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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The club was dark, but not as dark as Jack would have liked. It was a single open room, with no nooks and crannies or hidden hallways. Or single-occupancy bathrooms. Not that he would ever feed so brazenly, but they were all details that he couldn’t help but notice as a vampire. 
 
    The music was the same loud, generic mixture of EDM that played every night. Jack stood off to the side of the main dance floor, along the bar. The girl that he’d picked out earlier in the evening was saying something, but he couldn’t for the life of him hear what. He shook his head, flashed a charming smile, and—for what felt like the thousandth time that hour—yelled, “What?” 
 
    She repeated herself. Jack still didn’t hear her, and he used it as an excuse to lean in a little closer. She fit his usual archetype. Medium-length blonde hair with ridiculous pink highlights. A leather choker with a color-changing mood gem at the center. Tight grey halter top, along with short denim jeans. Cute, but not beautiful, and he’d seen her around before. She was a denizen of the party lifestyle, and most importantly, she smelled good. 
 
    “Buy me another drink?” said the girl, all but screaming to be heard. 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow at her, holding her gaze for a second with a coy smile on his face. 
 
    “I’ll do you one better,” he said. “I live nearby, and my apartment has a minibar. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    He started walking before the girl said yes, and she followed him after a moment of careful consideration. Arc City was large enough that it never seemed to sleep, and a dozen people were still waiting in line to get inside the club, despite the late hour.  
 
    It was foggy out, which had the effect of making the shape of the world feel defined by the lights. Car lights, street lights, and window lights all took priority over the objects they belonged to, like singular points in a child’s Lite-Brite. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to call an Uber to come pick us up?” asked the girl.  
 
    Jack smiled and extended his arm toward her, crooked at the elbow. 
 
    “No need,” he said. “I live nearby.” 
 
    They were downtown, where property was so expensive that almost nobody lived nearby. The girl blinked a few times at him, wearing her skepticism openly in her expression. Then she looped her arm through his and let Jack lead her across the street. 
 
    A block and a half later, they entered the front lobby of the Hotel Cartier. It had a bar and lounge of its own, off to the side on the ground floor. Jack had learned early on that it wasn’t the best idea to harvest from his own backyard, so to speak. He led the girl with the pink highlights and the mood gem choker over to the private elevator and pressed the button for the top floor. 
 
    “Seriously?” asked the girl. “That’s one of the penthouses, isn’t it? But you’re like… my age. Does your dad own the place or something?” 
 
    Jack winced at her question, but mostly kept his reaction from showing on his face. No, his dad did not own the place. His boss did, however, and at the moment, the two of them were still technically inhabiting the same body. 
 
    “I got lucky and came into money at a young age,” said Jack. Which was also true, but not an exact answer for her question.  
 
    The girl pulled her arm loose from his and gave Jack a questioning, wary stare. 
 
    “What did you say your name was, anyway?” asked the girl. 
 
    “I didn’t.” He grinned at her. “It’s Jack.” 
 
    “Okay,” said the girl. “I’m Terra. And I’ve never… I mean… Why are you bringing me here, if you’re so rich? Shouldn’t you be dating supermodels, or actresses, or something?” 
 
    Jack gave a small, somewhat forced shrug. He’d noticed something early on in his forays into the club scene and bringing girls back to his new apartment. They always got a little confused. He didn’t choose the girls he went after by their looks but by their smell, and it almost universally caught them off guard. 
 
    It was as superficial of a metric as anything could be by which to pick out a potential partner, but only he knew that. To the girls, to Terra, with her flashy hair and perky personality, it must have seemed like he’d picked her for a different reason. A more romantic reason, perhaps. As though Jack was her pale, handsome Prince Charming, come to sweep her off her feet. It felt mean to let her think that. But it always worked. 
 
    “There was just something about you,” said Jack. “I really wanted to get to know you better.” 
 
    He reached a hand out, hesitating before letting it make contact with her cheek. Terra blinked a few times, her eyes flickering between his lips and his gaze. The elevator door opened right as the tension became persuasive. Jack took her by the hand and led her into the hall, and then into his apartment. 
 
    It had already been furnished when Mezolak had given him the key three months earlier. The demon’s taste in décor was remarkably good, and the penthouse’s main lounge had a nice, modern couch and a crystalline glass table. The view out over the skyline through the sliding glass doors leading to the balcony was particularly breathtaking, and Jack saw Terra head straight toward it as soon as she’d taken her shoes off. 
 
    He’d been so nervous the first time he’d brought a girl back. For the typical reasons, but also for a few that were unique to him, as a vampire. Now, it felt almost routine. Not boring, but easy and unsurprising. He made his way over to the minibar and set out a glass for each of them. 
 
     “Wow,” said Terra. “I would be at the club every night if I lived so close by.” 
 
    “It has its upsides,” said Jack. “Location goes a long way.” 
 
    He pulled out a bottle of expensive bourbon, some ginger ale, and the clear decanter in which he kept the most important ingredient of the cocktails he mixed for the women he entertained. 
 
    “What do you do for work?” Terra turned away from the window, meandering toward the couch. “Do you even work, or are you just one of those trust fund guys?” 
 
    “I work quite a bit,” said Jack. “Long hours usually, too.” 
 
    “Finance?” asked Terra. “I feel like I would have heard of you before if you were an actor. I do a bit of acting, myself.” 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “I’m… a problem solver.” 
 
    Terra furrowed her brow and frowned slightly. Jack slowly mixed her drink, making sure the ratio of all the liquids was just so. 
 
    “A problem solver?” asked Terra. “If you don’t want to tell me, you can just say so, instead of being vague and mysterious about it.” 
 
    “Force of habit,” said Jack. “Trust me on that. I just don’t like talking about my job.” 
 
    That much was true. Killing for Mezolak was not something that made him feel good, even if it had so far been limited to people who’d clearly deserved it. Jack wasn’t sure what to make of the fact that the handful of people he’d been commanded to eliminate had been murderers, scumbags, and in one case, a self-taught warlock. Mezolak had a lot of enemies, and that was just about the only fact he’d been able to siphon from the otherwise random-seeming series of targets. 
 
    “What do you like to talk about then, Jack?” asked Terra. 
 
    She came over to the minibar. Jack held her drink out to her, and she let her fingers graze against his as she took it from him. 
 
    “What a beautiful night it is,” he said. “And what a beautiful woman I have to share it with.” 
 
    “That was really cheesy,” said Terra. 
 
    Jack shrugged and grinned at her. He took a sip of his drink, and he watched as she took one of hers and made a face. 
 
    “Do you like it?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s… interesting,” she said. 
 
    “In a good way?” asked Jack. 
 
    Terra nodded. 
 
    “It tastes like…” She frowned slightly. “It’s interesting. I can’t quite describe it.” 
 
    “A friend of mine once told me it tasted like Christmas dinner, but sickly sweet,” he said.  
 
    “Yeah,” said Terra. “That’s it.” 
 
    Jack came around to the other side of the minibar. He finished his drink and made sure Terra had done the same before stepping in close to her. 
 
    “You had an ulterior motive for bringing me up here, didn’t you?” said Terra, in a teasing voice. 
 
    “Oh,” said Jack. “If you only knew the half of it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    He let his hand rest on Terra’s cheek. She kissed one of his fingers and briefly sucked on the tip of it. Jack wrapped an arm around her, letting his hand settle on her butt through her denim jean shorts. She had a nice butt, and nice breasts, too. There was nothing wrong with her from a physical standpoint. 
 
    But she wasn’t Ryoko, or Mira. Or even Katie. She didn’t stir anything within him. Jack brought his mouth forward and kissed her, and it was pleasant enough. But there was no flutter of emotions within him. No reaction from his heart. Other places, however, did react. 
 
    Terra laughed as he scooped up her light body in his arms, carrying her into his room as he planted kisses on her neck. She let out a little squeal as she landed on the mattress, and made a show of stretching out with her legs crossed and her arms pulled together to frame and push up her breasts. 
 
    “I’m on the pill,” said Terra. “You can do whatever you want with me.” 
 
    “I plan on it,” said Jack.  
 
    He joined her on the bed, pulling off his stylish, slim-fit t-shirt and risking a squeeze of one of her breasts. Terra obliged him with a smile and then pulled her crop top over her head. She was wearing a black lace bra underneath it, and Jack ran his fingers over the silky fabric before finding the clasp in back and unhooking it. 
 
    Again, he found himself appreciating her endowments. Her nipples were pale and insubstantial, and it gave her breasts an unusual, rounded quality. Jack ran his hands across them, and then down her stomach, his fingers making short work of the last few obstacles in the way of what he wanted. Terra wiggled out of her shorts as soon as he had them unbuttoned and unzipped, and Jack disposed of his own pants. 
 
    They kissed, pressing their nearly naked bodies together and getting a sense of how they fit. Jack rubbed his palm against her panties, enjoying the way she pushed against him and reacted to his touch. Terra seemed eager to get free him from the oppression of his boxers, and as soon as she did, her hand found what lay underneath them. 
 
    Jack stopped doing anything and watched her for a moment as she slowly began to stroke. It felt nice. Nice enough that he let his guard down and made the mistake of inhaling through his nose. Terra’s scent hit him like a rushing gust of wind. She smelled like a mixture of mangos and bananas, except more enticing than either in a way that he couldn’t quite place. 
 
    “Mmm…” said Terra. “Well, I’m glad the penthouse wasn’t you over-compensating for other places.” 
 
    Jack just smiled at her. He let his fingers dip into the waistband of her panties and slowly pulled them down. 
 
    “You don’t have to be gentle, you know,” said Terra.  
 
    “Trust me, I do,” said Jack. 
 
    Terra licked her lips. “I’m a grown woman. I can take it.” 
 
    Jack felt his smile twitch. He shifted Terra to the center of the bed and let his shaft align itself with its target. 
 
    “Can you, now?” he asked. 
 
    He pushed forward before she could answer, entering her with a single, smooth thrust. Terra jerked her head back, and her fingers dug into the mattress underneath her. With a deliberate, punishing slowness, Jack began to move inside of her. 
 
    He was true to his word, kissing her lips and cheek with gentle appreciation. He resisted the urge to let himself go wild. He’d made that mistake with the second girl he’d brought back to his place, and the experience had left such an impact on her that Jack doubted she’d ever be able to have a healthy sex life moving forward. He had no interest in getting the girls he entertained addicted to rough sex with vampires. 
 
    Terra, despite her earlier comments, clearly did not need rough sex to get off. Jack was a little surprised when she tensed up after what couldn’t have been more than a minute, pressing her mouth against his shoulder to stifle a passionate cry that nobody could have heard, anyway. 
 
    He kept going. He worked Terra’s body over, and worked up a sweat in the process. He was careful about his rhythm and his pace, gently teasing her back to the point of ecstasy without overdoing it. He let his own pleasure build. He needed to time it just right. 
 
    “Oh!” cried Terra. “Holy fuck!” 
 
    Jack let out a low, passionate grunt as he sprinted across his own limit. There it was. The moment he’d spent the entire night carefully orchestrating. In that moment of shared climax, he finally pressed his mouth to her neck and sank his fangs in deep. 
 
    Terra gasped, her entire body tensing, and then slackening, and then tensing again. Jack took a moderate-sized sip of her blood, full of rich, tropical undertones, and then quickly pulled back. It was a rush for him, too, especially alongside his own sexual release, but in a different way. It was a careful, controlled rush. He didn’t drink his fill of her blood. He tried not to let himself enjoy it, at least not too much. 
 
    “Jesus…” muttered Terra. “That was…. wow.” 
 
    By dosing her with the anti-enthrallment potion ahead of time, Jack had taken the best precaution he could. He always waited until they were deep in the heat of the moment to initiate the actual bite, since it made the sensation of his teeth against her skin that much easier to explain. He never let himself feed off the same girl more than once a month, which meant that he constantly needed to bring in new ones to compensate for shifting schedules and availability. 
 
    He’d been getting away with it. He still felt a little guilty, but so far, it didn’t seem as though he’d caused any of the women permanent harm. Jack considered it to be a temporary solution, but he’d also thought that about the penthouse—and serving under Mezolak. 
 
    “I’ve never had sex like that before,” said Terra. “You… are incredible.” 
 
    Jack leaned over her and planted a kiss on her forehead. He heard his phone vibrate from the pocket of his jeans and cursed when he saw the screen after fishing it out. 
 
    “My boss just texted me,” said Jack. “I’m going to have to send you home.” 
 
    “This late at night?” asked Terra. “What is it that you do, again?” 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder that myself,” he said. “I’ll call you an Uber.” 
 
    Terra pouted, but she didn’t complain. She hooked her bra on backwards before sliding it around to cover her pale breasts and then wiggled back into the rest of her tiny outfit. 
 
    “Are you at least going to ask for my number?” she said, pouting a little. 
 
    “There’s a whiteboard on the fridge,” said Jack. “Just scribble it down on your way out.” 
 
    The whiteboard also had the names and numbers of half a dozen other women he’d seduced and fed off recently. It was intentional, and he wanted Terra to see it. The impression it gave kept the women Jack got involved with from expecting too much from him. 
 
    There was nothing wrong with Terra, but he couldn’t let her or anyone else get too close. It still hurt him to think about just how badly his presence alone had affected the women of his old life. Ryoko, and the attempt she’d made on her own life. Mira, getting shot in the chest just for trying to stay by his side. And Katie, whose conscience had forced her to leave after realizing that she was falling in love with a monster. 
 
    He let out a sigh and forced himself up out of bed as soon as he heard the door shut behind Terra. Mezolak usually told him ahead him ahead of time when he was going to be needed on a specific night. The text simply read, I’m on my way to pick you up. The lack of specific details did not bode well. 
 
    Jack was continually surprised by how different serving Mezolak had been from what he’d expected. Namely, the fact that it was tolerable at all. 
 
    Mezolak had given him the penthouse to use for his own purposes. He made few demands on Jack’s time, only getting in touch with him once a week or less. Oftentimes, Jack merely served as a bodyguard, standing outside rooms while Mezolak met with people Jack didn’t know to discuss things he didn’t really care about.  
 
    Of course, if he’d had a choice about it, he would have picked just about anything else. It wasn’t the modest amount of money Mezolak paid him on a monthly basis that kept him in line. He’d sworn his loyalty to Mezolak, to a demon, and that had consequences in the supernatural world. He couldn’t resist Mezolak’s orders, not if he asked more than once. 
 
    He hadn’t tried to resist since that first, fateful morning, when Mezolak had tried to force him to kill Mira. The oath he was under made it so that with each request, the intensity of the effects scaled, going from a powerful compulsion to psychic pain and ending with the kind of sinister, traumatizing fear that left no room for refusal. Jack knew what the first two respective outcomes felt like, and he wasn’t interested in experiencing the last one. 
 
    So he’d served Mezolak. He’d killed a few criminals and gotten the demon out of some hairy situations. He’d made an effort, every step of the way, to ignore the fact that Mezolak was still inhabiting his father’s body. He hadn’t let himself harbor any hopes of saving the man underneath the monster. It wasn’t that hard, given that he’d already gone more than a decade assuming that his dad was dead. 
 
    Mezolak was smart, however. Smart enough to pick up on how much the face he wore affected Jack. He’d made an effort to treat him with respect, and at times, even kindness. It was all subtle manipulation, designed to create the perfect supernatural henchman, one that he could command without having to abuse the threat of giving commands backed by the force of Jack’s loyalty oath. 
 
    He dressed quickly, stopping to pour himself another drink on his way out. He didn’t see the point of spending the night sober if he didn’t have to. Once upon a time, he’d used alcohol as a crutch to keep his bloodthirst under control. That wasn’t much of an issue for him now that he was taking small sips from so many different women on a regular basis. 
 
    He missed Mira, Ryoko, and Katie. That was probably the real reason why he poured himself the second drink. He hadn’t heard from Ryoko since the night he’d brought her back from death’s brink more than three months earlier.  
 
    She was a water nymph now, or at least a hybrid of one. He’d spent some time down by the water during his first few days in Arc City, hoping that she’d follow through with her promise to come to him if he called her name and was nearby. She hadn’t showed. 
 
    Jack had tried calling the mansion’s landline, hoping that Mira might have decided to stick around Lestaron Island. Nobody had ever picked up. Jack had half-expected her to either call him or perhaps even just show up on his doorstep, but he’d been disappointed there, as well.  
 
    He’d even tried using his Blood Sight spell to reach out to her directly, to no avail. It hadn’t worked with Ryoko, either, and it left Jack wondering if Mira’s shift between vampire and human and Ryoko’s transformation into a supernatural nymph might have stymied the magical basis of the spell. 
 
    Then there was Katie. Jack had her cell number. If he wanted to talk to Katie, all he had to do was pick up the phone. He hadn’t, and he couldn’t. As far as he knew, Katie was unaware of him leaving the island and becoming Mezolak’s tool.  
 
    What would he even say to her? Would he tell her that she was right, that he’d finally become the monster she’d been afraid of? Worse, he’d become a monster in service to a monster. He’d gone over to the dark side both in action and affiliation. 
 
    Jack poured himself a third drink before leaving the penthouse. If Mezolak wanted him sober, he should have given him more advance notice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Mezolak’s black SUV slowed to a stop as it drove through the hotel’s drop-off lane. Jack climbed into the passenger seat and shut the door, looking over at the devil he’d made a deal with. 
 
    Mezolak, or rather James Farmoore, was in good shape. His hair was mostly gray, with only a hint of its original blond color. He looked to be a man in his early fifties who’d taken care of himself throughout the course of life. He wore a two-button black suit with no tie, and appeared completely average and ordinary, outside of his cold, blue eyes. 
 
    When Mezolak used the Potential or drew from his demonic abilities, those eyes turned into gateways into another realm. Jack was half sure that it was the literal truth, rather than simple hyperbole.  
 
    Mezolak was a demon from one of the Other Realms. He’d taken James Farmoore’s body in a deal not unlike the recent one Jack himself had made. It was a deal that had restored Jack, as a child, back to life after the car accident that had taken his and his mother’s lives. In exchange, his father had pledged his body to the demon, who continued to exploit it for the purpose of interacting with the mortal world. 
 
    “We have an appointment to make,” said Mezolak. “Are you in a state where you are capable of serving me, mortal?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “It’s not as though I have a choice about it, either way,” he said. “A little heads up would be nice next time.” 
 
    Mezolak smiled and let out a low chuckle. 
 
    “I wished for this particular meeting to be a surprise to you,” he said. “It’s the culmination of a plan I’ve had on the back-burner for several years now. It seemed as though tonight would make for a good time to explain to you how you fit into it.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “Of course you did.” 
 
    Mezolak smile turned into a full-blown grin. Jack had to take a slow breath to keep his anger in check. 
 
    He knew enough about Mezolak now to have a sense of why he’d been so eager to have him as a servant. Mezolak was paranoid by nature, and Jack was one of the few people who he’d let himself trust. Or at least, Mezolak trusted that Jack wouldn’t be able or willing to attack him, both due to the loyalty oath he’d taken and his relation to the vessel Mezolak currently inhabited. 
 
    In truth, Jack had mentally run through a number of different plans and scenarios that might have allowed him his freedom back. None of them involved killing Mezolak or finding a way to orchestrate his death. It just wasn’t something he could make himself do, even if his father was all but extinguished within the shell of his old body. 
 
    He’d considered trying to find a way to inflict a disabling injury: rendering Mezolak unconscious or drugging his food. Each time, he’d come to the conclusion that it would be pointless without the means to force the demon out of his father’s body. 
 
    He’d contemplated making a run for it. Trying to escape from Mezolak and scraping out an existence that was better and less obligated than the one he had now. But he knew Mezolak.  
 
    He knew that the demon would not only go after him but after the people he cared about. He wasn’t interested in putting Mira, Ryoko, or Katie at risk. Just because they were outside of his current life didn’t mean that Mezolak wouldn’t see them as targets for retribution. 
 
    “I think you’ll be interested in what I have to show you,” said Mezolak. “It’s a plan that was, in part, inspired by something mentioned to me, mortal.” 
 
    That was enough to get Jack’s attention, though not in a good way. He’d done his best to keep much of what he knew about Lestaron Island and the people he cared about from slipping out in his interactions with the demon. He opted not to pry any further, hoping that his silence would be mistaken for a lack of curiosity regarding the bait Mezolak had just presented. 
 
    Mezolak had tried and very nearly succeeded in killing Mira once. Jack had not forgotten that fact. Just because he’d managed to save her in the end didn’t mean that the anger wasn’t still there. 
 
    They drove out of the city and to the south until they entered a stretch of industrial decay along the edge of the Arcos River. A small, abandoned factory park that looked overdue for demolishing was Mezolak’s apparent destination. 
 
    The demon brought the car to a stop in front of one warehouse that stood out from the others like a sore thumb. It was well-maintained, with a few exterior lights and security cameras. There was also someone standing outside of it.  
 
    “Here we are,” said Mezolak. “If you would, please.” 
 
    He gestured for Jack to follow him as he climbed out of the car. The two of them walked over to the man who’d been waiting for Mezolak. He was short and somewhat chubby, and he wore a hooded sweatshirt and sunglasses in an attempt to make himself look inconspicuous that had clearly backfired. He was also standing next to a large, refrigerated van. 
 
    “Brian,” said Mezolak. “This is Jack. Jack, this is Brian.” 
 
    The man in the hoodie gave a quick grunt of acquaintance. 
 
    “Quality specimens this time, Brian?” asked Mezolak. “Don’t mind Jack. He’s trustworthy.” 
 
    “A motorcyclist,” said Brian. “A stroke victim, and a heroin overdose. I’ll need help moving them.” 
 
    Mezolak looked at Jack expectantly. 
 
    Jack sighed and followed Brian into the back of the van, where three bodies lay side by side on wheeled gurneys. Each of the three of them pulled one out of the back of the van, down the metal drop-off ramp, and then toward the warehouse’s entrance. 
 
    Mezolak punched a keycode into the panel outside a square sheet metal cargo door, and it slid open. There were no lights on inside, but the street provided enough illumination for Jack to make out the scene within. 
 
    Bodies. Hundreds of them, at Jack’s estimate. All of them were naked and hanging from meat hooks like the bodies of butchered cattle. The smell was overwhelming, but it wasn’t the sourness of rot. Instead, it was a coppery, freezer-burned scent. 
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” said Mezolak. 
 
    Jack felt sick to his stomach, but he didn’t let it show on his face. Brian did the dirty work of attaching each of the bodies to the hooks, though he did have to lift each one into place. As soon as he was back outside and could both think and breathe again, he glared at Mezolak. 
 
    “This is insane,” he said. “And disgusting. You really are a monster.” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” said Mezolak. “I’m putting them to good use. What’s the word you mortals have for it again? Recycling?” 
 
    “I’m not going to be a part of this,” said Jack. “I know what you want, and I won’t do it. I’m not making ghouls for you, Mezolak.” 
 
    It was one of his lesser-used vampiric abilities, and for good reason. As a vampire, he could use his blood essence to transform people while biting them, if he so chose. On a living target, the result would be to give them the Embrace, turning them into a vampire in their own right. On a dead target, doing the same would create a monster. A hulking, violent ghoul. 
 
    Mezolak didn’t react to Jack’s refusal in any of the ways he’d been expecting. Instead, he sighed and shook his head from side to side. 
 
    “Brian over here was not aware that you had that ability, Jack,” he said. “See, he does have a small magical talent. Unfortunately, the piece of information you just volunteered is dangerous for him to know.” 
 
    Jack felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up straight. Brian looked as nervous as he felt and tried to back away from the situation, only managing to bump against the warehouse’s closed metal door. 
 
    “Kill Brian, Jack,” said Mezolak. 
 
    He gave his instruction as a command, taking advantage of the loyalty oath that Jack had sworn. The effect was instantaneous and really fucking hard to ignore. Jack felt a sudden, almost irresistible impulse to throw himself at Brian and see it through. 
 
    He could see himself doing it, in his mind’s eye. A single punch to the stomach to double him over, followed by a twisting headlock. Aided by his vampiric strength, he would easily snap the man’s neck. The scene replayed itself when it reached the end, slamming into Jack’s psyche like a blaring internet video on loop. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” shouted Brian. “I—I didn’t hear anything.” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” said Mezolak. “Jack? If you would, please.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” said Jack through gritted teeth. He’d killed for Mezolak before, but never like this. He wasn’t a trained hound, primed to attack on command. He had free will, even if it hurt to exercise in the face of his supernatural obligations. 
 
    “Must we really do this?” asked Mezolak. “I’ll say it again. Jack… Kill Brian.” 
 
    Each successive time Mezolak gave Jack the same command brought him to a different level of suffering. The first was always the throbbing, insistent compulsion. The second was pain. 
 
    Jack gasped as horrible sensations hit him in a rushing wave of badness. It was unreal how painful it felt. The only thing he could compare it to was when the dentist accidentally went a little too far into a tooth with his drill, except it was all over his body, ebbing and flowing for maximum effect.  
 
    He screamed as he fell to his knees. He felt sick to his stomach, as much from the intensity of the pain as at the idea of it continuing, and after a few seconds, he threw up his dinner and his drinks onto the concrete. Mezolak came to stand next to him, leaning over and staring at him with intense though ultimately non-judgmental eyes. 
 
    “Be reasonable, Jack,” said Mezolak. “I don’t want to command you a third time. I really don’t. I’ve told you before about how the third request might damage or warp your mind. I know I have.” 
 
    Fear was what came next. Mezolak had never given Jack the same command thrice, and probably for good reason. The pain had always been enough to make him bend. Or maybe it was a combination of the pain along with the knowledge that Mezolak wasn’t bluffing about how much worse the fear would be. 
 
    “I won’t just lay down and die!” screamed Brian.  
 
    He rushed forward and kicked Jack hard in the shoulder, knocking him off balance. Almost as soon as Jack made the conscious decision to get back on his feet and defend himself, the pain subsided. He felt almost high in those few seconds immediately afterward, as though the normalcy left in the wake of the unbelievable pain was heroin in his veins. 
 
    Brian was whispering an incantation under his breath. Mezolak had said that he had a small amount of the Potential. Brian’s hand flashed with white light, and then he closed it around something invisible. He whipped his arm from side to side, and Jack could hear something sharp slashing through the air. But he couldn’t see it. 
 
    “I’ll fucking kill you!” shouted Brian.  
 
    He let out an incomprehensible shout and rushed at Jack. Jack cast Spectral Hand without even thinking, lashing out with a shadow tendril to knock the man backward. The tendrils curled like the arms of an octopus, gave off tiny wisps of smoke, and felt like bars of steel when they struck against people. 
 
    Brian slashed his invisible weapon as the tendril tried to loop around his wrist, and surprisingly, he managed to sever it. Jack wasn’t sure if he’d seen anything do that before, and he felt suddenly wary of his opponent. He licked his lips, hating what he knew he was about to do. 
 
    Then he summoned his Spectral Sword. 
 
    The weapon appeared in his hand with more fanfare than Brian’s had. It was a long, symmetrical blade, with a color similar to blood soaking into the concrete. It had undergone some changes over the past few months, most of which Jack owed to his increasing skill with his blood magic. 
 
    At the bottom of his sword’s hilt now hung a single, curling shadow tendril. Jack had discovered that he could make the weapon far more deadly and effective by pairing it with another spell, and over time, he’d merged the advantage directly into the sword’s design. 
 
    On top of that, his Spectral Sword now gave off more shadow smoke than it used to, wisps of the ethereal substance dripping from it like flash-frozen condensation. The shadow smoke did more than just look intimidating.  
 
    He’d never realized it back when he’d been new to his weapon, but there was a damaging force imparted by its presence. What Jack had figured out was how to increase its natural level, making his summoned weapon far more deadly than a similar sword of steel. The cuts it made blistered and burned now, as though it were coated in ethereal, super-heated steam. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer!” shouted Brian.  
 
    He almost immediately rendered his demand contrary by hurling himself forward at Jack. Brian’s invisible… whatever-it-was hissed as it moved through the air. Jack played it cautious, jumping a few steps back before countering with a slash of his own. 
 
    Their weapons collided. One of them shattered, and it wasn’t Jack’s sword. 
 
    He didn’t realize what he’d done until it was already over. His Spectral Sword had passed through Brian’s invisible conjured weapon, and also through his neck, beheading him as quickly and as easily as popping off a beer cap with a bottle opener.  
 
    Blood gushed upward from Brian’s neck stump as his body fell limply to the ground. 
 
    Jack felt a rush of hot, nauseating emotion. He was used to killing. He was good at killing. But never like this. He felt so ashamed of himself that he almost couldn’t bear it. 
 
    His shame morphed into unhinged fury as Mezolak stepped back into his field of view. He still had his Spectral Sword conjured, and in a rush of movement, he hurled himself forward at the demon. 
 
    “Stop,” said Mezolak. 
 
    A single word. A single goddamn syllable, and suddenly, all Jack could see in front of him was his father, the same man who’d been there for him and his mother throughout his childhood. The man he’d loved. 
 
    This was the real reason why Mezolak had gone through such trouble to secure his loyalty. Jack had tried to attack him several times over the course of the past few months, and it had always ended the same.  
 
    Whenever Mezolak ordered him to stop his attack, all he could see was what the horrible, disgusting result would be if he actually went through with it. He’d be killing his father, and it would do little more than force an essentially immortal demon to spend a few years or decades hunting for a new body to inhabit. 
 
    “It’s alright,” said Mezolak. “I understand how you must be feeling, mortal. It was quite an unfortunate ending for Brian, but I assure you, it was not an undeserved one.” 
 
    Mezolak moved as he spoke, opening the warehouse again and dragging Brian’s body out of view. The blood was still obvious on the concrete, but it was hard to draw much in the way of conclusions about what might have transpired from just that. 
 
    “Would you like to know how he came to be in my service, Jack?” asked Mezolak. 
 
    Jack didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Brian was a committed member of his local church and a dabbler in the occult,” said Mezolak. “He also had… certain attractions. Mostly to children, which he used his magic and the occasional potion to take advantage of. The police found out, at least in part. He was in a bind.” 
 
    Mezolak set a hand on Jack’s shoulder. He immediately shrugged it off. 
 
    “It just so happens that Brian worked at a funeral home,” continued Mezolak. “He was ideally suited for the purpose I had in mind, so I helped him out. Called in a favor. Had a few associates eliminate the cops on his case.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” asked Jack. 
 
    “So you’ll know,” said Mezolak. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    “Now, where were we?” asked Mezolak. “Ah, yes. I believe you were expressing moral outrage at the idea of turning those empty bodies into ghouls, were you not?” 
 
    They were back in Mezolak’s SUV, headed into the city. Jack couldn’t get the expression he’d seen on Brian’s face off his mind, despite what Mezolak had told him about his past. He wasn’t interested in having a conversation with the demon. 
 
    “Ghouls are clumsy and basic,” said Mezolak. “Inelegant. Unsuited for my purposes. True necromancy, the kind which brought you back to life once, is incredibly inefficient. So, in order to take advantage of the resources Brian has provided for us, we need something special. You, mortal, are the one who helped point me in the direction of it.” 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked. 
 
    “Zedekiah’s Scepter,” said Mezolak. “I’ve done some research of my own on the weapon since you first mentioned it to me. It’s exactly what we need.” 
 
    It took all of the willpower Jack had to maintain his poker face at the mention of the artifact. Zedekiah’s Scepter was an ancient enchanted weapon capable of stealing the supernatural essence from people. Permanently. He’d seen it in action and knew that it was the real deal. Mira had been essentially cured of her vampirism in the aftermath of a single strike. 
 
    In the first few days after entering Mezolak’s service, Jack had told him about the weapon. Mezolak had been questioning him about any secrets he might have that could aid his nebulous cause.  
 
    Mentioning Zedekiah’s Scepter had served a specific purpose. If Jack could get his hands on it, he could use it to not only free himself of his vampiric curse but quite likely also break the bonds that connected him to Mezolak. 
 
    “How does Zedekiah’s Scepter relate to those bodies?” asked Jack. He kept his tone level, shifting the edge of his eagerness to sound more like annoyance. 
 
    “It’s a weapon that steals the Potential from mortals, along with a sliver of their life essence, to use as its own,” said Mezolak. “Trapped within it are the imprints of thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of supernatural entities.  
 
    “With a little modification, I can force the artifact to regurgitate those imprints. Each one of those bodies you saw in refrigeration will become an incarnate, a reanimated fiend with supernatural abilities. Smarter and more powerful than any ghoul, and most importantly, loyal to our cause.” 
 
    “That’s insane,” said Jack. “No. I’ll have no part in this.” 
 
    He let outrage bleed into his voice. It wouldn’t seem convincing if he went along with Mezolak’s plan straight away. He needed to act like himself. Unwilling, and aware of the potential ramifications of his actions. 
 
    “You’ll do it,” said Mezolak. “We’ll be leaving to recover the artifact tomorrow morning. It’s in South America. Guyana, to be specific.” 
 
    Jack said nothing. 
 
    “Do I need to command you to have your obedience in this?” asked Mezolak. 
 
    He stayed silent for a while longer, trying to play up his reluctance and anger. 
 
     “Fine.” 
 
    “Good,” said Mezolak. “Be ready. You won’t have much time to sleep. The plane leaves early.” 
 
    They arrived back outside the hotel. Mezolak said nothing to Jack as he climbed out of the SUV and shut the door. He took the elevator up to the penthouse, sat down on his expensive couch, and poured himself a drink. 
 
    For the first time in months, he could see a way out. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Jack slept fitfully that night. His dreams were plagued by images of Brian’s face, along with an echo of the soul-searing pain that had forced him to commit the act. He was sweating when he finally woke up. More importantly, someone was opening the door to his room. 
 
    The sun had not yet risen, but Jack’s night vision was good enough for him to make out a woman’s silhouette in the dim light. He started to sit up in bed, but the woman bounded forward before he could, striding across his room with loping steps before leaping onto him. 
 
    She landed with her legs straddling him and with both hands pressing down on his chest. Jack let out a grunt in confusion and started to cast a spell. Before he could, however, the girl leaned her head forward and licked his face. 
 
    “No smell…” she whispered in a singsong voice. “But you taste normal. A little salty.” 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    The girl laughed. Jack tried to push her off him, but her lips were suddenly against his. She gave him a strange kiss, heavy with exploratory tongue, then returned to licking him. 
 
    The light flicked on, and Mezolak stepped into the room after the girl. Jack glared at both of them, trying to preserve as much of his modesty as he could with the sheets. 
 
    “Haven’t you ever heard of knocking?” he snapped. 
 
    “I told you the plane leaves early,” said Mezolak. “And I thought some introductions were in order. Jack, meet Reese.” 
 
    Jack scowled at the girl, seeing her in the light for the first time. She had short hair, almost a pixie cut, and it was glossy and bright white in color. About average height, but with a build that somehow managed to be both slim and busty, with a significant amount of lean muscle. She was wearing a white and blue sundress, with fabric thin enough to showcase the impression of her nipples and the lack of a bra underneath. 
 
    But the most striking detail of all lay in her face. She had cat eyes, and her golden-yellow irises were dotted with vertically-slitted pupils. Her ears had a slight but distinct point to them and seemed to sit a little higher up on her head than what was normal.  
 
    On top of the other obvious clues, she was literally purring while simultaneously undulating back and forth on top of his crotch. It was early enough in the morning for Jack to be more sensitive than normal to that kind of movement, and he felt an immediate, unwanted rush of blood to his nether regions. 
 
    “Do we have time to play?” asked the girl. The question was directed at Mezolak, but she didn’t glance away from Jack as she spoke. 
 
    “No, Reese,” said Mezolak. “Enough nonsense. We need to move immediately if the two of you are to act on my information while it’s still good.” 
 
    “Do you mind explaining just who this girl is and how she’s relevant?” asked Jack. “I’m not really getting what the point of you bringing her is.” 
 
    “She’s your new thrall,” said Mezolak. “You’ll have to be quick about feeding off her, since we are in a bit of a rush. But she’s yours for the taking, mortal. It should make things a fair amount easier for you.” 
 
    Reese had leaned forward and begun kissing him again. Jack had to admit that he didn’t find her body against his to be entirely unpleasant, though the idea of enthralling her made him grit his teeth. 
 
    “Are you going to bite me?” asked Reese. “Maybe I’ll bite you, too.” 
 
    “You should get off me,” said Jack. 
 
    He started to shift her to the side. Reese hissed at him and swung her arm in a blur of movement. Jack let out a small grunt of pain as he felt her fingernails slash four parallel cuts into his cheek. 
 
    “Hey!” he snapped.  
 
    Reese laughed and jumped onto him again, trying to wrestle for control and digging her surprisingly sharp fingernails into his bare shoulders and back. Jack cried out as he felt her gouging into his skin and lost his patience. 
 
    He seized her by the shoulders, flipped her underneath him, and sank his fangs into her neck. Reese made a whining noise that turned into more of a pleasured moan as Jack started to drink her blood. She tasted like sweet lavender, and her hips moved against his in a way that would have been impossible for him to ignore had the two of them been alone. 
 
    He didn’t like enthralling her, but he didn’t see any other option. For starters, Mezolak would probably just command him to do it if he refused. Secondly, he would need to feed on their journey, and he doubted that he could manage to dose Reese with the anti-enthrallment potion on a regular basis without being caught. 
 
    Most importantly, it made sense to have her obeying his commands if he was planning on keeping Zedekiah’s Scepter for himself. Not only would it give him a potential ally if it came down to a direct fight, but if he did manage to get the artifact, there was a good chance that it could break his enthrallment over her anyway, given the way it seemed to work as a supernatural leech. 
 
    “Mmmm…” purred Reese. “I wonder how I taste?” 
 
    She kissed him before he could say anything, before he could even lick the remnants of her blood from his lips. Jack felt her tongue probing into his mouth again, and he couldn’t decide whether he felt turned on or disgusted. 
 
    “Get dressed,” said Mezolak. “You won’t need to pack much beyond a few changes of clothes. I’ve arranged for a car to be waiting at the airport with everything else the two of you will need.” 
 
