowing, burning, scorching tear in reality bored into the three vampires, and their obsidian began to glow orange.

      “Our armor was gifted to us by Belphegor herself! Your blood magic is useless against⁠—”

      Armor splintered. Flecks of molten glass flew everywhere, and the horizontal Slash carved a deadly path straight through all of their chests. Severed arms dropped to the ground, followed by their shoulders and heads. The bodies remained standing for a few awkward seconds, as if confused by the sudden turn of events, then collapsed into ragged piles.

      Their weapons vanished into flutters of rising, greenish sparks.

      “Yeah, take that, you sad Gandalf wannabes!” Sammy exclaimed. “We’ve got a date with your master!”

      “Into the elevator!” Clarke ordered. “Quick!”

      They hurried in. He found the controls, his eye drawn to one near the bottom, marked with a plaque that read Throne of Shadows.

      “Convenient.”

      He hit the button. The gate closed, and the elevator lurched into motion, descending into the bunker’s depths.

      The sounds of battle faded, replaced with irritatingly cheerful elevator music.

      “It feels like we’re in a loading screen or something.” Sammy retrieved the revolver from her chest. She verified it was fully loaded, then plopped it back in. “Are we there yet?”

      “Can’t rush this,” Brooke quipped. “Must be a lot of files to load into RAM for the final boss.”

      Sammy snorted a quick laugh.

      “Stay focused, everyone,” Clarke said. “Ashley?”

      “We’re heading the right way. I can feel the Throne’s presence, and that of my nemesis.”

      “I can, too. It’s like a distant inversion of your aura. Instead of bright and kind, it’s dark and spiteful. As if she hates everything around her.”

      “In a way, she does. She hates this world and all the life that calls it home.”

      “Oh, wow.” Emma swallowed hard. “Now I feel it, too. We must barely be touching its boundary, but her power is incredible.”

      Doubt crept into her eyes, and Clarke placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “It’s true that we face a foe like no other,” he said. “But there’s no one I’d rather confront her with than the four of you. She may be strong, but together we’re stronger.”

      A wave of love, resolve, and hardened nerves touched him as they continued their descent, the tinny rendition of elevator music playing in the background.

      Less than a minute later, the elevator came to an abrupt, jolting halt.

      Clarke checked the control panel. They were only halfway down. He hit the button a few times, but nothing happened.

      “I was wondering how long they’d take before shutting down our ride,” he said. “Seems we’re on our own for the rest. Brooke, mind tearing us a hole?”

      “With pleasure!” she growled with a wide grin.
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        * * *

      

      Brooke tore the gate open, and Clarke entered an opulent lounge, thirstblade ready. The wide, high-ceilinged space was well lit with expensive furniture: leather couches and chairs, richly carved tables so deeply varnished they were almost black, intricate obsidian plinths displaying vases or jewelry or other expensive artifacts. Huge landscape paintings adorned the walls, and while they were undoubtedly exquisite, all of them contributed to the ominous atmosphere.

      A storm on the horizon.

      The burning of a Medieval city.

      A graveyard fallen into decay.

      Clarke swept the lounge with eyes and ears, Empathy and magic.

      No one was there to greet them.

      He lowered his blade a hair as Ashley and the others gathered behind him.

      “Wow.” Sammy stuck her fists on her hips. “Belphegor’s got crap taste in decor.”

      “I think we’re alone,” Brooke snarled. “If anyone’s close, they’re well hidden. Clarke?”

      “Same here. I don’t sense anyone except Belphegor.” He pointed toward the only exit. “Let’s go.”

      They proceeded deeper into the level, past living quarters, a cafeteria with human body parts on the menu, and several large offices, all of them decorated with the same grim taste. One long corridor featured tall, glass-fronted displays with clothed skeletons. Each window was a glimpse into the past: a 1920’s mobster firing a tommy gun, a knight in full plate armor, a German soldier from World War II, and so many more.

      “What are these?” Clarke asked quietly, sword held high, eyes ever alert.

      “Belphegor’s favored servants throughout the ages,” Ashley replied.

      “Creepy,” Sammy muttered.

      They pressed on, and their surroundings became more technical than opulent with huge generators thrumming in the background or underneath their feet. Utility lines cut across the ceiling or dangled down walls, all leading toward the same place.

      “Clarke,” Ashley said after a while, keeping pace at his side. “I have a favor to ask.”

      “Name it.”

      “I’d like you to give me a chance to speak with Belphegor.”

      He glanced over and saw the sincerity in her eyes.

      “There’s a chance I can convince her to leave this plane,” the angel explained. “A small chance, I’ll admit, but one I believe worth pursuing.”

      “You really think she’d just give up after all this time? The two of you have been going at this for a thousand years. She’s basically enslaved our entire world in that time. Has she ever shown any hesitation when facing you?”

      “No. Everything you’ve said is true, but the possibility exists and, more than that, I feel strangely compelled to try.”

      “Why? She’s a devil and you’re an angel. You don’t owe her a thing.”

      “True but …” Ashley hesitated, then smiled sadly. “You’ll understand when you see her.”

      “Ashley?” He wasn’t sure what to make of that last statement.

      “The important part is Belphegor has no true attachment to this world. Her task here is a burden to her, one she may choose to abandon, if given the choice.”

      “I see.”

      “Will you grant me this one favor? I won’t argue the point if you say no.”

      He let out a long, thoughtful exhale, then nodded slowly.

      “If you think we can end this without fighting her, then I say go for it. It’s worth a shot.”

      “Thank you.” Her smile warmed, and her halo brightened. “I know I’m being somewhat evasive, and I appreciate you affording me the benefit of the doubt.”

      They reached a heavy set of double doors. Brooke stepped forward, claws gleaming, but the doors slid aside before she reached them, revealing a vast circular chamber with a bridge leading to an inner platform.

      The Throne of Shadows was more machine than chair. The seat itself was based around a single piece of blackest obsidian, possessing large armrests and a back that reached absurdly high until it split into bundles of cables, conduits, and pipes. Those lines connected to the convoluted machinery that formed the ceiling, its components twisting in on themselves so much it resembled a giant mechanical brain.

      More machinery lined the pit around the central platform, descending toward the dark depths below. Clarke couldn’t see the bottom from this angle.

      Two people awaited them, and both were a shock.

      Baxter Redpeak stood attentively beside the throne, resplendent in his frock coat and top hat. His eyes found Clarke’s immediately, and he favored the blood knight with an eager grin.

      Beside him, a beautiful blonde reclined lazily atop the throne, her shapely legs hanging over one armrest and her dark feathery wings draped over the other. She wore a black sleeveless vest to cover her ample bosom, held in place with a single precarious button. Her black pleated skirt led to black stockings and high-heeled boots. Her skin was fair and flawless, and her eyes were the vivid green of emeralds. A luminous green halo hovered above golden locks.

      The devil Belphegor—mother of all vampires—reached into the punchbowl on her lap, retrieved what looked like a Double Stuf Oreo, and plopped it into her mouth. She chewed slowly, observing Broken Fang’s approach with a tiresome expression.

      Clarke crossed the bridge with Ashley at his side. She and Belphegor could have passed for sisters in more mundane circumstances.

      “What’s going on here?” Sammy muttered.

      “She’s a devil,” Clarke whispered back, finally understanding. “A fallen angel.”

      That simple statement had far worse implications than his wives may have realized. They’d all seen what Ashley could do—and what she could endure. She’d been crushed and smashed and pulverized any number of ways, been scorched by dragon’s breath and come away from all that without so much as a nick. He truly had no concept of what it took to actually harm her.

      And now they stood before a foe just as powerful, if not more so.

      A jolt of fear flashed through Clarke, cold and clammy. He pushed it down, forced it aside as they stopped before the Throne’s wide base.

      “Sandalphon.” The devil’s voice possessed a rich, almost musical quality, yet held no warmth or welcome.

      “Belphegor,” Ashley replied simply.

      “It’s been a while.” The devil retrieved another Oreo and munched on it. She continued speaking with her mouth full. “You certainly kept me waiting.”

      “I’d apologize for our tardiness, but your servants seemed intent on preventing our arrival.”

      “It would have been nice if they had.” Belphegor swallowed. “Useless, the entire lot of them. Couldn’t stop one measly sycophant to the False Creator.”

      “You would be wise not to speak so casually of our⁠—”

      “And what if I do?” Belphegor sat up a little, one hand rummaging for another cookie. “We were all lied to; you and the others simply refuse to accept it. Creation isn’t supposed to be neat and orderly and full of these … things!”

      She gestured toward Ashley’s companions.

      “Don’t you see? Creation isn’t supposed to be thought and philosophy and art and charity and feelings.” She seemed ready to gag at that last word. “It’s supposed to be flame and radiation and the implacable march of entropy until the last proton dies. It’s chaos and vacuum and cosmic rays and event horizons and the crushing madness of infinity and forever. That is the proper order of things! Not these uppity protein strings strutting about like they own the place!”

      “You were always blind to the true beauty of creation,” Ashley replied calmly. “And how its magnificence can be found in the smallest of corners.”

      “And you’ve grown too accustomed to being small!” The devil sighed wearily and sank back into her throne. “Well, you’re here now. What of it?”

      “I have an ultimatum for you.” Ashley clacked the end of her spear against the floor. “You will depart Earth and this entire plane of existence, never to⁠—”

      Belphegor snorted.

      “Never to return,” Ashley finished. “Face it, Belphegor, you’ve lost. Your⁠—”

      “My plans are in shambles and I’d be better off fleeing this plane than facing you? That you and this rabble will kill me if I don’t? That you, in your weakened state, have the gall to believe you stand the slightest chance against me? Is that what you were about to say?”

      Ashley frowned ever so slightly.

      Belphegor rolled her eyes and swung her legs off the armrest.

      “You poor, misguided fool. You always were the dim one. Your ultimatum suffers from a critical flaw. In order for it to carry weight, you need to stop me. You need to kill me, and I don’t think you can.”

      She set her cookie bowl aside and rose to stand defiantly before her throne. Her green halo blazed as she shook out her dark wings and summoned an obsidian trident into her outstretched hand. The base sparked when it touched the ground, and the tips crackled. Her shirt burst into flames, turning to ash in moments as an obsidian breastplate took its place. More armor materialized over her forearms, lower legs, and the upper edges of her wings.

      Redpeak’s outline fuzzed. He seemed to both stand still and turn to the side, leaving a ghostly afterimage in his wake. Both versions solidified, and then the Redpeak in motion left another afterimage, followed by several more.

      A dense line of Redpeaks faced Broken Fang with glee in their eyes and sinister smiles on their lips. They snapped their hands out, and paired daggers appeared.

      Clarke raised his thirstblade, and Ashley her spear. Brooke spread her claws, Sammy brought up her fists, and Emma readied her shotgun.

      “Very well.” Ashley spread her wings, and her halo blazed like the sun. “Let this be our final battle.”

      Belphegor cocked her head and smirked at them, as if to say “Is this all you’ve got?” She gave them a small headshake and raised her trident.

      “So be it,” she declared with finality to match the grave.
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      Clarke swung, and his thirstblade flashed against Redpeak’s crossed daggers. The vampire pulled back, whirled to the side, and thrust, but Clarke swept the attack aside with a rising edge. Another Redpeak darted in from behind, and Clarke took to the air, crimson sword clashing against obsidian. He shot past the first, beheading it with a swift stroke.

      The shadow dissolved into black smoke.

      “Yes!” The other vampiric shadow cackled. “Show it to me, blood knight! Show me what I’ve yearned for!”

      The throne room had devolved into a chaotic melee with the Redpeaks everywhere.

      They weren’t as strong as the singular shadow Clarke had faced at the mansion. Even a vampire as ancient as Redpeak had limits, and spreading his magic and concentration clearly taxed it, but those shadows were more than enough to occupy Clarke and his wives. He’d made several attempts to disengage to help Ashley against Belphegor, but Redpeak seemed intent on preserving his master’s duel with the angel.

      Brooke roared and shredded another shadow, only to be assaulted from behind by two more. Sammy covered the werewolf’s back, pulverizing one while tripping the second with a whiplike arm. Emma landed beside the slime girl and pumped the shadow full of enchanted buckshot.

      The shadow fizzled, but more rushed in while Ashley and Belphegor fought their own private war. The two immortals flew about the chamber as blurs of gold and green, weapons clashing, energies sparking, spells flying. They moved almost too fast for Clarke to follow, each of them a deadly whirlwind.

      One of the Redpeaks charged Clarke, but he sidestepped, swatting the attack aside. The shadow came at him again, slashing his daggers horizontally like the detached blades of a scissor. Their weapons locked, scintillating with terrible energies.

      “I should thank you,” Redpeak declared, grinning.

      “Whatever for?” Clarke shoved the vampire back. They parted, then circled each other.

      “You have lived up to—no, you’ve exceeded all my expectations.” He pointed a dagger at Clarke. “You’re the challenge I’ve sought! My search is at an end!”

      “Congratulations!” Clarke spat. He shot in, cutting down at a diagonal. The shadow raised a dagger to block, but the weapon shattered into black splinters, and Clarke cut him down.

      He vanished into dark, swirling mist.

      “Fuck!” Brooke snarled, tossing aside the top half of a Redpeak. It struck the floor and spread into a fading smear. “Fighting these things is like punching the air! Nothing I throw lands!”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.” Sammy took up position behind Brooke, fists up like a boxer. “No matter how many we take down, more keep on coming.”

      Emma blew the head off a shadow then pumped her shotgun. She backed away, joining Clarke and her fellow wives in a tight circle. Redpeak shadows formed a loose ring around them, all of them wearing the same manic grin.

      “Where are these things coming from?” Brooke snarled.

      “The real Redpeak must be close,” Clarke said, eyes dancing from shadow to shadow, thirstblade held at the ready. “No way he can both control and replenish these shadows from afar.”

      “Yeah, but where’s he hiding?” Sammy asked. “The new ones just poof out of thin air.”

      “Physically, yes,” Emma observed. “But magically, they seem to be seeping upward as they take form.”

      “’Upward’?” Clarke spun, catching sight of the deep, mechanized pit circling the throne. “There!”

      He spread his wings and took a running leap into the air. A pair of Redpeaks moved to block his path, but he cut one down, even as the second’s blade sparked against his Sanguine Shield. He shot past, then slowed, hovering over the dark pit.

      “Redpeak!” he shouted, and cast Aura of Judgment. His wings and halo flashed with ruby light, and the pit’s depths shone as if hit by a red-lensed camera flash.

      Every Redpeak shadow flinched in perfect unison, raising the same arm to shield their faces from above. Brooke, Sammy, and Emma sprang into action, taking out half a dozen shadows before they regained their collective senses. More began to take shape, bodies coalescing in the dark corners of the massive chamber, but Clarke ignored them.

      He locked eyes with a Redpeak at the base of the throne’s utility pit.

      No, not a Redpeak.

      The Redpeak.

      He dove straight toward the real vampire, who flashed a delirious smile, even as he backpedaled hurriedly.

      Clarke landed on one knee, broad wings spread, thirstblade drawn to his side. He met Redpeak with a low, cold gaze and rose to his feet. The two combatants faced off, the din of battle above muted by the distance.

      “You have my sincerest gratitude.” The vampire removed his top hat and bowed theatrically, though his muscles remained tense, coiled and ready for a sudden burst of motion.

      “Whatever for?”

      “Win or lose, you’ve already granted me my deepest desire. I was right to come back here alone.” He tossed his hat aside like a tall frisbee and spread his daggers. “Now. Let us see which of us is stronger. Come at me, blood knight!”

      Clarke burst forward, skimming over a rat’s nest of pipes and cables. Their weapons met in a blinding flash of red and green. Lightning spat from their weapons, and a pipe burst open. It whistled as the pit began to fill with greenish gas.

      Clarke pressed in, his thirstblade forming a brutal arc of red, and Redpeak fell back. The vampire was fast and skilled, but each of Clarke’s swings carried the weight and power and fury of a nephilim blood knight. Of a man, a protector, a lover, and a husband. The memories of the fallen, the lives that had been given to get him here empowered him, granted him strength and purpose far beyond what he’d arrived with, and the vampire struggled to keep up with his vicious flurry of attacks.

      Yet that maddening grin never left Redpeak’s lips, even as his brow creased with effort. His daggers were dark blurs, his movements precise. He was ancient beyond understanding, powerful beyond reckoning. A terror like no other, second only to his master. Uncountable men and women had fallen to his blades. He’d bathed greedily in violent excesses for ages, and risen the victor after every clash.

      But now, here at the end, he staggered back from blow after blow, nearly in full retreat.

      “Yes!” he cried. “Yes! Show it to me! Show me all you are!”

      Dark energies swirled within the vampire, and he struck Clarke with Boosted True Death. The spell smothered Clarke with suffocating darkness, even as it filled his lungs with an airless exhale from the tomb; every inch of his skin prickled, but that’s as far as the attack went. A light welled up within him, burning bright and pure and golden, and the spell evaporated against this radiance.

      Redpeak’s trump card had failed, but he didn’t know it. His eyes widened, watchful for an opening that would never come.

      Clarke’s mind whirred through all the possible paths their duel could take, plotting courses through the future in an instant. His instincts as a fighter kicked in, subconscious and unrefined, yet tempered enough to have seen him through fangs and death and one close call after another.

      His mind came to a conclusion, even though it never rose to the forefront of conscious thought. He flinched, lowering his guard enough to tease the vampire with the promise of sweet, sweet victory.

      The bait worked.

      Redpeak’s eyes gleamed with a sudden surge of hope, and he lunged, pouring everything into one final, reckless attack.

      Clarke’s guard snapped up at the last moment. Their blades clashed, and the two men shot past each other, thirstblade hewing through flesh in a spray of blood. Redpeak’s left hand flew off, and the dagger hit the ground and shattered.

      Clarke spun in a rapid pirouette, arm extended, blade singing through the air⁠—

      —and through Redpeak’s neck.

      “Gah!” the vampire gasped, clutching his throat with both hands. Blood pulsed, seeping through his fingers in an arterial river. He dropped to his knees, cackled joyfully one last time, then collapsed forward. His head fell from his shoulders and rolled until it became wedged in the crook of a conduit.

      The severed head seemed to regard Clarke with vacant eyes, still grinning.

      “ASHLEY!” Emma cried from high above, and Clarke’s gaze snapped skyward.

      A golden explosion split the air, and more pipes burst within the utility pit.

      Clarke shot up the pit like a bullet loosed from a gun. He burst into the open, spread his wings, and hovered near the ceiling, searching frantically. The last of Redpeak’s copies were fading away into ghostly mist, and his eyes swept over them without seeing.

      Until they met a vision so terrible it froze him.

      Ashley lay sprawled on the ground, wings charred, breastplate cracked, spear rolling away from her limp fingers. Belphegor planted a triumphant heel on her chest. The angel raised her head and glared at the devil with fierce defiance. She coughed, eyes never wavering as blood like molten gold trickled from her lips.

      Belphegor raised her trident in a high, double-handed grip.

      Clarke had only begun to call out when Belphegor plunged the trident into Ashley’s chest. The angel screamed and Belphegor ripped the trident out in a spray of liquid gold. The angel’s scream faded, falling off into lifeless silence. She collapsed back into a pool of her own luminous blood.

      Ashley Smith—the angel Sandalphon, protector of this world and lover to the last blood knight—had fallen in battle.
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        * * *

      

      The chamber seemed to pause for a cold, brutal, empty moment—and then it sprinted into furious action once more.

      Brooke spread her arms and loosed an ear-splitting roar, spittle flying from her gums. She emptied her lungs, ears back, teeth bared, then charged the devil. Sammy joined her while Emma swooped in.

      Belphegor scoffed with a bored headshake and twirled her trident.

      “Get away from her!” the slime girl shouted, trails of pink tears leaking from her eyes. She reached the devil first, one engorged fist pulled back for a mighty swing.

      Belphegor swiped the air with her trident; the tips barely grazed Sammy, but dark energy rippled through her, and she flew aside like a fly struck by a huge swatter. She crashed into the far wall, splattering in a wide, pink smear that dripped onto the floor.