    “You aren’t coming with us?” asked Jack. 
 
    Mezolak shook his head. “I’m afraid my attention is required elsewhere, mortal. But the trip will be good for you. It will give you a chance to bond with your thrall.” 
 
    From the way Reese was still kissing his neck and moving against him, Jack got the feeling that she’d be more than willing to do some “bonding.” He pushed her back, and she took the hint, though her lips turned down into a girlish pout. 
 
    Jack waited until Mezolak and Reese had left his room before climbing out of bed, not wanting to reveal how much her teasing had excited him. He pulled on jeans and a t-shirt, packed a few sets of clothing into his backpack, and headed down to meet them in the lobby. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    “Zedekiah’s Scepter is currently in the possession of a man named Pierce Wrangler,” said Mezolak as he drove them toward the airport. “My sources tell me that he’s taken up semi-permanent residence in South America, in a small farming village in Guyana known as Kamarang. You and Reese will go there, kill him, and return with the artifact.” 
 
    “Sounds simple enough.” Jack was sitting in the front seat, and he glanced over his shoulder at Reese. “Can she handle herself in a fight?” 
 
    “I’m right here,” said Reese, in a purring voice. “And I’m a great hunter. So are my cats.” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow, but neither Reese nor Mezolak provided further elaboration. 
 
    “Come straight back once you have Zedekiah’s Scepter,” said Mezolak. “We’re working on a restricted timetable. The Order of Chaldea has begun poking their nose into my business, and I have no interest in sparring with them without a decisive advantage at my back.” 
 
    “The Order’s involved?” said Jack. “Should I expect company?” 
 
    “Not just yet,” said Mezolak. “The Order and I have had an arrangement for quite some time. I’ve presented myself to them in a way that placates their expectations, but they have finally taken notice. We will have to deal with them sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He’d never really been on good terms with the Order of Chaldea, but he wasn’t interested in making them into an enemy. Especially now that Katie was a member. The idea of seeing her again made his heart beat a little faster, even if they’d be on opposing sides of a hypothetical fight. 
 
    Mezolak drove them out of the city and through the western outskirts. He brought them to a small private airport with several large storage buildings nearby that Jack hadn’t known existed. Their plane was already waiting for them, by the looks of it, and there were no employees or security to get in their way as Mezolak brought the car through the main gate and onto the tarmac. 
 
    “Get me that artifact,” Mezolak said, addressing them both. Jack nodded slowly, grabbed his bag, and climbed out of the vehicle. 
 
    Reese walked alongside him over to the plane they’d be taking, which reminded Jack of the tiny aircraft he’d originally flown on to return to Lestaron Island once upon a time. The pilot stood outside the main passenger door, smoking a cigarette and looking visibly unnerved. 
 
    “Ready to go?” asked Jack. 
 
    The pilot gave him a strange look. “I’m ready. Just know that the door to the cockpit will be locked for the entire flight. I’m not putting any of my flight attendants in danger, so don’t expect drinks or meals, either.” 
 
    Jack frowned and shook his head a little. 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” he asked. 
 
    The pilot just shook his head and waved him off. He figured it wasn’t something worth picking a fight over, so he followed after Reese up the stairs and into the fuselage. 
 
    What he saw as he made his way inside was explanation enough. Five large cats with paws big enough to swat skulls were already on board the plane, and they watched him with eyes that managed to seem sufficiently threatening without doing anything special.  
 
    There were two panthers, larger than average. Two mountain lions, similarly oversized. One orange-striped tiger, so massive that there was no chance in hell that it wasn’t supernatural in origin. 
 
    “Holy shit…” muttered Jack. 
 
    “They’re nice,” said Reese. “At least, when I’m in a good mood, they’re nice.” 
 
    She flashed a wicked smile at him and let out a tiny, squeaking laugh. She’d chosen a seat on the left-hand aisle, and with her cats around her, there was basically no room for anyone else to sit down on that side of the plane. Jack took a seat on the other side, putting a little distance between himself and the merry band of cats. 
 
    “What are you, anyway?” he asked. “Some kind of cat whisperer?” 
 
    “I’m a werecat,” said Reese. One of the mountain lions was attempting to climb into her lap and curl, despite being about the same size that she was. 
 
    “A werecat?” asked Jack. “So you can turn into a cat?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Reese. 
 
    “Are your cats also werecats, or…?” 
 
    “No,” said Reese. “They’re just big.” 
 
    She brought one of her hands to her face and started licking her palm. Most of the big cats had found spots to stretch out on the plane, and all of them but the tiger began to let out low, rumbling purrs. 
 
    They took off down the runway after a few more minutes, and they were on their way. Jack was all right with having his row to himself, and he got as comfortable as he could in the presence of five of humanity’s ancient animal enemies. 
 
    A werecat. The sundress, with nothing underneath it, made a lot more sense to him now. If Reese ever needed to transform unexpectedly, she could just toss the dress aside and not have to worry about ripping out of her clothes. Though, that was assuming the magic that let her transform didn’t take objects in contact with her along for the ride, like his Shadow Form did. 
 
    He tried not to let the mental image of Reese tossing off her sundress excite him too much as he leaned back in his chair. He closed his eyes and eventually managed to catch up on some of the sleep that had been stolen from him that morning. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    It was only a seven-hour flight, which was bearable enough. Jack slept through most of it, only waking as the plane touched down. Guyana was a beautiful country, thick with deep green jungles and pressed up against the coast of the South Atlantic Ocean. 
 
    The airport they arrived at was much like the one they’d left from: small and private. Only the runway was paved, with everything else nearby being packed dirt. The pilot came around to open their door but then backed off, giving them an understandably wide berth. Jack acted the part of the gentleman, letting Reese and her cats depart first. It wasn’t because he was scared of turning his back on the creatures or anything. Of course not. 
 
    “Mezolak said he left a car for us,” said Jack. “Any idea where it is?” 
 
    “There,” said Reese. 
 
    She pointed at a vehicle sitting alone in the airport’s parking lot. Calling the vehicle a car was a little like calling one of Reese’s cats a cute little kitten. It was a Hummer with a number of choice, off-road upgrades. It had massive tires that looked like they could drive up cliffs. The back had been converted into a truck bed, which answered the question of how they would transport Reese’s cats along with them. 
 
    Reese pulled the keys out of her bag and dangled them in front of Jack. 
 
    “Awesome,” he said. “I’ll drive. Can you navigate?” 
 
    “I can,” purred Reese.  
 
    They loaded into the Hummer. The weight of the cats caused the frame to sag slightly, but not enough to be worrying. The driver’s seat felt like a miniature command center. Jack rolled down both windows and adjusted the mirrors, marveling at how high off the ground the massive tires put them. 
 
    “Kamarang will take us about a day’s worth of traveling to reach,” said Reese. “It’s very remote.” 
 
    It was mid-afternoon, and they still had a few hours of sunlight left. They’d have to make camp at some point, but Jack had already spotted a bundled-up tent and travel rations in the back. 
 
    “Which road should I take out of here?” asked Jack. 
 
    Reese pointed to the roughest-looking one, which was only visible for a couple of miles before it disappeared into the dense, surrounding forests. It was going to be an adventure, that much was for sure. 
 
    He started the truck up, grinning to himself as he heard the roar of the engine. He shifted it into gear and started forward, driving slowly at first to get used to the weight of the cats in back. 
 
    With both windows down, the breeze rippled through the Hummer’s cab as they picked up speed, doing interesting, hard-to-ignore things with Reese’s thin sundress. Jack pushed the Hummer to the limit, seeing how fast he could get it going while the road was still in a reasonably drivable state. The answer was pretty damn fast. 
 
    He slowed as they entered the dense jungle, paying more attention to the lay of the land. Potholes were common enough in the dirt road to make the flat sections seem like the oddity. The Hummer didn’t seem to mind most of them, its massive tires treating them like minor annoyances. 
 
    There were lots of bugs in the air, and after a couple of minutes, Jack opted to roll up the windows and turn on the AC. Reese seemed content with the silence, but Jack’s curiosity got the better of him. 
 
    “How did you end up working for Mezolak?” he asked. 
 
    Reese didn’t answer right away. Which didn’t seem weird, coming from her. The similarities between her and her cats didn’t end at the striking, vertical pupils. Reese had an aloof air about her, as though she was a stranger who just happened to have a similar goal. 
 
    “He gave me food,” said Reese, after a minute. “He also helped my friends.” 
 
    “Your friends?” asked Jack. “Do you mean your cats?” 
 
    Reese nodded. She didn’t say anything else. 
 
    “That’s it?” he asked. “That’s all it took for you to serve someone like Mezolak? I’m assuming you’re aware of some of the things he’s done. Some of the things he’s capable of.” 
 
    Reese was silent again, and a tension settled on the air that seemed to belong more to Jack, than to her. 
 
    “I’m strong, but not the strongest,” said Reese. “I’m pretty. As a human, and as a cat. There are people and… entities out there that see me as something to have. A trophy, or a pet.” 
 
    “Protection?” asked Jack. “You went to Mezolak because you thought he could protect you?” 
 
    “Me and my friends,” said Reese. “But yes. Mezolak is dangerous, and that’s good.” 
 
    “You could find someone else that’s dangerous,” said Jack. “Maybe someone with a better understanding of right and wrong.” 
 
    Reese shrugged, and Jack let it drop. Mezolak had explicitly given her to him as a thrall. He already noticed he was feeling a little protective of her, and the idea of letting her go back to serving a literal demon after their job was done was out of the question. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    The road grew rougher, and in a strange twist, it only made the job of operating the Hummer that much more fun. Jack bounced in his seat as he twisted the wheel to find purchase with the tires over a massive pothole. There was a muddy section of road after that, and he picked up speed as he entered it, letting the tires kick up plumes of muck in their wake. 
 
    One of the cats let out an annoyed roar loud enough to be heard over the sound of the engine, and Jack was suddenly glad for the separation between the truck bed and cab. He slowed as the road began to follow the edge of a river, meandering back and forth in a path parallel to the water. 
 
    The hours slipped by. The Hummer was unusually fuel-efficient, though he’d noticed a fuel tank in the truck bed in case they needed it. They drove out of the jungle and into a clearing just as the sun began to set over the horizon. Reese reached over and set a hand on his knee. 
 
    “We should rest,” she said simply. 
 
    Jack nodded. They were still next to the river, which would give them an opportunity to bathe if they wanted to take the risk of whatever might be lurking under the water’s surface. Being out in a clearing would be the safest place for them to spend the night, though he wasn’t overly worried about wild animals with Reese’s cats around. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Let’s set up camp. If I work on the tent, will you handle dinner?” 
 
    “Fresh meat?” asked Reese. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “I was going to build a fire anyway. It would certainly be a step up from the dried food that we brought with us.” 
 
    He brought the Hummer to a stop next to a flat section of field and killed the engine. It was hard to keep his sense of adventure and wonder in check as he climbed out of the driver’s seat. He was in South America, chasing a rogue mage who had once tried to kill him. He had to remind himself of the evil intentions behind Mezolak’s request to keep himself grounded. 
 
    Reese spent a few minutes petting her cats before whispering something to each one and sending them off. They seemed totally comfortable heading off into the jungle on their own. For at least a few of them, Jack was relatively sure that it was their natural environment. 
 
    The tent was small, barely big enough for two people, and even then they’d be getting closely acquainted with each other. It basically self-assembled, with Jack only needing to connect a single, flexible pole. The rest of them unfolded automatically, and he had it finished within a couple of minutes.  
 
    There were sleeping bags, too. He stretched them out across the tent’s canvas interior to form a sort of carpet, as he doubted they’d be needing their warmth. Next, Jack found the fire kit and began collecting fallen branches for fuel. 
 
    He looked around the clearing for Reese and spotted her in the water, bathing. She’d taken her sundress off to do it, and Jack felt a flush of voyeuristic heat come to his cheeks as he watched her. 
 
    She had the perfectly sculpted body of a dancer or a gymnast, muscle spread so evenly across her that it almost seemed unfair to other women. Her breasts were larger than they looked in her dress, with light tan nipples that stood out against her pale flesh. She also had tan lines that suggested that she’d worn a bikini for a while in the sun recently. A very small bikini. 
 
    Jack came to his senses and forced his attention back to the fire. He still felt weird about the idea of her being his thrall. It was for real this time. Back when he’d fed off Katie, Ryoko, and even Mira, he’d gone out of his way to use the anti-enthrallment potion to mitigate the effects of his bite. Even with the numerous girls he’d brought back to his apartment, he’d always been careful. 
 
    How loyal would Reese end up becoming to him? Was there any reason not to think that she’d choose him over Mezolak, especially after a few more feedings, once the enthrallment became embedded deep in her psyche? Was it fair for him to ask her to betray her original master, given how evil Mezolak was? 
 
    He had questions, but no answers. 
 
    The fire kit had come with loose, fluffy bits of tinder, along with waterproof matches, a Zippo, and magnesium dust. A child could have gotten a roaring blaze going with that type of setup. Within a minute, Jack had a small, crackling fire that he fed with dry branches. The smoke smelled good and brought a dryness with it that made him notice the general humidity. 
 
    Reese had her sundress back on as she walked into camp, though her body was so wet that there was almost no point. It clung to her tighter than the thinnest silk, and Jack swore he could see the color of her nipples through it, on top of their general perkiness. 
 
    “You should clean yourself, too,” said Reese. “You smell.” 
 
    He shrugged. It was probably a fair assessment. He hadn’t gotten a chance to take a proper shower that morning since they’d left so early. He pulled his t-shirt off and headed over to the river. 
 
    The water was frigid but clean and fast-flowing. Jack left his jeans and socks on the shore but waited until he was up to the waist to take his boxers off. He wasn’t quite as free-spirited when it came to exhibiting himself as Reese was.  
 
    He scrubbed himself off as well as he could with no soap and then pulled his boxers back on and returned to the camp. There wasn’t much point in getting dressed again until he dried off, so he set his clothing aside and returned to feeding wood into the fire in just his underwear. 
 
    “Mezolak says I should keep you well-fed,” said Reese. 
 
    Jack was sitting on a large rock. Reese walked over and sat in his lap, pulling her scraggly wet white hair back to expose her neck. 
 
    “Right now?” he said. 
 
    “If you want,” said Reese. 
 
    She shifted in his lap, her butt moving against his crotch in a way that felt awesome. 
 
    “Uh,” said Jack. “Sometimes when I feed, I get a little worked up.” 
 
    Reese turned to meet his gaze. She blinked her big cat eyes at him and shook her head. 
 
    “And?” she asked. 
 
    “I just want to give you a heads up,” said Jack. “I don’t like the feeling of taking advantage of people.” 
 
    Reese’s lips turned up into a slow smile. She stood up from his lap, and a devious expression took over her face. Before Jack could stop her, she rushed forward, pushing him hard in the chest. He fell off the rock and landed on his back hard enough to knock the wind out of his lungs. 
 
    “Hey!” said Jack. “What the hell?” 
 
    Reese jumped on top of him, putting energy into a wrestling match that Jack hadn’t seen the billing for. He started wrestling her back after a second, sliding his hands across her to try to find purchase and flip her underneath him. 
 
    “If you’re strong enough to take me,” purred Reese, “then you can have me.” 
 
    She slammed her knee into the side of one of Jack’s thighs, hard enough to make it seem less like play and more like an actual fight. Jack grimaced and tried to grab her leg to hold it still. She was still wearing the sundress, and he felt his fingers gazing across her nude buttocks as he searched for a grip. 
 
    Reese wasn’t playing around. She sucked in a gasping breath as some of Jack’s fingers traced across the inside of her leg. She twisted, and Jack felt her fingernails leaving painful scratches across his back. 
 
    “That’s it!” snapped Jack, feeling himself get a little angry. 
 
    He hadn’t wrestled a girl in any serious manner since he’d been a child, and that had been with Katie. It had felt different back then. Neither of them had been mature, in mind or body, and obviously, neither of them had been almost naked.  
 
    Reese tried to put him into a headlock. Jack leaned forward, lifting her into the air as he stood up. He all but threw her into the tent and onto the sleeping bags, and she let out an excited, hissing laugh.  
 
    Jack was on top of her before she could get back to her feet. He cheated a little, drawing from his vampiric strength as he pinned her arms. Reese thrashed, laughing and hissing with an intensity that made her seem a little less than human. 
 
    “I am strong,” said Jack. “Stronger than you.” 
 
    “Ooh,” said Reese. “Prove it.” 
 
    Jack bared his teeth and sank his fangs deep into her neck. Reese let out a pleasured, squealing laugh and almost immediately stopped resisting. She tasted incredible, and Jack felt an odd respect for the fact that she’d made him work for it. 
 
    He was stronger than her, and she was his thrall. He felt himself drinking her delicious, lavender-scented blood more freely than he otherwise would have. He’d need to give her plenty of time that night to rest and recuperate.  
 
    Her sundress suddenly seemed like an unnecessary thing to Jack. A layer of pointless cloth. He pulled it up, letting his hand explore a few of the places it had grazed over before. Reese’s body was tense and still at the same time, like a kitten being held by the nape of its neck. 
 
    He let his hands run over her breasts, squeezing and appreciating their softness. With a grunt of effort, Jack pulled his mouth back, giving her a respite from being drained of her blood. Reese immediately started wiggling and laughing again. Jack kept her pinned. 
 
    “We aren’t done yet,” he said. 
 
    Reese licked her lips and slowly bucked her hips against him. Jack had to let go of her wrists to pull down her boxers, and he watched her eyes widen slightly as she saw his erect shaft snap into view. 
 
    Reese made a small, pleased humming noise and lifted her arms, letting him pull the sundress the rest of the way over her head. She flashed a quick, mischievous smile, and for a second, Jack thought that she was going to attack him again. 
 
    She didn’t. She spread her thighs wide open and rested her hands on his shoulders, her fingernails kneading into his skin like a cat digging its claws into a pillow. 
 
    He kissed her deeply and thrust forward, entering her with most of his length in a single movement. Reese was unusually tight but clearly turned on. It felt almost like trying to squeeze into a stretchy glove a size too small, and the sensation was gripping in a figurative and literal sense as he started to move. 
 
    Reese was very vocal, but none of the noises she was making sounded like they belonged to a human. It was hot, and a little weird. She made a high-pitched, mewling sound as Jack’s lips pinched against one of her nipples. 
 
    The afterglow of the blood he’d taken from her made each and every movement feel amplified by ten. Jack kissed her lips, her neck, and her chin. He watched her breasts jiggling as he really started to pump into her.  
 
    He pulled her body as tight against him as he could in a gesture that felt like a physical manifestation of his dominance. Mezolak had given her to him as a thrall, but it was up to Jack to really take her. And that was what he was doing, thrusting into her hard enough so that she could feel it. Hard enough to hurt. 
 
    Reese bit his shoulder and dug her fingers into his back. She wrapped her legs around him, hugging him so tightly that Jack had to shift his angle of attack. He let himself enjoy it, pumping faster than he probably should have. He got a little ahead of himself and went a little too far. 
 
    Reese didn’t let go of him as he unloaded in her. The pleasure hit Jack in a massive, gushing, and unfortunately, slightly premature wave. He smiled and pulled back slightly, watching as Reese continued to move against him like a cat feeling needy for attention. 
 
    “Are you finished?” she whispered. 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “I’m just getting started.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Several rounds later, Jack stood outside the tent, coaxing the fire they’d forgotten about back to life. Reese’s cats had returned at some point during their lovemaking, though they’d done a good job of remaining unobtrusive. One of them had managed to catch a fuzzy animal that reminded him slightly of a small, wild pig. Jack had opted to skewer it through with a branch after skinning it, not trusting himself to do much more than that. 
 
    He set up a basic spit and began cooking their dinner over the fire. Reese walked around outside the tent, petting each of her cats and giving them affection in turn. She was totally comfortable with walking around naked, and despite how effectively she’d worn him out, the sight was still more than a little arousing. 
 
    She finished petting the largest of the bunch, the freakishly huge tiger, and then stood up. All of the cats headed back off into the jungle. Jack turned the spit, making sure the meat was cooking evenly, and then walked over to her. 
 
    “Why’d you send them off?” he asked. 
 
    “They’ll keep watch,” said Reese. “Guard the camp.” 
 
    “Are you expecting trouble?” asked Jack. 
 
    In way of answer, Reese tilted her head back and sniffed the air several times. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “There is a smell.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s the Order?” asked Jack. “Or maybe Pierce?” 
 
    Reese shrugged. 
 
    “There is a smell,” she repeated. 
 
    The meat was a little overcooked when Jack pulled it off the spit, but still flavorful and fatty. He and Reese ate in relative silence. Jack wondered if she ever ate with her cats before deciding that the answer probably involved her being in werecat form and taking down animals alongside them. 
 
    The wind blew through the clearing, making the trees in the surrounding jungle let out a whistling hiss. The noise of the birds and the insects was constant in the background, but Jack’s ears couldn’t pick out anything unusual beyond that. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “We should get some rest while we have the chance.” 
 
    They curled up in the tent together, both of them naked on top of the sleeping bags. Reese licked his face a couple of times before nestling her head against his shoulder. It felt strange, and it was the first time Jack had really fallen asleep with a woman since leaving Lestaron Island. He was always so careful to send the girls he’d bring back to the penthouse home each night, lest they start to get attached. 
 
    Reese was his thrall. He was allowed to let her get attached to him, but it still somehow felt wrong. As though he was leading her on, and letting her get close to him on false pretenses. Which, given her apparent loyalty to Mezolak and Jack’s planned deception, was exactly what he was doing. 
 
    He managed to fall asleep after a little while, but only for a few hours. A loud shout came from outside the tent in the jungle. It was immediately followed by a higher-pitched shout, which gave way to panicked, desperate screaming. 
 
    Jack was up and moving immediately, not bothering to take the time to put on clothes. He ran across the clearing and toward the source of the noise, only slowing down when he made out the silhouettes of Reese’s cats, and the body underneath them. 
 
    “This is what I smelled,” said Reese. 
 
    Jack grimaced as he watched Reese’s cats bite small hunks of flesh off what had once been a tanned man of indeterminable age. He was very much dead, and he had so many gory injuries that it was hard to tell which one had done the job. 
 
    “We didn’t need to kill him,” said Jack. “I don’t even see a weapon on him. And now, we can’t even ask him what he was doing here.” 
 
    “My cats like to kill,” said Reese. “Also, I like to kill.” 
 
    “Well, don’t do it anymore unless I tell you to,” said Jack, sharpening his voice a little. She was his thrall. He didn’t care if she’d gotten into the habit of killing indiscriminately under Mezolak. He did things differently. 
 
    “You like to kill, too,” said Reese. “I know you do.” 
 
    She took a step toward him and pressed her still naked-body against his. Jack kissed her, and he felt a flash of shame at how easy it was to ignore the fresh death nearby and instead focus on Reese’s soft breasts and delicious lips. 
 
    “Send your cats into the jungle to do something with the body,” he said. There was the option to search it for clues, but it didn’t really appeal to Jack, given how much damage the cats had already done to him. He also doubted that anything worthwhile he might find would be written in a language he could read. 
 
    He and Reese returned to the tent and slept through the rest of the night. The body was gone come morning, but the bloodstains left on the grass in its wake were a grisly reminder of what had happened. 
 
    Jack rifled through the food rations in the Hummer until he found some granola bars to munch on. He offered one to Reese, but she declined, instead having some of the meat scraps left over from their meal the night before. 
 
    “Any idea how far we are from Kamarang?” asked Jack. 
 
    Reese looked around them, considering the question. It was windy out, and the breeze made her sundress flutter incessantly. She didn’t readjust it to keep it in place as a typical woman might have, and it made looking at her into an interesting experience, as though she was perpetually on the verge of having a Marilyn Monroe, out-of-control skirt moment. 
 
    “We’re close,” she said. “A few hours, maybe. We should travel slow. Stay quiet.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Jack. 
 
    “Are you thirsty?” asked Reese. “For my blood?” 
 
    He almost said yes on reflex, but in truth, he was still sated from the night before. He’d taken a lot from her, and Reese seemed no worse off from it. Mezolak had picked a quality thrall for him. Recognizing that fact made him feel more than a little uncomfortable. 
 
    “I’m fine for now,” he said. 
 
    They struck down the camp, packed everything up, and climbed back into the Hummer. The cats arrived back at camp seconds before they were about to leave, all of them soaking wet. Jack raised an eyebrow and looked over at Reese in the passenger seat. 
 
    “I thought cats didn’t like to swim,” he said, in a teasing voice. 
 
    She simply smiled at him. They didn’t see eye to eye on everything, and she was kind of weird, but Jack could feel himself starting to like her. 
 
    He drove through the morning and into the afternoon, taking Reese’s advice to travel slowly. The road got rougher by the mile, weaving in and out of the jungle, until they finally exited out of the dense vegetation and into a more open, hilly landscape. 
 
    At that point, it didn’t make sense for them to follow the beaten path, given how plagued with potholes it was. Jack drove on the grass instead, taking full advantage of the Hummer’s off-road capabilities. He floored it a little as he went over some of the smaller hills and caught enough air off of one to make several of the cats screech in panic. 
 
    It was approaching evening when he reached the top of one hill and finally spotted their destination. Kamarang was a small farming village, very traditional and poor. Most of the houses were made of tan brick with thatched roofs, and there were no electrical lines, paved roads, or modern vehicles in sight. 
 
    One building stood out from the rest. In the back of the town, on the edge of the river, there was a large, ancient-looking temple made of polished white stone and decorated with murals. It looked clean, like it was in active use, and Jack knew without needing to be told that it was where he would find Pierce and the scepter. 
 
    He backed the Hummer up a few feet, parking it in a spot on the hill where it would be out of direct line of sight. He climbed out and kept low to the ground as he approached the top of the hill again, taking in the situation. 
 
    Most of the people he could see weren’t in the village itself but working in the farms off to the side, along the river. If he approached immediately, he might be able to get to the temple without attracting much attention. Then again, if he waited until nightfall, he’d have his blood magic, though there might be more people around to respond to the presence of an intruder. 
 
    “Let’s wait,” he said to Reese. “For another hour or two, at least. Until it’s dark.” 
 
    Reese nodded slowly. 
 
    “Is it alright if I kill people again?” she asked. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “No. At least not unless I ask for it. In fact, I want you and your cats to hang back. Find a good hiding spot on the edge of the village and stay there until I call for you.” 
 
    “I won’t be able to hear you if you’re far away,” said Reese. 
 
    “You will,” said Jack. “I won’t call out to you with my voice. I have a spell that will let me reach you.” 
 
    Blood Sight was basically a spell designed for this very purpose. It was effectively a way of giving Jack an open line of communication with people he’d fed off recently. He’d be able to expend some of his blood essence to silently reach out to Reese, which would be extremely handy, considering the backup she’d bring along with her. 
 
    “Are you sure about heading in alone?” asked Reese. “You’ll be vulnerable.” 
 
    “Trust me,” said Jack. “It makes the most sense. You and your cats are too conspicuous.” 
 
    She frowned, but gave him a slow nod after a few seconds. There was another reason why Jack didn’t want to bring her along if he didn’t have to. He had to assume that she was still, on some level, loyal to Mezolak. 
 
    He couldn’t trust that Reese wouldn’t have objections to him using the scepter in the way he intended. He was taking a pretty huge gamble, and there were an infinite number of ways his plan could go wrong. He needed to get Zedekiah’s Scepter from Pierce and find a time to use it when he wouldn’t be left too vulnerable in the aftermath. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting,” said Reese. She walked over to her cats, reached down to the hem of her sundress, and pulled it off. Jack had a total of one point five seconds to ogle her naked body before it flashed with white light and transformed. 
 
    Reese was still elegant and beautiful in her werecat form, but in a different way. She took on the form of a white tiger, one smaller than the other one she’d brought with her but still large enough to be scary. She walked over to Jack with smooth steps and brushed up against him for a moment, lifting her head to let her eyes meet his. Those, at least, still looked the same. 
 
    He watched as she and her fellow cats took off down the hill and into the thin sliver of jungle running along the village’s northeast edge. Then Jack walked over to the Hummer, took a seat on its bumper, and waited. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    It took a while for the sun to set over the horizon, but he was in no rush. He started to get a little anxious as he returned to the edge of the hill and gazed down on the temple. Zedekiah’s Scepter represented the best chance of getting a normal life back that he would ever have. 
 
    It felt audacious to let himself harbor fresh, growing hope. Hope for his future. Hope for a chance to maybe see the people he loved again. Mira, Ryoko, maybe even Katie, if he went back to being an ordinary human. He could go back to Lestaron Island, fix up the mansion, and sit back on his inheritance. Enjoy himself, for once. 
 
    The people in the fields slowly trickled back into town as it became too dark for them to work. Jack noticed that they were all men and frowned a little as he considered the fact that he hadn’t seen any women in the time he’d been watching.  
 
    He waited until it was as dark as it was going to get and then slowly began to sneak forward. If he’d wanted to go totally incognito, he could have just cast Shadow Form. It almost felt like it would be a waste of blood essence, however. The only exterior lights the village had were a few torches, and it was so easy to dodge their fields of illumination that giving himself the extra advantage seemed pointless.  
 
    The village was quieter than it should have been. Jack didn’t hear anything, even as he passed by houses that obviously had people inside. He slowed to a stop as he approached the entrance to the temple. The heavy wooden door was slightly ajar, and light, laughter, and the sounds of conversation came from within. 
 
    It was only then that Jack cast Shadow Form, letting his body transform from its normal, physical state into an incorporeal mass of darkness and smoke. He had to stick to the interior of the temple’s shadows, which limited him to the corners of the chamber, along with long channels created by the shadows of the six massive, stone pillar supports. 
 
    He rematerialized behind one of the pillars in order to get a better sense of what was going on. With his back pressed tightly against it, Jack peered around, staying hidden while taking stock of the situation. 
 
    The interior of the temple had electricity, much to his surprise. There were torch sconces in the walls and on the inner faces of the pillars, but each of them had been retrofitted to cast light with small lamps. Jack made a mental note of how he might use that to his advantage as he looked toward the back of the room. 
 
    Pierce was there, and he was sitting on an intricately carved throne. He wore strange clothing: a black and red tunic, along with golden jewelry and a thin, jewel-encrusted circlet. He was surrounded by more than a dozen attractive young women, all of them dressed in thin, spiraling silk gowns that were far more titillating than they were practical. 
 
    The women were all fawning over Pierce. Some of them were caressing him with their hands, and in at least one case, underneath the bottom half of his tunic. A small group of them were sitting on the floor in front of his throne, listening to him talk about something in a language Jack didn’t recognize. Another stood holding a basket of fruit, not actively feeding Pierce, but there at a moment’s notice if he called for it. 
 
    Jack spotted Zedekiah’s Scepter as he drew his eyes away from the numerous, nubile bodies. It was hanging from a hook on the side of Pierce’s throne, and it was effectively out of Jack’s reach.  
 
    The illumination surrounding Pierce was too strong and consistent for him to use Shadow Form to get in close for an easy heist. His Spectral Hand tendrils would work though the artificial light, but Pierce would see them coming from a distance, and he wasn’t sure if they could snatch the scepter out of his range quickly enough. 
 
    He turned that conclusion over in his head, realizing that he had some other options, though none of them were very good. He could try diplomacy, and attempt to explain his situation to Pierce. Jack didn’t actually need the scepter, since he’d be abandoning Mezolak’s service, anyway. 
 
    It was straightforward enough to be a little tempting, but he didn’t think Pierce would go for it. Or rather, he wasn’t sure that he trusted Pierce to use the scepter to restore his freedom and humanity. It was very possibly that Pierce, being the type of person that he was, would lie and say that’s what he intended to do before just killing him anyway. 
 
    One of the women tending to Pierce’s needs had begun to kiss him. He seemed distracted. Jack chewed his lip, toying with the idea of taking advantage of the moment and attacking immediately. He might be able to catch Pierce off guard, but he might also be putting innocents at risk. 
 
    Waiting until Pierce fell asleep posed a similar problem, given that it seemed incredibly unlikely that he’d be sleeping alone. Pierce also wasn’t stupid. He’d kept the scepter nearby, positioned in a way to make it difficult to steal and easy to defend himself with. He’d know that it was a bad idea to lock an artifact away in a safe or a vault after how things had transpired in the Emerald Keep with Volandar. 
 
    Jack found himself wishing that he had more shadows and darkness to work with, and suddenly realized the restriction was something he could address. He slipped back outside and sneaked around the temple, examining the stone wall until he found what he was looking for. 
 
    There were solar panels on the roof, with massive lithium batteries to store and release electricity during the night. There was also a single, obvious cable running down from them and into the temple through a carefully drilled hole midway up the wall. 
 
    Jack summoned his Spectral Sword and cut through the cable with a small, easy flick. He couldn’t hear what was going on inside the temple, but the sound of hurried footsteps reached him as he made his way back around to the entrance. At least a few of the women, if not all of them, had taken the sudden cessation of light and power as a bad omen. As they should have. 
 
    He waited for a minute, expecting Pierce to eventually come outside and investigate. He didn’t, and once it became clear that he wasn’t going to, Jack made his way back in through the door, into the cool darkness of the temple’s interior. 
 
    He cast Shadow Form again, seeing no reason to telegraph his presence. Pierce was alone in the temple, standing in front of his throne and holding the scepter with one hand. His body gave off a small amount of ambient light in the form of electricity, crackling across his chest and shoulders. A residual effect of holding Zedekiah’s Scepter, being an artifact of such immense power. 
 
    Pierce shouted something in a language Jack didn’t understand. He took a step forward, looking around the chamber, aware or at least suspecting that he wasn’t alone. 
 
    “English, then?” shouted Pierce, as he shifted into words Jack could understand. “Whoever you are, know that I don’t appreciate people wasting my time. Come forth and see how you measure up against a god.” 
 
    Jack would have grinned if he hadn’t still been in Shadow Form. He let his body reform, accepting the fact that there would be no way to avoid a fight. 
 
    “You’re no god, Pierce,” he called out. “Even if you’ve fooled these people into thinking that you are.” 
 
    Pierce’s expression shifted into a cold smile, and shadows danced across his face as the electricity continued to flicker and crackle across his body. 
 
    “Now there is a voice I haven’t heard in quite some time,” said Pierce. “Jack Masterson. I thought I’d eventually have to go hunting for you to settle the score between us.” 
 
    “It’s probably better that you didn’t,” said Jack. “For your sake. It would have ended badly for you.” 
 
    Pierce’s smile remained frozen on his face. 
 
    “How’s Katherine doing, by the way?” he asked. 
 
    “She joined the Order, just like she said she was going to,” said Jack. “I’m surprised you’d ask about her, given that you seem to have collected your own harem. How many of those women were once the wives of the men in this village?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, you’re one to pass judgement,” said Pierce. “With your broodmother and your maid, and who knows how many other thralls. Katherine too, even. She told me about how she cheated on her old fiancé with you. She wouldn’t even let me kiss her while we were in Romania. Do you really think that you weren’t taking advantage of her with what you were doing?” 
 
    “I think Katie made her own choices,” said Jack. “I did my best to respect them and keep myself in line.” 
 
     “That’s always been the problem with you, Jack,” said Pierce. “You’re so good at seeing the evil in everyone but yourself.”  
 
    Pierce gripped his scepter a little tighter and took a step forward. Jack reached his hand out to the side and summoned his Spectral Sword. His last fight with Pierce had been relatively one-sided, and not in a way that had been good for him. Still, he felt confident in the progress he’d made since then, and knew that he had at least one hidden card up his sleeve. 
 
    “You should surrender,” said Jack. “Give me the artifact. I know that you probably won’t consider it. But it’s better than dying. That’s what’s going to happen if you try to stand against me.” 
 
    “Well, you haven’t gotten any less arrogant,” said Pierce. “You show up uninvited, thinking you can take whatever you want. I’d feel insulted if I wasn’t aware of how outmatched you are. I am essentially a god, Jack. Those villagers worship me for a reason.” 
 
    “You’re deluded,” said Jack. 
 
    He brought his sword up to bear. Pierce lifted his scepter, but his free hand was the one that moved. It shot into the inside of his tunic, and an instant later, pulled forth a small, impossibly bright stone. 
 
    Jack recognized it immediately. It was a sunstone, a powerful magical gem that Pierce had once used in the basement of the mansion to defeat him without a fight. He’d been expecting Pierce to whip it out at some point, and he was wise to both its effective range and duration. 
 
    Pierce started toward him, but Jack moved quickly, blending into the shadows and circling around to avoid the radius of the light trapped within the stone. The temple’s inner chamber was large enough to aid him in his efforts, and even as Pierce began to move around, sweeping the sunstone back and forth, Jack still managed to find darkened corners to hide in. 
 
    The sunstone had one major weakness, and that was its limited duration compared to how long it took to recharge. After half a minute, Jack heard Pierce swear under his breath. The light in the sunstone began dimming, then flickering, and then it went out completely, like a fire that had burned through its fuel. 
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    Jack resisted the urge to taunt Pierce at the failure of his secret weapon, but only just barely. He took advantage of the moment instead. Pierce didn’t know where he was, and as he turned in a full circle, peering into the shadows of the room, Jack cast Spectral Hand. 
 
    He could manifest a dozen of the dark, ethereal tendrils now, and he sent all of them reaching toward Pierce. They curled and reached like the arms of an octopus, but Pierce spun around at the last second, sweeping his scepter up to disintegrate half of them. 
 
    A few of the remaining tendrils managed to loop around Pierce’s arms and legs. The electricity that ran across his body incessantly made short work of them with loud, static pops that dissolved the darkness they were composed of instantly. 
 
    “Neither of us will get an easy victory, it seems,” said Pierce. He lifted his scepter into a duelist’s stance. 
 
    “Apparently not.” Jack brought his sword up in a two-handed grip and slowly approached his opponent.  
 
    He knew what the stakes were. A single decent hit from either of them would be enough to demolish the other. Hell, a grazing blow from Zedekiah’s Scepter would probably be enough to steal Jack’s supernatural essence—which was what he wanted, but not if it involved dying to Pierce immediately afterward. 
 