      Brooke bellowed with heartbroken rage and leaped to tackle the devil. Belphegor sidestepped the lunge with almost casual ease and thrust with her trident. The trio of points pierced through Brooke’s legs above the knee, rending muscle and shattering bone. Brooke struck the ground on her side, and one leg landed several yards away, joined to her by a ribbon of blood. She rose to her hands and knee, yellow eyes filled with rage, jaws wide.

      Belphegor spun in a quick circle and loosed a kick that cracked savagely against Brooke’s lower jaw. The werewolf flew back until she landed in a jarring, crunching roll. She came to rest against the far wall in a furry heap and let out a low, horrible whimper.

      Emma unloaded shot after shot, but the enchanted pellets bounced off Belphegor, regardless of whether they landed on armor or skin. She smirked at the succubus and snapped her fingers.

      The shotgun exploded in Emma’s hands. Bits of metal and plastic tore through her Sanguine Shield, which disintegrated into a shower of reddish motes. The succubus cried out, palms lacerated, eyes shut, left cheek bleeding from a deep cut. Belphegor hit her with a wave of ethereal force, and she flew back. The devil spread her wings as if intent on pursuit, but her attention soon snapped to Clarke.

      “GET AWAY FROM THEM!”

      He dove, swinging his thirstblade. She spread her wings, floated back several yards, then landed with clicks of her heels. She raised her trident and regarded him with curious care.

      “So you’re the superweapon meant to be my undoing. I must say I’m sorely disappointed. Is this really all she was able to manage after a thousand years? This boy?”

      Clarke approached the devil, sword ready, eyes locked on her, every muscle in his body tensed.

      “She’s sent you to your death, boy,” Belphegor continued, “whether you realize it or not. You’re the ‘sacrificial lamb’ to be burned atop a pyre built from her failures. No mere mortal stands the slightest chance against me.”

      Clarke and Belphegor faced off. His stance was low and primed, hers high and casual, trident at her side.

      “Permit me this moment to elaborate on your despair. You believe Sandalphon and I are equals? That you merely face her dark reflection? Reality couldn’t be farther from that ignorant fantasy. Of the two of us, I have always been the stronger, and the Sandalphon you knew was a weak imitation of her former glory.”

      “All that may be true,” Clarke replied, surprised by how cold and level his voice came out. “But you’re not unbeatable.”

      “Where there’s a will, there’s a way?” She chuckled darkly. “How very human of you. Well then, human, face me. If you dare.” Her emerald eyes gleamed with malice.

      Clarke spread his wings and launched himself forward. Their weapons clashed in a brilliant burst of competing energies. He pulled back, darted to the side, and struck again. Then again and again.

      Belphegor’s guard was perfect, both in strength and technique. She moved with fluid economy, every stroke precise and without waste. He struck at her repeatedly, but her trident didn’t so much as waver with any of the blows.

      He backed away, mind searching for a weakness to exploit.

      He cast Sanguine Prison, but the chains dissolved as soon as they touched her. He cast Blood Boil, but she merely shook her head in a scolding manner. He hit her with Scarlet Slash, but she didn’t even bother to dodge.

      “‘Boy’ is too good for you,” Belphegor taunted. “‘Infant’ would be better. Or perhaps ‘germ.’ You truly don’t understand what you face. You believe Sandalphon and I are, what? A thousand or so years old? We were ancient long before we came to this world. Your tiny, stunted excuse for a mind can’t possibly conceptualize what we are.”

      “For a superior being, you sure do run your mouth a lot.”

      “If you wish for me to skip to the end, I’m more than happy to oblige.”

      Belphegor shot forward, and Clarke barely blocked in time. The impact gonged up through his arms, and he staggered back. She came in again, and he swept his sword up to deflect her attack. The terrible force of the impact threw his guard up and back, and she thrust in. He pulled away, barely managing to turn certain death into a stepping retreat.

      Belphegor pressed on, harrying him with attack after attack, battering his defenses relentlessly. Forget offense; it took all his strength and skill just to keep her from skewering him!

      A dreadful chill settled over him as they fought. Belphegor was too much for him, and he knew it. Her technique was impeccable, and her power eclipsed his own. There was no edge to exploit, no trick that would save him now. Ashley had fallen, and his wives would soon join her if he failed them here and now.

      He forced those thoughts from his mind and fought on, around the pit’s perilous drop, across the bridge, then up and over the throne’s dais. He drew upon every drop of strength, gathered all that remained, all he had, and poured everything back into this fight.

      He fought and fought and fought.

      But he knew, with a strange detached certainty, that it wouldn’t be enough.

      One of his rings glowed, and strength surged into him. Another ring blazed, and then another, but not with the crimson hue of bonded blood.

      No, these three rings shined on his left hand with a golden light, tinged with the red of his magic. Strength and vitality and mana resonated within him, accompanied by love and hope and the certainty of their belief in him.

      He knew the sources without looking, but he still chanced a quick glance.

      His wives had gathered beside Ashley, whose eyes still gleamed despite the life bleeding from her chest. Brooke, Sammy, and Emma crouched beside her, propping the angel up, all of their hands clasped tightly.

      Their bond rings shone like tiny suns, connecting him to them—and through them to Ashley. He didn’t know how this was possible. Perhaps some of the celestial magic he’d gifted to each of them now allowed them to serve as conduits to Ashley’s angelic power.

      But the result was clear. And in this final battle, that was all he needed.

      His three wives gifted him with all they had, and through them Ashley added her own. Three of the four rings on his left hand blazed hot against his skin, warming without scorching, shining without blinding.

      No, he realized suddenly. Not three rings.

      All four!

      The last blazed a bright red, but even this one carried a hint of gold mingled with a sensation of falling petals. Ixia had somehow sensed his desperate need, separated by an unknowable distance of time and space as she waited within Ashley’s citadel. Her will, her love, her desire for victory reached him as well.

      He was connected to all of them in that moment: the angel and his wives. A river composed of love and energy poured into him, filled him, empowering him with their wishes for a brighter future.

      Clarke’s halo and wings turned white, and Belphegor squinted at the sudden glare. But not Ashley, and not his wives. They watched him unflinchingly, his light shining but not blinding. He raised the white bar of his thirstblade, now extending into a broadsword of light sheathed in a radiant aura.

      Belphegor met his eyes, still squinting. His lips curled back, and she bared her teeth. She now saw the threat he posed, understood the depths of Sandalphon’s plans, and knew with stark certainty that he could not be permitted to exist.

      Clarke’s thoughts mirrored hers, and he readied himself for what he knew he had to do. For all Belphegor’s pronouncements of superiority, there was one thing he understood far better than her:

      Self-sacrifice.

      The two combatants set their stances, Belphegor’s no longer high and mocking. Clarke drew his blade back with one hand and held out the other, palm open. They tensed, waiting … watching …

      Belphegor launched herself forward, and Clarke met her head on, roaring with the defiance of a world. He let the center prong of her trident pierce his hand, then yanked the weapon aside.

      Belphegor’s eyes widened in shock, her torso fully exposed to his thrust. The tip of his blade met her obsidian breastplate and bored through in a spray of molten metal. He sank the sword into her, piercing her heart. The glowing blade punched out her back in a gush of oily ichor.

      Belphegor gasped, coughing up more black, vile fluid. The trident slipped from her fingers, and the center prong came free of Clarke’s palm. He twisted his blade and drove it in to the hilt, forcing her back until he pinned her to the Throne of Shadows.

      She gurgled, staring down at her pierced chest in disbelief. Clarke wrenched the blade out, splattering the floor with a ribbon of oily filth. He gripped the weapon with both hands, one screaming at him and bleeding.

      Belphegor looked up at him, lips curling back as fury eclipsed fear, teeth slick with the fluid of her life.

      Clarke swung with all his strength, and his blade struck her neck. Her bare skin resisted the blade, but only for an instant before he hewed through with a mighty shout. She glared at him for one final, terrible, hate-filled moment before her head toppled off.

      Her body slumped to the ground, black filth pouring out of her neck. He held the white thirstblade out and Drained the fallen angel’s tremendous life force. His hand healed instantly, and he guided the surplus down his left arm and through his bond rings.

      His three wives gasped as fresh vitality entered them, filled them, and passed through them to reach the dying angel, whose hands they still clutched. A rich overflow poured into all of them. The angel’s eyes snapped wide and she sucked in a sharp breath. Emma’s wounds on her hands and face closed, Sammy’s slime brightened to a vivid pink, and Brooke’s severed leg began to regenerate at a startling pace.

      Clarke held that pose with sword extended, acting as a conduit for the women of Broken Fang as they had done for him, filling them with life until their wounds were healed and they rose to join him beside the Throne of Shadows.

      Only then did he lower his weapon.

      Ashley and his wives looked upon him with such heartfelt admiration. He returned their gazes with a simple, if somewhat weary, smile.

      “You did it,” Ashley uttered softly, almost as if she didn’t believe her own words. Her breastplate remained cracked, but the chest underneath was as flawless as ever, and her wings were fully mended.

      “We’re not done yet,” Clarke replied gently. “Head back up top, all of you. Help our allies fall back through the Portal. I’ll follow once I’m done here.”

      “As you wish, my love.” Ashley turned, leading his wives toward the exit.

      No more words were exchanged in that moment.

      Such was their faith in him, and he in them.

      Clarke climbed the dais, his wings and halo reverting to red. He swatted the cookie bowl aside, then sat upon the Throne of Shadows.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Clarke’s perception of reality changed as soon as he sat down. The Throne recognized his presence and wedded its arcano-technic amplifiers to his power. His eyes remained open, staring at the chamber entrance, but his mind perceived far more. A plethora of options danced through his thoughts, and he reached out and enabled any that would increase the device’s range and power. An urgent warning screamed in his mind as the Throne strained under his sudden demands, but he silenced it with a sharp thought.

      The seat of Belphegor’s power thrummed with potential, even as pipes below whistled with added stress. He could have cast the counterspell then and there, blanketing the world with purifying magic.

      But he didn’t.

      For there were several tasks he needed to complete first.

      He started by casting Far Sight.

      A figment of the world materialized in his mind’s eye, and he spun it and zoomed in, centering on a familiar city. A detailed vision of Chester Creek unfolded before him, overlaying his reality. He couldn’t quite see the city, but he could perceive nodes of power moving about its streets. The hunters swarming the city were in a state of bewilderment and chaos, some leaving to join a battle they’d never reach, others staying to pursue a mission they’d never complete.

      Their presence was merely a symptom of a deeper truth; Chester Creek was now a target for all vampires: home of the last blood knight and sanctuary to his wives and closest allies. From this day forward, the city and all who lived there would be imperiled, never knowing when a vampire or three would show up, seeking revenge or power or the simple thrill of facing the best.

      It would never again be safe.

      Unless he took action.

      Clarke let the spell Hyacinth Grey had gifted him infuse his mind. Its power seeped through every fiber of his being, every conduit of the Throne, and he cast Greater Anti-Vampiric Ward, cloaking the entirety of Chester Creek and all the lands around it for miles with the power of his protection.

      Every vampire in the city dropped to their knees in unison, and each of their bonded mates convulsed from the sudden backlash scorching through their rings. Even their thralls, summons, and constructs weren’t safe from the absolute might of the Ward.

      The vampires and their minions clutched at their faces, chests, or stomachs, curling up into pained balls, screaming in agony until their lungs were empty. Their flesh sizzled from the inside out like meat left too long in the microwave, and smoke rose from their every orifice. Some caught fire, burning alive until nothing remained but ash. Others crisped over into statues of char that then crumpled to dust and bones.

      A few—those closest to the Ward’s boundary—managed to slink away on desperate hands and knees, but that too was acceptable. They had tasted the sting of the last blood knight’s wrath, and they would carry word of Chester Creek’s defenses wherever they fled.

      He locked the Ward in place, fortified it, then wove a simple exception into the spell for Veronica and Vlad.

      His vision zoomed out, then whirled across the globe, settling at last upon Castle Bran. He couldn’t see the facilities constructed underneath Dracula’s castle, but he didn’t need to. He knew they existed, and he energized the Throne’s amplifiers with the spell gifted to him by Dahlia Grey.

      He cast Inferno, and the clouds above Castle Bran darkened into angry pitch. They roiled and fumed, and a fire seemed to brew from within. A tornado born from hell itself descended from that cloud, widening until it touched down, enveloping the entire castle. Its spires melted. Shingles caught fire. Wooden beams charred, and stone blocks turned a ruddy red.

      The heat of a forge savaged the entire castle. Liquid metal and ash swirled, and its great walls sagged into molten pools. Vicious winds tore at the earth itself, boring down through layers of rock and concrete until its fury reached the Academy of Silence.

      No one was left alive by the time the storm cleared, leaving behind a smoothed, volcanized crater where once the vampires had trained their most gifted killers.

      Clarke pulled back, zooming outward with his Far Sight until he saw the whole world as if from a satellite in space. He could have cast the counterspell then. That had been the original plan, after all, but he didn’t. Instead, he cast Aura of Courage, blanketing the entire world with its calming effects. The resulting spell was far stronger than anything even Ashley could manage, and its power would linger for days. Weeks perhaps.

      Long enough to smooth the uncertain road ahead.

      That was the idea, at least.

      Then, and only then, did he cast the counterspell.

      Its magic rippled across the globe, undoing the control spells and hexes binding all of humanity, both common and demi. He couldn’t feel its effects from atop the Throne—he sat within the eye of the hurricane—but he sensed the onset of sweeping change through his Far Sight.

      He rose from the Throne of Shadows, crossed the bridge, and faced it once more.

      Its cables shook, conduits shuddered, and pipes vented as gas fumed up from the pit. He cast Inferno into his hand and flung the glowing orb. The spell burst into living fire that reduced the entire abomination to slag. He spread his wings and shot back across the complex, up through the freight elevator shaft, and then out to the surface.

      He landed beside his wives, who stood by the Portal of Gold. Ashley had moved it next to the bunker’s entrance.

      “All allies have fallen back to Aureum Arcem,” the angel reported. “Furthermore, local vampiric forces are in full retreat. We may leave this place at your leisure, my love.”

      “Good. Then let’s not keep our friends waiting.”

      He joined his lovers, and the five of them passed through the Portal of Gold together.
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      Clarke took stock of their injuries and losses once everyone was back at the mansion. They were bloody and terrible, but still far less than he’d feared. Around a fifth of their overall forces were dead, and nearly everyone who’d survived had suffered some form of injury. About half of those would require magical treatment in order to survive.

      It could have been worse. Far, far worse.

      But it was still a gut-wrenching sight to behold as he paced through the mansion’s basketball court. The wounded were everywhere. Both Hepatica and Nicholas had requested permission to summon additional healing aid, and he’d granted it immediately. More mages were on their way, and nearly everyone who still drew breath would survive, but so many of them suffered from a mixture of physical and magical harm.

      Clarke made a slow circuit of the court, a part of him expecting to be shunned. Or perhaps to be the subject of sharp looks of recrimination. His decisions had led to their suffering, after all, but he saw nothing of the sort. Instead, the injured smiled at him, or wept tears of joy. Some even rose from their beds, eager to show him respect as he passed, much to the frustration of the mages attending them.

      One young witch had lost her eyes in the battle, but she still sensed his presence and sat up eagerly, stretching her arm to him. She asked him to hold her hand, if only for a little while, and he did, kneeling beside her cot and steadying her shaking fingers between his palms.

      He assured her her eyesight would be returned. That between all the mages present and the healing power of his wives, she would be made whole again. All of them would. Her response surprised and, to a certain degree, embarrassed him.

      She drew his arm closed and kissed the back of his hand, thanking him over and over again.

      He rose and completed his circuit, stopping beside Brooke. She stood near a line of bodies covered in runic blankets. They hadn’t brought back all the bodies—in a few cases, there wasn’t enough left—but those they had would be interred with the greatest of honors under the traditions of both mage and shifter.

      “The price was high,” the wolf girl said softly. Her words wavered, yet she stood tall, her ears upright. She continued after a while. “So very, very high. I’ve lost friends, and I’ve lost family.”

      “I’m so sorry, Brooke. If there had been another way …”

      He trailed off, not sure what else to say.

      “Clarke.” She faced him. “I don’t often ask you for favors. You are my alpha. The relationship between us isn’t, and never will be, that of equals. But this time.” She paused, choking on her words, eyes glistening. “This time, I have something to ask of you.”

      “You have only to name it.”

      “Don’t apologize for what we did today.” Her eyes were on the edge of tears, yet filled with fierce certainty. “Yes, my heart aches for the friends and family I’ll never see again. Our pack paid a high price, but we did so because we believed in the mission. And in you.”

      She took hold of his forearms.

      “And we were right to do so, my alpha and my husband. So please … never again.”

      He nodded to her, slowly and solemnly.

      “Never again. You have my word.”

      “Thank you.” She drew him close and rested her head against his shoulder. He embraced her, stroking her hair.

      Only then did she begin to weep.
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        * * *

      

      “Clarke, may I have a minute of your time?” Ashley said, finding him outside the basketball court.

      “Of course. What do you need?”

      “A private word. It’s important and I wish to ensure you hear about it first.”

      He gestured to an unoccupied room nearby, and they both slipped inside. Ashley shut the door behind them. She placed a hand on the wall, and he sensed a Concealment spell soaking into the surface.

      “Must be serious,” he remarked.

      “It is a deeply personal matter.” She knitted her fingers, eyes downcast. “First, I must give fair warning. What I’m about to say may shock you, but I assure you it’s not as bad as it sounds.”

      “Okay. Not the best way to start a conversation, but there it is.” He stood a little straighter. “All right. Hit me with it.”

      “I’m …” She looked up, her perfect blue eyes catching the light. “I’m dying.”

      Her words struck him like a gong heralding the end of times. He swallowed hard.

      “But your wounds are healed.”

      “Yes. And no. You did the absolute best you could, given the circumstances and your own powers as a nephilim. You staved off my immediate passing, and for that I am grateful beyond what mere words can convey. But the damage is beyond what you—or anyone else in this plane of existence—can mend.”

      “Then you’re going to die?”

      “If the injuries aren’t healed in time.”

      “How long do you have?”

      “It’s hard to say. A month at most.”

      “What about your citadel? Can’t it save you?”

      “I’m afraid not. It’s suffered too much damage over the centuries. I must seek more potent measures to stave off this death.”

      “And that means?”

      “I must seek the aid of my kind.” Her gaze remained steady, even though her eyes moistened. “I must go home, to my plane of origin.”

      He took hold of her hands.

      “Then go. Go now. Don’t delay for another moment.”

      “It will take time for me to prepare Aureum Arcem for the journey.”

      “Then as soon as it’s ready.” He squeezed her hands within his.

      “But … I don’t want to, even though I know I must.”

      “Why?” He shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

      “We may never see each other again, my love.”

      “You can’t come back after they’ve fixed you up?”

      “No. My mission here on Earth is at an end, and so I will be sent somewhere else after I’m well enough to travel. I have no way of knowing which world I’ll end up on.”

      “I see.” His hands tightened around hers. “Still, if it’s between life and death, you know what the right choice is.”

      “Even if it means we’ll never see each other again? Even if I yearn to spend my last days with you?”

      “Even so.” He struggled to contain his own grief. “Even though it feels like I’m being stabbed through the heart by the thought of losing you. Despite that, I’d rather you live on than waste your dying days with me.”

      “They wouldn’t be wasted. And they are mine to spend.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      She sighed. “I do.”

      “Then will you go? Will you seek the healing of your fellow angels and continue your mission on another world?”

      “I will.” She wiped at her tears. “Thank you.”

      She leaned in, and her wings enveloped them. They kissed each other.

      Slowly, tenderly.

      And tearfully.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Clarke,” Ashley said, a hand on the doorknob. “May I ask you for one more favor?”

      “Of course.”

      “Don’t tell the others I’m about to leave.”

      “Okay, but why not?”

      “The next few days will undoubtedly bring with them a great deal of change, and I don’t want to become a distraction or a burden, nor do I want to make what time we have left all about me. I’d rather the others remain ignorant of my departure, at least until I’m ready to share the news with them myself.”