    He circled Pierce in the center of the room, knowing that this would be the last fight between them. The circumstances were simple and classical, like so many of the duels recorded throughout history and legend. A fight to the death, with both of them equipped with weapons to easily do the job, assuming they could land the first strike. 
 
    Pierce feinted forward, spinning at the last second to whip his scepter around from the opposite side. Jack deflected the blow with his sword, twisting his wrist and making a quick attempt at using the tendril dangling from the bottom of his weapon to loop around the scepter. Pierce pulled back in time to avoid it. 
 
    Zedekiah’s Scepter didn’t have the reach of Jack’s Spectral Sword, but it still hummed with enough power to make his own ethereal weapon seem almost tame in comparison. Pierce appeared more than willing to push on the offensive, following their first engagement up with a series of rolling strikes. 
 
    Jack deflected, dodged, and then retaliated, swinging his sword in a harsh overhead chop with all the speed he could muster. Pierce knocked it aside with the scepter, and the moment of contact was intense enough to make Jack’s hands tingle. He figured that could have also been an effect of the artifact’s electrically charged nature, though. 
 
    The both watched each other for an empty moment in between attacks. Pierce moved first, surging forward and trying to swing his scepter like a club at Jack’s head. Jack caught the strike on his sword, and for a second or two, they locked weapons, pushing against each other. 
 
    “You can’t win,” said Pierce. 
 
    “I disagree,” said Jack. 
 
    He pushed forward with all the strength he had, drawing from his blood essence in an attempt to overwhelm his opponent. Pierce was like an immovable object, barely staggering as he matched Jack’s efforts. 
 
    With a sudden flourish, Pierce exhaled and lurched forward, finally knocking Jack back. There was magic in Pierce’s push, and it was enough to send Jack flying through the air. He tried to focus and cast Shadow Levitation, but he was a second too slow. He felt his back slam into one of the stone pillars hard enough to crack stone, and slid down it to a sitting position, stunned by the impact. 
 
    Pierce closed the distance between them faster than Jack’s eyes could follow. He saw the movement in frames, Pierce running at him, and then the scepter coming down in an impossibly quick strike toward his head. Pierce was fast, faster than he was. But speed and reflex were not the same thing, and Jack’s talents lay mostly in the latter. 
 
    He didn’t cast Shadow Form so much as blink into it. Pierce’s strike passed through darkness in place of his skull, Zedekiah’s Scepter deflecting off the stone pillar Jack had been crumpled against. He heard Pierce swear under his breath as he rematerialized on the other side of the chamber. 
 
    “I don’t understand you, Pierce,” called Jack. “How can you justify any of this? Sitting back with your worshippers and your harem. Ignoring the fact that there is true evil in the world.” 
 
    It was clear to him that he was outmatched by Pierce. He might be able to draw even for a while longer, but his blood essence reserves would deplete at an exponentially faster rate than the ancient store of power contained within the scepter. He needed to buy himself time, even just a few seconds. 
 
    “There is no good and evil, really,” said Pierce. “Just people. The choices we make. The things we do. None of which matter when we die.” 
 
    “I used to think something similar,” said Jack. “You’re partly right. I don’t think ‘good’ exists, at least not in any pure sense. But trust me when I say this, Pierce. Evil is real. Evil exists in the world, and not many people are strong enough to stand against it.” 
 
    Pierce hesitated, saying nothing for a moment. It was the chance Jack had been waiting for. He sucked in a quick breath and reached out to Reese with his Blood Sight. He didn’t have time to do more than impart a hasty, desperate message. 
 
    “Head into the village. Be ready outside the temple. Have your cats hidden from view by the entranceway.” 
 
    Jack blinked and refocused on the chamber in time to see Pierce rushing at him. It was all he could do to block the overhead smash Pierce had intended for his face. Jack fell backward a pace. Pierce lifted his hand and launched a blast of kinetic force similar to the one that had sent him into the pillar earlier. This time, it threw Jack twenty feet through the air, and with no obstruction to stop him, he landed in a messy, painful sprawl. 
 
    He stumbled to his feet. Pierce bore down on him, obviously ready for the fight to be over. Jack focused on defending, slowly maneuvering himself around, and then back toward the door. It had only been a minute since he’d reached out to Reese, but he didn’t have time to wait, regardless of whether she’d done what he asked. 
 
    “This fight has been long overdue, Jack!” shouted Pierce. “But we both know it can only end one way. You were a fool to come here.” 
 
    Pierce swung his scepter in a merciless arc. Jack blocked it with his ethereal sword and felt the weapon shatter from the impact, dissolving into shadow. He’d let it do that on purpose, and tried to keep the fear on his face looking realistic as he turned toward the chamber’s entrance and sprinted out into the night. 
 
      Jack pretended to trip as he made it out on the grass. He saw the smile on Pierce’s face, and almost felt bad as he watched him walk into the trap. Reese’s cats were on him in an instant, and Pierce let out a cry of surprise that almost immediately shifted into a horrified scream. 
 
    The cats had clearly done this before, judging from their coordination. The four smaller ones each seized a limb, while the hulking tiger slammed into Pierce from behind, pinning him to the ground. All of the cats tore with their claws, shredding the ceremonial tunic and several layers of skin. Pierce’s scream was cut off as the tiger closed its massive mouth on his throat, sharp teeth and crushing jaws puncturing through flimsy windpipe. 
 
    It was horrifying, though it was exactly what Jack had been hoping for. He forced himself to look past the grisly scene and toward the scepter, which lay next to Pierce and the thick pool of blood forming underneath him. 
 
    His hand trembled with anticipation as he reached down to pick it up. Never in his wildest dreams had he thought that Mezolak would actually give him a chance to recover Zedekiah’s Scepter, but here it was. 
 
    It represented so much more to him than just simple freedom. He’d be free from Mezolak’s loyalty oath, but he’d also be free from having to feed. Free from living a life expecting the Order of Chaldea to descend on him at any moment and exact their supernatural justice. Free to go home, relax with the money in his inheritance, and maybe even reconnect with the women he’d loved and lost. 
 
    “Stop,” said Reese, just before he grabbed it. “Don’t touch the scepter.” 
 
    The command echoed in Jack’s head, triggering the same response that Mezolak’s voice did whenever he put force into his words. He felt a strong compulsion to pull away from the scepter, as though he’d just realized that it was radioactive, or covered in poisonous thorns. 
 
    “No…” muttered Jack. “No!”  
 
    He let out a scream and forced his hand toward it anyway. He was so close. He’d waited for so long, enduring his sentence as a supernatural slave, and this had been the hope that had kept him going. Jack reached out toward the scepter with every ounce of willpower he had. If he could just have it in his hand for a few seconds, that’s all it would take. 
 
    “I said stop!” snapped Reese. 
 
    The pain. He hadn’t forgotten about the pain, but it still forced itself into him with an intensity that made him feel like he had. It boiled within him this time, making his blood feel like lava in his veins and his skin scream with the pain of a hundred simultaneous acid attacks.  
 
    Jack screamed, though he was in too much pain to hear it. He fell to his knees next to the scepter, still trying to reach out to it. His fingers wouldn’t work. It hurt so much. He couldn’t think. His eyes were rolling up into the back of his head. He couldn’t see. He stopped. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” said Reese. “You really shouldn’t have made what you were about to do so obvious, though.” 
 
    Jack blinked, coming back to reality in the aftermath of the hell he’d just endured. Reese had the scepter, though she was sliding it into a long, cloth bag rather than channeling its magic herself. Her cats were still playing with Pierce’s body, some of them taking bites out of it, while others were batting at his feet and face with their paws. 
 
    “How?” asked Jack. “You… all this time. I thought you were supposed to be my thrall.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” said Reese. “That’s what Mezolak told you, after all. He gave me a potion ahead of time, designed to block out the effects of enthrallment.” 
 
    If Jack hadn’t been so immensely crushed by his own disappointment, he would have smiled at the irony. Instead, he buried his face in his hands, and let out a tired, defeated sigh. 
 
    “He used his magic to extend his control over you to me,” said Reese. “He suspected what you were up to, of course. My role was to stay close to you and make sure you stayed loyal.” 
 
    “But—the way you acted was so…” 
 
    “The whole cat-girl thing?” Reese grinned at him. “It was intentional. It’s rather effective at getting people to let their guard down. Especially men.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth. He let out a roar as his disappointment intensified, becoming a roiling, full-body fury. He threw himself at Reese in a desperate attempt to strip the scepter out of her hand. 
 
    “Stop,” said Reese. “Don’t make any attempt to touch the scepter again or disobey me in any way.” 
 
    Jack stumbled before he came within reach of her. He fell to his knees. He knew that if he kept resisting, she’d just give the command again, and maybe a third time. Reese didn’t seem as concerned about preserving the integrity of his mind as Mezolak had. 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair, smiling despite—or maybe because of—the tragedy of his circumstances. He felt like he wanted to cry. Or to throw up. Maybe both at the same time. 
 
    So close, and yet so far. 
 
    “Come on,” said Reese. “Mezolak is waiting for us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Reese drove the Hummer on their way back to the small airport. She commanded Jack to sit in his seat and remain quiet, though given his mood, he would have done so regardless. He hadn’t made it past the depths of his despair yet, and it was hard for him to do much other than attempt to avoid thinking about what the future held for him. 
 
    They traveled through the night and all of the next day without stopping more than a couple of times. Reese parked the Hummer at the airport and led her cats onto the waiting plane. Jack followed after her, all but collapsing into his own seat. He just wanted to go to sleep. To go to sleep, and not wake up again. 
 
    “You’ll need to feed soon, won’t you?” asked Reese.  
 
    He didn’t answer her. 
 
    “Don’t be obstinate,” said Reese. “The fight with that god pretender took a toll on you. Now will be a good time for you to restore your strength. Mezolak has informed me that we’ll be needed again as soon as we arrive back in Arc City.” 
 
    “I’m not going to feed off you,” said Jack. “I’d rather die from my thirst.” 
 
    “There’s no need to be so dramatic,” said Reese. “Come on. It will make you feel better. I kind of like the sensation, anyway.” 
 
    She walked over to him and sat down in his lap. Jack resisted the urge to give her a hard push into the aisle. He breathed in through his nose, letting himself enjoy the depths of her smell. She was right. He would have to feed again, eventually. He couldn’t give up, not without taking revenge on Mezolak and getting his freedom. 
 
    “You like the sensation?” he asked, making eye contact with her. 
 
    “Does that surprise you?” asked Reese. “I’m sure your thralls have told you that before.” 
 
    Jack let his thumb run across her neck. Reese leaned in a little closer to him, brushing her short, white hair aside to give him easy access. He let his lips trail across her neck, then sank his fangs in. 
 
    Reese let out a pleasured gasp as Jack began to drink. He took a deep, sucking sip, feeling his thirst as her sweet, lavender blood flowed into him. It was almost like the first sip of water after waking up from a dehydrated night. His vision felt clearer, and his thoughts flowed with focus. He had an idea, one so simple that he was surprised he hadn’t thought of it earlier. 
 
    Jack kept drinking her blood. He didn’t slow down, making each sip as huge as it could possibly be. He let one of his arms wrap around Reese’s waist and held her in an embrace that would have been tender, if not for the strength he put into it.  
 
    He was going to drain her. She’d either forgotten or overlooked the simple fact that if he decided to, he could just keep drinking her blood until there wasn’t enough left to keep her alive. She’d be in too much pleasure to stop him, or possibly even realize what was going on. She wasn’t even able to tell him to stop, as breathless as the sensation had left her. 
 
    Jack ran a hand through her hair. Despite the sinister nature of what he was doing, it felt both intimate and erotic. Reese was quivering in his lap, buckling from the pleasure. Dying in his arms, and shuddering like a woman on the cusp of an orgasm. He drank even deeper of her blood, feeling a rush as essence flooded back into his reserves. 
 
    “You…” Reese only managed the single word. Jack would have smiled, had his mouth been free to do so. He let one of his hands slide down the front of her sundress and over her breasts. 
 
    An ear-splitting roar came from Jack’s right, and a massive, open-pawed blow immediately followed. It hit Reese as much as it did him, but served its purpose, breaking the contact of his mouth and knocking them apart. 
 
    Five more seconds, and Reese would have been done. Jack gritted his teeth as the hulking tiger snarled and forced itself between them. Five more seconds, and he’d have had the scepter, his freedom, and a chance at an honest life. 
 
    “That,” said Reese, while panting and holding her neck, “was a very foolish thing to try to do.” 
 
    Jack grinned at her. 
 
    “It almost worked,” he said. “And besides, I told you that I didn’t want to bite you. You should listen more closely next time, Reese.” 
 
    Her glare became even more intense, and all of her cats seemed to mirror her emotions. 
 
    “If you ever try that again,” she said. “I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Jack grew serious, and gave her a slow nod. He held himself back from explaining that if he ever tried it again, it would only be in a situation in which her cats weren’t around, and she’d have no chance of escape. Better to let her think that he’d learned his lesson and reformed from his rebellious ways. 
 
    The flight was straightforward and relatively calm, after that. Reese was flanked by her cats while she rested, clearly fatigued by the amount of blood Jack had drained from her. He got some sleep, too, knowing that he would need to be at full strength if another opportunity to turn the tables on Mezolak and Reese presented itself. 
 
    It was past midnight when the plane touched down. Jack had moved up to one of the seats near the front of the cabin and climbed down the exit stairs as soon as they opened. Mezolak was waiting for them, leaning against his car, illuminated by one of the nearby lampposts. 
 
    “Where is it?” he asked, as soon as Jack and Reese were within earshot. 
 
    “Here.” Reese passed Zedekiah’s Scepter to him, still contained within the cloth bag she’d placed it in. “Jack tried to take it for himself, just as you suspected he would.” 
 
    “Of course.” Mezolak smiled, and didn’t seem the least bit surprised or angry. “It matters not. Our timetable has been moved up. We must begin immediately.” 
 
    “You sound worried,” said Jack. “Does this have anything to do with what you said about the Order being suspicious before we left?” 
 
    “Astute as always, mortal,” said Mezolak. “In fact, it does. They’ve started to grow suspicious of me, and I believe they will act soon.” 
 
    “Suspicious of you?” asked Jack. “You mean they want you dead.” 
 
    Mezolak’s smile twitched slightly. Reese was still loading her cats into the back of the SUV, and the demon took a step closer to Jack, holding eye contact. 
 
    “Oh, they would, if they knew who I really was,” said Mezolak. “To them, I’m a seldom-mentioned former member of their organization, mostly minding my own business in retirement. A man broken by the death of his beloved and made into a recluse by his despair. You forget, mortal, that to all who have not been told otherwise, I’m still James Farmoore. Your father.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth, and his hands clenched into fists. Hearing Mezolak say his father’s name was enough to trigger his anger. He knew it was pointless. He wouldn’t even be able to get a punch off if he tried, let alone trying to use his blood magic to strike a killing blow. He took a slow breath and forced himself to relax. He would be in a far better position if he could manage to keep a lid on his temper. 
 
    “What’s your plan, then?” asked Jack. 
 
    “First,” said Mezolak, “we must test what you’ve brought to me.” 
 
    Mezolak drove Jack, Reese, and all of the cats through Arc City’s outskirts. Jack was a little surprised that all of the animals managed to fit. It was a bit of a squeeze, but Reese didn’t seem to mind sitting amidst the tightly packed, furry bodies in the backseat. 
 
    They returned to the refrigerated storage facility where Jack had been forced to kill Brian a few days earlier. The bloodstain was still there on the concrete outside the door. He tried not to look at it, and he tried even harder not to consider whether Brian would be the last person he’d be forced to kill at Mezolak’s command. 
 
    Mezolak stood outside the door and slowly pulled Zedekiah’s Scepter out of the cloth bag. It was a silent night, and Jack could almost make out the soft incantation the demon spoke under his breath. Electric arcs began to flicker across his body, but they were red in color, instead of white-blue, like they’d been for Pierce. 
 
    The rubies in Zedekiah’s Scepter began to bleed, and the oozing crimson liquid ran over Mezolak’s hand and the weapon’s bronze shaft. Mezolak let out a slow laugh, and he brought a hand to his mouth as the red electricity continued to dance across his chest and shoulders. 
 
    “I expected it to be harder to corrupt this artifact,” said Mezolak. “It’s almost as though this was its intended purpose.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Jack. 
 
    In way of answer, Mezolak went to the door of the storage facility and punched the keycode into the panel to unlock it. Jack hesitated for only a moment before following him inside. The smell still had that same deathly, freezer-burned quality, and the chill made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up straight. 
 
    Mezolak pulled one of the bodies down off a meat hook, grunting with exertion as he let the cold corpse fall to the floor. He looked over at Jack, making it clear that he wanted him to watch what he was about to do. Then he turned the scepter into a downward grip and stabbed the spiked tip into the heart of the dead body. 
 
    Red electricity crackled across the form of the refrigerated corpse. It was the corpse of a man, mid-thirties, African American, with the build of a linebacker. But that began to change almost immediately. The man’s skin grew lighter, and his facial features shifted drastically. He opened his mouth and let out a low, throaty groan, and then slowly, the reanimated monster stood to his feet. Jack recognized him. 
 
    It was Volandar, but it also wasn’t. The monster’s eyes were all white with no obvious pupils, and its mouth and tongue hung loose and open, like the jaw of a ghoul. But other than that, it looked like the former leader of the Jade Circle vampire clan to an unnerving extent. 
 
    “This is what I meant when I said the scepter held the imprints of those whose power it has stolen in the past,” said Mezolak. “Each of the incarnates I create with it will take on not just the appearance of their imprint, but all of their power. Each of them will be unquestioning and loyal to the wielder of the weapon that created them.” 
 
    Mezolak had a grin on his face wide enough to reveal all his teeth. He nodded to Reese, who started taking another body down, this one of a woman. Jack watched in horror, already feeling a horrible premonition of what, or rather who, would come out of the artifact next. 
 
    Mezolak slammed the tip of Zedekiah’s Scepter into the female corpse’s chest. There was another burst of red electricity and more shifting of physical features. Jack wanted to look away, but he couldn’t. He stared blankly at Mezolak’s newest monster, an incarnate with the face of a woman he loved. 
 
    The monster looked like Mira, except with her visage twisted into the stuff of nightmares. Her blonde hair partially fell across her face, and she made a ghoulish, snarling noise as her white eyes scanned her surroundings. 
 
    “It seems to be releasing the imprints in reverse order, judging from these two,” said Mezolak. “A pity. I suspect the strongest imprints lie far back, from the age when a weapon like Zedekiah’s Scepter served its purpose most effectively.” 
 
    “This is disgusting,” said Jack. He shook his head, unable to look away from the hideous Mira incarnate. His heart was pounding in his chest, and he felt the same level of despair he’d experienced when Reese had betrayed him.  
 
    “No,” said Mezolak. “This is beautiful, and it’s only the beginning.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Mezolak ran both the Volandar and Mira incarnates through a series of basic tests, culminating in a demonstration of their power outside the storage facility. Jack only had to see a few seconds of the way the Mira incarnate used her Spectral Hand tendrils and Shadow Form to understand that she was nearly as powerful as the real Mira had been at her peak. 
 
    The idea of Mezolak having an army of hundreds of supernatural incarnates, growing larger as he began to accumulate additional bodies, was enough to horrify him. He tried to keep his distress from showing in his expression as Mezolak brought the incarnates back into the storage facility and ordered them to remain there until he returned. They obeyed just as they had with his other commands, without the slightest appearance of hesitation or free thought. 
 
    “I’d like to do some more tinkering with the scepter before I create any more,” said Mezolak. “It may be possible for me to draw the strongest imprints out from the rest, which would be ideal for my purposes.” 
 
    Jack didn’t say anything. He felt sick to his stomach. He was the one who’d told Mezolak about Zedekiah’s Scepter. It wasn’t as though he could shrug off the responsibility he had for creating the situation just because he’d been intending it to go differently. 
 
    “Regardless, I will need you both to pursue our interests elsewhere,” said Mezolak. “The Order of Chaldea has requested a meeting with me. I’m sending the two of you in my place.” 
 
    The demon glanced back and forth between Jack and Reese. Jack did his best to keep his expression neutral. He could usually force himself to ignore the fact that Mezolak had possessed his father’s body, but whenever he was forced to confront the demon’s true evil ambition, it felt like it was being rubbed in his face. 
 
     “Our recent correspondence has grown fairly sour,” said Mezolak. “The Order uses fairly archaic methods to keep discreet communication lines open with non-members. The two of you will head to the Mountain View Train Station and wait by the pay phone on the west side of the loading platform.” 
 
    “Why send us?” asked Jack. “You seem fully capable of doing this, even if you are pressed for time. You know more about your own situation with the Order than either of us.” 
 
    “Because it’s a trap,” said Mezolak. “Obviously. I need you to buy me a little more time by walking into it and revealing the breadth of the Order’s intentions. Their response will show me how much of a threat they currently think I am.” 
 
    Jack scowled and shook his head. The last thing he wanted was to take Mezolak’s side in a direct confrontation with the Order. 
 
    “I figured you’d show reluctance, mortal,” said Mezolak. “I don’t mind giving this as a command.” He cleared his throat, and stiffened his voice. “Represent my interests in good faith at the meeting. When the Order double-crosses you, kill as many people, innocent or otherwise, as you can. I might be able to get my hands on the corpses in the aftermath.” 
 
    The command hit Jack like a sudden, unwanted realization. He could already see himself fulfilling the conditions of the compulsion in his mind’s eye. Taking the car to the train station. Waiting next to the phone booth. Dead innocents at his feet. 
 
    “No,” muttered Jack. “Fuck you. Not this time.” 
 
    Mezolak sighed. 
 
    “You’ll do it, mortal,” he said. “I command you a second time.” 
 
    Even as used to the pain as Jack was slowly becoming, it still was enough to knock him off his feet. He gritted his teeth hard enough to make his jaw hurt, and tears welled in the corners of his eyes as snakes of acid slithered underneath his skin. It was so much pain that he couldn’t think, and maybe it was that very fact that let him hold so tightly to his obstinance. 
 
    “No!” shouted Jack, more as a sound than as a word. 
 
    Mezolak sighed and slowly shook his head back and forth. 
 
    “So be it.” He crouched next to Jack, who’d buckled to his knees. “I command you… a third time.” 
 
    The pain vanished, which would have been nothing short of a blessing if not for what took its place. Jack shuddered as he felt the third level of his compulsion for the first time. A deep sense of impossible wrongness reverberated through him, and he understood why Mezolak described it as a state of absolute fear. 
 
    He felt like he’d gotten stuck spelunking through his own mind, caught in a tight, claustrophobic crevice of crushing horror from which he couldn’t escape. The more he struggled, the less room he had to move, and the staler the air became. 
 
    He felt like people were calling out to him. He was calling out to them, too. He could hear the fear and hopelessness that they were trying to hide in their voices. He couldn’t bother trying to hide it in his own. The fear was just too much, and it wasn’t okay. It didn’t matter how much effort he put into trying to be brave. In some ways, that bravery only made the terror cut even deeper. 
 
    It was a drug trip where the paranoia and monsters turned out to be real. 
 
    And then, there he was. Jack blinked in disbelief as he stared into his father’s face. Not Mezolak’s face, but that of his father. James Farmoore had one hand extended, and reassurance radiated from his furrowed brow and caring eyes. 
 
    “Jack,” said his father. “Jackie. It’s okay. It’s all going to be okay. Just take my hand.” 
 
    Jack did it without thinking. He would have done anything to pull himself out of where he was. He took his father’s hand and felt the fear subside in an instant.  
 
    He was back outside the storage facility, shaking Mezolak’s hand. Except, it wasn’t. His father’s features were still there, for a couple of seconds. That smiling face, and those caring eyes. Jack watched as his father blinked once, twice, and then shivered. When Jack met his eyes again, Mezolak was back, and he pulled his hand away as though he’d accidentally picked up a cobra. 
 
    “Interesting…” said Mezolak. “What did you just see?” 
 
    Jack kept his mouth firmly shut, giving only a small shake of his head. He took a shaky breath. He could feel the compulsion pushing against his psyche, and he knew that in taking his father’s hand, he’d given in to the command.  
 
    But he also knew that separate from the effects of that sinister, all-consuming fear, there’d been something else there. Or rather, someone else, separate from Mezolak, with a face full of worry and concern. 
 
    He’d think about it later. He didn’t have time to worry about possibilities, not with the stakes as high as they were about to be. 
 
    “I thought you said the timeline had been moved up,” said Jack. “Why are we wasting time here?” 
 
    “Good point,” said Mezolak. “Reese? Do you mind driving? I plan on staying here for now and getting a sense of the strengths of the incarnates.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Reese. She gave Jack an odd, somewhat suspicious look before gesturing for him to follow her toward the SUV. She opened the back door and let her cats out, who immediately dispersed into the early morning dark. 
 
    “Do they have somewhere else to be?” asked Jack. 
 
    “There’s no reason to bring them to a place like a train station, other than to attract attention,” said Reese. “I’ll keep one or two of them nearby, out of sight, just in case.” 
 
    Jack shrugged and climbed into the passenger seat. Reese drove them through the city, which was just waking up. For once, he appreciated the fact that he’d be heading into a dangerous situation without his blood magic, assuming they stayed outside. The second part of Mezolak’s command had him feeling disgusted, and he hoped that if it did come to it, he wouldn’t be in a state where he was even capable of killing innocents. 
 
    The Mountain View Train Station was north of the city, off on its own. The parking lot was almost empty, which again, Jack took to be a good omen in light of the circumstances. He spotted the phone booth they’d been sent to wait by immediately, and it almost seemed like a metaphor for the train station itself. They were both old constructs, long since replaced in utility by more convenient options. 
 
    “Mezolak didn’t say when this phone would actually start ringing,” said Jack, as they came to a stop outside the booth. “Think we have time to go get food and come back?” 
 
    Reese looked at him like he’d just suggested they run naked through the terminal. Jack grinned at her. For the first time in a long time, he felt good. Confident, even. The fear that Mezolak had forced onto him had backfired. He might still be under the demon’s thumb, but he’d seen something that he hadn’t been supposed to. His father was still in there, somewhere. 
 
    Which was a scary thought in its own right. For a while, Jack had been trying to build up the nerve to commit to killing Mezolak, if he got the chance.  
 
    It would have been so much easier if he’d never gotten a glimpse of his father, if he’d found a way to convince himself that the man had died, in spirit, and it was just the shell of his body left, inhabited by evil. But that wasn’t the case, and though it made the situation infinitely more complicated, it made Jack feel a deep sense of relief. Hope, even. 
 
    “Pay attention,” said Reese. “We could be under surveillance, even now. We should—” 
 
    The pay phone let out a shrill ring. Jack raised an eyebrow at Reese, then answered it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” said Jack. 
 
    “We instructed James to come in person. This is not what was agreed to.” 
 
    The voice on the other end of the line sounded vaguely feminine, but it had clearly been put through a noise scrambler of some sort. Jack scowled, briefly considering what the easiest thing to say to sabotage the situation would be. No sooner did the thought enter his mind than he felt the compulsion weighing down on his psyche, forcing him to act in Mezolak’s best interests as he’d been commanded. 
 
    “We’re here to speak with you on his behalf,” said Jack. “We’ll carry any messages back to him, if so needed.” 
 
    “Buy a ticket for the train that leaves in fifteen minutes,” said the voice. “Sit in the private cabin in the furthest car back, on the left.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Jack. “What’s this all about?” 
 
    The dial tone sounded, letting him know that the person on the other end had hung up. Jack scowled and replaced the phone on its hook. 
 
    “What did they say?” asked Reese. 
 
    “It looks like we’re going for a ride,” said Jack. “They want us to get on the train that’s about to leave.” 
 
    Reese frowned slightly but gave a slow nod after a couple of seconds. 
 
    “It’s what Mezolak would have wanted,” she said. “We’ll play along. For now.” 
 
    They made their way over to the ticket booth and bought two tickets, which were more expensive than Jack had been anticipating. The train was already loading passengers, though there were few in the station to speak of. After showing theirs to the attendant, Jack and Reese were both allowed on. 
 
    The interior of the train was dated, but in an elegant, preserved kind of way. It felt a little like stepping backward through time as Jack made his way down the aisle of the coach car. There were only a handful of passengers in it, and most of them looked as though they were riding for recreation rather than for practical reasons. 
 
    The dining car was next in line, with a dozen small, two-person tables outfitted with fine white tablecloths. Jack assumed that the kitchen car must have been in front of the coach car, as he saw no sign of any food as they headed past it and into the first of the cars containing private cabins.  
 
    As instructed, he and Reese found the last cabin on the left in the furthermost car. It was a small room with a single window and two bench beds. The window had a blinder, which Jack pulled down to block out the sunlight just in case he needed his blood magic on short notice. 
 
    “I guess now we wait,” said Jack. “I’m not sure I like this.” 
 
    A loud horn sounded from the front of the train, and the locomotive lurched into motion. Jack took a seat on one of the benches and leaned back. Reese sat down across from him, though she seemed lost in her own thoughts. 
 
    It was hard for Jack to keep from wondering about her circumstances as he looked at her. She seemed comfortable serving Mezolak, but he didn’t sense a deep, ideological devotion to the demon in the way she acted. There had to be a reason, and he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe it was similar to his own. 
 
    “Did you swear loyalty to Mezolak?” asked Jack. “In the same way I did?” 
 
    Reese didn’t say anything, but that was an answer in its own right. 
 
    “Did you ever refuse one of his commands more than twice?” asked Jack. 
 
    Reese scowled at him, but there was something in her expression that told Jack that she didn’t mind him asking the question as much as it might seem. She gave a small nod. 
 
    “So you’ve felt it before?” he said. “That horrible, overwhelming fear.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Reese. 
 
    “What was it like for you?” 
 
    Reese let her eyes linger on his, and there was a distant quality about them. 
 
    “I couldn’t put it into words if I wanted to,” said Reese. “Which I don’t. Would you tell me about what it was like for you, if I asked?” 
 
    Jack almost said yes, until he stopped to really think about it. There was still an echo of that fear inside of him, and the idea of resisting one of Mezolak’s commands to the point where it was forced upon him again was rather disconcerting. 
 
    “No, I guess I wouldn’t,” he said. “Not unless you really wanted to know.” 
 
    “I don’t,” said Reese. “I try not to think about it. I do what I’m told, and because of that, Mezolak does not abuse his power over me.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of Stockholm Syndrome before?” asked Jack. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind,” he said. 
 
    The conversation died, and time began to trickle by at a slow pace. First minutes, then an hour, then two hours. Jack stretched out on the bench, letting himself rest while he had the chance. He was getting good at sleeping while traveling, and the train’s ambient rumbling was only a little more distracting then the plane had been. 
 
    It was nearing lunchtime when a knock finally came at the cabin door. Jack jerked and sat upright, glancing over at Reese, who’d also been resting. She gave him a small nod, and he took the lead, standing up and resting a hand on the cabin’s door. 
 
    “Who is it?” he asked. 
 
    “The Order of Chaldea,” came a woman’s voice.  
 
    He looked over at Reese. She looked relaxed, but focused and ready, like a casually coiled snake. Jack opened the door. 
 
    He recognized both of the women standing on the other side of it. One of them was Margaret, the red-haired Order of Chaldea agent who’d almost managed to apprehend him by surprise a few months earlier. 
 
    The other was Katie. 
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    Jack stared at them, his jaw hanging open in slack surprise. Margaret wore jeans and a sloping maroon blouse, both of which tight enough to show off the curves of her borderline voluptuous figure. She looked good, and nothing about her would have identified her as a powerful mage, though she would have received a fair amount of attention for other reasons. 
 
    Katie was dressed in a similarly casual outfit. She wore a tight grey tank top with a baby blue windbreaker over it, along with black yoga pants and sneakers. Her brown hair was gathered into a neat ponytail, and she had more of a tan than the last time Jack had seen her, though the freckles dusting her cheeks and nose were still visible through it. 
 
    Seeing her brought up a wealth of emotions that he knew he shouldn’t let himself be feeling under the circumstances. Katie was cute in a girl-next-door kind of way rather than supermodel beautiful. She had a fit figure, slightly larger than average breasts, a butt that was as taut as it looked, and a wicked smile. She wasn’t smiling at that moment, though. She looked as shocked as Jack currently felt. 
 
    “What… are you doing here?” said Katie, shaking her head. 
 
    “I could ask you the same question,” said Jack. 
 
    Reese had risen and moved to stand at Jack’s shoulder. She shot a suspicious glare back and forth between him and Katie, and probably for good reason. Mezolak had said they’d be walking into a trap, and throwing an additional surprise into the mix only made the situation that much more convoluted. 
 
    “Jack Masterson,” said Margaret. “Another piece of the puzzle falls into place. It’s good to see you again, though I wish it could be under different circumstances.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” said Jack. “Listen, this isn’t what it seems like. I’m only here because…” 
 
    He felt a sudden rush of fear and pain, which pounded a stern reprimand through him until he abandoned the words that had been on the tip of his tongue. He wanted to warn Katie and Margaret, to let them know that Mezolak was expecting a trap and that he’d have no choice but to sow destruction if it came to that. He wanted to explain the loyalty oath and how it would force him to do horrible things that he hadn’t willingly agreed to. 
 
    Except, telling all of that to Katie and a representative of the Order of Chaldea would not be acting in Mezolak’s best interests. The command he’d been given barred him from that option. His only choice was to play along and hope that Mezolak’s assumption about the meeting being a trap turned out to be empty paranoia. 
 
    “This isn’t what it seems like?” asked Margaret. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “What my companion means to say is that our employer sent us in his place,” said Reese smoothly. “Mr. Farmoore was concerned that the Order might not be acting in good faith.” 
 
    Mr. Farmoore. Listening to Reese confidently referring to Mezolak by his father’s name made Jack’s skin crawl. He let the emotion show on his face and felt the pain and fear of his compulsion flare up, even as small of an act of defiance as it was. 
 
    “We’re here in good faith,” said Katie. “Margaret? Can I speak with Jack alone for a moment?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” said Margaret. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Katherine,” said Margaret, in a stern voice. “You’re my apprentice. Mind your place. I know he was your friend once, but I won’t allow you to speak with a vampire who used to feed off you alone, under any circumstances.” 
 
    The stubborn, pouty look that Katie gave the other woman made Jack feel like chuckling, despite the tension of the situation. 
 
    “Fine,” said Katie. “I’ll speak with him in front of you, then, if that’s how it has to be. How have you been, Jack?” 
 
    Jack smiled at her, and felt his heart pound a little harder as she gave him a small one back. 
 
    “To be honest, I’ve been better,” he said. “It looks like you managed to find a place at the Order, after all. I’m happy for you. Well, sort of.” 
 
    “I would have told you about your father, but I only found out that he was alive about a week ago,” said Katie. “I guess you were right about something being strange concerning the accident. I’m sorry for not doing more to help.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” said Jack. “The situation is more complicated than it seems.” 
 
    He didn’t feel any pain or fear this time, and he took it as encouragement to keep his future statements equally vague and cryptic. 
 
    “He’s helping you, isn’t he?” asked Katie. “The Order suspected that James might have been involved in some secretive, dark business. But really he was just trying to keep you safe, kind of like the way I tried to. Or am I wrong?” 
 
    “Katie!” said Margaret, in a stern voice. “Mind what you reveal.” 
 
    Katie was still looking at Jack, waiting for an answer. Reese was also looking at him, though her expression was set into a cautious, warning glare. Jack could already feel the compulsion throbbing through him preemptively. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, while shaking his head no. Another stab of pain. Totally worth it. Katie and Margaret looked confused, and they both shot a glance at each other before looking back at Jack. 
 
    “I feel like I should get something out of the way,” said Margaret. “Jack. The Order is aware of your existence. Katie and I explained your… unique situation. We put in quite a lot of work vouching for you to keep from the reaction from being as volatile as it could have been. I hope that you don’t invalidate the trust we’ve already placed in you.” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Jack. “And I’m sure that trust is something that the person who sent me would never consider trying to take advantage of. It’s not as though he sent me in his place, knowing that the two of you would be the agents here, to throw you off guard or anything like that.” 
 
    It was pure, wild speculation, and perhaps because of that, the pain and fear weren’t as bad as they could have been. Reese shot a furious scowl at him, and Katie and Margaret seemed a little taken aback, unsure of how to respond. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Margaret. 
 
    “He has a strange sense of humor, as I’m sure you know,” said Reese. “Now, I think it’s time for us to get down to business. What is it that you want with our employer?” 
 
    “Just the answer to a few questions,” said Margaret. “Would the two of you like to join us for lunch in the dining car?” 
 
    Jack nodded, and after a second or two, so did Reese. The four of them stepped out into the hallway. Jack let Reese move ahead of him, and Katie held back a pace, giving them a chance to walk side by side, out of sight of their respective handlers. 
 
    “What’s going on, Jack?” whispered Katie. 
 
    What he could he say? How could he answer her in a way that would explain the situation without butting up against his supernaturally enforced loyalty to Mezolak? 
 
    “It’s not me, Katie,” he said, through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I know it’s not you, Jack,” she said. “This is bigger than just us, now. But hopefully, we can figure it all out.” 
 
    The dining car was mostly empty, with only a single couple in one corner. Jack and Reese took seats at one side of an empty table, and Katie and Margaret sat down across from them. Almost immediately, one of the train’s attendants appeared, smiling as she handed them each a menu. 
 
    “I’ll bring some breadsticks as an appetizer to start you off,” said the attendant. “Let me know when you’re ready to order.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Margaret. She opened her menu, and everyone else at the table did the same, as though they could all ignore the tension hovering in the air by reading through entrees. 
 
    The discussion didn’t kick off immediately, and when the breadsticks arrived, Jack started helping himself. He was surprisingly hungry and figured that regardless of what happened over the coming minutes, it wouldn’t hurt to face it on a full stomach. 
 
    “Our sources tell us that your employer has been operating out of Arc City for at least a couple of months now,” said Margaret. “Is there any specific reason why you’re there?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Reese. “I’m not privy to all the details of Mr. Farmoore’s business, but his main focus in Arc City has just been tending to a few real estate projects.” 
 
    Margaret nodded, though her expression looked fairly skeptical. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “How does Jack factor into this? Has James been assisting him with finding easy targets to feed off?” 
 
    Jack opened his mouth to answer, but Reese set a hand on his shoulder and spoke before he could. 
 
    “Jack has been feeding off me, exclusively,” said Reese. “James thought it would be the best option. He keeps a supply of anti-enthrallment potion on hand to mitigate the side effects. Isn’t that right, Jack?” 
 
    Jack gave a non-committal shrug. He wanted to be as truthful as he could get away with, but at the same time, the truth behind how he’d kept his urges sated was darker than Reese’s explanation. He would tell Katie the truth, eventually.  
 
    Assuming he ever got the chance to speak freely again. 
 
    At the moment, she had an odd, annoyed expression on her face. One arm was crossed over her breasts, and Jack couldn’t tell if it was his imagination or if the index finger of her other hand was actively caressing the spot on her neck where he usually bit. 
 
    “We know that helping Jack isn’t the only reason why James’ behavior has been so unusual recently,” said Margaret. “Why has he been so hesitant to agree to a direct meeting with the Order?” 
 
    “The Order of Chaldea has a tendency to jump to conclusions,” said Reese. “I’m sure you can see why my employer would be hesitant to put himself in your power, given his history with the Order. He’s concerned that he might be seen as a loose end in the eyes of some.” 
 
    Margaret frowned and looked back and forth between them. Katie looked like she wanted to say something, but she was doing a surprisingly good job of holding her tongue. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Margaret. “It’s funny you should bring up history, Reese. You never lived with the reclusive tendencies that James has developed, at least not until you started working for him. We know all about you.” 
 
    Her words took Jack off guard, and if Reese’s reaction was any indication, she was similarly surprised. 
 
    “How does a veterinary student end up as the lackey of a powerful ex-wizard?” asked Margaret. “Or maybe a better question is how did you survive those protests against the poachers in South Africa? It doesn’t seem like anyone else who was on your expedition made it back.” 
 
    “I…” Reese looked flustered, but she composed herself with remarkable speed. “That isn’t what we’re here to discuss.” 
 
    “Isn’t it, though?” asked Margaret. “James Farmoore has not added up, as a person, for a very long time. Little abnormalities, such as you and your service to him, or the fact that his son is a vampire, add up to a bigger picture. I’m afraid I must place both of you in the custody of the Order until he agrees to answer some of our questions in person.” 
 
    Reese tensed up, and Jack could already feel his compulsion and Mezolak’s order thrumming in the back of his awareness. 
 
    “That isn’t going to happen,” said Reese. 
 
    It was dead silent, at least at their table. A few more passengers had entered the dining car, which gave Reese a proper audience as she stood up and flipped the table. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    The fight was chaotic from the very start. Margaret pulled Katie out of her seat and back a few feet, the two of them standing side by side in the train car’s narrow aisle. The six passengers in the dining car with them seemed almost like they were trying to ignore what was going on and continue eating their food. Reese gave a slow nod to Jack, her eyes appraising him and making sure that he would support her as the fight progressed. 
 
    “This won’t end well for you,” called Margaret. “Don’t be stupid!” 
 
    She’d pulled a wand out, and the tip of it was leveled toward Jack and Reese. Jack exhaled through his teeth and tried to catch Katie’s eye. She was busy directing the two passengers on her side of the train car to the connecting door, for their own safety. 
 
    “Stupid is thinking that we didn’t expect you to try something like that from the very beginning,” said Reese. “Stupid is—” 
 
    Margaret flicked her wand. A baseball-sized sphere of twisting flame erupted from it, crossing the relatively short distance between them in the blink of an eye. It was fast, but Jack was faster, especially with his reflexes primed by Mezolak’s dark command. 
 
    He summoned his Spectral Sword and stepped up to the plate. A single slash of his ethereal blade was enough to dissipate the flames and heat, though the interior of the train car was left feeling a few degrees warmer. 
 
    “Pyromancy,” said Jack. “You once told me that it was dangerous to use that indoors.” 
 
    “Like with everything in life, it’s a tradeoff,” said Margaret. “At least here on the train, if the fire starts to get out of control, there’s the option to decouple the offending car.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. He was about to make an attempt at forcing out words that might have brought the encounter to a peaceful end when Katie made her move. 
 
    She launched herself forward with the grace of an acrobat, stepping up onto one of the tables and diving at Reese. She had a wand, too, and Jack watched in disbelief as the tip of it glowed purple and released an invisible blast of force. The blast struck Reese in the chest and sent her flying backward, where she unceremoniously landed in a crumple across one of the occupied tables. 
 
    The passengers were screaming now, and their terror triggered Jack’s latent instructions. He felt his head pounding with unbelievable pain as his body began moving on its own. Two of the passengers were attempting to open the door leading back to the private cabins. Jack cast Spectral Hand and used two shadow tendrils to snare them by the ankles and pull them back. 
 
    “No…” he muttered. The arm in which he held his Spectral Sword was lifting into the air. Jack devoted every ounce of willpower he had to holding himself still. He might not be able to reverse his course, but maybe with enough focus, he could keep from going any further. He had to if he wanted to go on living with who he was. 
 
    “Jack?” said Katie, in a confused voice. “What are you—” 
 
    Reese punched her in the face before she could finish her sentence, hard enough to make Jack feel a sudden surge of sympathetic pain. Margaret still had her wand pointed toward them, but couldn’t risk taking the shot with Katie in the mix. 
 
    “You won’t win!” screamed Margaret. “We have agents waiting at the next stop! It’s over!” 
 
    “We also planned ahead,” said Reese. She flashed a wicked smile at Jack, and then nodded to one of the train car’s windows. 
 
    It took him a second to recognize what he was seeing. Dust was being kicked up from the dry earth as some kind of vehicle kept pace with the train. Not a vehicle, Jack realized. An animal. A massive, orange tiger that was running at full speed. 
 
    The tiger suddenly veered in closer to the train and then leapt into the air. It disappeared from view for an instant, and then the train car shook as something heavy landed on top of it. 
 
    “You…” said Margaret. “This is treachery!” 
 
    Pot calling the kettle black, Jack wanted to say. Unfortunately, his focus was still on not letting himself kill the cowering passengers. They were terrified of him, and he knew that every bit of it was justified. 
 
    The train car’s ceiling let out a harsh groan as a massive hole opened up overhead. The tiger was peeling the metal back as though it was a loose carpet on moving day. It let out a rumbling growl as it poked its huge head into the train car. 
 
    Margaret was already preparing another blast of fire, which was aimed at the beast, judging from the angle of her wand. Reese hissed and tackled the other woman just as the spell released. It went sideways instead of up, blowing another hole in the side wall of the train car large enough to ride a bike through. 
 
    The sudden gaps in the train car’s structure let the whipping air run havoc inside, scattering napkins and making the tablecloths flutter. Everyone except the combatants was screaming now, and each scream made it a little harder for Jack to stay in control. 
 
    He was doubled over completely, clutching at his heart with his free hand. He had a dozen shadow tendrils extended from his shoulders, and each of them took a measure of concentration to keep from automatically seizing one of the passengers and flinging them out of the train to their deaths. The pain and fear were both there, alternating back and forth in a relentless, psychic assault on Jack’s self-control. 
 
    “Jack…” said Katie. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She had her wand pointed at his chest. Jack met her eyes for a horrible instant, and saw a look on Katie’s face that he recognized. It was the one that she always gave him when she saw him cross over the line between good and evil. The look that Katie gave to monsters.  
 
    He knew that this time it was more deserved than ever. Jack leaned forward, shifting so that her wand was pointed at his head instead of his chest. 
 
    “Do it,” he said, through gritted teeth. “I… can’t stop myself.” 
 
    Or could he? Reese, her tiger, and Margaret were currently distracted. The passengers were screaming. Katie was in front of him. And the hole in the side of the train was only a few steps forward and to his left. He felt his willpower slipping, and knew that the choice he was about to make might be the last one he’d have the opportunity to decide on, at least until the massacre had run its course. 
 
    “Jack!” Katie tried to grab his shoulder as he moved. She fired her spell, but it had slipped off angle, and collided with his shoulder instead of anywhere that mattered. 
 
    It was a blast of kinetic force, and it was incredibly painful. It spun Jack around in a complete circle with its strength, but he didn’t stop moving. He couldn’t stop moving. It was all he could do to eject himself from the situation, in a quite literal sense. 
 
    Jack hurled himself out through the hole in the train car’s siding, into open air. His eyes only focused on what lay ahead of him after his legs had already committed to jump. The train was on a bridge. A bridge that ran over a large ravine, with a river at its bottom. A river that looked to be as fast flowing, rocky, and dangerous as they came. 
 
    He screamed. He couldn’t help it. 
 
    It took a second and a half of freefall, which is a much longer amount of time than he would have assumed, to really appreciate how high up the train and the bridge had been over the ravine. Wind whipped against his face hard enough to make it difficult to breathe. His arms and legs flailed hopelessly, and his guts did somersaults as he anticipated the deadly oncoming landing. 
 
    The worst part about it was that Jack had options. The sun was out, but the shade from the ravine meant that he might still be able to cast Shadow Levitation and spare himself from the terror of hitting the water. He also knew that if he gave into that impulse, it would chip into his willpower like the first crack in a glass floor. If he used his blood magic, he’d try to get back to the train. And if he went back to the train, innocent people would die at his hands. 
 
    The water seemed to expand into detail as it came up at him, and the impact approached. It was deep, but there were sections of frothing white that Jack knew required the presence of jagged rocks to exist. He tried to twist through the air and reposition himself over a section of darker, blue water. It was too late. 
 
    He felt his entire body screech with pain as he hit the water, feet first. He bottomed out against the rocks underneath almost immediately, and felt one of his legs shatter like a glass tube hurled into concrete. 
 
    The pain was unreal. Jack could barely think through it, though he was just barely aware enough to realize that his ordeal had only just begun. The river was hurling him forward at max speed. He tried to take a breath as he surfaced and inhaled moisture and froth. The water was ice cold, though his chattering teeth and shaking fingers were a minor detail compared to the chaos of the rest of his circumstances. 
 
    He banged against another rock, shouting as his destroyed leg caught at an angle that amplified his pain level by ten. Jack twisted forward, trying to position himself so his leg was behind the rest of him and a little less exposed. It was a mistake, which he realized as his head slammed into another jutting rock with enough force to scatter his thoughts and send a wave of nausea through his gut. 
 
    He again considered trying his blood magic. The water was sweeping him downriver so fast that the train was already out of sight. He started collecting his blood essence into another spell, when the water slammed him through another series of jagged rocks, distracting him with pain so intense and cruel that it almost seemed deliberate. 
 
    The river seemed to drop off at a point ahead of him, where the water kicked up enough white spray for a small rainbow to have formed in the air. Jack knew what that meant without needing to be told. He tried to kick his legs, including the mangled one, in a desperate attempt to get himself toward the nearest riverbank and away from the oncoming waterfall. 
 
    There was only so much his body could take, even as a vampire. Drowning would mean death for him with as much certainty as it would for anyone else. If the rocks at the bottom of the waterfall broke his body, there was little his regeneration could do about it at a speed fast enough to save him from the water’s embrace. 
 
    He was getting closer and closer. Fifty feet away. Twenty feet away. The sound was a deafening rush of thousands of tons of crushing liquid. Ten feet away. Jack kicked his legs hard and flung his arms forward. He grabbed onto a rock slick with algae and held on for all he was worth. 
 
    It took every ounce of strength he had, along with the willingness to move his broken leg in a way that destroyed it even further, but he managed to pull himself forward. He crawled halfway onto the river’s rocky shore, which was bordered on one side by the towering cliffs of the ravine’s interior, and found that he didn’t have the strength to bring himself any further.  
 
    He was cold. That was the last thought that went through his mind as everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Jack knew that he wasn’t alone when he woke up without needing to be told. Without even needing to open his eyes. There are times when a person’s presence can be felt in a way that goes beyond the senses, and this was one of them. 
 
    That might have been due to the fact that the only way he could see himself having survived the situation he’d been in was for someone to have found him. He’d only made it halfway onto the river’s bank. A surge of water or even just a piece of debris hugging the river’s edge would have knocked him loose, and the waterfall would have done the rest. 
 
    He was alive, and he was sitting upright against a tree. His hands were cuffed behind his back, around the tree’s thick trunk. Katie was standing in front of him, shaking moisture out of her baby-blue windbreaker. 
 
    “You saved me,” muttered Jack.  
 
    Katie stiffened and slowly turned to focus her attention his way.  
 
    “I captured you,” she said. 
 
    “Same thing,” said Jack, trying to smile. Katie didn’t look amused. 
 
    “Not the same thing,” she said. 
 
    He shrugged. “How did you even find me?” 
 
    “I jumped out a few seconds after you did,” said Katie. “Though with my magic, it was easier for me to cushion my landing and navigate the water.” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly, trying to focus. He’d apparently been unconscious for a few hours, as the sun had progressed over the hump, which made the bottom of the ravine even darker. Dark enough to be concerning to someone sharing it with a vampire. 
 
    “Jack…” she said as she walked over to him. “I have so many fucking questions. Questions that are going to need answers.” 
 
    There was a hint of a threat in her voice, but he didn’t mind. The fact that she was there, with him, meant more than he could properly express in words. He didn’t see Margaret or Reese anywhere nearby, either, and he was unbelievably glad to be free of them and their clashing egos. 
 
    Most importantly, he could think for himself again. The compulsion wasn’t there anymore, tickling and leaning on his thoughts and actions. Jack thought back to the specific words Mezolak had said when he’d given his command. He’d been ordered to act in good faith on the demon’s behalf during the meeting, and it seemed as though that single qualifier set a time limit on the command’s effect. 
 
    “I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” said Jack. “But first, I need to get a handle on the situation.” 
 
    “The situation is that we’re fucked,” said Katie. “The river swept us both way downstream, and even if we made the hike back up to the train tracks, it’s not like we can reach them from down here. We’ll have to find a place where we can climb back up, which is going to be a bitch, given the state your leg is in.” 
 
    Her words drew Jack’s attention back to somewhere he didn’t want it to be. His leg was still mangled. There was only so much his regeneration could do over a short time period, and while the bones had been oriented back into place, the idea of trying to stand up on it seemed like wishful thinking. 
 
    “I’ll need a little while to rest,” said Jack. “I should be able to heal enough to be walking again by tomorrow, I think.” 
 
    “Really?” said Katie. “After the way you were using your blood magic on the train? Do you have enough essence for that?” 
 
    It was a fair question, and as Jack took stock of the reserves he had left, he realized that she was right to be doubting him. He might be able to heal his leg enough off the blood essence he had left to move with her help or a walking stick, but definitely not enough to be capable of properly hiking or climbing. 
 
    “I’m surprised,” said Jack. 
 
    “At what?” 
 
    “The fact that you came after me in the first place,” said Jack. “Along with the fact that you didn’t finish me off once you’d found me.” 
 
    Katie flinched back at his words, and then folded her arms and frowned slightly. 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t an impulsive decision,” she said. “Margaret yelled at me to stop as I jumped. She’ll have words for me later, that much I don’t fucking doubt.” 
 
    “So you’re basically her apprentice, then?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Is she stricter than my grandfather was?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Yes and no,” said Katie. “She’s more serious. But we knew each other back before I joined the Order. She requested me as an apprentice, and for the most part, we’ve made a good team.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He leaned his head back against the tree. He had a throbbing headache, and knew it was from his bloodthirst. It echoed through the rest of his body, making the nerves in his shattered leg screech like rusty guitar strings. 
 
    “Your turn,” said Katie. “Jack. What’s going on? Why did it seem like you were about to start taking hostages on the train? I know you’re not that kind of person.” 
 
    Jack exhaled through his nose and gave her a tired smile. There was nothing stopping him from telling her the truth, and moreover, he wanted her to know. 
 
    “James Farmoore, my father, isn’t the one I’m working for,” said Jack. “He’s been possessed by an ancient demon named Mezolak.” 
 
    “Mezolak?” asked Katie. 
 
    He nodded. “He made me swear a loyalty oath to him, bound by magic. I have to do whatever he tells me to do. I’ve tried to resist it… but it’s so hard. It’s not even a matter of being strong enough. It’s like he has a grip on my soul.” 
 
    “Fuck,” said Katie. “Well, that explains a lot. Has he given you any commands that I should know about? I don’t want you going all Manchurian Candidate and stabbing me in the fucking back the first chance you get.” 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “The last one was limited to the meeting with you and Margaret. Though Reese can also give me commands.” 
 
    “The creepy cat girl?” asked Katie. “The one you’ve been feeding on?” 
 
    She gave Jack an odd, suspicious look, and he couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “She’s not my type,” said Jack. “I have no qualms about fighting her, or letting you fight her, as long as she doesn’t use a command to force me onto her side.” 
 
    “So the two of you haven’t…?” 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes. “Once. But it was before I knew about how deep her loyalty to Mezolak went.” 
 
    Katie scowled at him. “You will never learn how to keep it in your pants, will you? A pretty face and a pair of boobs, and all of your logical thinking capability goes out the window.” 
 
    “I can’t really argue otherwise,” he said, chuckling. The two of them looked at each other for a couple of quiet, gentle seconds. “It’s really good to see you again, Katie. I just wish it was under better circumstances.” 
 
    “That makes two of us.” She crouched down next to him, placing herself at eye level. “Jack. I need to know why you agreed to serve this demon, this Mezolak, in the first place. What in the fucking world possessed you to give him that kind of power over you?” 
 
    He figured she’d ask this, but had still let himself hope that it wouldn’t come up. Jack felt his face burn hot with shame, and it was too hard for him to keep looking at her as he answered. 
 
    “The reason why Mezolak was able to possess my father’s body was because they made a deal,” he said, slowly. “A deal that brought me back to life after the car crash that killed me and my mother.” 
 
    Katie blinked, and one of her hands went to her mouth. Jack continued, wanting to get the rest of it out before it became too hard. 
 
    “Ryoko…” He swallowed, forcing words past the lump in his throat. “Ryoko killed herself, Katie. I… couldn’t live with it. So I summoned a demon, and followed in my father’s footsteps.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” muttered Katie. “Jack…” 
 
    She put a hand on his shoulder. It was a small gesture, but the support it represented was anything but. 
 
    “She’s alright now,” said Jack. “Well, alive, at least. And she’s kind of a, uh, water nymph. But she’s still Ryoko. I’d do it again if I had to, in a second. It was my mess, and I had to clean it up.” 
 
    “Your mess?” asked Katie. “Ryoko had issues, Jack. I’ve known her for longer than you have. I don’t know what happened between the two of you, but trust me… you shouldn’t blame yourself for her actions and her mental state.” 
 
    “She was fine until I entered her life,” muttered Jack. “Everybody was. You were fine, Katie, and then—” 
 
    “I still am fine, thank you very much,” said Katie. “Please don’t start up the fucking pity party. I’m happy with my life, Jack, and I’m not interested in hearing you mope about things that weren’t your fault.” 
 
    She held his gaze, and he could tell that she was serious. He was still shivering a little from his damp clothing, and after a few seconds, Katie glanced at the handcuffs that bound him to the tree. 
 
    “Can you walk?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Jack. 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” she said. 
 
    She took the handcuffs off him, but only so he could shift away from the tree trunk. Once he had, he felt them click back into place on his wrists, securing his hands behind his back. 
 
    “I don’t blame you for not trusting me,” said Jack. “Just so you know.” 
 
    Katie shrugged. “It’s less about trust, and more about how pissed Margaret would be if she found us and you weren’t restrained.” 
 
    “I am a blood mage,” said Jack. “It’s not as though I couldn’t escape from them, if I really wanted to.” 
 
    “I know,” said Katie. “If you really wanted to, you could do a lot of things that would end badly for me. So to answer your question… yeah. Of course I trust you, Jack.” 
 
    Her words struck deep, and he felt a strange, vulnerable sensation spreading through his heart and chest. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, Katie,” he said. “So much.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I’ve missed you, too.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” said Katie. “It doesn’t look like we’ll be able to make it out of this ravine before nightfall. We should start looking for somewhere to spend the night.” 
 
    She slipped one of her arms under Jack’s shoulders on the same side of his body as his injured leg and slowly began helping him forward. Having her in such close contact was an immediate reminder of her rich, intoxicating smell. Like fresh-squeezed lemons being stirred into a pitcher. 
 
    “Why are you smiling like that?” asked Katie. 
 
    “No reason,” said Jack.  
 
    They made slow progress, as much due to the terrain as Jack’s injury. The ravine wasn’t a conveniently traversable location, and several times they were nearly stopped by drop-offs and places where the riverbank left no room for walking. 
 
    “There,” said Jack. “There’s a cave ahead of us.” 
 
    “I see it,” said Katie. 
 
    A large section of rock from higher up the cliffs had broken loose at some point in the geological past, and it had fallen in such a way as to create a large, triangular-shaped cave. It was open enough to stand up in at its highest point and relatively secure-looking. Perhaps more importantly, it was currently uninhabited by anything else.  
 
    Katie helped him inside, and Jack was surprised by how roomy the interior was. It wasn’t the most comfortable place to camp in the world, especially given how unforgiving the rock was as a floor, but it was pretty clean and would protect them from the elements. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” said Jack. “Let’s hope we don’t have to stay more than one night.” 
 
    Katie nodded. She helped him into a sitting position, and her face took on a pensive expression as she stepped away from him. 
 
    “Jack…” she said. “I’m going to have to take you in, once we get back. To Margaret and the other wizards from the Order.” 
 
    “Really?” he said, rolling his eyes. “And I thought the handcuffs were just for kinky playtime.” 
 
    “I’m serious.” Katie crossed her arms, the fabric of her windbreaker rustling as she hugged herself. “I don’t really have any other choice. I can’t just let you go, given what you told me about the loyalty oath and the demon’s power over you.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I get it, Katie. I don’t blame you for it. You’re just doing your job.” 
 
    She brought her gaze to meet his, and Jack saw the conflict in her eyes. 
 
    “It’s my job,” said Katie. “But you’re my friend. More than just that. It’s not like it’s an easy decision.” 
 
    “I won’t fight against you, Katie,” said Jack. “I’m tired. Tired of not being able to make my own choices. Tired of acting like the monster you always said that I was.” 
 
    Katie sucked in a quick breath, flinching back as though he’d just struck her. Jack winced. He hadn’t meant the words to sound as accusatory as they’d come out. 
 
    “You aren’t a monster, Jack,” said Katie, after a few silent seconds. 
 
    “Aren’t I?” he said. “For once, I can really see how easy it would be for me to give in. To sow chaos and destruction across the world and reap the rewards of being a callous bastard.” 
 
    “If you were a monster, you wouldn’t have that much insight into your own actions,” said Katie. 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that,” he said, but he let the point drop. 
 
    Katie spent the last few minutes of daylight canvassing the area around their cozy campsite. She collected small chunks of driftwood as she went, and by the time the sun set low enough to darken the ravine, she had enough to start building a fire. 
 
    “You never mentioned Mira before,” said Katie. “Is she okay?” 
 
    Jack had been resting against one of the cave’s walls, but he sat up to flash a smile at Katie in response to the question. 
 
    “Never in a million years would I expect you to ask after Mira in that tone of voice,” said Jack. “It almost sounds like you care about her or something.” 
 
    Katie scowled at him. 
 
    “I’m just curious,” she said. “I don’t like loose ends.” 
 
    “She’s alright,” said Jack. “As far as I know. It took her a while to get used to being human again, after the fight with Pierce and Volandar. She became a big part of my life, and almost started to settle down and get comfortable. But…” 
 
    “But?” said Katie. 
 
    “Mezolak showed up.” Jack shrugged. “I made the stupid deal with him. Mira wanted to stay close to me, as my thrall, but he saw right through her. Shot her in front of me.” 
 
    “Oh god,” said Katie. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I couldn’t let her die,” said Jack. “So… I gave her the Embrace. She’s a vampire again.” 
 
    “You… what?” 
 
    “It was the only option I had at the time,” said Jack. “Kind of ironic, really. Technically I’m her broodfather now.” 
 
    “Gross,” said Katie. “Don’t phrase it like that.” 
 
    “What?” said Jack. “Like her being my broodmother sounded any better.” 
 
    “The two of you were like horny teenagers half the time you were together,” said Katie. 
 
    “That would be the half in which we weren’t engaged in supernatural combat,” said Jack. 
 
    She smiled at him and set the last few pieces of wood down into the circle of rocks she’d assembled to contain the fire. Jack heard her muttering an incantation under her breath, and a second later, flames danced inside her palm. Some of the wood was still wet, but she lit the dry pieces in several places, giving it a strong start. 
 
    “Nifty,” said Jack. “I take it you learned that from Margaret?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Katie.  
 
    Jack moved himself closer to the fire, basking in its warmth. Katie slid in next to him, and he felt her hand slide into his. It was such a simple gesture, but it was enough to make him forget about his leg, the handcuffs, and all the rest of his troubles. 
 
    “I wonder sometimes…” said Katie. “If I made the right choice.” 
 
    “About joining the Order?” asked Jack. 
 
    She nodded. “It seemed like the right thing to do, at the time. I’ve learned so much, and become so much stronger. But I can see how me being gone from the island has affected things.” 
 
    “Eh,” said Jack. “That might just be your ego talking.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” she said, playfully. “I’m serious. And I’m not just talking about how I could have helped you. I heard about the storm that destroyed most of the town…” 
 
    “It was instigated by a water nymph,” said Jack. “It was pretty rough.” 
 
    “If I’d been around for that, maybe things would have gone differently,” said Katie. “For you. For Ryoko. For everyone.” 
 
    Jack let the silence hold for a couple of seconds. He understood the doubts she was having. He’d had similar ones before, especially over Ryoko and what he could have done differently to support her. 
 
    “What was left for you on Lestaron Island, though?” asked Jack. “A hungry vampire? Half of a mansion you wanted to sell anyway? It’s not like it was a place bustling with opportunities.” 
 
    “Well, why were you there?” asked Katie. 
 
    “To keep myself out of trouble,” said Jack. “And I guess because of Ryoko, and Mira. Neither of them really had anywhere else to go.” 
 
    “Maybe I could have been satisfied with just that, too,” said Katie. “I still have dreams where I’m back on the island. Hell, I even have dreams where you’re…” 
 
    She blushed, and her hand went to her neck. Jack made the mistake of inhaling through his nose, and between the smell and the expression on Katie’s face, he had to draw on his willpower to keep himself in line. His bloodthirst had been growing more intense by the minute as his body directed his blood essence reserves toward healing his leg. 
 
    “You’re thirsty,” said Katie. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    He didn’t answer her. Katie reached into the pouch of her windbreaker and pulled out a small vial. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” asked Jack. 
 
    She flashed a small, mischievous smile. “All members of the Order carry a few different potions on them at all times. It’s usually up to each individual mage’s discretion to decide which ones are most useful for their situation.” 
 
    “Are you running into vampires that often?” he asked. 
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” she said. “Old habits die hard.”  
 
    Katie pulled the stopper from the flask and downed it in a single sip. Jack stared at her, feeling almost heady with anticipation at what would come next.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Neither of them said anything for at least a minute. A thick tension had joined them within the cave, and Jack got the sense that the heat of the fire wasn’t the only reason why he felt warm. 
 
    “It’s going to take a few minutes for the potion to start working, right?” he said, more to fill the silence than for the sake of the question. 
 
    “Five to ten minutes,” said Katie. “I used to wait for twenty back at the mansion, but it should be fine.” 
 
    Five minutes. It was such a short amount of time normally, but in that moment, it felt like an eternity. Katie’s smell had him by the nose, along with another lower part of his body. He slid a little closer to her around the fire. She was taking forcibly slow breaths and shuddered slightly as his shoulder made contact with hers. 
 
    “How long do you think it’s been?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie rubbed her neck. “Months. Since that last time in the Emerald Keep.” 
 
    “Uh, I meant… how long it’s been since you took the potion?” 
 
    “Oh!” Katie let out a nervous laugh. “Not that long. We still have a minute or two.” 
 
    She slipped out of her windbreaker and spread it down across the smooth cave floor behind them. Jack felt his heart pounding in his chest, pumping blood to all sorts of interesting places. Katie slid back in close to him, and it took him a second to realize what she was doing as she pulled out the key to the handcuffs and unlocked them. He furrowed his brow at her. 
 
    “What?” asked Katie. 
 
    “Half the time you insist that I wear handcuffs when I feed on you,” said Jack. “I figured given everything that’s been going on that this would be one of those times.” 
 
    “The handcuffs just… make it harder,” said Katie. “Why bother with them?” 
 
    “To keep you safe,” said Jack. “To keep me from…” 
 
    He trailed off. The tension was unbelievable, and the once spacious cave now seemed tiny enough to push them on top of one another. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” said Katie. “I’m not a little girl. I can handle you.” 
 
    “You can handle me?” Jack smiled at her. “Those are fighting words, Katie.” 
 
    “I could take you in a fight, Jack,” she said. “I’ve come a long way.” 
 
    “Have you, now?” He lifted his now untethered hand, and caressed her neck with a single finger. Katie held his gaze, and she did a good job at hiding the shudder that ran through her. 
 
    They both lost control at the same instant, falling into an embrace, lips locking together like magnets that had veered within range. Jack kissed her deeply, and Katie ran her hands through his hair. He had missed her so much. Far more than he’d let himself realize. 
 
    They pawed at each other like it was their first time. Katie’s workout top was made of a stretchy fabric, and Jack could feel her nipples poking out against it, under his palms. Her hand was slowly rubbing his crotch in a gentle, teasing motion. 
 
    “The potion should be working now,” whispered Katie. “You can bite me.” 
 
    Jack gave her nipple a soft pinch through the fabric of her shirt. Katie shuddered and squeezed his bulge through his pants. He grabbed the hem of her shirt and pulled it up over her head.  
 
    She wasn’t wearing a bra underneath. The fire’s soft illumination let him see her breasts in their full glory. They were a little larger than average, with a full, healthy pertness that made them seem like they were begging to be squeezed. 
 
    “My neck is up here,” said Katie. Her cheeks were red, and Jack grinned as he reluctantly tore his gaze off her chest. 
 
    “I don’t just want your neck,” said Jack. “I want all of you.” 
 
    He slid a hand along Katie’s thigh, and saw her bite her lip in response. Her hair was still in a ponytail, and she flicked it over to the opposite shoulder, exposing the pale nape of her beautiful, flawless neck. 
 
    He planted a kiss on it, and then another. Katie’s fingers unzipped his pants with a few deft movements, and he felt her soft, warm touch as her hand slid into his boxers. 
 
    “I’m just going to take a sip,” he whispered. The words were as much for him as they were for her. He didn’t want to lose control and overdo it, not on the first time after so long. 
 
    “Okay,” said Katie. “I’m ready.” 
 
    She was more than ready. She’d worked his shaft out of his boxers completely and was doing incredible things with her hand. Jack felt her speed up her pace as let his breath tickle her neck, and then he felt her give him a squeeze as he sank his fangs in. 
 
    God, how he’d missed Katie. Her blood brought a brilliant, euphoric clarity to the moment that made him feel like a fool for ever letting her get away from him. He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to fuck her. He wanted to hold her and have her for keeps. 
 
    He took a sip, and then stopped, just as he’d promised. Katie flinched as his fangs left her neck, and her eyebrows went up in confusion. 
 
    “That’s it?” she whispered. “You… can take more, you know.” 
 
    “I know.” Jack pulled her yoga pants down, and then her panties. “I’m going to. Small sips, as we go.” 
 
    Katie let out a low, anticipatory moan. 
 
    “I’ll take another right as I push inside you,” he said. “And then another, when I make you cum.” 
 
    In his time during feeding off club girls and enjoying the party scene, he’d learned a few things. Katie was biting her lip and leaning back on her windbreaker, legs open, all but pulling him forward onto her. He knew exactly what to do to tease, and to please. 
 
    “Oh god,” she whispered. “Jack… hurry up!” 
 
    He let his erection press between her legs but only grazed her with it instead of pushing in. He did the same thing with his lips and fangs, tickling the spot he usually bit. Pushing Katie to the brink before letting her have what she so desperately needed. 
 
    “Jack!” she said, in a lusty, urgent voice. 
 
    “I thought you said you could handle me?” whispered Jack. 
 
    Katie grabbed him by the back of the head and gave him a deep kiss. Jack gripped her by the ponytail and gently pulled her head back. She let out a pleasured whimper, and he sprung on the attack. 
 
    Two parts of his body penetrated her in perfect unison. Katie let out the kind of dirty squeal that most men never get to hear. He’d told her that he’d bite her when he entered her and when she came. He hadn’t been expecting both to happen at the same time. 
 
    “Oh!” she cried. “Oh god, Jack!” 
 
    He moved, thrusting into her, enjoying every inch of her soft, warm body. Katie wrapped her legs around him and buried her face against his shoulder. He held her in a tight, loving embrace, burning each moment of the encounter into his long-term memory. 
 
    He let his hands run over her breasts and butt. He pushed as deeply into her as he could go and planted soft kiss after soft kiss on her lips. Katie ran her hand through his hair, urging him on. 
 
    It was as hot as it was intimate. There’d always been so many barriers between him and Katie, whether it was her relationship status, the friction between them, or something else. This time, there was nothing stopping them. Jack pumped into her faster, enjoying the tight, hot sensation of her womanhood. Katie kissed him, and then nuzzled her cheek and neck against his lips. 
 
    “One more time?” she whispered. 
 
    “Say please,” said Jack. 
 
    Katie scowled at him and chose to kiss and then suck on his earlobe, instead. That was enough. 
 
    Jack let his lips tease her neck while he focused on his own pleasure. He let his pace build until he was giving it to her with hard, aggressive movements, and then kept going until he was about to burst. He bit Katie and drank her blood right as he passed over the edge, and the pleasure was more than worth the effort. 
 
    She tasted so good. He savored her delicious, lemony scent as he unloaded inside of her. Katie let out a satisfied shudder as he pulled back. 
 
    “Jack,” she said. “I…” 
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment, and stared directly at him as she reopened them. 
 
    “I love you,” whispered Katie. 
 
    Jack pulled her into a tight, sweaty hug. 
 
    “I love you, too,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    The fire kept them warm as they lay together in each other’s arms. Jack wanted the moment, or a variation of it, to last forever. He wanted to go back to the mansion with Katie and back to their old lives, and he wanted to bring this newfound closeness along with him.  
 
    But it was just a dream. The fire started to die down, and the cold air from the bottom of the ravine pushed its way into the cave. Jack and Katie both pulled their clothes back on in silence. Jack heard the handcuffs rustle as Katie wiggled back into her yoga pants, and he winced at the idea of sleeping with his hands behind his back. 
 
    “I don’t see the need for them tonight,” said Katie, seeming to read his thoughts. “Tomorrow, though. When we get close to encountering Margaret and the others, I probably should put them back on you.” 
 
    Jack sighed and nodded his head.  
 
    “I’d almost forgotten that I was a prisoner,” he said. 
 
    “You and me both,” said Katie. “I’m sorry. Really, I am. This whole situation is just one giant clusterfuck.” 
 
    “Mezolak has to be stopped,” said Jack. “Katie, there’s more to his plan than just avoiding the Order of Chaldea’s scrutiny. He has Zedekiah’s Scepter, and he’s twisted it with his magic. He’s using it for necromancy, and started turning corpses into ancient, supernatural monsters.” 
 
    “How the hell did he get his hands on that?” snapped Katie. “I thought Pierce was in possession of it, still.” 
 
    “He was.” Jack didn’t elaborate, and Katie didn’t pry for more details. 
 
    “Jack, I don’t know how much I can do,” she said. “My voice doesn’t hold much weight in the Order. I can try to convince Margaret, but after what happened on the train, she’s going to be suspicious of any information coming from you.” 
 
    “Do what you can,” said Jack. “I’ll do the same. Even if it means just keeping myself away from Mezolak so he doesn’t have one more tool at his disposal.” 
 
    Katie’s expression took on a disconcerted quality as she listened to his words. 
 
    “You’re not a tool,” she said. “Regardless of what the Order ends up doing, I’m going to help find a way for you to be free of this stupid loyalty oath thing. You’re an idiot for making a deal with a demon, by the way.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “I know.” 
 
    Katie put what was left of the driftwood onto the fire, and the two of them curled up together in front of it. The stone floor was hard, but Katie’s body was soft, and Jack fell asleep in her embrace. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    She shook him awake after what felt like only a minute or two. He scowled as he sat up, feeling a dozen aches and pains across the length of his body. How long had it been since he’d gotten a good night’s sleep? Hell, how many days had it been since he’d even slept in an actual bed? 
 
    “There’s something outside the cave,” whispered Katie. 
 
    “Human or monster?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Animal, I think,” whispered Katie. 
 
    Jack sat up slowly. His leg felt better, still bruised and sluggish, but not nearly as bad as it had been earlier in the day. He slowly made his way to the mouth of the cave, frowning as he saw how obvious their presence was, even from just the light of the dying fire.  
 
    It took a couple of seconds for his eyes to adjust to the night, even with his vampiric night vision. As soon as they did, however, he immediately made out the silhouette of a panther heading down the river bank in their direction. 
 
    “One of Reese’s cats,” whispered Jack. “Fuck.” 
 
    “I can take it out with a spell,” said Katie. 
 
    “You mean kill it?”  
 
    “What else can we do?” asked Katie. “Don’t tell me you have a soft spot for the crazy cat girl?” 
 
    “I just…” Jack exhaled through his teeth. “I don’t think it makes a difference, either way. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    He moved toward the animal slowly, and saw it immediately perk its attention in his direction. Jack cast Spectral Hand and seized the cat with two long, looping shadow tendrils. It let out a loud, rumbling hiss, but he ignored it, lifting it up and down a few times to get a sense of its weight. 
 