      “I see …”

      “Will you do this for me, Clarke?”

      “Of course I will, even if I feel you should tell them sooner rather than later.”

      “I will. Just … not yet. Thank you.”

      She swung the door open, and they headed out.
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        * * *

      

      The world was indeed changing, and at a prodigious rate. Clarke, his wives, and his allies stayed mostly within the confines of the mansion as news poured in from every corner of the globe. The veil over the occult had been lifted, and humans everywhere were shocked, confused, and afraid of the sudden appearance of so much they couldn’t explain.

      But they weren’t panicking. Nor were they lashing out at the unknown. The Courage spell had bolstered their resolve, granting time and space for cooler heads to prevail, for this new paradigm to be considered before rash actions were taken.

      Oh, there were incidents of violence, but the vast majority were directed at the vampires and their servants. Humanity had been awakened to the fact that many of them had lost friends and family, had forgotten about them due to the fog of vampiric magic, and that those killers remained in their midst. The “cattle” had now been armed with the knowledge needed to defend themselves.

      And they did so.

      Tens of thousands of vampires died in the first few days, and while the human casualties were even worse, an awakened and vengeful humanity could well afford those losses to rid themselves of the ancient parasites eating their loved ones and brainwashing the survivors.

      The vampires tried to fight back at first. Individually, they were far, far more dangerous than any one human. Their powers had seen them through past crises; this would be no different, they must have told themselves.

      But this time was different, and not only because of the counterspell. Humanity was far from alone in this fight, for demihumans and mages everywhere rose up to assist them in their battle against the vampires. The Big Tech vampires tried desperately to maintain some semblance of control; they represented the largest vampiric powerbase besides Belphegor and the Academy. For a few days, they fought an invisible war by curating all forms of media they controlled, but their chokehold on information was broken when a quartet of mage clans launched a surprise attack on their centers of power, and news flowed freely soon after.

      Humanity had lost so much—sons and daughters, friends and lovers, mothers and fathers—all to sate the appetites of the monsters secretly living among them. But Clarke and his allies had empowered them through deeds and sacrifices, and the gestalt fury of a people wronged was both awe-inspiring and terrifying to behold. Vampires everywhere were left with no choice but to flee, and they abandoned their lairs, minions, hoards, and the levers of power they so coveted.

      Their stranglehold had taken a thousand years to build, guided by the might, intellect, and powers of the devil Belphegor.

      All of it came crashing down within the span of a week.

      During that time, humanity began to come to grips with the mages and demihumans who were already so interwoven into their societies. Human governments lacked the experience to properly deal with so many unknowns, and mage clans everywhere recognized this golden opportunity for what it was. They stepped forward in droves, offering their services as advisors. Almost every government on the face of the Earth established formal ties with at least one mage clan—often several—and talks began circulating of the possibility of forming the clans into a larger, coherent entity: a unified Occult Nation, with the purpose of providing formal representation for mages and demihumans on the global stage.

      By the end of the week, plans had been laid and dates set for representatives from every major mage clan and demihuman community on the planet to meet for a constitutional convention.

      During that week, Clarke helped out around the mansion where he could. He spent most of his time assisting his wives as they tended to the wounded, alongside the witches and wizards. They only lost two of the most gravely injured, and the rest would make full recoveries.

      He kept Ashley’s secret, though Emma knew something was up. Her eyes lingered on him often, and not in a lustful way. These times, her eyes carried an air of concern and compassion, but she must have sensed he wouldn’t or couldn’t talk about it, and so she never pried. That last part surprised him, since he was certain his strong, conflicted emotions were radiating everywhere, but perhaps he shouldn’t have been. Emma had always been observant when it came to the feelings of others, and she’d often served as the glue that strengthened the bonds within his harem.

      Emma spent most of the week providing both magical and material assistance to Sammy as the slime girl tended to the injured, the latter often taking the form of high-calorie meals to recharge the slime girl’s healing abilities.

      Ixia stayed busy attending to their allies in a variety of ways, though she often struggled with the emotional burden of her tasks. The losses they’d suffered hadn’t hit quite as close to home as Brooke’s—Hepatica, Dahlia, and Hyacinth had all survived relatively unscathed—but Ixia was still confronted with reminders of the friends she’d never see again.

      Clarke did what he could to comfort her, and sometimes that act was as simple as holding her in his arms as she told him about a witch or wizard she’d never see again, often followed by the soft trickle of tears.

      In a strange way, Brooke was both better and worse off than the young witch. She spent a lot of her time with Mason and Luna, organizing efforts to tend to the needs of their packs. As the mate of their Alpha Above, they looked to her as his representative, one who spoke with nearly the same level of authority as he did, and she conducted herself with poise and dignity.

      But she ached on the inside, and he didn’t need Empathy to tell him that.

      They spent about an hour every evening together, just the two of them, talking about any number of topics, though often her words and thoughts gravitated to the father and siblings she’d lost. She told stories that often made both of them laugh, and they raised glasses to the fallen.

      His wives’ physical wounds may have been healed, but he knew their emotional scars ran deep, and he committed himself to being there for them, always. To support them as a pillar of strength while they processed their grief.

      Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do but wait for Ashley. She spent most of her time within her citadel, and by the end of the week, she asked him to gather his wives.

      She was finally ready to tell them.

      And, by extension, finally ready to leave.
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        * * *

      

      “And so,” Ashley concluded, “that’s why I have no choice but to depart this plane. Possibly never to return.”

      An uneasy silence fell upon the room. Clarke and his wives had joined the angel in a lounge adjacent to her bedroom. A bright sun shone through the skylights. Ashley gripped her hands tightly before her, halo pale, wings folded. A feather detached from her left wing and drifted down to the carpet. It lacked its normal luster.

      “How soon?” Emma asked after a while.

      “In three days. That’s the remaining time the transplanar shunt aboard Aureum Arcem requires to calibrate and charge. Any time I spend here beyond that will only make my condition worse. I must return to my plane of origin and seek healing there. After that”—she wrung her hands—“I will be sent elsewhere.”

      “What’s charging now?” Brooke asked softly.

      “Her citadel’s propulsion unit,” Clarke explained.

      “Ah.” The wolf girl breathed out, ears limp and eyes low.

      Raw silence fell over the room once more.

      “We’ll miss you, girl,” Sammy said, and Brooke nodded in agreement.

      “All of us will,” Emma added, glancing toward Ixia, who smiled sadly.

      “But we also understand,” the young witch said, hand resting on her baby bump. “None of us want to see you die. If it’s the difference between spending a few more weeks with you and you living on elsewhere, helping to save some other world, I know which one I’d vote for.”

      “Thank you.” Ashley met each of their gazes in turn. “All of you. I suspected this is what you’d say, and but it still gladdens me to hear you say it. I will miss this world; it’s been an integral part of my life for the last thousand years. But over all that time, the friends in this room—” She paused and shook her head. “No, that doesn’t do you justice. The family in this room. That’s what will leave the deepest hole in my heart.”

      “Right back at you, Ash,” Ixia replied. “Home won’t be the same without you.”

      Another uncomfortable silence followed. Sammy broke it with a start.

      “You know what?” The slime girl bolted from her seat. “Forget all this gloomy noise. We should celebrate. Throw Ashley a proper going away party as she begins her next great adventure.” She gestured for everyone else to stand. “Come on, people. What do you say? Let’s turn those frowns upside down!”

      “A wonderful idea.” Emma stood up. “There are a few vegetarian dishes I’ve been itching to try. Ashley, I’m sure you’ll love them.”

      “And maybe we can fit in another game of Titan Mage,” Brooke added excitedly, rising to join her fellow wives. “We should only be one or two sessions away from the end.”

      “Three days will also give us time to get her something,” Ixia said. Clarke extended an arm to her. She took hold, and he helped her out of her seat. “We can’t let her leave this entire plane without some proper going away gifts.”

      “Heck yeah!” Sammy thumped the air. “That’s the spirit.”

      “That all sounds lovely.” Ashley smiled, though the gesture retained an edge of sadness. Her eyes flitted down and to the side, and her halo dimmed.

      “Is something wrong?” Clarke asked.

      “It’s not that …” the angel bit her lower lip.

      “There’s something else you wanted to say, isn’t there?”

      “There is, though I’m hesitant to broach the subject. It is … very selfish of me to even mention the possibility.”

      “If anyone’s owed a little selfishness, it’s you. Please. Let’s hear it.”

      “Very well.” Ashley attempted to compose herself, though her halo fluttered between lightening and darkening. After a while, its luminescence settled somewhere in between. “Clarke?”

      “Yes?”

      “Would you … be willing to come with me?”

      At first, he didn’t quite understand what she meant. Come with her where? What did she want to do with him before she left? But then his thoughts sorted themselves out, and he recognized the unspoken portion of her request.

      She wasn’t talking about him joining her on some mundane errand or trip around town. She was asking him to join her as she left this entire plane of existence.

      Left the Earth.

      Left his home, his family, his responsibilities.

      Everything.

      “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      She gave him a slow, sincere nod.

      “Just me?”

      “Just you.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      “For you, yes. You are nephilim, and you’ve undergone a remarkable evolution. Granted, I imagine you’d find the initial exposure to my home to be … unpleasant. But I’m confident this will only accelerate your growth, and any mild discomfort will pass quickly.”

      “Then you’re asking me to come with you? To travel to your home and then join you on your next mission?”

      “That’s right.”

      “You think I can handle something like that?”

      “Oh, yes.” Ashley smiled warmly. “No one can doubt your power or resolve at this point, and your nephilim nature will gift you with an incredibly long life. You possess the lifespan, the mindset, and the power to aid our cause. And, again because you are nephilim, you are already one of us. My kind would welcome both you and your aid with open arms.”

      “What about everyone else?” He indicated his four wives.

      “I’m afraid they cannot join us. Though they have absorbed some celestial power through your bonds and will share—at least in part—your long lifespan, it’s simply not enough. At best, the journey would place each of them into comas, and at worst, it would kill them.”