    With a swinging, gentle movement, Jack tossed the panther up into the air, and over the ravine’s upper edge. It landed with a thud, and he heard the rustle of grass, indicating that the fall hadn’t broken any bones or injured it. The panther would have to head all the way around to a point where the cliffs weren’t so steep if it wanted to get back down to them, which would take hours, if it managed it at all. 
 
    “Fuck,” said Katie. “She’ll know we’re here, won’t she?” 
 
    “She might even be close by right now,” said Jack. 
 
    He frowned, considering his options. If he used his Blood Sight to reach out to Reese, he could probably figure out where she was in relation to them. Unfortunately, the connection went two ways, and he’d run the risk of leaving himself open to one of her commands. It was too dangerous to try, he decided. 
 
    “We can’t stay here, then,” said Katie. “We’ll have to try to travel through the night.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Too bad.” 
 
    He’d been hoping that they’d have more time together. He’d especially been hoping that they’d get the chance for warm, sleepy, morning sex, but staying alive was a more pressing matter than getting off.  
 
    They didn’t have anything extra to carry with them, and after snuffing out the fire, they started off. Jack briefly thought about trying to use his Shadow Levitation to carry them out of the ravine. It might have been possible for him to do if he were alone, but with Katie’s added weight, he knew instinctively that he wouldn’t have the lift to get them both up all the way. 
 
    Instead, they continued downriver, walking slowly to keep from tripping over the craggy landscape in the dark. Jack took point, given that he could see better in the dark. Katie followed closely behind him, sometimes holding onto his shirt when they slipped into sections where the moon and stars overhead couldn’t provide as much illumination.  
 
    They didn’t make the fastest pace, but they traveled steadily, putting distance between themselves and where Reese would be looking for them. Occasionally, they’d come to points where the terrain cut off abruptly, and Jack would have to hold Katie against him and use Shadow Levitation to let them gently glide down cliffs. 
 
    Most of the night had been gone when they started, and the two of them made it out of the ravine and into the adjacent valley just as the sun crested over the horizon. The landscape was green and vibrant, with thick grass, loose clumps of trees, and a terrific breeze in the air. 
 
    “We should rest,” said Jack. “We can figure out where we are in a few hours and most likely make it back to civilization.” 
 
    “It’s so beautiful.” Katie hugged her shoulders and turned in a slow circle. “Like something out of a movie.” 
 
    The river was the vibrant heart of the valley and local area, and vegetation grew thick against its banks. Jack walked over and kneeled at its edge, cupping his hands together and taking a sip of fresh, cold water. 
 
    “Maybe we could catch a fish?” he said, smiling at Katie. 
 
    She shrugged. “If it was still dark, I wouldn’t be surprised if you could manage it. For now, I think we’ll have to settle for what we can forage.” 
 
    She reached down to a berry bush Jack hadn’t noticed and flicked one of its fruits over to him. He eyed it suspiciously until Katie rolled her eyes and ate one first. 
 
    “They’re safe,” she said. “I know what I’m doing, Jack.” 
 
    “Sometimes I do wonder,” he said. “But thanks. Are there more around here?” 
 
    “Let’s find out,” said Katie. 
 
    She split off from him, following the river further downstream. Jack walked up one of the valley’s sloping hills to get a better view of the surrounding area. He found that he was hoping that he wouldn’t spot a road or town immediately, just for the sake of having a little more time with Katie. 
 
    He didn’t see anything and headed back down to find Katie after a few minutes, smiling at their bad luck. She had berries cupped in both hands when he saw her, and she grinned at him as she made her way back over. 
 
    The grin disappeared into horror after two steps. Jack immediately tensed up, wishing it was dark enough for him to use his blood magic. Katie sprang forward, reaching into her pocket, pulling out the handcuffs, and slapping them on his wrists. 
 
    “What?” He stared at her in disbelief. Katie brought a finger to her lips and gave him an imploring look. 
 
    He didn’t say anything else as she pulled him forward by the wrists, over toward a section of trees that neither of them had investigated yet. Margaret stepped out from behind a branch before they’d made it halfway there. 
 
    Jack almost flinched out of his skin. Katie gave his hand a squeeze with soft fingers. This was what she’d told him, when he’d first woken up on the side of the river. She was capturing him, not saving him. 
 
    He considered his options for a moment before deciding that he basically had none. Three men had followed Margaret out of the forest. They looked more like college students than mages of the Order, but he had no doubt that they were along for the ride because they could pack a punch.  
 
    Even if he managed to take all four of them, potentially five, depending where Katie landed, what then? He’d still have handcuffs on and no access to his blood magic or enhanced strength now that the sun was out.  
 
    How long would it be before Reese or Mezolak caught up with him? What would their first command for him be upon returning into the fold? Their second? Their third? He would be forced to kill, again and again. He’d be their tool. 
 
    “Impressive work, Katherine,” said Margaret. “We were expecting to find you injured, perhaps even dead. Instead you brought one of our enemies to heel.” 
 
    Katie gave a small smile and nod, but Jack could see the conflict in her eyes. 
 
    “He’s been helpful,” she said. “Offered up a wealth of information on his employer. We’re not dealing with James Farmoore, it’s—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, we’ll get to that in good time,” said Margaret. “Killian? Would you be so kind as to put him out?” 
 
    One of the mages stepped forward, producing a wand from the pocket of his jeans. 
 
    “Hold on a second,” said Jack. “What is this?” 
 
    In way of answer, he got the tip of the wand pressed against his temple. He had time to hear Katie shout something before his experience of the world turned off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Jack woke up slowly, his entire body turning on in sections, like an ancient computer in the process of rebooting. He was cold, though he still wore the same clothing he’d last had on as far as he could remember. He was also shackled at the ankles, wrists, and neck. 
 
    His cell was dark, which told him something about the nature of his manacles. There was no chance in hell that the Order of Chaldea would ever take the risk of allowing a blood mage to use their magic freely. He tried casting Spectral Hand and received a dull, flattened response from the spell. The shackles probably had an anti-magic enchantment worked into them. 
 
    He was surprised at how the situation left him feeling. He wasn’t panicking. There was no sense of claustrophobia, despite the cell barely being large enough for him to lie down in. Instead, Jack felt relieved.  
 
    His deepest fear when he’d been under Mezolak’s thumb, and even when he’d been with Katie, in the cave, hadn’t been the Order. It had been what he might have to do next. Who he might have to kill next. 
 
    He wasn’t thrilled about being a prisoner. The cold floor was certainly less comfortable than his penthouse bed had been, and far less accommodating of visitors. But he was safe. Safe from himself, and the place where the sum total of his stupid choices had led him. 
 
    Jack rested his head back on the stone. He hoped Katie was handling the situation like a mature adult, and he really hoped she hadn’t accidentally said anything to implicate herself in the closeness they’d shared and how she’d let him feed off her.  
 
    Footsteps sounded from the hallway outside. Jack sat up and felt an odd, lurching sensation. The floor was moving underneath him, swaying from side to side. As far as he could tell, he was on a ship. 
 
    The jail’s outer door opened, and a woman’s silhouette stepped through. She flicked a switch on the wall, and the lights turned on with intense, crushing brightness. Jack winced, but that was more due to the basic laws of light sensitivity rather than him being a vampire. 
 
    “Ah,” said Margaret. “You’re awake. You were out for a while, you know.” 
 
    Jack smiled at her. If she was expecting him to get unruly, she was in for a surprise. He was ready to tell her everything and anything that he knew, as long as it didn’t put Katie or anyone else he cared about in danger. 
 
    “My head still feels a little groggy,” he said. “How long was I out for?” 
 
    “Sixteen hours,” said Margaret. “Long enough for us to bring you to where you are now.” 
 
    Jack shrugged and opted to take the bait. “Which is… where, exactly?” 
 
    “The S.S. Demeter,” said Margaret. “My personal flagship. We’re in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean right now, far from any chance of escape you might have been hoping for. The cell you’re in is one that was originally designed to hold violent warlocks, though it works just as well for containing blood mages.” 
 
    “Cool,” said Jack. “Good to know.” 
 
    Margaret walked over to the bars of the cell. There were two other empty cells on the same half of the room, one to either side of Jack. Margaret reached her hand up to something that Jack couldn’t see, up against the upper lip of the cell’s door frame. 
 
    His chains went tight, pulling his limbs and head outward in a sudden violent movement. They apparently retracted, and in their retracted state, Jack hung aloft. His arms and legs were stretched outward, almost like someone connected to a torture rack. His neck, along the same theme, was pulled upward with the sort of tension that let him know that his life was at the mercy of whoever was operating the mechanism. 
 
    “I want to make the situation you’re in completely clear to you,” said Margaret. “The reason why I took you to my ship, and not to any of the numerous Order bases we have in the continental United States, is quite simple. There is no escape for you, Jack.” 
 
    “You don’t say?” said Jack, smiling a little. 
 
    “Even if you somehow broke free of your chains, escaped your cell, and killed everyone on the ship, you’d still be in the middle of the ocean,” said Margaret. “The Order would simply send out another vessel to apprehend you.” 
 
    “I get it,” he said. “No escape. I’m at your mercy. This isn’t my first rodeo, Margaret.” 
 
    Margaret watched him for a couple of seconds. She wasn’t smiling, but the set of her posture and relaxed demeanor made her seem like she enjoyed what she was doing. 
 
    “How many people are involved?” asked Margaret. “What’s your end goal? What were you trying to do?” 
 
    “My employer, the demon known as Mezolak, is planning an attack,” said Jack. “He’s acquired a powerful artifact and corrupted it with necromancy. He has a few hundred corpses locked up in a freezer just outside Arc City and plans on making them into incarnates. They’re like what ghouls would be if each one was more capable and had a superpower.” 
 
    Margaret didn’t say anything and didn’t let much show on her face. 
 
    “Katherine told us a similar story,” said Margaret. “I’ve no doubt that if I asked, you’d give me an exact address to send my people to, where they’d find these supposed bodies.” 
 
    Jack frowned. “I take it from your tone that you’re a little skeptical?” 
 
    “More than a little,” said Margaret. “You saved my life once, Jack. You had an opportunity to let me die, or at the very least, enthrall me, and you chose not to take it.” 
 
    “What can I say?” said Jack. “I’m a gentleman.” 
 
    “You’re smart,” said Margaret. “Smarter than people give you credit for.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. He really didn’t like where Margaret’s train of thought was taking her, but he still took a compliment when one was given. 
 
    “You’re a manipulator,” said Margaret. “See, you knew at the time that the Order has the capability of detecting if someone has been enthralled. You knew that by leaving me alive, and being the one who saved my life, you could foster goodwill within the Order of Chaldea.” 
 
    “That’s kind of a revisionist take on what actually happened,” said Jack. 
 
    “With Katherine, too,” said Margaret. “You’re so careful never to enthrall, while simultaneously feeding her stories to repeat back to us. I have no doubt that you’re working similar machinations on your father, as well.” 
 
    “I haven’t spoken with my father in over a decade,” said Jack. “James Farmoore is possessed by a demon. Mezolak. He forced me to swear a loyalty oath to him, and—” 
 
    “I’ve heard all of this from Katherine,” said Margaret. “It makes for a compelling tale, albeit a convoluted one. In my experience, the truth is simple. The obvious truth here is that you decided to lure in the people around you. Make them sympathetic to your plight, and find ways to bend them to your will.” 
 
    “There’s proof!” snapped Jack. “Go to the storage facility! 432 West Cedar Drive! You will find exactly what I said.” 
 
    “I’m sure we would,” said Margaret. “Even now, you’re still doing it. Scraping your fingernails for every last inch of leverage you can get.” 
 
    Jack sighed through his teeth. He leaned back against the chains he was hanging from. He already knew how it was going to end. 
 
    “There isn’t anything you can tell me that’s going to stay your execution, Jack,” said Margaret. 
 
    “I don’t doubt that for a second,” he said. “You’re just going to assume that anything I say must be a lie.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I assume that?” 
 
    Jack thrashed an arm, making the metal chain hiss as the links clinked together. 
 
    “You’re putting people’s lives at risk!” he said. “Paranoia is one thing. But you’re basically sticking your head in the sand.” 
 
    “Putting people’s lives at risk?” Margaret smiled. “Do you even realize how that sounds, coming from you?” 
 
    She watched him for a few more seconds before stepping back from the bars of his cell. The mechanism holding Jack up released, and he fell to the ground before he could get his legs underneath him. Margaret left without looking back. 
 
    Jack tried to return to the state of detached resolve that he’d felt upon first waking up in the cell, but found that he couldn’t. It infuriated him to think that after everything he’d done to subvert Mezolak’s agenda, he’d still end up having essentially no impact on how things played out.  
 
    If anything, he’d helped Mezolak overall. He’d brought him Zedekiah’s Scepter. He’d served as a useful distraction to keep the Order of Chaldea from catching on to his real plan. And now here he was, scheduled for execution in the place of a real monster. 
 
    Jack curled up on the floor of his cell, shivering from the cold. At least he could finally get some rest. He closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The door to the jail opened. Jack didn’t open his eyes immediately. If Margaret wanted to interrogate him again, he was going to make her work for the answers this time. 
 
    “Jack!” hissed Katie. “Wake up! I don’t have much time.” 
 
    Jack lifted his head, wincing as he felt a stiff pain in his neck. 
 
    “Katie,” he said. “I didn’t think they’d let you visit.” 
 
    “I didn’t think that they would execute you once they got a proper grasp of the situation,” she said. “Especially considering what you did for Margaret. She’s so caught up on the idea of you being the true threat that it’s affecting her judgement.” 
 
    “I think that’s a fair assessment,” said Jack. 
 
    “I’m not going to let her have you executed,” said Katie. 
 
    “No,” he said, automatically. “It’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” she said. “When have you ever not done something just because it was a bad idea?” 
 
    “Katie, they’ll know it was you,” said Jack. “It doesn’t take a psychologist to figure out which of the people on the ship would be the most sympathetic to my plight.” 
 
    “Which is why we need to be fucking quick!” she snapped. “So that my alibi will continue to place me somewhere else.” 
 
    She reached into her windbreaker and pulled out a small vial, which she passed through the bars to him. 
 
    “What’s this?” asked Jack. 
 
    “An acid potion made from Manticore venom,” said Katie. “It’s strong enough to burn through your bonds. But you have get them off, completely. The enchantment blocking your magic is in the cuffs, not the chains.” 
 
    “What happens if it touches my skin?” he asked. 
 
    “You don’t want to know,” said Katie. “Trust me.” 
 
    Jack didn’t like that answer, but he nodded and closed his fingers around the vial. “Alright. Thanks.” 
 
    “Wait ten minutes, and then move as fast as you can,” said Katie. “The dinghies are on the ship’s starboard side. Take a right after you leave the jail, head up the stairs, and then take another right.” 
 
    “Got it.” Jack stood up and moved forward until he was all but pressed against the cell’s bars. “I wish we could have had a better reunion than this.” 
 
    She smiled at him, taking his hand through the bars. 
 
    “You told me that once before, back when you first came to Lestaron Island and this whole thing started,” she said. 
 
    Jack cupped her cheek through the bars, and then kissed her. The angle made it a little hard, and the sensation of steel bars against his chin and forehead was annoying, but it still made his entire body hum with emotion. He didn’t deserve her love. 
 
    “Jack…” she said, in a soft voice. “I don’t know what happens from here. The next time we meet, we might very well be enemies. For real this time.” 
 
    “You’ll have as much chance of convincing me of that as you will at getting me to call you Katherine,” he said. 
 
    “Fuck you.” She smiled, but it was a little forced. “If it does turn out like that, I’m sorry. I really am.” 
 
    “You should get going,” said Jack. “Before your alibi runs out.” 
 
    She nodded and headed to the door, hesitating for a moment before passing through completely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Jack forced himself to stay patient as he waited. Katie had said to hold off for ten minutes. He didn’t have his phone or any real means of telling the time, and had to resort to counting each anxious second in his head.  
 
    When it felt as though it had been long enough, he rolled the vial of acid through his fingers and then popped out the cork. The smell was strong and sour, like bleach mixed with the inside of a battery. Jack winced as he considered the actual mechanism of what he was about to do. 
 
    Why hadn’t Katie brought him some good old-fashioned bolt cutters? Hell, he would have taken an acetylene torch or even a rusty hacksaw over having to pour acid in such close proximity to his skin. 
 
    He gritted his teeth, trying to move his hand carefully in the dimly lit cell as he began pouring. The acid hissed as it dripped onto the metal cuff of his left hand. He poured it in a careful line, gently shaking the vial back and forth to coax it out. The acid was thicker than he’d initially assumed, which made it easier in some ways, and harder in others. 
 
    The metal cuff let out a sharp pinging noise and bent open as the acid finally melted a complete cut into it. He carefully pulled his wrist free, keeping his skin out of contact with the remnants of metal-melting liquid. 
 
    Jack repeated the process on his other wrist and each of his ankles. He hesitated, for good reason, before attempting to melt through the collar around his neck. He wouldn’t be able to turn his head in a direction that would let him see what he was doing. He felt the collar with his fingers, gritted his teeth, and poured the last of the acid onto the collar. 
 
    It was the most nerve-wracking minute of Jack’s entire life. He held his breath, not wanting to risk even the smallest movement if it meant putting his skin in contact with the acid. He could hear it hissing and bubbling against the metal, a sound reminiscent of the noise rice krispies make upon adding milk. 
 
    The collar snapped open as soon as the acid had done its job, and Jack instantly felt his blood magic flowing freely again. He twisted the collar open wider and tossed it across the cell. Then, he summoned his Spectral Sword. 
 
    With two clean, easy slashes, he cut his way out of the cell with such ease that it almost seemed unfair. It had been longer than the ten minutes Katie had suggested he wait for, probably closer to half an hour. He paused by the jail’s door, hoping he could still pull off the rest of the escape. 
 
    The hallway outside the jail was narrow, and pipes and wiring ran exposed overhead. There was nobody in either direction that Jack could see, but he still wasn’t interested in taking the risk of being spotted. 
 
    He cast Shadow Form and moved through the hallway as a wraith, up the stairs that Katie had told him about, and then outside. It was the middle of the night, which was a huge relief. He stayed hidden in the shadows as he surveyed his surroundings. 
 
    The S.S. Demeter was a large ship, at least a few hundred feet lengthwise, with multiple upper decks. Jack was on the lowest deck, and other than a few members of the Order who were resting against railings or smoking cigarettes outside doorways, there was little else to contend with. 
 
    He slipped along the edge of the deck, heading for where Katie had said the dinghies were. He spotted them as he made his way around a heavy storage container—and almost ran directly into a member of the Order as he did. 
 
    “Hey,” said the man. “Wait, who…?” 
 
    Jack surged forward before he could recover from his surprise. He covered the man’s mouth with one hand, and then slammed his head into the storage container. He put strength into the movement, but only enough to stun rather than kill. 
 
    A whistle sounded from one of the upper decks. Jack summoned his Spectral Sword and cut the restraints holding the dinghy in place. It was little more than a small skiff and almost tipped over sideways as it hit the water. 
 
    “The prisoner has escaped!” boomed a voice over a loudspeaker. “Lock down the ship!” 
 
    Jack leapt over the railing, cushioning his fall with Shadow Levitation as he landed. The S.S. Demeter was moving fast enough to immediately begin pulling away from the tiny dinghy, but Jack could see it slowing to a stop. They’d turn around, slowly but surely, and come after him. 
 
    He decided to try something he’d never done before, but considered a couple of times. He took a slow breath and pressed his hands against the dinghy’s hull. Focusing his blood essence, he cast Shadow Form, but he forced the effect outward. His own body dissolved into darkness, and he spread himself out, covering the dinghy in a manner that left it barely visible against the ocean, at night. 
 
    He waited for a few minutes before releasing the effect, knowing that it would take a huge toll on his blood essence reserves to maintain. It was long enough to achieve the purpose he’d intended it for. The S.S. Demeter had missed him in its search, and it was little more than a smudge on the horizon. 
 
    Jack’s relief only lasted for a minute as he started to consider his situation. He was in the middle of the ocean, on a tiny boat, with no food and no water. The dinghy didn’t have a motor, or even a basic paddle. He was adrift, at the mercy of the ocean and his own luck. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The night slowly gave way to early morning. Jack used the majesty of the sunrise to distract himself from his circumstances. The dinghy swayed gently on the water, and it was hard for him to tell if he was moving at all or just sitting in the same spot. 
 
    There was nothing on the horizon. No smudges of land. No boats. Not even any birds that he could see. He leaned over the side of the dinghy and stared down into the crystalline blue ocean. The water looked inviting, but as hot as he was in the direct sun, he didn’t want to risk capsizing his tiny boat by attempting to climb back in after a swim. 
 
    He didn’t have his phone, but he still spent some time thinking about how else he could reach out to the world. He might be able to reach out to Katie with his Blood Sight, but she wouldn’t be able to help him in any significant way. Reaching out to Reese, on the other hand, wasn’t something he’d ever consider, assuming she and Mezolak could even find him in the middle of the ocean. 
 
    The reach of his Blood Sight diminished rapidly after he stopped feeding on someone, so both Mira and Ryoko were also out of the question. Jack rubbed his chin, remembering something Ryoko had told him the last time they’d seen each other.  
 
    She was basically a hybrid water nymph after the ritual Mezolak had used to return her to life. She’d told him that if he ever needed her and was near the ocean, he could call out to her, and she’d come if she was nearby. 
 
    “Ryoko!” called Jack. “Can you hear me? Ryoko!” 
 
    He tried again, cupping his hands together and bellowing as loud as he could. He tried leaning over the side of the dinghy and shouting the words at the water, and then into it, with his mouth partially submerged. He tried, and he kept trying, feeling more than a little ridiculous.  
 
    The sun was both relentless and oppressive. Jack was basically doing nothing other than lying on his back, and he could still feel it sapping at his strength. His meager craft offered no shade to speak of, and it drifted through the water as aimlessly as a leaf in a pond. 
 
    “Ryoko!” called Jack, for what had to have been the five thousandth time.  
 
    His throat was starting to feel dry and painful, and he’d been thirsty since even before he escaped the Order’s ship. A part of him felt personally attacked by the irony of the situation. He’d worked so hard to consistently find ways to sate his thirst for blood as a vampire, only to die of dehydration.  
 
    Did that have to be the case? His regeneration would be stymied during the day, but not completely. Come nighttime, he’d have the full breadth of it back and probably still have enough blood essence for his body to recover from any ills suffered during the day. 
 
    Including saltwater poisoning, perhaps? He was aware of the conventional wisdom that trying to drink from the ocean only led to a person becoming more dehydrated, not less. But was that still the case for him, as a vampire? It was theoretically possible that his body was capable of handling it better. 
 
    It was sound enough logic to convince him to take a few small sips. Jack cupped his hands, scooped up a small amount of saltwater, and brought it to his mouth. The taste was absolutely vile, and after a single gulp, he threw his theory out.  
 
    “Maybe it’ll rain,” he said. “And now I’m talking to myself. Not a good sign.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    “Ryoko…” called Jack.  
 
    He’d called out to her enough times in the past six hours to do a fundamental dissection of the syllables of her name. Ree-Oh-Koh. Each noise was still beautiful to him, even if he’d gotten to the point where the sounds had become familiar enough to loop back around and be nearly unrecognizable. 
 
    “Ryokooooooo,” he called. He let out a small chuckle as he went silent.  
 
    Something connected against the dinghy’s hull underwater, shifting it off balance slightly. Jack sat up straight, feeling a flicker of hope that lived and died within the span of a second. Not Ryoko. He saw a massive, black shape under the ocean’s surface and felt his blood run cold, despite the heat. 
 
    Another shape moved in the water to the left and then surfaced. It wasn’t a shark, which was, at first, all that Jack needed to feel relieved. It was a large orca, easily recognizable by the white and black pattern coloring on its head. 
 
    “Hey there,” said Jack. “Any chance you can give me a tow to the nearest island?” 
 
    The orca let out a geyser through its blowhole in response. Jack leaned over the edge of the dinghy as he spotted more of them in the water. There was a whole flock, er, school of them. Family of them? He wasn’t entirely sure of the correct nomenclature. 
 
    One of them rammed into the dinghy, rocking it back and forth hard enough to nearly eject Jack. He let out a small, startled gasp as he felt another thunk against the dinghy’s hull, and then another. This time, the dinghy all but capsized, turning sideways for an instant and righting itself only after taking on a few buckets of saltwater. 
 
    “Hey!” called Jack. “Stop it! You jerks!” 
 
    He splashed his hand against the water. The orcas circled the dinghy as a unit a few times, and he got an idea of why people called them “killer whales.”  
 
    Fortunately, they chose to move on rather than torture him further. Jack was faced with a new problem in the wake of their departure. The dinghy was flooded. He started slowly cupping water in his hands and tipping it overboard, but it only took a minute or two for him to realize what a long and frustrating process it would be to return the dinghy to a state that even resembled being dry. 
 
    “Fucking orcas,” he muttered.  
 
    It gave him something to do, which distracted him from the heat and the gradually worsening sunburns on his face, neck, and arms. He’d stopped feeling quite so thirsty. Probably a bad sign. He’d also stopped calling out for Ryoko. 
 
    Over the next hour, he started to feel increasingly light-headed. It built up slowly, until his general sense of the situation was foggy and a little manic. He thought about climbing out of the dinghy and into the water, just to cool off for a minute or two. It would be a trade-off. It would cool him off, which was good, but it would also… 
 
    It was hard for him to focus his thoughts clearly. One thing he was sure of was that, as unpleasant as it would be for him, dying wasn’t necessarily the worst outcome. It would free him from being Mezolak’s tool, albeit in a way that was pretty final and dark. It would be a trade-off. It would keep him from having to kill more people, which was good, but would also… 
 
    “Ryoko…” Jack mumbled. “Ry…oko.” 
 
    He let out a thin cough and tried to shield his eyes from the sun. It had started to set over the horizon, which was good, but the colorful display its reflection left across the water was playing tricks on his eyes. He could see her ahead of the dinghy, slowly gliding through the water, hair slicked back in a single wet lock. 
 
    She looked so elegant as she cut through the water with effortless ease. Jack even felt the dinghy shift a little as the hallucination of her gripped the side of it with her hands, and then… 
 
    “Ryoko?” He said her name as a question this time, and he received a small nod from her in return as she rose up in the water and climbed into his small vessel. 
 
    She’d changed, from the last time he’d seen her. There was a confidence in her eyes that made her seem like an evolved version of the shy, quiet maid that Jack had come to love so fiercely.  
 
    Her skin was still pale, but it had taken on the slightest hint of blue, more like one would expect from someone left out in the cold than an obvious hue. Her hair was down, which had been rare for her back when she’d always insisted on dressing for work, and it fell across her shoulders and back like beautiful strands of seaweed. 
 
    She wore a simple blue bikini, lending a sense of modesty to her otherwise enticing appearance. Her body was petite and girlish, with a trim waist, small breasts, and toned, proportional butt. Her face was round and cute, and it was currently set in a very worried expression. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson!” she cried. 
 
    Jack let out a single, soft chuckle. With those words, she’d dispelled all of his lingering doubts over her just being a hallucination. 
 
    “It’s Jack, you dummy,” he said. “Why don’t you try to get my name right… next time you… save my life.” 
 
    She came to him in an instant, cradling him in cool, wet arms. Jack frowned a little at first. Was he really that bad? The way his arm flopped ineffectively when he tried to cup her cheek told him that yes, he absolutely was. He added sipping saltwater and getting sunstroke to the list of things he’d never try again. 
 
    “What happened to you?” asked Ryoko. “How did you end up here?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” said Jack. “Captured by the Order. They put me on a ship. Katie helped me escape.” 
 
    A smile danced across Ryoko’s lips. 
 
    “Katherine is doing well, then,” she said. “I’m glad. I was worried about her. I was worried about you, too, of course. So much more than I can explain with words.” 
 
    “No need to worry about me,” said Jack. “I’ve been doing swimmingly. That’s a great word to use on a boat. Swimmingly.” 
 
    He felt his mouth moving and was pretty sure he’d just said something ridiculous, from the expression on Ryoko’s face. 
 
    “You’re dehydrated,” she said. “And you probably have heatstroke. I can help, at least when it comes to getting you a drink.” 
 
    Her hand went to her neck in an unconscious movement that Jack had seen many a time before. 
 
    “…What?” he said, shaking his head. “Ryoko, I’m thirsty in the normal sense. I don’t need blood, and I don’t think it will help.” 
 
    She gave him a small, secretive smile. 
 
    “I’m different now, sir,” she said. “Trust me. You’ll be able to drink from me. Fresh water, not blood.” 
 
    He was skeptical, but even just hearing the words “fresh water” spoken in the air was enough to make his mouth wish it still had enough moisture left to salivate. Ryoko helped him sit upright and then slid herself in between his legs facing away from him, as though they were both riding on a sled. She pulled her hair to the side, which had somehow dried completely in her short time out of the water.  
 
    Jack leaned forward, slowly inhaling through his nose. Ryoko did not have the same type of smell that she’d once had as a human. In fact, it was more like the ambient smell of the ocean, except without the salt. A crisp, neutral, refreshing scent. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he whispered. 
 
    Ryoko shivered. “I’m ready.” 
 
    He let his fingers trace a soft circle against her neck. Despite mental fatigue and fog shrouding his thoughts, he still very much enjoyed the process of feeding. Especially off Ryoko. He wanted to enjoy it, even if it was a little different, this time. He’d missed her so much. Her and her supple, flawless neck. 
 
    “You’re teasing me,” whispered Ryoko. 
 
    “Maybe a little,” said Jack. 
 
    He planted a soft kiss on her neck. Ryoko was shivering slightly, and it became more pronounced as Jack let his warm breath tickle the spot he was about to bite. He waited until the anticipation was almost too much to bear before sinking his fangs in and taking a sip. 
 
    She’d been telling the truth. Ryoko’s “blood,” if it could be called that, was clean, crisp, drinkable water. It had a fresh, unadulterated taste to it, like drinking from a cold mountain stream. It was pure and delicious, and Jack felt his body reacting to it immediately. 
 
    Ryoko shuddered and clutched at the side of the dinghy with one hand. Jack had been expecting her reaction to his bite to be diminished or completely absent, but the way her body pressed back against his, back arched, muscles tensed, was the same as it had always been. 
 
    He took a few deep sips and then stopped, for the sake of both of them. He didn’t know how much he could safely drink from her, and he also didn’t know how much his body would be ready to handle immediately. He’d only been at sea for a little under a day, but the effect of the sun and his experiment with seawater made it feel like far longer. 
 
    “Oh…” whispered Ryoko, as Jack pulled back. “I… wasn’t sure if it would still feel like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” Jack held her in an embrace from behind and gently ran his hand over her taut stomach. 
 
    “Like…” Ryoko looked over her shoulder at him and blushed. “It’s embarrassing to say out loud. It’s just… a full-body experience.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. Ryoko turned around completely, and they shared the first real kiss they’d had in months. It felt like a dream, and only the soft, gentle sucking sensation of her lips against his dispelled his doubts. 
 
    “Wait a second…” said Jack, as the kiss ended. “If you felt the sensation of my bite that strongly, it’s possible that it also affected you in other ways.” 
 
    Ryoko frowned, scrunching her face up a little. “You mean enthrallment? Do you think that really could be an issue?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” said Jack. “Here, I’ll tell you to do something as a test. Take your bikini off.” 
 
    Ryoko let out a mock gasp and shot him an exaggerated glare. Jack waited a couple of seconds and then nodded. He was glad that she wasn’t enthralled. It wasn’t like part of him had been kind of hoping that she was, just for a chance to see her adorable, naked body again. Of course not. 
 
    “I can only assume that different supernatural types have varying susceptibility to enthrallment,” said Ryoko. “It’s a good thing, in our case.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. He ran his hand over her cheek, feeling his heart soar as he appreciated her presence. “I still almost can’t believe it. You’re here, with me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ryoko, with a smile, “and you’re here, with me.”  
 
    They kissed again, and Jack leaned his forehead against hers for a few seconds as their lips parted. 
 
    “Have you been doing well?” he asked. “What’s it like being a, uh, water nymph?” 
 
    “Technically, I’m a water nymph hybrid.” Ryoko shrugged and then smiled. “It’s been… better than I can put into words. So different from how my life was before. So much more purposeful.” 
 
    “How so?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I have responsibilities,” said Ryoko. “Not that I didn’t before, working for you, sir. But now, I can have a real impact on the world. I help people lost at sea. I help marine life, dolphins and whales and other intelligent creatures. I deflect storms from vulnerable coastal communities. I… I explore remote islands, and sleep under the stars, and sometimes under the sea.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Jack. “That sounds like something out of a movie.” 
 
    Ryoko’s cheeks reddened again, and she reminded him of her old self as she diverted her gaze toward the bottom of the dinghy. In truth, her description of her life sounded perfect, especially for someone like her.  
 
    She’d been depressed and emotionally adrift after her uncle had died, and what she’d needed was a new beginning. Life as a water nymph had given her that, and from the sounds of it, even more. 
 
    “What about you?” she asked. “How have you been?” 
 
    “How have I been?” said Jack, scratching his head. “Not so good.” 
 
    He didn’t want to lie to her, but he didn’t want to tell her the truth, either. He’d killed people for Mezolak. He’d fed off more women than he could count without their consent. He’d helped create an army of monsters.  
 
    On top of that, the next time he came within earshot of Mezolak or Reese, he’d go right back to it. He wasn’t a person anymore. He was a tool. It might have been a mercy for Katie to have left him to his fate with the Order.  
 
    “Jack…” whispered Ryoko. “You can talk to me.” 
 
    She pressed a hand to his cheek and then frowned. 
 
    “You’re burning up,” she said. “This is bad. You need to get out of the sun if you’re going to have any chance at properly recovering.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” said Jack.  
 
    “Not for me,” she said. “I can help you. Just like I used to help you, sir.” 
 
    She slowly stood up and then leapt over the side of the dinghy and into the water. Jack watched as she swam to position herself in front of it and started moving. She wasn’t swimming. She was creating a perfect, localized current, one that swept herself and the boat forward at an ever-increasing speed. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Home,” said Ryoko. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Jack felt a remarkable shift in his spirits as the dinghy began to move with purpose. The sun had set over the ocean’s distant horizon, and a cool breeze was hitting his face and tousling his hair. He still felt fatigued, but far better than he had since first entering the custody of the Order. 
 
    It was impossible to tell how fast the small boat was going, but any speed beat the aimless meandering that he’d been subjected to for most of the day. An hour passed in much the same way, with Jack resting and watching the stars overhead. 
 
    He spotted the dark clouds in the distance at almost the same moment he heard the thunder. Jack frowned as the dinghy continued forward, heading straight for the chaotic, swirling tempest. The waves became significantly choppier as they approached, and he started to get a little worried until he remembered who and what Ryoko was. 
 
    The storm parted for them, splitting in half so neatly that it seemed as though a titan had cleaved through it with a massive sword. The dinghy moved forward on what was essentially a road through the storm. When Jack looked directly to his left or right, he saw flashing lightning, choppy waters, and pounding rain, but it was separate from their path, as though he was watching it through a glass window. 
 
    He finally drifted off to sleep as they came out the other side of it, too exhausted from the time he’d spent awake and anxious to put off rest for any longer. He dreamed of Ryoko and Katie, his imagination creating a confusing scenario in which they were angels, and he a devil. 
 
    When Jack woke up, the dinghy wasn’t moving anymore. It was mid-morning, right around when the day began to heat up. His tiny craft had washed up on the surf of a beach. And not just any beach. 
 
    He was on Lestaron Island. Home. 
 
    The mixture of emotions that flooded through him as he scanned the shore and waterfront was a little overwhelming. He’d only been gone for a couple of months, but it felt like so much longer after all that had happened. 
 
    “…Ryoko?” he shouted.  
 
    He looked up and down the beach, but saw no sign of her, or anyone else. She wasn’t in the water, but Jack managed to stave off the urge to start worrying. If anything, she was probably better at taking care of herself now than he was. 
 
    He climbed out of the dinghy on stiff, half-asleep legs and headed for the stairs leading up to the boardwalk. Jack slowed to a stop as he reached the top of them, feeling pieces of his heart break off and shatter as he bore witness to what was left of the town. 
 
    All of the buildings near the beach were boarded up and condemned, each one marked with a white chalk X on the door which presumably identified them for demolition. The nearby street signs were bent at odd angles and missing their tops. The statue of Lestaron Island’s founder had taken a direct hit from something huge during the flood, as half of the stone ship’s bow had been chipped completely loose. 
 
    There were no cars on the street, parked or otherwise, and there were no people. He should have realized it as soon as he saw how empty the beach was. The island had seemingly been abandoned. Lesser Town was Jack’s first and last real home, and it was now a skeleton, laid bare and lifeless. 
 
    He felt a painful lump in his throat and had to blink a couple of times to keep his eyes from acting all weird on him. He didn’t head deeper into town, instead following one of the side roads through the outskirts and then up to the slope that led to the mansion. 
 
    Jack took his time, as much due to his own hesitance as because of the state of his fatigued body. He wasn’t sure what he’d find waiting for him when he reached his grandfather’s old estate.  
 
    A paranoid part of him half expected Mezolak to be there already, with a smug smile on his face and a new sinister mission for him. He brushed the thought aside. Mezolak would never expect him to come back to Lestaron Island. It was too obvious of a place for him to hide out, and the demon was either too smart, or too stupid, to seriously consider the possibility. 
 
    The mansion had fared better than the town during that fateful supernatural storm, but looking at it after being gone for so long still emphasized the extent of the damage. Shingles had been torn loose from the roof in patches. One of the cherry trees had been uprooted and knocked over by the wind. Paint had been cracked and stripped off from the walls in places, unable to withstand the intensity of the storm. 
 
    He paused outside the wrought-iron gate and, on a whim, tried the electronic control panel. It still worked, though the gate let out a disconcerting screech as it slid aside to allow him entry. If there was still electricity being routed to the mansion, maybe the town wasn’t quite as deserted as it had looked at first glance. 
 