      “I see.” He faced his wives, his mind drawn to not only the love he felt for each of them, but the vows he’d made. He’d promised to never abandon them, to honor them always, and he was a man of his word. Beyond that, each of them carried new life within their wombs, and he could no more abandon their unborn children than the women he loved so dearly.

      That didn’t mean the thought of venturing beyond Earth with Ashley didn’t excite him. It did. Oh, did it ever, but his sense of obligation was far, far stronger.

      He faced the angel.

      “Then you know what my answer has to be,” he said, his voice unwavering. “I cannot leave with you, no matter how much I might wish to. My place is here with my wives and our future children. And besides”—he cracked a disarming smile—“our work here isn’t done yet. There are still vampires who need slaying.”

      “Yes, of course.” Ashley smiled, but the expression carried a note of sadness. “I knew this would be your answer, but I felt compelled to ask. I hope you can forgive me for presenting you with such an uncomfortable choice.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive.”

      “Thank you.” She met his eyes levelly, and her smile turned genuine. “That, too, is exactly what I thought you’d say. You are and remain, in every possible way, the man I fell in love with.”
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      The world continued to evolve outside while the focus of Clarke and his wives turned inward. Most of their allies had left by then, and the mansion had settled into something approaching its old rhythms. It felt too quiet and too empty after the recent, near-constant bustle, though his wives did their best to fill that void with activities.

      What Sammy had suggested as a singular party became a rolling celebration that spanned the next three evenings. They ate, drank, gamed, relaxed, and reminisced. Ashley ran the last Titan Mage session, and their characters managed to save the fictional world of Haven by the skin of their teeth. Everyone got into the spirit of the game, so much so that Ashley and Sammy didn’t once argue about rules or player conduct, and the final battle proved to be delightfully over-the-top.

      Emma prepared one lavish meal after another, each seemingly intent on spoiling Ashley for choices that met her vegetarian tastes, and as night fell upon the mansion, his wives would discretely take their leave, wandering back to their own rooms so that he and the angel could enjoy some private time together.

      Clarke barely slept those two nights. Ashley didn’t require any rest, and she yearned to make the most of their remaining hours together. They made sweet, tender love over and over again, only taking breaks when fatigue—both circadian and celestial—required him to.

      Ashley lay by his side during one of those breathers, one wing draped over his middle like a loose blanket. He reflected privately that she didn’t need her celestial powers to end someone. She could probably kill a man (or woman, if she’d been so inclined) through sexual exhaustion alone, and he was once again grateful for the magical boons he’d received from his wives. Without them, he would likely have been bedridden for days, and not in a good way.

      They gathered in Ashley’s bedroom as the sun set on the third day. The angel stood beside the Portal of Gold, immaculate in her hoplite armor, though her wings had lost a few more feathers, and their lower edges appeared somewhat uneven. Still, she greeted them with a warm—if reserved—smile.

      “We each got you a going away present,” Clarke said. “A little something to remember us by.”

      “Thank you.” Ashley placed a hand to her chest. “But you didn’t have to. There’s no way I would ever forget any of you, nor what you helped me accomplish.”

      “We know. But we wanted to. Words can’t adequately express how much we’ll miss you, and so we wanted to see you off in proper style. Emma?”

      The succubus stepped forward.

      “I’d been putting this together for a while. I’d like you to have it.”

      She sniffled and handed Ashley a large leatherbound book. The angel opened it to reveal pages covered with photographs, snippets from character and scenario sheets, pieces of Sammy’s art, detailed recipes, copies of news articles, and personalized messages from everyone in Broken Fang.

      Ashley thumbed through the pages until she approached the end. She paused suddenly, and her cheeks flushed.

      “I asked Clarke to pose with me for the last few,” Emma explained. “He took some convincing, but eventually gave in.”

      “She was very insistent on the composition of those pictures,” Clarke said, more as an apology than anything else.

      “They came out quite tastefully,” Emma pointed out.

      “That’s one way to describe them,” Clarke added dryly.

      “Especially how they accentuate all your delicious beefcake muscles.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “His muscles do certainly stand out in these. As do … other parts of him.” Ashley began to close the scrapbook, though she paused and held it cracked open for a surprisingly long time before finally shutting it all the way. “Thank you, Emma.” She smiled and pressed the scrapbook to her chest. “I will cherish it, always.”

      Emma gave the angel a long, tight hug and then back away.

      “Psst! Hey, Emma?” Sammy whispered with absolutely zero discretion. “You still have the original files?”

      The succubus gave her a crafty wink.

      “Good, good.” The slime girl flashed a quick thumbs-up. “We’ll talk later.”

      Clarke reached up to massage his temples.

      “Can I go next?” Brooke asked, tail wagging.

      “Be my guest.” He motioned her forward.

      “Here you go, Ash.” The wolf girl held out a leather necklace holding a single long fang. “I made this for you.”

      “Is that … one of your teeth?” Ashley shifted the scrapbook under an arm and accepted the necklace.

      “Yep!” She indicated her still growing replacement incisor. “It’s something of a tradition for us Hawthornes. Receiving this means you’re now an honorary member of our pack. You are a Hawthorne as far as we’re concerned.”

      “Thank you, Brooke.” Ashley slipped the necklace on and adjusted it so the tooth lay nestled in her cleavage. “This is a very touching gift. I will honor it, always.”

      Brooke smiled broadly, tail wagging. She hugged Ashley then stepped aside.

      “Here’s what I made for you.” Sammy retrieved a lavishly painted model from within her chest. She held out the white-and-gold mecha model.

      “It’s beautiful, Sammy.” Ashley set the scrapbook aside, letting it float in a Telekinesis spell, then accepted the model.

      “I know you never played with us, but I didn’t want you to feel left out, so I kitbashed and painted your own mech. I call it Titan Celestial Promise.” She rummaged inside her chest and pulled out a sheet of paper. “I even made a character sheet for it.”

      “Thank you. This is very touching.”

      Sammy handed the sheet over, and Ashley added the model and printout to the gifts floating at her side. The slime girl then sprang forward to embrace the angel. Her arms lengthened, and she squeezed her tight enough for Ashley’s chest to leave a literal impression in her own.

      “I’m going to miss you, girl!” Sammy sniffled as pink tears glittered down her cheeks.

      “As will I, Sammy. As will I.”

      The two eventually broke apart, and Ixia stepped forward.

      “Here’s my gift to you.” The young witch presented Ashley with a terrarium containing a single pale flower, its petals edged with the faintest hint of purple.

      “An ashen flower?” Ashley noted.

      “My mother and sisters helped me enchant this one. Its symbolism isn’t quite the same as Brooke’s gift, but we only give these to close, dear friends of our coven. I can’t think of anyone more deserving of one than you.”

      Ashley accepted the gift and peered inside.

      “Thank you, Ixia.” She set the terrarium aside. “That means a lot to me.”

      They hugged for a while, then Ixia stepped back. Ashley’s eyes met Clarke’s as his wives made space around them.

      “My love.” She gazed upon him longingly, and her halo brightened. “You have already given me more than I could have ever dreamed.”

      “I know. But there’s one last gift that must be given, alongside words that must be said.”

      He fished out a small velvet box and approached the angel. When they stood a pace apart, he dropped to one knee and opened the spring-hinged box to reveal a gold ring.

      The angel gasped, and her eyes glistened.

      “This is …”

      “One of the bond rings we recovered from Hatchett and Pryce,” Emma explained. “Purified and Shaped by me and Ixia.”

      “Ashley”—Clarke held out the box—“you are a remarkable woman in so many ways, and I love you with all my heart. Will you marry me?”

      Ashley sniffled quietly. She reached for the ring, but hesitated.

      “I have no way of knowing when I’ll return. Or even if.”

      “I know. And while that truth grieves me, I refuse to allow it to stop me from doing what my heart tells me I must. My love for you is that strong, that clear.”

      He knelt before her, nearly motionless, box outstretched and open, ring gleaming with golden potential.

      “I …” Sparkling tears ran down Ashley’s cheeks. “I don’t know.”

      “What is there to know?”

      She turned from him and took in the Portal of Gold. It filled the room with shimmering light.

      “Can we really do this?” she asked.

      “We can.”

      “Do I really deserve this?”

      “You do.”

      “But I won’t be there for you. Do I have the right to say yes when I can’t be by your side?”

      “If anyone has earned that right, it’s you.”

      She stared at the Portal for a while, then faced him again.

      “As always, my love, you somehow manage to pierce life’s uncertainties. It’s one of the reasons why I love you so much.” She nodded slowly, more to herself than to him. “All right, then. I’ll say yes, but only on one condition.”

      “Name it.”

      “That we marry. Right here. Right now.”

      “Agreed,” he replied without hesitation.

      He rose and retrieved the ring from the box. She extended her left hand, and he slipped the gold band onto her ring finger. Brooke hurried forward and retrieved an identical box from her pocket. She opened it to reveal a silver band. Ashley took it and slid it onto his right hand. She held out her open palms, and he took hold of them.

      Her halo blazed like molten gold, and her wings lit the world.

      “Clarke,” the angel began, “I vow to you here and now that I will find a way to return. I don’t know when. I don’t know how. But I will find a way. You have my solemn word. I promise you this.” A tear trickled down her cheek and she almost choked on her final words. “I promise you!”

      Emma stepped forward and embraced the angel from the side. The others took her example, and his four wives all pressed in around the angel, holding her in their arms, hugging her tight, faces pressed against her shoulders or wings.

      “And I vow to wait,” Clarke said. “However long you need, I will be there for you, awaiting the day of your return.”

      “Thank you.” She mouthed the words, gave his hands a shaky squeeze, then said aloud: “Our bonds of magic have been forged atop bonds of love. They are strong and deep and pure. No more is required of us in this moment … and yet …”

      “Yes?”

      “I would like it very much if you would kiss your new wife.”

      “Gladly.”

      He leaned in, and their kiss lasted both an eternity and was over in the blink of an eye.
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        * * *

      

      The mansion was stark and empty without Ashley’s presence, and Clarke had trouble sleeping that night, despite his fatigue. Emma, Brooke, Sammy, and Ixia all stayed up with him that night, talking when he wanted to talk and snuggling with him whenever he began to doze off.