    He unlocked the front door and made his way inside, turning the light on and surveying the foyer. It had a musty, forgotten smell, with a hint of dampness to it. The floor had a thin but noticeable layer of dust across it, suggesting that nobody had been inside in at least a few months. 
 
    One of the windows in the foyer had been smashed during the storm, but someone had carefully pinned and taped a tarp into place over the empty frame. It must have been Mira’s handiwork in the day or two after he’d left the mansion. The spot where she’d fallen to on the floor after being shot by Mezolak had also been cleaned. He smiled, feeling a sliver of nostalgic fondness for his former broodmother’s considerate ways. 
 
    He headed through the mansion slowly, checking each room and confirming what he already knew. Ryoko’s room was exactly as it had been left the last time she’d been in it. Jack didn’t like thinking about how he’d found her there, cold and still, with empty pill bottles on her bed stand. 
 
    Mira’s old room had been carefully cleaned, set back into its original, unused state as a guest room. She’d taken most of her clothing with her, though almost all of it had originally been borrowed from Ryoko and Katie. Jack had been holding out hope that he might find her there, still inhabiting the mansion. Waiting for him to come back, like a stubborn, obsessive lover. 
 
    No, it was better that she’d gone off on her own. It made more sense. The life that Jack and the girls had lived in the mansion had ended the moment he’d made the deal with Mezolak in exchange for saving Ryoko. Holding onto the last remnants of it would have just been pointless and sad. 
 
    He headed upstairs and into his old room. He still had clothes in his dresser, and he changed out of his current outfit, which was dirty and itchy from having worn it continuously for so long. He picked out a v-neck and a pair of track pants, then decided that it made the most sense to shower first. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Jack had scrubbed himself clean and pulled on fresh clothes. He felt comfortable in body, if not in mind. There was a strange, unfinished nostalgic feeling to the mansion, almost as though he was rereading one of his favorite books that had never received a proper sequel. 
 
    He headed down into the cellar slowly, feeling almost reluctant to face what he knew he’d find. The chalk pentagram he’d used to summon Adana was still scrawled on the floor, along with the burned-out candles and ashes of the incense. 
 
    The door to the secret workshop opened with ease as soon as he’d put in the code. The small, hidden space on the other side was much the same as he’d left it, full of his grandfather’s collection of magical trinkets, along with a massive weapon rack with several swords that had become ornamental over time. Katie’s old crossbow was there, too, apparently not the type of utensil that the Order welcomed into the fold. 
 
    He’d left his grandfather’s staff and black leather duster sitting out on the table. Jack ran a hand over them both, trying to picture the man who they’d once belonged to. His memories of his grandfather were thin and faint, smoothed clean of the sharp details like a piece of glass washed up on the beach. 
 
    He picked up the staff and ran his hands across its weathered length. It was so easy to picture his grandfather fighting warlocks and monsters with it. Everything about the life Peter Masterson had lived had dripped with courage, from his refusal to join the Order to the way he took it upon himself to be the defender of the island. Jack felt selfish as he considered his own choices and the lack of that same sort of natural valor. 
 
    “What would he even think of me?” he muttered. 
 
    “He’d be proud of you,” said a voice. 
 
    It caught Jack by such complete surprise that he didn’t even have a reaction. He glanced around the workshop, blinking in disbelief as he saw a ghostly, bluish apparition of an elderly man he recognized standing in the corner, watching him. Smiling and watching him. 
 
    “Grandpa Pete?” he asked, half as a question and half as a statement. 
 
    “Sort of,” said the apparition. “But not precisely. It’s complicated.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Peter Masterson had been a handsome man all throughout his life, and he still was as a ghost, or apparition, or whatever he currently was. He was old, with a wrinkled face and a bald head, but he carried it well, and there was a touch of boyish mischief in his eyes. He’d taken care of his body in life, and he had a lean, healthy figure. He was wearing jeans and a button-up flannel shirt tucked into him, which were both tinged the same bluish color as his body and skin. 
 
    “How is this even possible?” asked Jack. “I… don’t think I’m hallucinating. Though I did drink a fair amount of seawater recently.” 
 
    “I’m not a hallucination, either,” said the ghost. “I’m an imprint of your grandfather, imbued with a small fraction of his life essence. I was left within the staff specifically so that we could, in due time, have this conversation.” 
 
    Jack looked down at the staff in his hands, and then back up at the imprint of his grandfather. The ghost had a patient smile on his face, the kind of smile that his grandfather had used to give him and Katie when he’d find them playing in the yard. 
 
    “Why?” asked Jack. “More importantly, how? This isn’t the first time I’ve picked up your old staff. Why show yourself to me now?” 
 
    “Again, it was specifically for your own sake,” said the ghost. “I—my original self, that is—wanted to give you guidance if you ended up becoming involved in wizardry and the supernatural. My imprint was etched into the staff in such a way that I would only appear if you began actively using it.” 
 
    “I did use it,” said Jack. “To save Ryoko, in the storm.” 
 
    “I know.” The ghost smiled a little wider. “If you’d held onto it for a single minute longer than you had, we would have met each other much earlier. But that’s often the way of things in life.” 
 
    Jack didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds, and neither did the ghost. Despite the explanation he’d been given, he still felt like he was brimming with questions. It reminded him so much of his childhood, and the way he’d constantly badger his grandfather with each little curiosity that popped into his head. 
 
    “Can anyone else see you?” asked Jack. “Not that there is anyone else here, but if there was, could they?” 
 
    “No,” said the ghost. 
 
    “Is there anything I should know that you haven’t mentioned yet?” asked Jack. 
 
    The ghost nodded. “I draw the essence required to appear for you from within the staff. Since the weapon can no longer be recharged, given the death of my original, you may want to consider limiting the amount of time you summon me for.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Jack. “So, I can just summon and dismiss you at will, if I’m holding the staff?” 
 
    “Indeed,” said the ghost. “I do not have the same experience of existence as you do, so there is little reason for you to feel sentimental about it, I might add.” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly, finally making his way to the most important question.  
 
    “Do you really think that my grandfather would have been proud of me?” he asked. 
 
    The ghost let out a loud, mirthful chuckle. “Absolutely, Jack. I can sense who you are, and what you’ve done, through your connection with the staff. He would have advice for you, which he would give in a forceful, unsolicited manner. But it would be advice given from a place of love and pride.” 
 
    “What advice?” asked Jack. “You’re his imprint. Can you tell me what he’d say?” 
 
    “Of course I can,” said the ghost. “First and foremost, you must free yourself from the spell you are under. I can see the demon’s hold over you, and it is not a pretty thing.” 
 
    “The demon,” muttered Jack. “It’s Mezolak. The same one that possessed my father.” 
 
    Peter’s imprint brought a hand to his chin and nodded. “I’d figured as much. He has a very distinctive magical style. The type of spell he forced onto you is powerful, but there are chinks in it, as with all continuous effects.” 
 
    “What should I do?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I have an old friend who I believe can help,” said Peter. “His name is Xepher. He’s a powerful wizard, but also a very dangerous man. One of the few people the Order of Chaldea has ever given up on hunting.” 
 
    “Xepher…” repeated Jack. “Where can I find him?” 
 
    The imprint hovered across the floor, rather than walking. There was an old globe on one of the shelves, and he pressed a blue-tinged finger onto it. 
 
    “You’ll have to turn this for me,” said the ghost. “About 70 degrees to the left.” 
 
    Jack did so. The ghost shifted his finger to the approximate point of Lestaron Island, and then traced it south, toward the outskirts of the Caribbean. 
 
    “Here,” said the ghost. “Mark it down with a pen. It is a place called Raptoran Island, and it is not on most conventional maps.” 
 
    “Raptoran Island,” repeated Jack. “Are you sure I’m going to be able to find it, just from this?” 
 
    “Keep the staff with you, when you leave,” said the ghost. “I can help guide you once you’re within range.” 
 
    Jack looked down at the old staff, and then back up at his grandfather’s imprint. 
 
    “Can you help me fight Mezolak?” he asked. “And can you help me… save my father?” 
 
    He had to force out the last sentence, and the words felt strange on his lips. As though by asking, he risked rekindling a hope within himself that he’d been actively trying to put out. His grandfather’s imprint frowned slightly, and gave a small shake of his head. 
 
    “It is not that simple,” said the ghost. “I tried, in the last few years of my life, to find a way to save James. He and Mezolak are no longer separate entities capable of being parted.” 
 
    “I…” Jack exhaled through his teeth. “I don’t know if that’s true. That’s not how it seemed to me.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Jack,” said the ghost. “If you have love for your father and wish to set him free, the only way is through death. Trust me when I say that it’s what he would have wanted.” 
 
    Jack did trust the ghost, but he couldn’t make himself accept the conclusion. He shifted his attention, realizing that he had the rare chance to ask the imprint about anything his grandfather would know and get an answer. 
 
    “Why didn’t you ever join the Order of Chaldea?” he asked. 
 
    “Because I’m not a square,” said the imprint, with a grin. 
 
    Jack let out a surprised laugh, suddenly remembering one of the reasons why he’d enjoyed his grandfather’s company so much as a child.  
 
    “Is that the only reason?” he asked. 
 
    “More or less,” said the ghost. “The Order sees the world in black and white. I didn’t like that, and I didn’t need their help for most of the goals I wished to achieve.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” said Jack. “So… you know that I’m a vampire, right?” 
 
    The ghost nodded. 
 
    “Do you… think there’s a way for me to live without hurting people?” asked Jack. “To settle down, without turning into a monster?” 
 
    “There’s no need to be so melodramatic,” said the ghost. “Of course there is. Find someone you love and feed off them only when you need to. Perhaps even more than one person, to spread the effects out.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s no big deal,” said Jack. “Like it’s just a simple medical condition instead of an ancient magical curse.” 
 
    “Again, with the melodrama,” said the ghost. “It is what you make of it. Your life and your decisions are what you make of them. There are plenty of horrible people out there who have no supernatural leanings. Murderers, rapists, and liars. You might not be perfect, Jack, but if you listen to your conscience, you will make me proud.” 
 
    It felt so good to hear those words. Jack leaned back against the workshop’s counter, feeling reborn, in a sense. Strengthened by advice that he’d needed and never gotten until now. 
 
    “You should unsummon me for now, I think,” said the ghost. “I’ve enjoyed speaking with you more than words can express. But the staff’s essence is limited. You wouldn’t want to waste it now, when you need it most.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Jack. “Thank you, Gramps. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “I am not your grandfather,” said the ghost. “But, I do speak on his behalf. He sends his love, Jack.” 
 
    The ghostly apparition wavered slightly and then faded out of sight. Jack took his hand off the staff and pressed it over his heart. For some reason, he just couldn’t stop smiling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    His hunger led him to investigate the refrigerator next. Most of the food inside had gone bad, and he forced himself through the chore of throwing it out. The food in the freezer, however, was all still perfectly preserved. He pulled out a frozen pizza that Ryoko had purchased for him what seemed like an eon ago and popped it into the oven. 
 
    After eating and drinking a glass of water and a glass of wine, Jack headed up to his room. He wasn’t sure when the next chance he’d get to rest was, given how chaotic his life had been recently. He changed the sheets on his bed and then climbed into it. 
 
    How long it had been since he’d slept in an actual bed, instead of in a tent, a cave, or a jail cell? Long enough to make sleep absolutely irresistible. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Jack awoke to the sound of footsteps in the foyer. He sat up, immediately noticing the dimness of the light coming from the window. It was early evening, just dark enough for him to have access to his blood magic. He’d been careful about using his essence since the last time he had fed on Katie, saving it for just such a situation. Whoever had decided to intrude within his home was about to face the consequences of their actions. 
 
    He walked as quietly as he could out onto the balcony overlooking the first floor—and then froze.  
 
    Mira stood just inside the front door, staring at him with an infectiously wide smile on her face. His one-time broodmother slowly shook her head, her expression showcasing the same sense of dreamy disbelief that he was currently in the midst of. 
 
    She wore a white blouse with buttons running from the midriff to the neckline, a third of which were currently undone. It did a great job of showing off the expansive nature of her cleavage, her breasts straining slightly against the fabric and a hint of a maroon bra poking out under one edge of the blouse’s hem. 
 
    Her blonde hair fell loose across her shoulders, straight and glossy. She had on a tight pair of jeans, which, much like her blouse, had clearly been chosen to emphasize the eye-catching curves of her hips and butt. She also wore a stylish pair of brown leather boots, which she’d been in the process of taking off when Jack walked out. 
 
    “Mira,” muttered Jack. He hurried down the stairs and pulled her into a tight hug. 
 
    “My dear, sweet Jack,” whispered Mira, her voice wavering with emotion. “I’ve missed you beyond words.” 
 
    She sniffed, and Jack felt something hot and wet against his shoulder. 
 
    “Are you… crying?” he asked. 
 
    “Apparently so.” She pulled back, smiling through her tears. She had deep blue eyes, flecked with red, as they’d been when he’d met her for the first time what felt like so long ago. 
 
    Jack wiped the tears from her face with his thumb and then gave her a long, gentle kiss. She was back, and the mansion suddenly felt like a home again, even if only for that night. He pressed his forehead against her and held her in a tight embrace, and then he kissed her again. 
 
    “How did you find me?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Ryoko,” said Mira. “The two of us have kept in touch with each other in your absence.” 
 
    Mira looked over her shoulder, and Jack saw that she wasn’t alone. Ryoko was on her way up the stairs, and she flashed a broad smile when she saw the two of them together. She’d pulled a plain blue dress on over her bikini, and it fluttered slightly in the wind. 
 
    “Really?” Jack raised an eyebrow. “You guys were never all that close, back when we all lived in the mansion together.” 
 
    “It was hard for us to see past our cattiness back then,” said Mira. 
 
    “I was a little intimidated by you, too,” said Ryoko. “Not so much these days, though.” 
 
    Mira flashed a smile at Ryoko, who gave her one back in return. They seemed comfortable, even friendly around each other, and it made Jack realize just how much friction had been between them before. 
 
    “Come on inside,” he said. “Let’s talk in the dining room. There’s still plenty of wine around, and even some food in the freezer.” 
 
    They headed inside. Without being asked, Ryoko fell back into her old role, cooking rice along with some frozen egg rolls, and pouring them each a glass of wine. Mira sat across from Jack at the table, leaning on her elbows and staring at him with starry eyes. 
 
    “I was so worried about you,” she said, softly. “I still am. Ryoko tells me that you’d escaped from the Order when she found you in the middle of the ocean.” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” said Jack. “A very long story. Let’s start with you, instead. How have you been?” 
 
    She flashed a smile at him and brushed a few stray strands of golden hair out of her face. 
 
    “I’ve been well, my sweet Jack,” she said. “I’m sure you have questions about how I’ve been living and the line of morality I’ve been striding. I’ve held to my promise to you and avoided causing any undue trouble.” 
 
    “You have?” Jack raised an eyebrow. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
    “I am a woman of my word,” said Mira. “I’ve been careful, quiet, and controlled.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Jack. “How have you been managing to keep yourself fed?” 
 
    She licked her lips and gave him a small shrug. “I’ve spent most of the past few months traveling. I have of course fed and taken on thralls during that time, but I never disturbed anyone from the rhythm of their lives or let any of them grow attached.” 
 
    “So you’ve just been feeding off random people?” asked Jack. “Have you, uh…?” 
 
    “No,” said Mira, guessing his question. “I’ve long since separated the act of feeding from the intimacy that occasionally comes with it. As I’m sure you have as well, dearest Jack.” 
 
    Jack let out a small, slightly uncomfortable-sounding chuckle. If anything, he’d become more consistent in doing the exact opposite, feeding off women from clubs and bars during sex. 
 
    “You said you’ve been traveling,” he said. “Have you been looking for something?” 
 
    “Of course!” said Mira. “I thought that went without saying. I’ve been digging through museums and old libraries, finding every scrap of information I could about your master, Mezolak.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Mira. She flashed a teasing smile, clearly enjoying his piquing curiosity. 
 
    “What have you found out?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Unfortunately, not much that’s useful to us,” said Mira. “Mezolak is an ancient demon. He’s manifested in physical bodies dozens of times throughout history, but it had been several hundred years since anyone had last heard from him in the Mortal Realm when he possessed your father.” 
 
    “When was the last time?” asked Jack. 
 
    “During the Late Middle Ages,” said Mira. “He was known as the ‘Demon of Navarro’ at the time. He committed several horrific acts of necromancy. Legend has it that his evil magic is part of the reason why people began burying their loved ones deeper underground and locking them within tombs and crypts.” 
 
    “Yeah, that meshes with what he’s been up to lately,” said Jack. “Mira, he’s gotten ahold of Zedekiah’s Scepter, and he’s corrupted it.” 
 
    Mira’s eyebrows furrowed. Ryoko was bringing the food out from the kitchen, and she stood next to the table after setting it down, listening in. 
 
    “That’s… not good,” said Mira. “How in the world did he manage to find it?” 
 
    “I brought it to him,” muttered Jack. “I’m his tool. Any order he gives, I’m forced to obey by the strength of the compulsion. He’s using the scepter to make incarnates, powerful supernatural monsters imprinted with the essence of the people the weapon has been used against in the past.” 
 
    Jack purposely kept the fact that he’d seen Mezolak make one of her to himself, not wanting to darken the mood if it could be avoided. Mira had a pensive expression on her face, and after a moment, she nodded to him. 
 
    “We are not helpless,” said Mira. “This is a problem with solutions that we can discover and pursue.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Ryoko. “Jack, you aren’t alone anymore. We’ll help you however we can.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He ate a few bites of the food Ryoko had brought out and took a sip of his wine. 
 
    “I have a plan,” he said. “My grandfather’s staff had a hidden message in it, left solely for me. It told me of an old friend of Peter’s named Xepher and showed me where to find him. Xepher should be able to help me break free of Mezolak’s hold.” 
 
    “Xepher,” repeated Mira. “I’ve heard that name mentioned before in some of my research. Yes, I like this idea. It will also force Mezolak to search for you if he wishes to find you.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Jack only took a few more bites of his food. The others had already finished eating, and he wasn’t really all that hungry. “For now, though, we should rest. It’s not a plan we can act on tonight.” 
 
    “Resting sounds good.” Mira had a wicked smile on her face as she reached out to take Jack’s hand into hers. “Shall we head upstairs to bed then, my sweet?” 
 
    Ryoko cleared her throat very deliberately and loudly. She set a hand on Jack’s shoulder and moved to stand close, next to him. 
 
    “Jack…” she said. “I thought we could talk for a minute before heading to sleep. You know… alone. With each other.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I’m sure you’re very interested in ‘talking’ with him,” said Mira. “I’ve heard the two of you ‘talking’ before. You can be surprisingly vocal.” 
 
    Ryoko’s cheeks turned bright red, and she squeezed her fingers into Jack’s shoulders. 
 
    “The two of us were in a relationship before we all left the mansion,” said Ryoko. “You and him were just friends. He should spend tonight with me.” 
 
    “I was his broodmother,” said Mira. “Ironically enough, he is now my broodfather, technically speaking. It’s as strong of a bond as any intimate relationship. The choice is, of course, Jack’s to make, Ryoko.” 
 
    Both women stared at him expectantly. 
 
    “I thought the two of you said you were getting along better with each other now,” said Jack. 
 
    “We are,” said Ryoko. “It’s just—” 
 
    “We’re all adults,” said Mira. “There will be no hard feelings regardless of what choice you make here, my sweet Jack.” 
 
    Jack considered for a moment and then nodded. 
 
    “You’re right about that,” he said. 
 
    He stood up and gently began tugging them both toward the stairs. 
 
    “Sir!” said Ryoko. “I mean… Jack.” 
 
    “I have a king-size bed,” he said. “More than big enough for all three of us.” 
 
    Ryoko had an embarrassed and somewhat reluctant expression on her face. Mira was smirking and seemed more than a little intrigued. 
 
    “Oh, I like this idea,” she said. “I would have suggested it myself if I thought your former maid would have gone for it.” 
 
    “I—I—” Ryoko shook her head slightly.  
 
    Jack stepped in close to her, cupped her cheek, and gave her a tender kiss. 
 
    “Come up to my room, Ryoko,” he said. “Please?” 
 
    Ryoko looked back and forth between Jack and Mira. Mira was polite, taking a step back and looking away to make her presence seem less threatening in Ryoko’s eyes. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “But I would like it if… you could be with me first?” 
 
    Mira rolled her eyes. “I guess I could concede that much.” 
 
    Both women looked at Jack expectantly. He felt his heart pounding in his chest, pumping blood with the force of a fire hydrant through all of his body, particularly one rapidly stiffening place. 
 
    “Follow me,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    It was tense as he led them into his room, and he knew that he was the one who had to own up to it. He thanked his earlier self for having the foresight to change the sheets on his bed, and stood looking back and forth between two beautiful women in front of it. 
 
    He kissed Ryoko with soft tenderness, letting his thumb slide against her cheek as they parted. He tried to give a similar kiss to Mira, but she didn’t let him have that much control, kissing him back roughly and melding against him for a brief, but intense embrace. 
 
    It went on like that for a minute, as an odd, back and forth, cycling of make-outs between both women. Jack was so turned on that he half expected to rip a tear in the front of his track pants. He could see Ryoko slowly growing more comfortable, which was good. Mira, on the other hand, looked as ready to go as he was. She looked like she was only just holding back the impulse to throw the idea of sharing out the window, push him down on the bed, and ride his brains out. 
 
    He kissed Ryoko again and felt her rising to the occasion. She could see the way he was looking at Mira, despite his earlier promise to make sure she went first. It wasn’t enough to just have his body. She wanted to have his attention, too. 
 
    Jack groped Ryoko’s butt through her dress as he kissed her, and she lifted her arms up. He slowly pulled the dress up and over her head. Ryoko’s reflex, upon being undressed, was to cover herself, even though she was still wearing her bikini from earlier. Jack flashed a cheeky grin at her. 
 
    “I was hoping I’d get the chance to take this off you,” he said, as his fingers took hold of the string tie of her bikini. 
 
    “You…” Ryoko was blushing, and a guilty, lewd smile stole onto her mouth. “You can do more than just take it off me.” 
 
    Jack pulled the tie, and the bikini top fell away. Ryoko’s breasts weren’t small as much as compact, two modest mounds of cute, feminine perfection. Jack kissed her again, feeling his arousal as an almost painful thing. If he didn’t get started soon, by the time he did, he’d be hard enough to risk poking an eye out. 
 
    Mira cleared her throat. Jack pulled back from Ryoko somewhat reluctantly, and turned to face her. Double the women might have meant double the fun, but it also meant double the work. It almost felt like sexual juggling, and he didn’t want to think about how complicated things would get once they moved past the foreplay. 
 
    Mira took his arms by the wrists and pulled his hands onto her still clothed breasts. She brought her own hand in between his legs, where she began to gently massage and caress. The smile she gave him was almost condescending. She knew what her advantages were. Feeling her big, soft breasts in his hands made Jack’s imagination run wild, and the way she touched and teased him with her fingers felt so good that it posed a risk of ending the fun early. 
 
    He looked over at Ryoko, who was sitting on the bed, waiting for him. She’d have to wait just a little longer, if his lower half had any say about it. Jack pulled Mira into a tight, horny embrace, kissing her deeply and pawing at her like a beast.  
 
    She had more clothes to take off than Ryoko, but he still somehow managed to undress her faster. It helped that Mira did the cliched, feminine side-to-side hip wiggle to help him get her jeans off. He pulled her blouse up and over her head, and then all but broke her bra as he tore it off. She took her panties off on her own, and Ryoko had already done the same with the bottom half of her bikini. 
 
    Jack felt an odd, excited tremor in his breathing as he looked at them. Mira, with her big breasts and borderline voluptuous hips and butt. Ryoko, so innocent and girlish and lewd. The two women moved to either side of him, helping him with what he’d just done to them. V-neck came up, pants went down, and his shaft snapped loose from his boxers with cartoonish enthusiasm. 
 
    He still hesitated, taking in the scene as Ryoko and Mira both sat on the bed, looking at him expectantly. He’d promised Ryoko that she could go first, but the way Mira was sitting was just unfair. She had her legs chastely crossed, and held one arm over her breasts, as though she was daring him to double down if he wanted unobstructed access to the full package. 
 
    “It’s rude to just stare, dearest Jack,” said Mira. “Especially when you’re keeping not one, but two ladies waiting.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me,” said Jack. “I’m going to do far more than just stare.” 
 
    He took a step forward, letting his shaft hang in front of both women at approximately face level. Mira touched it first, though only with a single finger, running it up and down his length as though taking a survey of its hardness. 
 
    Ryoko gave Mira a tiny, petty scowl and wrapped her whole hand around Jack’s shaft. She stared up at him with wide eyes as she began stroking, eager to please. Jack ran a hand through her hair, knowing that he could only let her keep touching him like that for a few more seconds if he didn’t want the threesome to come to a premature and underwhelming end. 
 
    Mira still seemed eager to tease both him and Ryoko. She made an appeal to his lust with her mouth and lips, though not against the sensitive skin of his tool. Instead, she kissed his inner thigh, barely six inches away from giving him head. She sucked a little with each kiss, making suggestive wet noises and very nearly driving Jack into sex berserker mode with the sensation. 
 
    He took Ryoko by the shoulders and gently shifted her position toward the center of the bed. If he tried to hold out any longer, he was liable to explode. Ryoko’s face flushed with relief and anticipation as he moved to place himself over her. 
 
    He gave her a deep kiss as his shaft began to search for the right angle. She lifted her butt up slightly, and Jack found her entrance on his next probing prod. She was wet, and she was ready for him. And she all but cried out as he entered her.  
 
    Jack started moving slowly, not wanting to overwhelm Ryoko, if he could help it. He had figured that as soon as he actually started having real sex with either of the women, he’d have to shift the nature of his focus if he wanted to last long enough to please them both. Instead, he found he had the opposite problem. 
 
    The pressure was real. He could feel Mira watching him from where she lay on the other side of the bed, touching herself as she waited. Jack knew he would have to perform for Ryoko and leave her satisfied, and then do the same for Mira.  
 
    It was almost daunting enough to dampen his arousal. But then Ryoko let out a tiny, desperate little squeal, and he noticed how her breasts bounced with such perfect, springy movements, and he felt his horniness propelling him back toward the other side of the spectrum. 
 
    He was gentle and tender with her, but sex was still sex. Ryoko was blushing and biting her lip, and every few seconds, she’d glance over at Mira and notice her watching. Being watched was apparently one of her reluctant turn-ons, if her breathing and noises were anything to judge by. Jack felt a wicked idea sneak into his head and acted on it before he could second-guess himself. 
 
    He pressed himself forward, still thrusting, and brought his mouth close to Ryoko’s neck. He planted a kiss there, then let his breath tickle her ear. 
 
    “She’s watching us, you know,” he whispered. 
 
    “Oh…” shuddered Ryoko. 
 
    “And when I’m done with you, it’ll be her turn,” whispered Jack. “Then you’ll be the one watching.” 
 
    “Oh, Jack!” cried Ryoko. “Don’t… don’t say that!” 
 
    Her words were an objection, but her tone of voice was lewd and excited. Jack gripped her by the buttocks and gave her a few punishing, bed-bouncing thrusts. Ryoko’s breathing took on a new dimension as it accelerated, and then she let out a high-pitched, wavering cry of ecstasy. She bit his shoulder, and Jack could feel her shivering as she came. 
 
    “That was interesting,” said Mira. “What did you whisper to her at the end?” 
 
    Jack gave Ryoko a deep, loving kiss, and let his forehead rest against hers for a second before pulling back. He wanted her to know that he loved her. He needed her to know it, given how dirty and passionate the next few minutes were going to be between him and Mira. 
 
    “It was for her ears only,” said Jack. “I’ll never—” 
 
    He was distracted from the end of his sentence by Mira’s tongue. She’d moved in closer to him, and as soon as he’d pulled back from Ryoko, she’d begun licking him. It was such an open and shameless act, and she held his gaze as she did it, eyes full of confidence as she cleaned him off. It felt incredible and sent a burst of throbbing need through him. 
 
    Ryoko let out an annoyed huff. Mira pressed a kiss to the tip of his shaft and turned to look at her. 
 
    “This is sex, Ryoko,” she said. “It’s about sensation and pleasure. Dominance and power. It’s a game designed to be played to the edge of its limits. Wouldn’t you agree, dearest Jack?” 
 
    She looked up at him and batted her eyes with exaggerated innocence. 
 
    “You have that wicked smile on your face again,” said Jack. “The one that comes out when you’re about to get into trouble.” 
 
    “And?” Mira rose up onto her hips on the bed, her breasts swaying as she shifted. “Are you going to do something about it?” 
 
    Jack looped an arm around her and gave her a rough, hungry kiss. Mira moaned and writhed against him, trying to twist him so that he’d be underneath, letting her ride him. He wasn’t about to, not after her earlier statement. 
 
    He all but pinned her on the bed and pulled her thighs apart. Mira was an active partner and clearly in the mood to play. She ran a hand through his hair and shifted her hips as he tried to spear forward, laughing as she effectively blocked him from his intended target. 
 
    Jack let out a low growl. He kissed her deeply and groped one of her breasts as he pulled her thighs apart a second time and thrust forward, hard. Mira seemed to stifle her reaction as he pushed his full length deep, but he still noticed the small, pleasured details.  
 
    It was so different from sex with Ryoko. It was more passionate, more active, and just all around, well, more. Mira bucked her hips to meet his movements. She vied for control, trying to catch him off guard and roll them both over. It was raw, wrestling sex, the type of aggressive encounter that triggered something primal inside of him. 
 
    In addition to that, Ryoko was now watching them. Jack didn’t have to look her way to know that much. He could hear her breathing, along with tiny, accidental squeals. She was watching them, and pleasuring herself to what must have been an extremely confusing scene for her emotions. 
 
    It was confusing for Jack, too. Sex with Mira was incredible and intense. She was drawing him in with practiced movements, but she didn’t even need to. Her body was soft, with the kinds of assets that made her loved by men and hated by other women. Sex with Mira might not have been objectively better than sex with Ryoko, but at the moment, it was pushing him nearer to his limit. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” whispered Mira. “Go ahead. Ryoko had her turn. You can let me win the game of getting you off.” 
 
    Jack smiled at her. “We’re just getting started.” 
 
    He took a risk, and let himself draw upon his vampiric strength. He wanted to keep as much of his blood essence in reserve as he could, but using a small amount seemed worth it, if he could give Mira a taste of sweet, sexual punishment.  
 
    She made a small, offended noise as he pinned both of her wrists with one hand, and then a louder, deeper noise as he really began to let her have it. He pumped into her harder and faster than any human could have, with more force than a normal woman could have comfortably taken. Mira starting blinking fast, and her lip quivered as she threw her head back and gave in to the sensation. 
 
    “Fuck!” she cried. “My… sweet Jack! You’re going to—make me—” 
 
    She never got the last word out. Her body tensed up as though it had been triggered by an electric current. Jack sucked on one of her nipples and let a hand caress her neck in a very dominant fashion.  
 
    He took a breath and grinned to himself. He wasn’t sure if he would ever be able to outdo that performance. He was so pleased with himself that he almost forgot about his own happy ending as he rolled over onto his back. 
 
    Ryoko was there in an instant, her eyes alight with mischief and possessiveness as she brought her lips down on his shaft. She sucked with slow, cute movements, bobbing her head as far down as it would go, and then a little further. Jack heard her squeal with discomfort as she tried a trick on him that he’d only seen porn stars do, and she had to give up after a second. 
 
    “I think we’re both in the mood to share now,” said Mira. “Wouldn’t you agree, Ryoko?” 
 
    Mira planted a kiss on the lower part of Jack’s shaft. Ryoko hesitated for a moment before pulling her mouth back and giving the other woman a chance to show her skills. Mira’s mouth engulfed Jack’s shaft, but Ryoko kept kissing and licking wherever she could find purchase. 
 
    The pleasure of it was unreal. Jack ran his hands through both of their hair, staring down at their beautiful faces and hungry, wet mouths. It felt so good, and he finally let himself give into it. Ryoko and Mira were both kissing his shaft from either side now, their lips occasionally grazing each other’s in kisses that created a wonderful, wet seal. 
 
    “I…” Jack’s heart was racing, and he could barely breathe. “I’m going to—” 
 
    It happened before he could get the last word out, and it happened all over Mira and Ryoko, covering their lips and faces with hot, sticky seed. It was gratuitous, and it was awesome. Jack had a dopey smile on his face as the pleasure washed over him.  
 
    “I think we finally wore him out,” said Mira. 
 
    “Looks like it,” said Ryoko. “Did you enjoy that, sir?” 
 
    She sounded really proud of herself. Jack tried to force out a quip about the value of teamwork and cooperation but only managed a very satisfied chuckle.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
    Jack woke up to the sound of a familiar, feminine voice. Ryoko and Mira had slept in his bed, and both of them lay curled against him on either side, naked and covered only by a thin sheet. 
 
    What stole his attention was the fact that Katie stood in the doorway to his bedroom. He blinked a couple of times, wondering if his subconscious had decided to one-up reality and craft a dream that could outdo the experience of the previous night, but Katie was really there. 
 
    She was wearing yoga pants and a grey sweatshirt, and her hair was a ponytail. From the chastising frown on her face and the way her arms were neatly folded, he could practically sense the annoyance in her body language. 
 
    “Katie,” he said, still half asleep. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m here on business,” said Katie. “I’m not interrupting anything, am I? Oh, and please don’t tell me that this isn’t what it looks like.” 
 
    “This is exactly what it looks like,” he said, unable to keep a small, contented smile from creeping onto his expression. “Ryoko saved me from dying of thirst in the ocean, and she got ahold of Mira, and, well… it’s been a while since we’ve all seen each other.” 
 
    Katie rolled her eyes. “You are a total man-whore.” 
 
    “There’s no need to shame me for enjoying myself,” said Jack. “I get the feeling you didn’t come here just to give me a wake-up call?” 
 
    Katie shook her head. “No, I didn’t. Get dressed and meet me downstairs. That goes for the two of you, as well. I know you aren’t asleep.” 
 
    “Ms. White,” said Ryoko, in a slightly guilty voice. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “Yes,” purred Mira. “A shame you didn’t arrive eight hours earlier. It would have made things far more interesting.” 
 
    Katie scowled, and she closed the door with a heavy thud as she left the room. Jack sighed and climbed out of bed. He’d been hoping for an encore of the previous night to start off the morning, but apparently it just wasn’t meant to be. 
 
    Mira and Ryoko went downstairs ahead of him, and he took a couple of minutes to wash his face and brush his teeth. Mira, Ryoko, and Katie were all waiting in the lounge when he caught up with them. Mira was wearing the same jeans she’d had on the night before, with a sleeveless black halter top in place of her blouse. Ryoko had on dark grey sweatpants and a white t-shirt with a small cat graphic on the front. 
 
    “Alright,” said Jack, addressing Katie. “Do you mind explaining what this is about? If the Order of Chaldea guessed that I’d be here, I would have assumed they’d attack by surprise rather than sending you to give away their approach.” 
 
    “There was an attack in Arc City,” said Katie. “It happened the morning after you escaped from Margaret’s ship. The Order of Chaldea sent several agents near Arc City to investigate the storage facility you told us about. We never heard back from them, and it seems to have triggered a reaction from Mezolak, judging by what happened.” 
 
    She pulled out her phone and brought up a livestream of a local news station. The sound was muted, but there was no need for it. Jack saw bodies scattered across a street, destroyed buildings, and burn marks scorched into concrete. The damage wasn’t consistent with any type of bomb, too precise and intense. It was the aftermath of a supernatural attack, one that had claimed several dozen lives. 
 
    “The government’s official narrative is that it’s a terrorist attack and a previously unknown group of extremist cult members are to blame,” said Katie. 
 
    “That’s insane,” said Jack. “How could anyone buy that after seeing this?” 
 
    “It’s what the Order does,” said Katie, with a touch of bitterness in her voice. “They sent more agents to follow up in Arc City. The corpses and incarnates that you mentioned were nowhere to be found, so the agents have just been doing damage control, using dream weaving spells on anyone close enough to the scene to have an inkling of what really happened.” 
 
    “You should have listened to me,” said Jack. 
 
    “I did listen to you,” said Katie. “This is Margaret’s fuck-up. It’s why she decided to come looking for you again. She’s accepted that Mezolak is the greater threat. She wants to talk to you and get more information on how to handle this.” 
 
    “Talk to me,” muttered Jack. “You expect me to buy that after what happened on the train?” 
 
    “She isn’t stupid,” said Katie. “She’ll be reasonable this time. There are too many lives on the line, and she knows that you couldn’t have been involved with the attack in Arc City, since you were still on the run when it happened.” 
 
    Jack took a couple of seconds to consider. It made sense, if he was willing to trust Margaret. He wouldn’t be able to face Mezolak or even Reese directly with the loyalty oath still affecting his free will. But the Order could, and even if they just served as a distraction to Mezolak, it would buy him the time he needed to find Xepher and hopefully break free from the demon’s control. 
 
    “Mira and Ryoko are coming with me to meet with Margaret,” he said. “I’m not about to place myself in her power.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Katie. “She’s currently meeting with the mayor in his mansion. I’ll go on ahead to let her know that you’ve decided to be cooperative.” 
 
    She held his gaze for a moment and then gave a slow nod. Jack waited until he heard the front door close to let out the sigh he’d been holding in. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” he said. “Margaret is a lot of things, but straightforward is not one of them. She always uses subterfuge to get what she wants.” 
 
    “Do you think what she wants is you?” asked Mira. “I don’t often find myself agreeing with Peter’s apprentice, but it seems like the Order has its focus elsewhere at the moment. How does the saying go, again? The enemy of my enemy is my friend?” 
 
    “The question is whether she’ll recognize me as a potential enemy to Mezolak,” said Jack, “or just as an extension of his power.” 
 
    Ryoko made breakfast for them, though it only consisted of frozen waffles, coffee, and tea. The car remained in the mansion’s garage and was still gassed up, though Jack opted not to drive into town after giving it some thought. He wasn’t sure if all of the roads were passable, and it would also telegraph their approach. 
 
    It was a gorgeous day outside, and he felt like he’d made the right choice as he walked down the slope with Mira and Ryoko. He’d missed Lestaron Island. Part of him wished that he could shrug off his situation and responsibilities and just stay, help rebuild, and live a simple life with the people he loved. 
 
    The town wasn’t as abandoned as it had initially seemed. True, it did appear as though a significant amount of the population had moved on or perhaps were still waiting for the right time to return. There were a few people out on the street downtown, and some of them waved to Jack, recognizing him as he walked by. 
 
    The area around the mayor’s mansion was basically a park now, with an overgrown lawn and various wildflowers. It was eerily quiet as Jack and the girls made their way toward the front steps. Sheriff Jessie and Deputy Bruce were both standing guard outside, both of them in their tan uniforms. Jessie smiled and tipped her hat to him as he approached. 
 
    “Jack Masterson,” she said. “It’s been too long.” 
 
    Jack grinned at her and extended his hand to shake hers. She surprised him with a hug, instead. She had a nice smell, and he had to suck in a quick, calming breath to avoid losing himself in the sweet, nuanced scent. Like a garden in the summer, with flowers in bloom. 
 
    “I’ve been caught up in matters elsewhere,” said Jack. “I’m glad to be back, though. And I’m glad to see that there are still people here, sticking it out.” 
 
    “Few enough of us, that’s for sure,” said Sheriff Jessie. “The government engaged in relief efforts for the first month or so after the storm, but it mainly consisted of transporting the older and younger folks off to the mainland.” 
 
    “That would be the lion’s share of the population,” said Jack. 
 
    “Exactly.” Jessie gave an exasperated shrug. “There’s barely enough people left to handle a fraction of the rebuilding. Or the repopulating, for that matter.” 
 
    She shot a glance back and forth between Jack, Mira, and Ryoko. He felt his cheeks getting a little warm for some reason. 
 
    “That was a joke,” said Jessie. “Though it won’t be for much longer, if things keep going this way.” 
 
    “My heart is still on Lestaron Island,” said Jack. “If there turns out to be a way for me to stay, I will. I’ve just been caught up in some… strange business these past few months.” 
 
    “Seems it’s always strange business of one kind or another with you,” said Jessie. “I don’t fault you for it, though. Take care of yourself, Jack.” 
 
    She set another, familiar hand on his shoulder. Jack could feel Mira and Ryoko’s curious expressions without needing to turn around to see them. He gave Jessie’s hand a quick squeeze, and then headed past her and a stoic Bruce into the mayor’s mansion. 
 
    “My sweet Jack,” said Mira. “Did you and she ever…?” 
 
    “No,” said Jack, quickly. “We’re just friends.” 
 
    He looked over at Mira, who looked skeptical, and then at Ryoko, who was frowning at him slightly. He let out a sigh and just shook his head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    The mayor’s mansion had fared as well as any building could have during the storm, but it had still become a bare-bones operation in the time since. There was usually a secretary downstairs in the lobby, but her desk was currently empty. 
 
    Jack took that as an invitation to continue deeper into the estate. He followed the sound of voices to a meeting room just up the stairs to the second floor. The door was open, and Dave Stinson, Margaret, Katie, and three other members of the Order of Chaldea were sitting around a table. 
 
    Dave was the first one to react openly to Jack’s appearance. He gave him a nod and a smile and seemed to be in good spirits. 
 
    “The younger Masterson returns,” said Dave. “It’s good to see you again, Jack.” 
 
    He seemed confident, which was reassuring. The last time Jack had seen him had been during the chaos of the storm itself. Dave had all but broken down under pressure, and Sheriff Jessie had been the de facto leader of the island for a time. 
 
    “Likewise,” said Jack. “I wish it were under more normal circumstances. I’m not sure if I’ll be staying for very long.” 
 
    “The island isn’t going anywhere,” said Dave. “Take your time coming back. Anyway, I’m just here to keep my guests company. Margaret’s asked to speak with you privately, and given the generous donation she made to the town’s coffers, I feel obliged to let her.” 
 
    He stood up from his seat at the table and nodded to Margaret. Jack felt the tension increase tenfold as he left the meeting room, closing the door behind him on the way out. The room was large enough for them all to stand or sit comfortably, but it would be extremely confining if a fight broke out. 
 
    “Have a seat, Jack,” said Margaret. 
 
    He remained standing. “Don’t waste my time. What do you want, Margaret?” 
 
    “I want your help,” she said. “The circumstances have changed since you escaped. Execution would no longer be on the table, provided that you cooperate with us fully.” 
 
    Her tone of voice was cold and serious, and it set Jack on edge. 
 
    “The attack in Arc City really must have shaken the Order up,” he said. 
 
    “We don’t lose people like that,” said Margaret. “Not in this type of situation. Not without knowing what’s going on.” 
 
    “I told you already,” said Jack. “Mezolak is making incarnates. Mezolak, the ancient, evil demon. Not James Farmoore.” 
 
    “You’ve explained that much already, but the information on its own isn’t useful,” said Margaret. “Your direct connection to the perpetrator, however, certainly could be. We want you to come with us and get in touch with Mezolak to set up a predetermined meeting point.” 
 
    “You think he’d fall for that?” asked Jack. “It’s the oldest trick in the book. Especially since I’ve already been out of contact with him for days, and I’d already started to rebel against him before that.” 
 
    It wasn’t the only reason why Jack thought it was a stupid plan, though he chose not to speak the others out loud. His loyalty oath to Mezolak was still affecting him. Opening a direct line of communication with the demon was asking to be ordered back over to his side. 
 
    “It could work,” said Margaret. “Also, it isn’t up to you. This is clemency we’re offering you, Jack. A chance to avoid the Order’s ire moving forward.” 
 
    “That sounds a little like a threat,” said Jack. 
 
    “That’s precisely what it is,” said Margaret. “You’re a wanted man. You have no power in this situation.” 
 
    “Margaret…” said Katie, in a worried tone. 
 
    “Forget it,” said Jack. “It was nice chatting with you, Margaret, but I’m not about to surrender to you.” 
 
    “Brookes, Peterson, get the door,” said Margaret. 
 
    Everyone in the room moved at the same time. There were no windows letting in sunlight, and Jack was able to summon his Spectral Sword with ease. Ryoko took a step forward, one of her arms wavering between its physical form and flowing liquid. Mira just smiled, emitting an aura of intimidation that required nothing further. 
 
    The agents of the Order that Margaret had brought with her all pulled out their wands and found their targets. Including Katie. Except her target was someone on her own side. She had the tip of her wand pressed into the side of Margaret’s temple. 
 
    “Katherine White,” said Margaret, through tightly clenched teeth. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “You promised me that I was only bringing Jack here so you could talk to him,” said Katie. 
 
    “We were talking,” said Margaret. “Our conversation led to the fact that he’s still a wanted man. Which is something the Order of Chaldea has a policy of acting on, if you recall.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” said Katie. “I’m so sick of this stupid, holier-than-thou bullshit. This isn’t how you conduct yourself when you need someone’s help, even if they might have once been an enemy. Even if they’re dangerous.” 
 
    Katie shot a conflicted look at Jack. He flashed a smile back at her. 
 
    “From this moment forth, you are suspended from the Order, pending review!” shouted Margaret. 
 
    “Do you think that makes me less likely to do something stupid?” asked Katie, dragging her wand in a small circle across Margaret’s skin. 
 
    “She must not know you very well,” said Jack. 
 
    “You’re going to let Jack and my friends walk out of here without trying anything else,” said Katie. “Are we clear?” 
 
    “You’ve sealed your fate, you little bitch!” shouted Margaret. “There’ll be a trial over this. You’ll be imprisoned for insubordination, treason, and misuse of—” 
 
    “She’s coming with me,” said Jack. “If you want to charge her with a bunch of nonsense over being loyal to someone she cares about, you’ll have to go through me, first.” 
 
    “You aren’t invincible!” said Margaret. “This isn’t over!” 
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt,” said Jack. “Feel free to set up one of these meetings again, anytime you please.” 
 
    He nodded to Katie. She made her way around to his side of the table, keeping her wand pointed at Margaret. Jack stayed by the door, making sure all of the girls were out first before slipping out himself. 
 
    He still had his Spectral Sword in hand, and he saw the way a few of the mages were looking at it. He was dangerous, and they were scared of him. It was the essence of the reason why Margaret wouldn’t cooperate unless he placed himself in their power. 
 
    Outside the mayor’s mansion, Jack walked in between Ryoko, Mira, and Katie. Nobody said anything at first. It was a gorgeous day outside, and the weather was nice enough to be a distraction in its own right. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Jack. “You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    Katie scowled at him and flicked her ponytail off her shoulder. “I didn’t do it for you, Jack. Don’t let it go to your fucking head.” 
 
    He grinned at her. “I promise, I won’t. But come on, Katie. You just threatened to blow your boss’s head off with a spell to keep me from being captured. It was at least a little bit for me.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” said Katie. “I… joined the Order because I thought I’d be doing the right thing. I thought it would give me a little more certainty about my choices. But really, all I was doing was giving over my own decision-making power. Trusting that they’d always be able to tell what the right thing was and then obeying a simple order to carry it out.” 
 
    “If only it were that simple,” said Jack. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    Katie rolled her eyes at him. “I’m not a child, Jack. I doubt that Margaret will actually try anything to punish me for this, given how much I helped her out in my time as an apprentice.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…” Jack scratched the back of his head, choosing his words carefully. “I guess what I’m asking is if there’s anything I can do. You stuck your neck out for me, Katie, even if it was for your own reasons.” 
 
    “You could finally start calling me Katherine, like everybody else who can respect basic social cues has managed to,” she said. 
 
    “Anything besides that?” he asked. “You’ll always be Katie to me. Non-negotiable.” 
 
    Katie gave him an exaggerated scowl. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she said. “I don’t have a place to stay lined up, so I guess I’ll be crashing at the mansion for a while. Probably see if I can help with the repairs around town.” 
 
     “We aren’t going to be staying here for long, Katie,” he said. “I have a plan to break Mezolak’s hold over me. If you’re interested, we could use your help.” 
 
    He explained the basics of it as they continued their walk back. Katie listened and nodded her head once he’d finished.  
 
    “We can take Peter’s old boat,” she said. “It’ll still be a long trip if this Dinosaur Island is where you say it is.” 
 
    “Raptoran Island,” corrected Jack. “And I think Ryoko can help us get there faster.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said Ryoko. “That’s no trouble.” 
 
    They spent a while gathering supplies once they were back at the mansion. Jack headed down into the workshop and grabbed his duster and his grandfather’s staff. He held the staff in his hands for several seconds before focusing on the essence inside and reaching out to Peter’s imprint. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” said the ghost, immediately after appearing. 
 
    “Don’t do what?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Summon me frivolously,” said the ghost. 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know that we’re getting ready to set out,” said Jack. “Is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    “Just that it’s extremely important for you to preserve the magical essence contained within the staff,” said the ghost. “It will likely be needed for breaking the loyalty oath you’re under.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Jack. “I’ll be traveling with people you knew when you were alive. Katie, Ryoko, and Mira. You could see them, if you wanted.” 
 
    The ghost looked visibly surprised, but he reeled the emotion in after a moment, shaking his head. 
 
    “Would that I could,” said the ghost. “It would be a waste of the staff’s magical essence. It would be for the best if you kept my existence to yourself.” 
 
    Jack nodded, but he couldn’t stop himself from frowning a little. It seemed like such a waste. It felt profound and comforting to be able to speak with his grandfather’s imprint, and he had no doubt that it would have meant as much or more to the girls, especially Katie and Mira. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Jack. “When you first appeared to me, I was basically at the end of the line. Your help has already been invaluable. I wish there was more I could do for you.” 
 
    The ghost smiled. 
 
    “Hearing you say that is more than enough in return,” he said. “I am genuinely glad to be of service to you, Jack.” 
 
    Jack stared at the ghost as it faded from existence. He folded his grandfather’s leather duster over the staff and brought both upstairs to pack away with the rest of the supplies. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Ryoko made them a frozen pizza for lunch, and they set out immediately after they finished eating. Jack found himself wishing they could have stayed at the mansion for longer, but it was taking a risk. Mezolak would find him there eventually, and all it would take was a single sentence from him or Reese to place Jack back under his control. 
 
    This time, they did take the BMW into town, given how cumbersome it would have been to carry their supplies on foot. Jack drove slowly, veering to avoid the spots where the road had been damaged or obstacles still remained from the storm. 
 
    He parked at the marina and the four of them climbed out. The marina was on the island’s far coast, which was the only reason the boats anchored there had survived the water nymph’s supernatural storm, which had never traveled the full distance of the island. 
 
    “Is there anything else we need that we’re forgetting?” asked Jack. 
 
    “We have food,” said Mira. “We have camping supplies. Sunblock. A thrall to feed off. Weapons…” 
 
    Katie was in the middle of pulling her own bag, along with her old black crossbow, out of the back of the car. She glared at Mira and jabbed a finger in her direction. 
 
    “A thrall to feed off?” shouted Katie. “Are you fucking serious?” 
 
    Mira flinched backward, looking surprisingly chastened. 
 
    “That… came out wrong,” she said. “All that I meant was, well… perhaps it’s better if Jack is the one to address this in conversation?” 
 
    She shot Jack a pleading look and he nodded slowly. He’d been trying not to think about how he and Mira would maintain their blood essence reserves during the trip. It seemed unlikely that they could make it to Raptoran Island and Xepher and back within a day, and putting off feeding for much longer than that would be a dangerous gamble. 
 
    “Katie,” he said. “Mira and I will both have to feed off someone. It’s just a fact. If it’s an issue for you, we might be able to figure something else out, but we need to know now so we can work around it.” 
 
    He doubted the words even as he spoke them. How the hell would he and Mira be able to find someone else, given how deserted Lestaron Island was in its current state? Luckily, Katie’s expression softened slightly, and she gave a small nod. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” she said. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay with it?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie shrugged. “It’s inconvenient, especially if you’ll both be feeding off me. But it’s nothing I haven’t done before. Besides, I’d rather be here with all of you than back with the Order. Fucking hypocrites.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Jack. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    “As do I,” said Mira. 
 
    Katie gave Mira a level look, holding up a single finger in warning. 
 
    “If you try anything while you have your fangs in me,” she said, “I will fucking kill you.” 
 
    “Try anything?” Mira flashed a coy smile. “Just what do you mean by that, exactly?” 
 
    She stepped in a little closer to Katie, entering her personal space. It was a move that she’d used on Jack many times before, and he felt an odd prickle of excitement as he watched the intensity between the two women. 
 
    “I’m serious,” said Katie. “No kissing. No caressing. Absolutely no saying weird things. I’m giving you permission to drink my blood on my terms, not seduce me.” 
 
    “Relax, I’m just teasing you,” said Mira. “I will be respectful and controlled. You have my word.” 
 
    Katie nodded and relaxed a little, loosening her grip on her crossbow. Jack picked up a bag of their supplies and started toward the boathouse. 
 
    “We should get moving,” he said. “We’re wasting daylight.” 
 
    The speedboat Jack had inherited from his grandfather was a small, rather unassuming vessel. It still had plenty of gas in it from his last adventure out onto the water, though he suspected that they’d have been fine even if it had been running on empty, given Ryoko’s powers. 
 
    There wasn’t much extra room left on the small craft once Jack, Katie, and Mira had loaded themselves and their supplies onto it. Ryoko pulled off her dress, revealing the bikini underneath, and lowered herself down into the water. 
 
    “Be careful,” he said. “And don’t get too close to the boat’s engine, once it’s running.” 
 
    Ryoko rolled her eyes and grinned at him. “Of course, sir.” 
 
    She moved through the water with supernatural speed and litheness, and Jack carefully steered the speedboat out of the boathouse in her wake. 
 
    “She’s come a long way,” said Katie. She sat next to Jack next to the rudder, while Mira stood at the front of the boat, enjoying the breeze. 
 
    “We all have,” said Jack. “But yeah, her especially. She used to be so guarded.” 
 
    “She loves you, you know,” said Katie. She looked Jack straight in the eyes, with an unreadable expression on her face. The tan she’d gotten while in the employ of the Order had made her freckles slightly less prominent, but they were still there, and still ridiculously cute. 
 
    “And I love her,” said Jack. “And you. And Mira.” 
 
    He pulled Katie into a hug before she could object, and then gave her a soft kiss on the lips. She sighed within his embrace and pulled back slightly. 
 
    “Can it really be that simple?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure it’ll eventually get complicated,” said Jack. “But until it does, I’m just going to keep loving and protecting all of you.” 
 
    Katie tried and failed to stifle a smile. She was blushing, and the redness extended all the way from her cheeks to her ears. She looked over at Mira, who was still doing her own thing, and Ryoko, who was keeping pace alongside the boat. Then, she kissed him, cupping his cheek and letting her lips press against his for a lingering moment. 
 
    Jack waited until Lestaron Island was almost out of sight before calling out to Ryoko to use her water powers. It was probably an unnecessary precaution, given how few people were out on the island’s beaches, but he took it as much on Ryoko’s behalf as on his own. 
 
    “Are you ready?” called Ryoko. “You all might want to hold onto something.” 
 
    Jack let out a small chuckle and nodded. Katie and Mira were sitting on either side of him, gripping the side of the boat and the bench. He wrapped an arm around each of them and nodded to Ryoko. 
 
    “Ready,” he said. 
 
    Ryoko disappeared under the water’s surface, and the boat slowly began to accelerate. Jack had turned the engine off, figuring that it would be pointless if Ryoko could match its maximum speed. 
 
    She could, and then some. 
 
    It was hard to tell how fast the boat was moving, but the strength of the wind was at least a couple of times as intense as the rushing air outside a car traveling on the highway. Jack, Katie, and Mira eventually had to lean forward and stretch out across the inside of the boat, as much to keep from being blown off as to reduce its drag profile. 
 
    “This is a little intense!” shouted Jack, struggling to speak over the sound of the wind. 
 
    “What?” shouted Mira.  
 
    “This is a little intense!” he repeated. 
 
    “What?” shouted Mira. 
 
    He gave up. It was an intense means of traveling, and a little uncomfortable, given how cramped together they were. He was sandwiched in between Mira and Katie, with the former’s butt pressed tightly against his crotch, and the latter’s breasts smushed into his shoulders. If the circumstances had been a little different, he might have found a way to enjoy himself. 
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    The hours passed by in a slow, uneventful fashion. Jack fell in and out of sleep, and he was in the process of emerging from a nap when the rushing air began to subside. He sat up, wincing as his muscles groaned from the odd angle he’d been lying at. 
 
    An island that Jack assumed to be their destination lay ahead of them, no more than a mile or two in the distance. Raptoran Island was deserving of its name, if for no other reason than its untouched, prehistoric appearance. 
 
    “Is that it?” asked Katie. 
 
    “I think so,” said Jack. “Though it’s not like I have a photo of the place to use for comparison.” 
 
    It was a small island, with a long, pristine-looking beach and a massive mound made of black, volcanic rock at its heart. It looked more like a small mountain that had detached from a continent and floated off on its own rather than a place that would be easily inhabitable by people. There wasn’t much flat ground outside of the beach or much growing on the small patches of dirt and soil that were there. 
 
    “I don’t see any sign of a rogue wizard,” said Mira.  
 
    “Well, that’s probably the point of him picking a remote location like this in the first place,” said Jack. “To stay off people’s radar.” 
 
    The sun was setting over the horizon as Ryoko climbed back into the boat. She was dripping wet and breathing heavily from the exertion of using her powers to move the ship, but she was also smiling, like someone who’d just had a satisfying workout. 
 
    “This is the location you indicated, sir,” she said. “Raptoran Island.” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly. “I don’t like the idea of disembarking this late in the day, but I’m not sure we really have a choice about it.” 
 
    “Right,” said Katie. “It’s not like we can spend the night sleeping in the speedboat.” 
 
    Jack glanced around at the women, and a devilish part of his mind considered it. They’d all be piled atop one another if they tried to sleep in the boat. Their soft, warm bodies pressing against him. They’d probably be too hot to wear their clothes, on top of that. 
 
    “Jack?” said Katie. “Why are you staring at us like that?” 
 
    “No reason,” he said. “Come on. I can probably get the boat a little closer so we don’t have to swim.” 
 
    It worked well enough. Jack anchored the speedboat as far into the shallows as he could get without bottoming out, and it wasn’t much trouble for the girls to carry the relatively small amount of baggage overhead and onto the shore. 
 
    He felt a little odd about just leaving the boat anchored out in the open, even though there was obviously nobody around to notice it there. It was that same line of reasoning that made him anxious.  
 
    They were so far out from anything remotely resembling civilization. The boat was their only connection back to the rest of the world, and trusting that it would stay where it was until their return trip felt a little like being an astronaut stepping out onto the surface of a new planet. 
 
    The bulk of their supplies consisted of basic camping equipment. Jack saw to setting up the tent on the beach, making sure it was clear of the tide. The tent would be large enough to fit them all inside, though they would still be packed in pretty tight. He felt his thoughts meandering back in the direction of his earlier fantasy and had to focus on what he was doing to keep from pitching a second tent. 
 
    “Do you think it’s safe for us to build a fire?” asked Katie. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “Probably. I mean, we’re here to find Xepher, who was supposedly one of my grandfather’s friends. The fire makes us more visible, but that might just mean that he comes to us.” 
 
    Katie nodded and set about hauling chunks of driftwood. She set them down into a neat pile and then used a touch of pyromancy to coax the fuel into flames. It was a little unnecessary, given that Ryoko had packed sandwiches and chips for dinner, but still comforting to have. 
 
    They took seats in the sand around the fire, and Ryoko passed them each their food. Jack ate slowly, scanning the beach and surrounding area for threats. 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask you a question about the Order, Katherine?” asked Mira. 
 
    Katie’s expression was a little dubious, but she lifted a hand palm up, signaling Mira to go ahead. 
 
    “Where is the Order of Chaldea’s central base of operations?” asked Mira. 
 
    “Straight to the point, I see,” said Katie. “The Order does have a central base of operations, but I don’t feel like it’s information I should be discussing. Even now that I’ve burned my bridges with them.” 
 
    “It’s information that’s important,” said Mira. “It might very well be prudent for Jack to know, if not myself.” 
 
    Katie shook her head. “If it’s ever something that needs to be shared, I’ll explain. The Order’s base is… strange. Especially in comparison to how bureaucratic and mundane the work of most field agents is.” 
 
    “Oh come on,” said Jack. “You can’t tease us by saying that and not giving any more detail.” 
 
    Katie flashed a small, mischievous smile. 
 
    “I’ll give you one more tidbit,” she said. “The Order’s base is basically what a building would look like if humanity had figured out how to responsibly and routinely use magic in the same way they use electricity. That’s all I can tell you.” 
 
    “It’s going to be a little inconvenient for us to not know more if the Order attacks us and either captures you or renders you incapable of explaining more,” said Mira. 
 
    “It’s alright,” said Jack. “I’ve managed to deal with the Order so far. And it’s not like I’ve done anything to outright provoke war with him.” 
 
    All three of the girls reacted to his last statement. Mira let out a mocking laugh. Katie sighed and massaged her temples. Ryoko frowned and set a hand on Jack’s leg. 
 
    “What?” he said. 
 
    “You are woefully oblivious at times, my sweet Jack,” said Mira. “You escaped from the custody of the Order, and then you engaged in a supernatural standoff with them in which one of their own members defected into your company.” 
 
    “You’re… phrasing to make it sound worse than it really was,” said Jack. “I’m sure I’ll be able to work things out with Margaret eventually.” 
 
    The only reply came in the form of the crackling of the fire. He let it drop and turned the core of his attention toward eating his sandwich. 
 
    Katie stood up as dinner neared its end, stretching and pulling loose the hair tie that had been holding her ponytail. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get this over with,” she said. “I drank the potion about twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    It took Jack a second or two to realize what she was talking about.  
 
    “You’re sure you’re okay with this?” he asked.  
 
    “If I wasn’t, it would be a bad time to realize it,” said Katie. “I’m the only actual human on this island, aside from the warlock we came to find. I don’t think any of us have much choice here.” 
 
    “Mira and I won’t take much,” said Jack. “Just enough to keep our reserves topped off.” 
 
    “And I promise I’ll be gentle,” said Mira, in a teasing voice. 
 
    Jack shot her a look. Katie walked over to where a thick tree trunk had washed up on the beach and sat down on it. She looked a little nervous, which Jack could understand. It had taken her enough time to get used to even just him feeding off her, and now she’d be offering herself to him and someone else in quick succession.  
 
    “You can go first, Mira,” said Katie, in a somewhat anxious voice. “Just to get it over with.” 
 
    Mira looked a little hurt by Katie’s words and tone. 
 
    “Katherine, I assure you that this won’t be as bad as what you’re imagining,” said Mira. “It will feel different than it does with Jack, but I assure you, no less pleasant.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” muttered Katie. “I swear to fucking god, if you try anything weird, I’ll destroy you with my magic.” 
 
    “I would never dream of it,” said Mira. “If for no other reason than because I still consider you to be Jack’s thrall, in practice if not in truth.” 
 
    Katie’s expression turned into a full-on scowl, and she clenched her hands into fists. Jack set a hand on her shoulder and shot a look of warning in Mira’s direction. 
 
    “I think Katie has a point,” said Jack. “It’s probably better if we just get this over with, before someone says or does anything else.” 
 
    He stepped back from Katie, who was still seated on the log. Mira walked over slowly and sat down next to her, close enough to place their bodies in direct contact.  
 
    Katie turned her head away from Mira and pulled her hair back. Mira slid in a little closer, her mouth drawing near to Katie’s neck. Out of context, it almost looked like an intimate moment between two young women, one of them being led into feminine experimentation with the other. 
 
    Mira let her lips close the last few inches and sank her teeth into Katie’s neck. Katie’s body instantly tensed up, and Jack got a chance to see what her face looked like while she was being fed off of for the first time. 
 
    It looked a lot like it did when she was on the cusp of an orgasm, during sex. Mira, true to her word, didn’t try to escalate the situation. She had one hand on Katie’s shoulder, and the other against the small of her back. She took a small sip and gently pulled back, bowing her head in deference. 
 
    “Thank you, Katherine,” said Mira. “I appreciate this more than I think you know. I am in your debt.” 
 
    Katie gave a tiny nod, but refused to make eye contact with her. Even in the dark, Jack could see how red her face was. She ran a hand along her neck, shooting Mira a lingering gaze as she stood up from the log and walked back over to the campfire. 
 
    “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” said Jack. 
 
    “It was… different,” said Katie. 
 
    “How so?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie opened her mouth but hesitated before speaking. She scowled and shook her head. 
 
    “Just different,” she said. “Now, come on. It’s your turn.” 
 
    Jack smiled. He put his arm around Katie as he sat down, and she rested her head against his shoulder. She smelled awesome, like lemon trees in full bloom. 
 
    “We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?” he said. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Katie. “I guess we have. I used to worry so much about what Peter would think of me doing this. Of how letting you feed off me might have tainted me in his eyes, had he still been alive.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “I honestly don’t think it would have.” 
 
    He knew that it wouldn’t have, after speaking with Peter’s ghost, but there was no way for him to explain that to Katie without revealing the magic in the staff. 
 
    “I think I’ve finally found a way forward,” said Katie. “Helping you is part of it.” 
 
    “Only part of it?” asked Jack. 
 
    “The world doesn’t revolve around you, you know,” she said in a snarky voice. 
 
    Jack cupped her cheek and kissed her. She kissed him back with enthusiasm and ran a hand along the inner edge of his thigh. Jack let his fingers slide along her back, over to her side, and then across one of her breasts through the fabric of her shirt. 
 
    “Mira and Ryoko haven’t turned in for the night, yet,” he whispered. “I’m sure they wouldn’t mind us using the tent for a few minutes.” 
 
    “I’m equally sure that they would,” said Katie. “Tent sex has a lingering smell, Jack.” 
 
    “We could go for a walk down the beach, then,” he said. 
 
    “And split our group up?” asked Katie. “The two of us indulging in our urges isn’t worth leaving Ryoko and Mira in potential danger.” 
 
    “We could, uh…” Jack scowled. They were barely fifty feet away from the campfire and tent, within full view of Ryoko and Mira. 
 
    “Just get on with it and bite me,” said Katie. “You can dunk yourself in the ocean afterward if you can’t cool your jets on your own.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “It’s hard for a guy to just ‘cool his jets,’ or whatever.” 
 
    “And you think it’s any easier for a girl?” 
 
    They kissed again. Jack almost shifted her off the log and down to the sand before getting a hold of himself. He still had one hand on her breast, which felt like it was taunting him with its awesome softness. 
 
    “Just do it already,” said Katie. 
 
    Jack let his lips graze the sensitive skin of the nape of her neck, eliciting a sharp, shaky breath from Katie. He planted a soft kiss over his chosen spot, and then sank his fangs in. 
 
    It had been a while since he’d last fed, and he’d forgotten how much of an instant rush it was. Katie’s taste was the perfect mixture of sweet and sour, and Jack felt himself sinking into the euphoria as it hit him in a sudden wave. 
 
    Her reaction was far more pronounced than it had been with Mira. Katie had a hand on Jack’s thigh, and she squeezed her fingers in deep. She let out tiny, high-pitched, pleasured whimpers that seemed more exaggerated than usual. He wondered if maybe it was due to the overlap of being fed on twice in such quick succession. 
 
    He had to draw from the depths of his willpower to do it, but Jack managed to make himself take only a single small sip. Followed by one more quick one that he sneaked in just as he pulled back. Katie was shivering, and Jack put an arm around her and let his hand hold hers. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “…Tired,” she said. “Just tired.” 
 
    Jack frowned. The toll of serving as a blood battery was self-evident on Katie’s face. He and Mira would have to be extremely careful about using their blood magic moving forward. Mira had assured him time and time again that feeding was generally safe when kept within certain limits, but he wasn’t interested in taking advantage of Katie’s goodwill. 
 
    “Do you want me to carry you to the tent?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not a fucking child,” said Katie. “I can walk.” 
 
    She stood up on wobbly legs and almost immediately fell back into a seated position on the log. Jack pulled her into his arms and lifted her with ease. He carried her across the sand and gently placed her inside the tent, on top of one of the sleeping bags that Ryoko had unrolled for them. 
 
    “Sleep tight,” whispered Jack. 
 
    Katie mumbled something unintelligible and let out a yawn as she rolled over onto her side. 
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    Jack, Ryoko, and Mira retired to bed soon after. The tent was a tight space for all four of them to be sleeping in together. Jack lay in between Ryoko and Mira, and he had to make an effort to keep his earlier excitement from feeding off Katie from convincing him to do something stupid. 
 
    The girls were cuddled up against him, which made it even harder to get to sleep. Mira had stripped down to her underwear, and her breasts were in direct contact with Jack’s shoulder. Ryoko was wearing a nightgown, but she was hugging Jack from the side as though he was a teddy bear. 
 
    He didn’t even have enough room or privacy to take care of himself, so to speak. It was an agonizing sort of torture, but the girls were already asleep, and waking one of them up for sex in the tiny tent wasn’t really an option. 
 
    Eventually, Jack managed to drift off. It didn’t feel like he’d been asleep for very long, however, when the ground began shaking underneath him. 
 
    He sat up in the tent, frowning as he tried to place the sensation. It wasn’t an earthquake; he knew that much immediately. The shaking had a slow rhythm to it, as though he was standing on the surface of a bass drum that was being struck every few seconds. 
 
    “What is that?” whispered Ryoko. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Jack. 
 
    “We’re on Raptoran Island,” said Katie. “Do you think it could be—” 
 
    “That’s a T-Rex you’re thinking of,” said Jack. “A raptor wouldn’t shake the ground like this.” 
 
    He winced, realizing that his suggestion was even worse. 
 
    “We must face whatever it is,” said Mira. “It should be no trouble with the combined strength of all of us.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. 
 
    He didn’t bother putting his clothes on before leaving the tent, and neither did any of the girls. He smiled as he glanced them over. Mira was in her bra and panties. Ryoko had on a tiny nightgown that barely went down past her butt. Katie had a t-shirt on, but no pants. 
 
    They certainly weren’t going to intimidate a potential threat away from them. 
 
    “There!” said Katie, jabbing a finger ahead of them. 
 
    Something emerged from around the edge of the stone mountain at the center of the island. It was a huge, hulking form, easily twenty feet tall and clearly heavy enough to shake the ground with its weight. It looked humanoid, almost, with a head and four limbs, but it was thicker around in all areas, proportionally. It was also made of smooth, grey stone, lacking any significant features other than the patterning of the rock. 
 
    “A stone golem,” said Mira. “It’s a magical construct. Be careful, it could be stronger than it looks.” 
 
    “It looks pretty fucking strong,” said Katie. 
 
    Jack took the lead, stepping forward and summoning his Spectral Sword. The weapon made him feel a little less naked, and he spun it in a small flourish as he considered how they should approach. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can hit it with ranged attacks, first,” he said. “Ryoko? Can you do that water blast thing?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    Ryoko stepped forward, and water began rushing from her palms as though she’d turned a large faucet on full blast. She gathered the liquid around her legs, letting it pool into the shape of a bubble for a few moments, and then directed it at the monster. 
 
    The water surged forward with enough speed to make a distinctive, whitewater rushing noise. It struck the stone golem full-on in the face and basically did nothing beyond getting it wet. The stone golem didn’t even break stride, continuing forward in the direction of their group without slowing down. 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “That’s not unexpected, given that it’s, uh, made of stone. Katie? Do you have anything that might help?” 
 
    Katie shrugged. “I can try, I guess.” 
 
    She pulled her wand out, which seemed like a better option than her crossbow, and aimed it in the monster’s direction. The tip glowed purple, slowly building in brightness and intensity, and then there was a loud bang as invisible force erupted forth. 
 
    Jack saw the spell impact with the stone golem’s face, and to its credit, a few chips of dust and rock were knocked into the air on the point of impact. The monster, however, continued forward. It was only a dozen or so steps away from them now, given its massive stride. 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “Mira? Any ideas?” 
 
    “We could attempt to trip it using Spectral Hand,” she said. “Otherwise, I would wager that your sword is our best bet.” 
 
    “I’ll distract it,” said Jack. “You try to get your tendrils around its ankles.” 
 
    “I should help with this, too,” said Ryoko. “I can fade into liquid form if it comes close to hitting me.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “Katie, you watch and see if there’s a chance for you to do something with one of your spells.” 
 
    All of the girls nodded, and the four of them put the plan into action. Jack cast Shadow Levitation and used the inky darkness to boost himself up even with the stone golem’s head. It lifted an arm as he came into range, attempting to swat him to the side. 
 
    It was slow, and Jack was able to dodge the strike easily. At least the first one. The second came as a vicious backhand, and the stone golem executed it quickly enough to make the movement a blur to Jack’s eyes in the instant before the blow landed. 
 
    He went flying through the air, and he was too stunned to do anything to cushion his fall as he landed in an uncoordinated heap in the shallows of the shore. Katie and Ryoko let out concerned cries. Jack lifted a hand in the air, waving to reassure them that he was mostly okay. 
 
    He was in pain, but he could still move, and the darkness of night let his vampiric regeneration start mending his cracked ribs almost immediately. He’d lost his sword on impact, but he reached his hand to the side and re-summoned it as he took off toward the monster at a sprint.  
 
    Ryoko had taken to distracting the golem in his place, using her water blasts to draw its attention, if nothing else. Mira had wrapped her Spectral Hand tendrils around one of its ankles, but the golem had already come to a stop, and it seemed unlikely that she’d even be able to leverage herself with enough strength to do anything. 
 
    Katie was letting loose with spell after spell, and her blasts of invisible force were slowly chipping away at the golem’s head. Whether or not injuring its head would have any effect on its ability to continue fighting was anyone’s guess.  
 
    Jack approached from behind this time, speeding himself forward with his levitation and drawing his blade back. He cleaved at the golem’s neck with a vicious, two-handed strike, putting all of his strength into the attack. 
 
    His ethereal blade didn’t clip through the stone as easily as it would have with most materials, which implied that the golem had some sort of magical barrier across its rocky exterior. Luckily for Jack, his Spectral Sword was stronger than it had once been. The wisps of smoke which emanated from the blade also contributed to its innate damage as a magical weapon. 
 
    The golem’s neck shattered at the point of contact, as though Jack had taken a sledgehammer to a crumbling brick wall. He reversed the direction of his swing, trying to cut into the other side and effectively sever the monster’s head from its body. 
 
    The stone golem shifted back a pace with surprising speed, whipping its head in Jack’s direction for a perfectly aimed, reverse headbutt. Jack didn’t move in time, but there wasn’t as much strength in the attack as there’d been in its earlier swat. He dropped to the ground, opting to fight at a level that would make it more awkward for his massive opponent to hit him. 
 
    The golem shifted targets. It took two quick, grinding steps forward, closing the distance toward Katie, the only one of them who didn’t have a means of evading or defending. Katie blasted off another spell, but it only managed to knock loose a small plume of dust from the golem’s torso. 
 
    “No!” shouted Jack. 
 
    He launched forward with his levitation, shifting his sword back into two hands. The stone golem tried to swat its hand down in a strike that would crunch through Katie like a hydraulic piston through a tin can. Jack was there first, and he swung his blade with all the strength he had. 
 
    His strike hit the golem at the elbow and carried enough force to sever the arm, though it felt more like breaking off a piece of a rock with a hammer than cutting with a supernaturally sharp weapon. 
 
    He followed up with more attacks, hitting the stone golem with a flurry of swings and cuts. He broke loose another arm, and then finally, its head, which caused it to stop mid-motion, still standing on the sand. He took a slow breath and wiped the sweat and rock dust off his face with one hand. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “If I had to guess, I would say that we aren’t wanted here.” 
 