      The rising sun brought with it a new day, and life began to stutter forward once more as the world outside continued to gravitate toward a new normal. Clarke stayed busy, and by the end of the week, Hepatica and Nicholas came over to discuss Broken Fang business.

      Clarke thumbed through the folio they’d presented him with upon their arrival. The two mages and four of his five wives waited patiently for him to finish reviewing the material. Once he’d given it a solid once-over, he handed it to Emma.

      He met Hepatica’s expectant gaze.

      “Two hundred thousand per head?” Clarke asked. “Five hundred thousand for the leader?”

      “Before the clans take their cut, of course.”

      “Naturally.” Clarke knitted his fingers. “And how much will that be?”

      “Fifty percent.”

      “That’s still a sizable jump from past rates.”

      “The times are changing.” Hepatica flashed a grin. “And bounties for slaying vampires are much easier to come by now. And far more profitable as the resources of an awakened humanity are brought to bear. Given our roles in bringing about this new paradigm, why shouldn’t we profit from it? Besides, the client asked for the best. And, after some deliberation amongst the mage clans, his inquiry reached the Coven of the Ashen Flower.”

      “What does he know about Broken Fang?”

      “Just that you’re both experienced and highly successful at this line of work. Beyond that, we haven’t shared a thing about you, your team, or your background.”

      “Good. Let’s keep it that way, at least for now.”

      “As you wish.” Hepatica favored him with a nod.

      “I couldn’t help but notice one of the pictures looks like a satellite photo. The one of the farm where the vampires are supposedly hiding.”

      “That’s because it is. But when you’re that high up in the U.S. government, I imagine your arm can reach quite far.” Hepatica shrugged. “Or high, as the case may be. Also, there’s no ‘supposedly’ about it. The entire group has been positively IDed as being on-site within the last five hours. You should be able to catch most—if not all of them—if you hit them tonight.”

      “That may be a problem.” Clarke indicated the folio as Emma passed it to Brooke. “It’ll take us at least four hours to get there. Maybe longer if we hit traffic along the way.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that.” Sammy leaned back with her hands behind her head. “Shouldn’t take us more than an hour to get there, tops.”

      Clarke raised a questioning eyebrow, but the slime girl merely smiled slyly.

      “What exactly do you have up your sleeve?” he asked.

      “It’s a surprise. You’ll like it.”

      Clarke raised a second eyebrow. Sammy’s line of sight passed over Brooke, and the wolf girl made a lip-zipping gesture. Clarke cleared his throat at them, but when neither wife spilled the secret, he sighed and turned back to Hepatica.

      “Okay, then. As long as our transportation gets sorted out, we’ll take the job.”

      “Fabulous. I’ll pass word to the client that the job is being worked on and that I have every confidence he’ll soon be discussing this cluster of vampiric problems in the past tense.”

      Nicholas rapped his knuckles on the tabletop.

      “Which brings us to the other topic we came here to discuss.” Hepatica gave the wizard a small wave, and he sat forward.

      “The starting date for the constitutional convention has been set.”

      “I saw the news,” Clarke replied. “And?”

      “Both the Ashen Flowers and the Weeping Stones will be sending representatives to the convention. We were wondering if you’d like to be among them.”

      “Me? What for?”

      “Come now, Clarke,” Hepatica said. “Surely you see this as plainly as we do. The mage clans are poised to form what could very well become the largest power broker in this new era, and you’re the man most responsible for granting them that opportunity. Every mage on the planet owes you favors right now, whether they know it or not. Never mind the fact that you’re something of a nigh-immortal demigod, given the celestial powers you’ve accumulated. If you wanted to seize the reins of power, there will never be a better time. Play your cards right, and you could even end up becoming president of the Occult Nation.”

      “Or prime minister,” Nicholas corrected. “We’re not sure yet how the new government will be structured.”

      Hepatica gave the wizard a quick, dismissive wave.

      “I see.” Clarke leaned back, and a smile grew on his lips. “I appreciate what you’re trying to say, but …” He began to chuckle, and his wives soon joined him.

      “I fail to see the humor in the situation,” Hepatica said. “Aren’t you interested?”

      “To be blunt: no. Not in the slightest.”

      “May I ask why?”

      “It’s quite simple, really. Broken Fang still has a job to do. We know our place, and it’s not up in ivory towers. It’s down in cold streets muddy with dirt and blood. We’ve carried our task this far, and we’ll see it through the rest of the way. We owe Ashley that much. There are still vampires out there feeding on people. Tens of thousands of them, and Broken Fang will not rest until every last one of them has paid for their crimes. What we want isn’t power or glory. It’s to continue our work until the job is done. Until humanity is finally, truly, completely safe from Belphegor’s curse. That said, if a slot at the convention is available, then I have a recommendation on how to fill it.”

      “And that would be?”

      “Veronica Stroe.”

      “That is …” Hepatica hesitated. “I imagine that would cause quite the stir.”

      “That’s the whole point. She and the rest of VAPID stuck their necks out for the rest of us, and their roles in this deserve to be recognized. Certainly, they’ve earned more than having to hide in fear for the rest of their lives. We need to show people who the good vampires are, few and far between though they may be. I’m not saying this will be easy. But what I am saying is it’s necessary.”

      Hepatica and Nicholas glanced between each other once more. Nicholas shrugged, and Hepatica let out a resigned sigh.

      “Very well, Clarke,” the senior witch said. “I agree with you, on both counts. It won’t be easy, but it is necessary. Leave it to me and Nick. We’ll find a way to make this happen.”
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        * * *

      

      Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang’s combat team gathered their armor and equipment, and he started for the garage. Brooke stopped him hurriedly, and Sammy directed the team toward the backyard while Hepatica and Nicholas decided to tag along for some reason. He kept his questions to himself as they crossed the mansion, which was well enough, because several were answered instantly.

      “That’s a Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawk!” Clarke exclaimed, marveling at the military helicopter parked in their backyard, blades spinning down.

      “Yup,” Sammy replied, sounding pleased with herself.

      “What’s it doing in our backyard?”

      “Waiting for us, of course.”

      Sammy jaunted up to the helicopter, and the rest followed her over. Someone had emblazoned the side door with the Broken Fang logo along with the designation BK-1. The door slid open to reveal a heavily armed Mason Sandoval alongside several well-equipped Graycoats.

      The huge wolfman stepped down from the cabin and met Clarke beside the helicopter.

      “The Graycoats await your orders, sir,” he said crisply.

      Clarke glanced to Brooke, who gave him a hopeful—if slightly apologetic—grin.

      “Looking to kill some vampires?” he asked the wolfman.

      “That’s the idea.”

      Clarke leaned to the side and caught sight of the pilots. One of them was Luna Hawthorne. She gave him a sharp salute.

      “I didn’t know Luna could fly helicopters.”

      “You never had reason to ask,” Mason replied. “She’s quite the pilot.”

      “Glad to hear it. Have you been briefed?”

      “We have, sir.”

      “I reviewed the mission with Mason before they flew over,” Hepatica explained, then turned to Mason. “He said no, by the way.”

      “Are you surprised?” the wolfman replied gruffly. “A choice between miring himself in mage politics or killing more vampires? I know which one I’d pick.”

      “Yes, well, the question still needed to be posed.”

      “Who provided the helicopter?” Clarke asked.

      “My parents.”

      He glanced over at Sammy, who shrugged at him.

      “Should I even bother asking how they pulled that off?” he asked.

      “Connections, connections, connections, and deep pockets.”

      “Fair enough. Mason, we ready to leave?”

      “We are, sir.”

      “Good.” He clapped the wolfman on the shoulder, then faced his wives. “Then let’s go kill us some vampires.”

    

  



  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Epilogue


          


        


      


    


    

      

        

          Many, Many Years Later


        


      


      “Tell us another story,” cooed the precocious, lime-green slime girl. She sat on her knees with a dozen other kids, her blue swirled eyes widening into glistening pools. “Pwease, Grandpa?”


      Clarke J.B. Helsing reclined in his venerable chair on the wide, expansive balcony. He gazed out from Helsing Manor across the many buildings, fields, garages, hangars, and storehouses of Helsing Estate. The sun had set, but the warmth of summer lingered comfortably. Stars sparkled in a clear sky with the barest hint of purple across one horizon.


      Grandpa.


      The moniker still felt strange, even after all these years. For one, he didn’t look the part, nor did his wives or their children or their children’s children. If there were signs he’d aged since awakening as a nephilim, he’d missed them, and his whole family had been blessed with healthy long lives.


      Or perhaps Blessed was a better way to put it, with a capital B.


      The Helsing family had grown so expansive he sometimes had trouble recalling who came from which generation, given the ubiquitous young faces amongst his descendants. These children may have referred to him as Grandpa—he was the only Helsing anyone ever called that—but the truth was they were leaving off a “great” or two.


      He chuckled to the kids.


      “I’ve been telling you stories all evening. Aren’t you bored of them?”


      “Never!” the slime girl stated. “Grandpa’s stories are the best stories.”


      “Are you sure he’s not making this up?” asked an incredulous wolf-boy with folded arms. He flicked his rusty red tail. “Some of this sounds pretty farfetched.”


      “Well.” Clarke flashed a crafty smile to the gathered children. “If anything, I’ve been pulling my punches. Your parents would have words for me if I shared the full, unvarnished truth.”


      “Aww,” whined the slime girl. “But I want the whole story!”


      “When you’re older.”


      “Pwease?”


      “I’m afraid not.”


      “Pwetty pwease?”


      “Louise, stop mispronouncing words to sound cuter.” A long-legged, raven-haired succubus stepped onto the balcony. “That doesn’t work on him. Trust me, I’d know.” She offered Clarke a fizzing glass that tinkled with ice. “Here you go, Dad.”


      “Thank you, Natalie.”


      He accepted the mixed drink and took a slow sip. The combination of sparkling lemonade, ginger ale, and peach liqueur went down smooth with a sweet, pleasant aftertaste. One of his sons had dubbed the concoction an “Ashley’s Kiss,” though it failed to live up to the original.


      “Can we have one more story?” Louise asked.


      Murmurs of interest rippled through his young audience.


      “Want me to clear them out, Dad?” Natalie pointed the way with her serpentine tail. “Give you some peace and quiet?”


      “Oh, I’m sure I can manage one more story.”


      “Yes!” Louise scooched forward and widened her eyes again. Her magical powers were exceptionally strong for her age—a common trait among Helsing children.


      “Don’t make faces at your grandfather,” Natalie scolded.


      “I’m not making faces. I’m being attentive.”


      “All right, one more story.” Clarke set his drink aside and rested his forearms on his thighs. “This one starts when your grandmothers and I first met the leader of the surviving dragons. She was an ancient, wise, and beautiful horned silver. Cautious, too, given the crimes her people had endured at the hands of Belphegor’s vampires. She met us in …”


      He trailed off, a nostalgic sensation pulsating through one of his rings. His heart thumped in his chest, fiercer than it had in ages. He looked up into the night sky where a new, yellowish star had appeared.


      “What happened after you met her?” Louise prompted eventually. “Did you kiss her?”


      The wolf-boy made a yucky face.


      “Dad, is something wrong?” Natalie asked, her voice suddenly all business.


      “No, nothing like that.” He sank back into the chair. “But perhaps it would be best if you took the children inside.”


      Natalie nodded, then clapped her hands firmly.


      “All right, kids. You heard your grandfather. Everyone indoors.”


      “Aww! But I want to hear about the dragons!”


      “He’ll tell you all about how he wooed the dragons later. Now come on, let’s see some hustle. If you behave yourselves, you all get ice cream.”


      That got them moving.


      Natalie corralled the kids inside and, after a few minutes, rejoined Clarke on the balcony. He stood with a hand on the railing, staring up at that lonely, yellow point. The succubus came alongside him and tried to trace his gaze, though it wouldn’t benefit her much. Not with an object that far off. These days, his vision was sharper than any shifter’s, let alone a succubus with poor eyesight in her genes.


      “An uninvited guest?” Natalie asked, and not without reason.


      Broken Fang may not have been the largest clan within the Occult Nation, but it was without question the most powerful, both in terms of material wealth and political clout. All manner of individuals had motives to pay them visits, often with hat in hand as they requested aid or favors from the Helsing patriarch.


      Often, but not always.


      Sometimes trouble didn’t wait to be found; it came after them first.


      But the distant light was no threat. He knew that instantly.


      “You could say this guest is … unexpected,” Clarke answered after a while, “though not uninvited.”


      “Family business, then?”


      “Without a doubt.”


      “Should I assemble the others?” She raised a hand. Red lightning snapped between her fingers.


      “That won’t be necessary. Why don’t you head inside and make sure the kids don’t cause a ruckus? You know how some of them can be when they’ve had too much sugar. I think … yes, I think I’d like to be alone to greet this particular guest.”


      “Okay then.” Natalie stole one last glance skyward. A small white glint had detached from the yellow light, now brightening as it descended. “Just holler if you need anything.”


      “I will. Thank you.”


      Natalie headed inside, and Clarke waited by the railing.


      The white speck resolved into a humanoid shape as it slowed on final approach. It resembled the celestial armors he’d seen within Aureum Arcem but was far sleeker and more feminine.


      The craft spread six grand wings of liquid light, three to each side. They wavered majestically as it came to a halt, towering over Helsing Manor. Its toes hovered a few yards from the ground. The chest opened, and golden light spilt from the interior. A figure flew out, silhouetted momentarily by the glare. She unfurled wings of purest white feathers, and her halo was a ring of shining gold.


      Ashley Smith—the angel Sandalphon—descended toward him with a warm, almost tearful smile.


      Clarke reached for her with an open palm. She took hold of his fingers, and he drew her down onto the balcony. Her heels clicked, and she folded her wings. Her attire was close to what she’d departed in but somehow more regal, more storied.


      “You’re back.” He could scarcely believe it. “You’re finally back.”


      “Yes, my love,” she managed to respond. “I am.”
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        * * *


      


      His eyes misted. He looked her up and down, a part of him unsure if she was real. But she was, she absolutely was, and he eventually took her into his arms. She embraced him with equal fervor, their lips met, and their kiss was long, slow, and sweet as they savored this precious reunion.


      They parted and held each other at arm’s length.


      “We’re together again, my beloved husband.” Her eyes twinkled with fathomless affection. “And this time, I’m here to stay.”


      

        

          THE END
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            Thanks for Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        If you’ve reached this page, congratulations! After all, out of all the spicy harem books you could have chosen to read, you chose my spicy harem book, and if you ask me, there are few better indicators of good taste.

      

        

      
        That said, if you liked what you read and would like to see more, be sure to leave a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or Bookbub. The more reviews a book gets, the more likely I am to say, “Hmm, maybe I should write a sequel.” (Plus, it’s just fun to hear back from readers.)

      

        

      
        Also, if you’d like to receive updates on what else I’m writing, be sure to follow me on:

      

      

      

      
        
          	
        Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/edieskyeauthor
      

      	
        Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/edieskyeauthor
      

      	
        Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/edieskyeauthor/
      

      	
        TikTok: https://www.tiktok.com/@edieskyeauthor
      

      	
        Backup TikTok: https://www.tiktok.com/@edieskyestrikesback
      

      	
        Twitter/X: https://twitter.com/edieskyeauthor
      

      	
        Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/Edie-Skye/e/B09X3PQFXX
      

      	
        Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/edieskyeauthor
      

      	
        Bookbub: https://www.bookbub.com/authors/edie-skye
      

      	
        Website: https://edieskye.com/
      

      	
        Mailing List: https://edieskye.com/newsletter/
      

      

      

      

      
        
        And finally, if you’re looking for more harem lit, be sure to join the Harem Lit, HaremLit Readers, Harem Gamelit, Pulp Fantasy, Harem, and Romance for Men, Monster Girl Fiction, and Dukes of Harem groups on Facebook! For more lit that may or may not be harem, but is definitely fun, join SuperLit Book Club, Club Kaiju, and LitRPG Legion.

      

        

      
        Again, thank you for reading Throne of Shadows (Blood Knight #5)! And don’t be shy! I love to hear back from by readers, and you can reach me at all the sites above, or directly at edieskyeauthor@gmail.com.

      

        

      
        Best,

        Edie Skye

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Edie Skye wrote Titan Mage as a joke and, in doing so, discovered that while she likes writing smart stuff, she also likes writing smut. Pretty spicy smut, too, ‘cause if you’re gonna do it, you might as well do it hard.

      

        

      
        Specifically, she likes to spin fun (and funny) adventure fantasies about badass women and the equally badass dudes who want to do them. Vigorously. There’s action and monster-punching galore, sometimes with airships and mech upgrades, sometimes with monster girl gamers, but always with a substantial side of harem and fun-for-all-involved graphic spice. (Which is to say, it’s super NSFW. Unless your workplace is, like, really cool.)
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        Cuddle up with Brooke!

      

        

      
        Or Emma, Sammy, Ixia, Ashley … or any of your other favorite waifus from my books!

      

      

      

      
        
        If you’ve ever said “Hey, I’d really like this hot vampire slaying girl on a blanket, desk mat, calendar, poster, or other swag,” hop on over to my shop!

      

      

      

      
        
        There you’ll find not only fun merch, but signed copies of my books, and sometimes variant covers!

      

      

      

      
        
        https://store.holowriting.com
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        TITAN MAGE

      

      

      

      
        
        THE COMPLETE SERIES

        (for now)

        Now Available in eBook, Print, and Audio

      

        

      
        * * *

      

        

      
        Magic powers?

        His own mech?

        A whole airship of gorgeous women desperate for his genes?

      

        

      
        Yes, please!

      

      

      
        
        Paralyzed by a drunk driver, let go from his job, and stuck in a sad, stagnant town in the middle of nowhere, Joseph Locke was having the worst day of his life.

      

      

      

      
        
        And then he died.

      

      

      

      
        
        But considering that he wakes up with a brand new body, in the cockpit of a badass steampunk robot, on an airship of nothing but hot babes, his next life may not be all that bad. Especially when he learns that he’s a void mage—the rarest and most powerful of all mages on the world of Haven. And his shipmates want to help him make more.

      

      

      

      
        
        WARNING: Titan Mage is a fun fantasy adventure containing steam both punk and smutty: raunchy sausage-obsessed mechanics, lusty airship captains, prurient mech pilots, and saucy language to match. (So don’t read it and then complain about the spice. Y’all know exactly what you’re getting into.)

      

      

      

  




Action-packed harem fantasy adventure from Edie Skye!

      
        
        https://edieskye.com/
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        MONSTER GIRL TAMER #1: I POWER UP WITH EVERY MONSTER GIRL I DEFEAT!

      

        

      
        A red hot, fiery demon girl.

        A goblin girl obsessed with wood.

        An oni girl who loves to grip a big sword.

      

        

      
        And they’re going to help him save the world … how?

      

      

      
        
        Axel Hunter Radcliff has trained his whole life to be a hero. Once every generation, someone in his family is called upon to be a Chosen One, and Axel’s prepared himself extensively, just in case it’s him.

      

        

      
        He just wasn’t prepared for the portal.

      

        

      
        Now he’s in another world brimming with dangerous monsters beneath a sky full of magic portals … and with no idea what he’s been summoned to do. All he knows is that every Chosen Radcliff has been aided by a support staff of skilled women: a tactical harem.

      

        

      
        When mysterious monster girls start wreaking havoc in this new world, Axel is ready to answer the call. He’ll have to draw upon insight borne from every tabletop RPG he’s played and every harem novel he’s read to face them, because these are either the women he’s destined to gather … or the force he’s been summoned to stop.

      

        

      
        Either way, these monster girls need to be tamed!

      

        

      
        WARNING: Monster Girl Tamer is a fun LitRPG fantasy adventure with a healthy side of heat: sensuous demons, lustful goblins, voluptuous oni, and saucy language to match. (So don’t read it and then complain about the spice. Y’all know exactly what you’re getting into.)

      

      

      
        
        Hilarious LitRPG isekai fantasy adventure from Edie Skye!

      

        

      
        Now Available in eBook, Print, and Audio

      

      

      
        
        https://edieskye.com/
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