    Katie, Ryoko, and Mira came over to him, all of them looking as worried as he felt. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Katie. “This thing was clearly interested in causing us harm, but stone golems aren’t usually used for combat.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s here to protect the island?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    Katie shrugged. “It’s possible, but the Order of Chaldea used them mainly for construction. Leveling ground, digging tunnels, that sort of thing. They’re insanely strong and have an affinity for the earth, but they aren’t that effective in a fight.” 
 
    “It was effective enough to pose a threat to us,” said Jack. 
 
    “That says more about us than it does about this monster, my sweet,” said Mira. 
 
    Jack scowled a little at that, but he couldn’t disagree with her. The four of them all had their fair share of magical abilities and fighting power, but they weren’t used to working together as a team. He made a mental note to work on that when they got the chance. 
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    After talking it over some more, they opted to pack up their camp site and set out early. Jack wasn’t sure if he’d gotten even a full hour of sleep, but he wasn’t willing to take the chance of having another monster sneak up on them in the middle of the night. 
 
    They left some of the heavier things behind, primarily the tent and their food. The island was small enough that they could come back easily if they ended up searching for more than a day. He kept Peter’s staff with him, using it for its secondary purpose as a walking stick. 
 
    With Jack and Mira leading due to their enhanced night vision, the group made a slow circuit for the island, following the shore. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to find what they were looking for. A large, craggy cave opening lay against the hulking mound of rock on the island’s far side. The interior of the cave was pitch black, and wind whistled as it blew across the entrance. Cool, stale air emanated from within, and Jack glanced at his companions as he peered through the darkness. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    “Given that we haven’t found anything else on the island so far, it seems quite likely that this warlock has made his abode underground,” said Mira. “Which is a tad foreboding, I must admit.” 
 
    Katie pulled out her wand and muttered an incantation. A glowing white light flickered to life on the wand’s tip, and she pushed it forward, illuminating the inside of the cave. 
 
    There was a door set into its far wall, made of heavy steel and carved with intricate runes. It had a circular handle as its opening mechanism, and it reminded Jack a little of the wheel on a ship. It also had an obvious keyhole at its center. 
 
    “Bingo,” he said. “We can get in through here.” 
 
    “Do you think Xepher would have left his door unlocked?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    “Not a problem,” said Jack. “I have just the spell.” 
 
    He reached a hand out and cast Spectral Lockpick. It was a simple spell, reminiscent of his Spectral Hand tendrils, but on a much smaller and more precise level. The thin, pliable pick it created for him fit into the lock easily, and he started shifting it around to engage the tumblers. 
 
    And then the door exploded. Jack didn’t feel himself being launched out of the cave. He was just there, all of the sudden, in copious amounts of pain and with severely singed clothing. His companions were calling out to them, but the sound of their voices was distant and hazy. He winced as he considered the possible potential of hearing loss and forced himself to focus. 
 
    “He will survive,” said Mira. “He’s just dazed. The blast would have had to be many times stronger to cause sufficient damage to a vampire’s physique.” 
 
    “It was a fucking anti-tampering rune,” muttered Katie. “I’m an idiot for not having checked for one.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have known,” said Ryoko. 
 
    Jack let a rumbling groan and tried to sit up. He felt like he did on the mornings when it was particularly hard to pull himself out of bed. 
 
    “I’m… fine,” he said. “Just a little shaken up.” 
 
    The girls looked skeptical, which was a little worrying. Jack rose to standing on shaky legs and took a step back toward the cave. The door hadn’t actually exploded, at least not in a way that caused any damage to it, but it was open a crack. 
 
    “You should rest, first,” said Ryoko. “Sir. We don’t know what else might be waiting for us.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for that,” said Jack. “There could still be more golems on the beach, and I’m not all that interested in fighting another one.” 
 
    Ryoko frowned at him. Katie let out a shrug and a sigh. Mira set her hands on his shoulders and gave them a small squeeze. 
 
    “We will follow you, dearest Jack,” said Mira. 
 
    He had Katie double check the surface of the door for any secondary traps before pulling it further open. The room on the other side was bathed in a green light emanating from tiny, hanging lanterns filled with colonies of glowing bugs. It was a medium-sized chamber, and as far as Jack could tell, it was filled with junk.  
 
    Chunks of stone similar to the variety that the golem had been composed of littered the floor at random, along with various bits of metal armor and a few ancient weapons. A large number of lengths of driftwood leaned against one of the corners, which Jack would have ignored if not for the fact that they were so close in size to Peter’s staff, though irregular in form. A single door, identical to the one they’d just passed through, was set into the wall on the opposite side. 
 
    “Huh,” said Jack. “What do you make of this?” 
 
    “It is a prison!” came a tiny, high-pitched voice. “I have been waiting… so long! New arrivals, new arrivals, yasssssss!” 
 
    Jack took a quick step back, shifting Peter’s staff into his left hand in case he needed to summon his Spectral Sword. The origin of the voice became apparent as a tiny creature emerged from underneath a discarded metal helmet. 
 
    It looked humanoid, but only just. It had the body of a premature baby, the head of an overweight bald man, and a set of miniature wings which could have been plucked from a gargoyle. Its skin had a distinctive green tinge to it, though that may have just been because of the lighting. 
 
    “It’s an imp,” said Mira. “A common magical familiar. They aren’t usually threats in any sense of the—” 
 
    The imp let out a cackling laugh and burst into movement. It flapped its wings and shot up into the air and then forward, slamming face-first into Mira. Or, more precisely, Mira’s breasts.  
 
    It clung to the pair of them, sniffing like a dog in the middle of tracking down a scent. Mira made a face and swatted it away. The imp flapped its wings and flew sideways, this time heading for Ryoko’s legs and what was in between them. 
 
    “Hey!” Ryoko’s face turned bright red as she pushed the imp away. “That’s—why would you even do that?” 
 
    “Smells good,” said the imp. “Smells nice! Smells sexy!” 
 
    “Could you refrain from molesting my friends?” asked Jack. “I’d really appreciate it.” 
 
    The imp laughed and made a beeline for Katie. She whipped her wand out before it could close the distance, and the imp seemed to respect the threat of violence. 
 
    “Hey,” said Jack. “Can you tell us anything about this room? We’re trying to get past that door over there.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes!” said the imp. “I could help you with that. I know the answer!” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “What is it?” 
 
    “I… It’s…” The imp landed on top of a piece of rock and twitched from side to side. “I am hungry.” 
 
    Jack sighed. 
 
    “This is a waste of time,” said Katie. “It might know something, or it might not. We should just take our chances with the door. Maybe I can disable the rune, this time, so it doesn’t explode when you try your magic lockpick.” 
 
    “Hold on.” Ryoko pulled an apple out of her bag and walked over to the imp. She offered the fruit to it while keeping herself as far outside of its effective harassment range as she possibly could. 
 
    “Ooh…” said the imp. “Yes…” 
 
    The imp opened its mouth impressively wide, for a creature of its size, and a long, oozing tongue sprung forth. It briefly ran over Ryoko’s fingers and wrist before wrapping around the apple and snapping it back into its mouth. 
 
    The imp ate the entire apple in a series of chomps and swallows, then let out a satisfied sigh. 
 
    “You’ve been fed,” said Jack. “Now tell us. Do you know a safe way to open this door?” 
 
    “Promise me!” shouted the imp. “You must promise!” 
 
    “Promise what?” asked Jack.  
 
    “Promise you will ask master to set me free,” said the imp. “I have been trapped here for… so long. Longer than I can remember. I must have freedom!” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll ask your master to let you free.” Jack’s patience was starting to wear thin. “Now out with it. How do we open the door?” 
 
    The imp reached underneath its wing and pulled out a key. The creature was so tiny that it had been carrying the key like a short sword at its waist. It held it up in the air with one hand and passed it to Jack as he reached for it. 
 
    “Don’t forget!” shouted the imp. It disappeared into another corner of the room in a rush of wings and cackling. 
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    Jack held the key in between two fingers, examining it and the door in turn. Nothing seemed off about either, aside from the now obvious anti-tampering runes etched into the door’s surface. 
 
    “Does somebody else want to take a turn opening the door?” he asked. “Anybody?” 
 
    Mira flashed a wicked smile, while Ryoko glanced away from him. Katie folded her arms and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Would you really put one of us at risk in your place?” she asked. “Besides, you’ve already proven that your body is capable of withstanding one of those traps. Seems like a good bet this one will be of the same type, assuming it even goes off.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Jack. He sighed and moved to stand in front of the second door. The key fit into the lock perfectly, but then again, so had his Spectral Lockpick. 
 
    This time, however, there was no explosion. He opened the door without issue and let out a breath that he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. 
 
    There was a long, narrow hallway on the other side. The only objects of note were the two suits of armor at the end—swordsmen who stood on either side of the far door, swords crossed overhead in salute. Jack let the girls take in the scene from behind him. 
 
    “Thoughts?” he asked. “It just looks like a hallway to me. It has to be more than that, though, right?” 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” said Katie. “This door doesn’t have any runes on it, as far as I can tell. The statues look normal.” 
 
    “You might be overthinking this,” said Mira. “Sometimes a hallway is just a hallway.” 
 
    Jack shrugged, unsure of whether he agreed with the logic but lacking any evidence to the contrary, he started walking forward. 
 
    About a third of the way down the hall, one of the stone tiles depressed into the floor as Jack stepped on it. He leapt back on reflex, and not a moment too soon. A metal spear shot forth from a hidden indentation in the wall, spearing through the space he’d been standing in a second earlier. 
 
    “Damn it!” shouted Jack. “We jinxed it.” 
 
    The tile he’d triggered stayed sunken into the floor, and several other spears began shooting out of the walls of the hallway ahead of them. There was a regular, rhythmic timing to their movements, and it only took Jack a couple of seconds to realize that if he timed it right, he could dodge past them and to the other side of the hall. It only took him a couple of seconds more after that to remember that he could just cast Shadow Form and bypass the trap entirely. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “We have to talk about what we’re going to do here. I can make it past the traps, easily enough.” 
 
    “So can I,” said Mira. “In much the same way.” 
 
    “I don’t think it should be much of a problem for me, either,” said Ryoko. 
 
    All eyes turned toward Katie. Despite her prowess with alchemy and magic, she was still just a regular human, when push came to shove. She scowled and chewed her lip as she looked at the shifting spear trap. 
 
    “I… can probably make it,” she said. “I’m fast. The timing will be a little tricky, but it’s not like I’m just going to wait back here.” 
 
    “I could try cutting through the spears with my sword,” said Jack. 
 
    “No, that won’t work,” said Katie. “It looks like they have runes carved into them. And we definitely don’t want to trigger another fucking explosion, especially in a hallway this narrow.” 
 
    Katie moved to the front of the group, crouching down slightly as her eyes flicked from spear to spear. She mimed out a couple of movements, planning out the route she’d have to take ahead of time. 
 
    “Maybe… you should consider waiting here?” said Jack. “Katie, this won’t be easy.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” she said. “I can do it. I’ll go first, and if I get injured, one of you can sweep in and save me.” 
 
    She was moving before Jack could mount another objection. The first spear was at shoulder level and parallel to the ground. Katie ducked slightly, standing just underneath it. The next two came out of the corners of the hallway at diagonals, grazing by each other at their full extent. Katie spun by them and immediately fell to her knees to duck under five spears which pushed out at stomach level in a neat row. 
 
    She moved gracefully, sometimes with incredible bursts of speed and dexterity. Jack was impressed and strangely turned on. He’d always known how capable Katie was, and he’d seen her perform similar feats before.  
 
    It was the same this time, but also different. She was confident in her movements and in her training. She’d made progress that went beyond just learning a few new spells, and it made Jack realize how lucky, perhaps even undeserving, he was of her loyalty. 
 
    “There,” said Katie, as she spun by the last set of spears. “Now come on. Let’s keep—” 
 
    Metal groaned as the two suits of armor at the end of the hall shifted into motion. Katie was only a few feet away from them, and the spears kept her from being able to retreat back the way she came. Jack saw her flinch in surprise and hesitate for a single, crucial moment. 
 
    “No!” He surged forward, casting Shadow Form and crossing the hallway with all the speed he could muster. He summoned his Spectral Sword as he reformed, and swung it in an upward arc to catch the swords of the armor constructs as they came down toward Katie’s head. 
 
    His blade went right through theirs. Jack let the momentum carry through, spinning and slashing again at chest level. His sword went through the first construct’s breast plate and then the second, the metal screaming as the darkness of his weapon reverberated with shadow energy. 
 
    The armor constructs fell to the floor, inert and disassembled. Katie stepped out from behind him, furrowing her brow as she looked at Jack’s handiwork. 
 
    “That was really cool!” called Ryoko. 
 
    “Primal and aggressive is how I would describe it,” said Mira. “I’d forgotten how much I enjoy watching you in action, my sweet Jack.” 
 
    Katie shrugged and rolled her eyes. “I could have handled it. But thanks.” 
 
    Jack grinned at her. “Any time.” 
 
    Mira and Ryoko had an easy time with the spears, the former dissolving into shadow to bypass them, and the latter splashing through in the form of a rolling wave of water. After having Katie double check that there were definitely no runes or traps on the door, Jack opened it, and the four of them progressed into the next chamber. 
 
    It was dark, with only two of the green bug lights dedicated to illuminating a massive chamber. Rows of shelves lined most of the space, and a few weapon racks were visible along some of the walls. A gated elevator stood in the center of the room, though it was hard to tell whether it was designed to go up or down. 
 
    “This looks like a cellar,” said Jack. “A… wine cellar?” 
 
    He pulled a bottle of wine off a shelf as the group moved further into the chamber. 
 
    “We should be checking for traps,” said Katie. “This seems too easy.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Jack. “Sometimes a wine cellar is just a wine cellar.” 
 
    He focused his blood essence, casting a spell he’d never named that produced a small, spectral corkscrew out of one finger. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    “I’m thirsty,” said Jack. “And I feel like I could use a drink after fighting enchanted constructs and making a deal with an imp.” 
 
    He took a sip of the wine. It was sour, almost like vinegar, with a powerful kick. Jack coughed as he took his next breath, and the sound echoed off the walls of a chamber for a split second before being eclipsed by a greater noise. 
 
    The elevator was descending. Jack frowned at his friends, who’d moved to stand alongside him. Katie had her wand out, but she kept it at her side as the elevator came to a stop and the gate opened. 
 
    A figure in a black robe emerged from the elevator and stared them down. Jack took a step forward and held up a hand. 
 
    “Hi,” he said. “Are you—” 
 
    The figure threw his hand forward, launching a massive blast of blindingly bright white energy in Jack’s direction. Looking at it felt like staring at the sun, and it crossed the space between them in the blink of an eye, slamming into Jack’s chest. 
 
    He careened backward, dropping the wine bottle and his grandfather’s staff as he came to a tumbling stop on the cold stone floor. Jack felt dazed more than injured, and he had to blink a couple of times to dispel the afterimage left from the bright blast. 
 
    Katie, Ryoko, and Mira had moved to engage the robed figure in the wake of the opening blow. Katie fired blasts of force with her wand, while Ryoko focused on trying to use gouts of water to knock the figure off their feet. Mira took on the role of the front line fighter, attacking with her enhanced speed and still somehow missing every blow. 
 
    Jack summoned his Spectral Sword as he charged back into the fray. The robed figure hit Katie with a smaller blast of blinding energy and cast a spell that took on the form of a shimmering, magical net over her, binding her to the floor. 
 
    Ryoko flowed forward, her body shifting to water as it struck against the robed figure. He didn’t react to the attack. As far as Jack could tell, he didn’t even get wet. Mira used the distraction of the moment to get behind the figure, throwing an arm around his neck for a headlock. His body shimmered and force exploded outward, knocking her off her feet. The robed figure used another net spell to bind her to the ground before she could react. 
 
    “Hold on!” shouted Jack. “If you’re Xepher, we aren’t here to fight you.” 
 
    The robed figure shot a blast of energy at Ryoko, just as she regained her physical form. She let out a tiny squeal as she went down. Jack jumped in front of her before the figure could do anything else, holding his sword in a defensive stance. 
 
    “Why are you here?” rumbled the figure. 
 
    “I thought you might be able to help me,” said Jack. “I’m Peter Masterson’s grandson. I came seeking your aid.” 
 
    “Peter’s grandson?” The robed figure hesitated for a moment before pulling back his hood. “Yes… I am Xepher. You have come to the right place.” 
 
    Xepher was old, with a bald head, wrinkled face, but reasonably tanned skin. He watched Jack with an analytical expression on his face, only breaking out into a smile after several tense seconds. 
 
    “Would you like to know something about that bottle of wine you opened?” asked Xepher.  
 
    Jack hesitated, unsure of whether it would be wise to let his guard down immediately. He gave a small shrug and nodded his head. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. 
 
    “It was extremely rare,” said Xepher. “Less because of the vintage, and more because of the fact that your grandfather gifted it to me.” 
 
    “Oh.” Jack winced. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    Xepher released the spell he was using to keep Mira and Katie bound. The girls pulled themselves up and came to stand next to Jack, watching the old man with similarly wary expressions. 
 
    “It is fine,” said Xepher. “I have a tendency to overreact when it comes to my wine. If you would join me, please. I’ll bring you into my sanctum.” 
 
    Jack looked over at Katie, and then at Mira. Neither seemed to have any objections, and Ryoko merely shrugged when he glanced at her. He stepped forward and led his companions onto the elevator, where Xepher was already waiting. 
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    The elevator lurched into motion without any obvious indication of Xepher having pressed a button or flipped a switch. It carried them upward at a surprisingly swift and smooth rate. Jack felt a slight anxious edge over where they were being brought to, but it faded into the background as the elevator came to a stop and the gate slid open. 
 
    It was a sunny day in paradise. Jack’s eyes widened at his surroundings as he stepped out of the elevator, and he found himself unable to believe how much of the island had been hidden from view. They were inside the dormant volcanic caldera that had looked like a mound of black rock to him from the beach. 
 
    It was a beautiful green valley, with a sprawling stretch of level, fertile land at the center. The walls of the caldera were rocky but still studded with grass and trees up to the former volcano’s lip, which was probably a few hundred feet above ground level. 
 
    There were several buildings near the elevator, all of them built in the style of Japanese architecture with sliding doors and tiled roofs. An enormous vegetable garden bordered a mixed orchard of cherry, apple, and pear trees. To top it all off, there was a hot spring the size of a small lake, with a nearby lodge that Jack assumed was some sort of sauna. 
 
    “You live inside a volcano?” asked Mira, with an edge of disbelief in her voice. 
 
    “Of course not,” said Xepher. “I live inside a dormant volcano. Big difference.” 
 
    “Is it safe?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    “With my wards acting as they are, it is,” said Xepher. “They keep the fires below contained and in channels separate from my cellar.” 
 
    “You’re saying that this volcano would be active, if not for your magic?” asked Katie. 
 
    “Yes.” Xepher smiled at them. “It’s how I got such a good deal on the land. Scary place, for most people. Not me.” 
 
    He gestured for them to follow, which they did, after a second or two of incredulous gawking. 
 
    “I have a guest house,” said Xepher. “The four of you are welcome to it, though you may be unused to the style of beds.” 
 
    He gestured to one of the smaller, nearby buildings. Jack only then noticed the rows of solar panels on top of all the building’s roofs, which almost blended in to the sublime architecture. There was another building apart from the one that Jack assumed to be Xepher’s home, and it looked more like a temple than anything, complete with wind chimes and crystals hanging from chains. 
 
    “So, you’ll help me, then?” asked Jack. 
 
    Xepher took a breath, and gave him a very slight shrug. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he said. “You are a vampire. Very dangerous. If that’s why you came here, I’m afraid I cannot help you. Only through killing the vampire who turned you can you return to normal.” 
 
    “That’s been an issue for me, but it’s not why I came,” said Jack. “I’m under a spell. A loyalty oath, which I gave to a demon… a demon who inhabits my father’s body.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Xepher. “Interesting. A direct blood connection would certainly strengthen such a spell. It would be difficult to break, even without that.” 
 
    “I brought Peter’s staff,” said Jack. “I think it can be used to help.” 
 
    He didn’t want to directly infer that he’d had contact with Peter’s imprint, even if it would have made the conversation go a bit more smoothly. Peter’s imprint had warned him against it for the sake of preserving the staff’s essence, but Jack also got the sense that there might be a secondary reason why the ghost wanted to remain in the background. 
 
    “The staff of the Lestaron Fox.” Xepher accepted the weapon as Jack handed it to him. “So many memories. We worked on a number of projects together. Peter was a friend. A good friend…” 
 
    The old man nodded his head a couple of times. It was warm within the volcanic valley, and Jack could already feel sweat begin to coalesce in drops against his forehead. 
 
    “Yes…” said Xepher. “I will do what I can to help you. It may take a day or two for me to make the preparations for the spell. Until then, you are welcome to stay here, rest, and enjoy the sanctum as you please.” 
 
    Xepher gave Jack and his companions a slight bow, and gestured to the guest house again. 
 
    “Uh, there’s one other thing,” said Jack. “On the way in here, we encountered an imp. He made us promise to ask you for his freedom.” 
 
    Xepher let out a rumbling, throaty laugh. 
 
    “He has his freedom,” said Xepher. “I’ve given him the key to let himself in and out of the cellar several times over the past year. What he doesn’t have is a very good memory. I will give him the key again, and within a week, he will forget again.” 
 
    “What is he doing on the island in the first place?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Entertaining me,” said Xepher. “Very funny creature. Good for a laugh.” 
 
    He led Jack and the girls into the guest house, which was a simple, warm space. Six futons were set out across the floor, and a single room in the back led to the bathroom and shower. There was no kitchen, but it wasn’t as though they’d brought much food of their own to cook, anyway. 
 
    “I will provide meals,” said Xepher. “Relax for now. You’ve come a long way to find me.” 
 
    The old man leaned forward into a small bow, and then left without another word. Jack waited until he was out of sight and earshot before turning back toward the rest of the group. Ryoko and Mira were already sitting on the beds. Katie stood with her arms crossed, frowning slightly. 
 
    “What do you think of all this?” he asked them. 
 
    “Peter never mentioned a friend named Xepher, Jack,” said Katie. “I’d think that a powerful warlock with his own personal volcanic resort valley would have come up, at some point. I don’t like this.” 
 
    “It’s obvious that we would already be dead if this was a trap,” said Mira. “The obstacles we encountered heading in through his cellar and even the stone golem, on the beach, make sense, in retrospect. Xepher could have crushed us when we fought him, and he chose not to.” 
 
    Jack nodded, recognizing the logic in what she was saying. 
 
    “I like his garden,” said Ryoko. “It’s delicate work. I don’t think he’s a bad person. He reminds me of Mr. Masterson.” 
 
    “I’m leaning toward agreeing with that sentiment,” said Jack. “Especially since I was the one who came seeking him.” 
 
    “How did you even find out about him in the first place?” asked Katie. “I feel like this is a question I should have already asked.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “My grandfather’s staff had a hidden message in it that only I could access, and he was mentioned in it.” 
 
    That seemed to satisfy Katie, though it did bring a small pang of guilt to his chest. 
 
    “Anyway,” said Jack. “We should get some rest. We weren’t exactly able to sleep much last night, and there’s no telling what will end up happening from here.” 
 
    The girls nodded in agreement. Jack was surprised to find it pleasantly air-conditioned inside the guest house. It was still bright outside, and the style of architecture made it impossible to keep the sun from leaking in, but they were all tired enough to fall asleep in short order, regardless. 
 
    Jack woke up to a soft tapping on the door. It was early evening, or possibly late afternoon, given how the volcanic valley’s bowl shape created so much shade. He got up and found Xepher standing outside the guest house, carrying a massive tray full of food. He smiled and passed it to Jack with a nod. 
 
    “Dinner,” he said. “Please, enjoy.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to eat with us?” asked Jack. 
 
    Xepher shook his head. “Not now. I am busy.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Jack. “Well, thank you. We really appreciate your generous hospitality.” 
 
    “You are quite welcome,” said Xepher. “I will see you again tomorrow. Treat my home as though it were your own. I especially encourage you to take advantage of the hot springs.” 
 
    He bowed again, and this time Jack had the sense to bow back before the old man departed. It was a little strange, but he chalked it up to how much time had probably passed since the old man had last entertained guests. He brought the food into the guest house. The girls were waking up, and he heard a few eager yawns as they spied the food. 
 
    Xepher had prepared rice, grilled fish, spinach and seaweed salad, and a variety of fresh picked fruits for them. It made Jack’s mouth water, and he dug in with gusto. It was a lavish meal compared to what he’d been eating over the past few days, and he couldn’t help but feel reminded of the catering service back at his penthouse. 
 
    “He said we could use the hot springs,” said Ryoko. “Would anyone object if I decided to take him up on the offer?” 
 
    “Of course not.” Jack tried not to sound too eager. “It would be a great way for us to relax and blow off some literal and figurative steam. Why don’t we all head out to them, after dinner?” 
 
    Ryoko, Mira, Katie, all naked and washing up with each other in the hot springs. The idea of it was enough to send blood rushing to various parts of his anatomy. Katie raised an eyebrow at him, and then wagged her fork in his face. 
 
    “Nice try, pervert,” said Katie. “We’ll take turns. Women first, and then the men.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” said Jack. “I’m the only man here. It’ll be lonely if I’m just bathing by myself.” 
 
    “I think that would be a healthy change for you,” said Katie. “Being alone builds character, which is something you could certainly use more of.” 
 
    Jack glanced over to Mira and Ryoko for backup. Mira gave him a small, teasing smile and said nothing. Ryoko was blushing a little, and she just shrugged. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “We’ll take turns.” 
 
    “And no spying on us!” said Katie. 
 
    “Of course not,” he lied. 
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    Once they’d finished dinner, Katie, Ryoko, and Mira set off to bathe. They found fluffy towels in the guest house’s storage closet to take with him. It was late enough to be fairly dark outside, and a harmonious chorus of crickets echoed through the grass. 
 
    The hot springs were behind the guest house and Xepher’s lodgings, meaning that there was no direct line of sight for anyone inside. Jack didn’t plan on watching from inside, of course. He waited for a few minutes, giving the girls time to hopefully get comfortable in the water, and then put his plan into action. 
 
    Katie would, of course, be on the lookout for him. Which meant that Jack would be forced to take the extremely unethical step of using Shadow Form to sneak around the hot springs to a spot where he could safely watch from. 
 
    It was her fault, he reminded himself. If she hadn’t made such a fuss about all of them bathing together, he wouldn’t have been forced to take such extreme measures. 
 
    He cracked the door open a sliver and cast Shadow Form, slipping out into the night. It was easy to stay hidden with his body composed of the flowing, inky darkness, and he gave the hot springs a wide berth for a little extra assurance.  
 
    The orchard provided a fair amount of natural cover while being close enough to the hot springs for him to hear—and hopefully see—everything that was going on. Jack rematerialized behind a tree trunk thick enough for him to hide behind and stretched on his stomach, like a commando on a secret mission. 
 
    The girls were already in the water. Steam rose all around them in a curtaining veil, and he frowned as he realized that he could only make out faint details. Mira was swimming from the deeper section into the shallows, and for a glorious instant, she stood up and out of range of the steam, giving him a perfect view of her pale, naked, bodacious breasts. 
 
    “Come on,” said Katie. “You must think about it a little more than that.” 
 
    Mira shrugged, the movement causing her bosom to jiggle ever so slightly. 
 
    “Perhaps I do, and perhaps I don’t,” said Mira. “It honestly doesn’t matter that much to me.” 
 
    She walked over to where Ryoko and Katie were, and to Jack’s disappointment, she joined them in sitting in the shallows. It left only their heads visible to him, but he was willing to be patient. 
 
    “What about you, Ryoko?” asked Katie. “What makes this okay? We’re all basically just… sharing him. Don’t you ever worry about how this could go wrong?” 
 
    Ryoko leaned back, cupping a handful of hot water and pouring it over her neck. For an instant, one of her small, perky nipples was perfectly visibly through the swirling fog. 
 
    “Of course I worry,” she said. “But less about Jack and more about other things. It’s not that I enjoy sharing him. I guess… I just don’t really mind that he shares the company of other people, too. Especially when it’s you and Mira.” 
 
    Katie made a slightly frustrated noise that Jack knew all too well. 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree with that sentiment,” said Mira. “My connection to Jack is deeper than petty possessive emotions. Even if I began to feel something akin to jealousy, I know that I could always just kill his other lovers if I truly wanted him to myself.” 
 
    Katie and Ryoko both stared at her, totally stunned. 
 
    “That was a joke,” said Mira. “Relax.” 
 
    “It was so funny I forgot to laugh,” said Katie. “Anyway, maybe I’m just being a little ridiculous. I’m not used to this. Whatever this is.” 
 
    Mira set an affectionate hand on Katie’s shoulder. 
 
    “It is understandable,” said Mira. “Perhaps there is something we can do, to help…” 
 
    As much as Jack wanted to keep watching, he knew that their bathing time was starting to wind down. He wasn’t interested in exploring the potential consequences of being caught, so he cast Shadow Form a second time and slowly made his way back to the guest house. 
 
    The girls began trickling back in no more than five minutes later, all of them dressed in towels and looking refreshed. 
 
    “Is the water nice and warm?” he asked, smiling. 
 
    “It’s divine,” said Mira. “You’ll love it.” 
 
    He found a towel for himself and headed out to the hot springs. They were fairly expansive, and he got the sense that Xepher might have done some tinkering with his magic to create them originally. 
 
    He stripped off his clothing and let out a reflexive sigh as he stepped into the water. It was like a bath or a Jacuzzi, but times ten. Times a hundred. He lowered himself into the shallows, which rose to the perfect depth for him to sit comfortably against the rocks along his side with the water up to his neck. 
 
    The warmth soothed a few injuries he hadn’t realized that he’d had. He began the slow, luxurious process of scrubbing himself clean. The entire affair felt a little decadent, and he had to smile when he pictured Xepher enjoying what was essentially a hidden island resort all to himself. 
 
    “Sir,” came Ryoko’s soft, gentle voice. “I thought you might need some help cleaning yourself off.” 
 
    She appeared through the steam, approaching the edge of the hot spring, still clad only in her towel. Jack felt a surge of excitement at her presence, but he was also a little concerned, especially after the conversation he’d overheard earlier. 
 
    “Ryoko,” he said. “I… appreciate the thought. But the other girls might feel a little left out if it’s just you and me here, on our own.” 
 
    “I told them I was going to take a closer look at the orchard.” She flashed a devious smile at him. “We should have a few minutes, at least.” 
 
    A few minutes might be enough time. Jack watched as Ryoko opened her towel, baring her petite and extremely cute naked body to him. A few minutes would easily be enough time. 
 
    “Well then,” he said. “Who am I to refuse such a generous offer from my loyal maid?” 
 
    He thought she might correct him and point out that she hadn’t been his maid in months, but she seemed as eager to fall back into the role as he was to have her in it. She stepped into the warm water and walked over to him with slow, elegant steps. 
 
    She started to play her part, acting like a simple maid, washing her master’s hair. Jack kept his breathing level, already excited out of his mind. She moved to stand behind him, washing his neck and shoulders, letting her perky nipples graze across his skin. It was almost like a game to see how long he could hold out before snapping and taking her. A game which he knew he’d already lost. 
 
    Jack stood up, letting his arousal rise above the surface of the water. Ryoko glanced down at it and blushed. He set his hands on her hips and pulled her against him, kissing her deeply. The heat of the hot spring added another layer of depth to the encounter, priming them both for the passion that was about to ensue. 
 
    Ryoko took hold of his shaft with her hand and stroked him off, biting her lower lip and staring into his eyes. Jack kissed her neck and let his fingers explore similar places on her body, pushing one gently inside of her and caressing in a come hither motion. Ryoko gasped. 
 
    He wanted nothing more, at that moment, than to bend her over the rocks and show her exactly what he was made of. Unfortunately, it was not to be. 
 
    “Jack?” called Katie. “Have you seen Ryoko?” 
 
    Jack swore under his breath. The steam hid what was going on, but Katie would be able to see through it as she drew nearer. He slid back down into a seated position in the water. Ryoko dove under to hide herself completely. 
 
    “What?” he called. “No, of course not.” 
 
    “She said she was going to look around the orchard, but she wasn’t there,” said Katie. 
 
    “Uh, maybe she…” Jack trailed off as he felt something tight and hot close over the tip of his shaft. He did everything he could not to reflexively glance down at his crotch, where Ryoko’s mouth had begun doing an awesome, dirty thing. Katie wouldn’t be able to see her underwater through the steam. And Ryoko, as a hybrid water nymph, wouldn’t need to come up for air. 
 
    Which meant that he was the only person who could give away what was going on. 
 
    “Jack?” asked Katie. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Fine!” he said, quickly. “Everything’s fine.” 
 
    Ryoko’s tongue was fine. Ryoko’s lips were fine. The hot, sucking seal she’d made with her mouth was fine. And Jack was the king of understatements. 
 
    “It feels good, doesn’t it,” said Katie. 
 
    “It feels… unbelievable,” said Jack. 
 
    Katie smiled at him and crossed her arms. 
 
    “I did feel a little bad about putting my foot down about you bathing on your own,” she said. “I just thought it would end up being a huge mess.” 
 
    “You were probably right,” said Jack. “It would have been messy.” 
 
    Ryoko was sucking faster now. Jack moved his hands through the water, hoping his own splashes might hide the bobbing of her head. 
 
    “This almost feels like a reward,” said Katie. “After everything we’ve been through. A chance for us to blow off some steam.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Blowing off steam is good.” 
 
    He could barely keep up with the conversation, but those words stuck in his head, echoing in a far more erotic tone than she’d originally spoken them in. Blow off some steam. Ryoko, helping him blow off some steam, with her soft lips and mouth and tongue, and— 
 
    “Oh…” groaned Jack. He tried to mask his pleasured moan as a yawn as he felt himself explode. Ryoko didn’t stop sucking, dutifully handling each and every drop. 
 
    “Don’t stay out here for too long,” said Katie. “You wouldn’t want to overheat.” 
 
    “Definitely not,” muttered Jack. 
 
    Katie left. Jack tapped Ryoko on the top of her head, and she popped back up, smiling broadly. 
 
    “How was that?” she asked. 
 
    He kissed her on the lips and gave her a tight hug. 
 
    “Perfect,” he whispered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    The only downside to the guest house was that it was impossible to have any real privacy in its single, communal sleeping room. Jack leaned his head back against his pillow as he rested on his futon. He and Ryoko had staggered their exits from the hot springs to avoid drawing suspicion, and by the time he’d arrived back, the girls were already retiring to bed. 
 
    He eventually fell asleep, and to his slight disappointment, he woke up the next morning alone on his futon. Mira and Katie were nowhere to be seen. Ryoko was sorting through some of the group’s dirty clothing, as though she’d decided to extend her long-held cleaning habits into their traveling. 
 
    “Good morning, sir,” she said to him. 
 
    “Morning,” said Jack. “Where are Katie and Mira?” 
 
    “They decided to go exploring some of the nearby area,” said Ryoko. “Xepher said it was fine when he came to bring us breakfast.” 
 
    She gestured to the tray sitting on the corner table. It was laden with pastries and had a large pitcher of orange juice on it. 
 
    “I guess that’s alright,” said Jack. “Xepher did say that it would take him a day or two to prepare what he needed for the spell that’s supposed to help me. I guess we can just take today off.” 
 
    Having a day off felt almost like a foreign concept to him. Ryoko smiled when she saw his face. She was dressed in a blue t-shirt and capri leggings that extended down just below the knee. 
 
    “If you’d like, you could come walk through the orchards with me,” she said. “I offered to help Xepher prune some of the trees.” 
 
    “That was nice of you,” said Jack. “Sure. It’s not exactly like I have anything else to do.” 
 
    She went ahead of him, and Jack munched on the food Xepher had left for them for a while. The pastries had a flaky crust and a sweet, apple cinnamon filling. 
 
    He changed into a pair of shorts and a tank top, and then headed out to find Ryoko. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Birds chirped and flew overhead in impressive numbers, which made sense, given that it was probably safe to assume that the island held few of their natural predators. 
 
    He didn’t see Katie or Mira anywhere, but Ryoko was waiting for him in the orchards, working a pair of borrowed gardening shears as she carefully snipped at the trees. 
 
    “Do you do this for the cherry trees, back at the mansion?” asked Jack. “I mean, did you used to?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ryoko. “I tried to teach Mira how to do it, when she was staying with us, but she doesn’t have all that much of a green thumb.” 
 
    “More of a red one, I guess,” said Jack. “Can you show me how it’s done?” 
 
    “Sure!” Ryoko beamed at him. “To start, you look for the smaller, shooting branches. Fresh growth that’s only happened over the past year or so.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “Like this branch here.” 
 
    He pointed to a thin branch jutting from one of the apple trees. Ryoko shook her head. 
 
    “More like this one,” she said. “Here, take the shears and I’ll show you.” 
 
    She passed him the tool and helped position him from behind. It wasn’t strictly necessary, and Jack could tell that Ryoko knew it, but it gave them an excuse to be close to each other. He could feel her breasts grazing his shoulder as she shifted his arms into position. He could inhale her smell, which had changed so much over the time he’d known her. It was fainter now and totally clean, but still very much representative of Ryoko. 
 
    “There you go,” she said. “Now just pinch it off.” 
 
    Jack grinned. He let go of the shears with one hand and quickly pinched her nose. Ryoko let out a tiny squeal and slapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “You are just too much sometimes,” she said, smiling at him. 
 
    “So I’ve been told,” he said. 
 
    They spent the next few hours doing a very careful and very thorough job of tending to Xepher’s orchard. Jack made a game of it, letting Ryoko take the lead with the pruning, while he tried his best to distract her with kisses and caresses. 
 
    “We’ll have to do at least this much work on our own cherry trees when we get back,” said Ryoko. 
 
    Jack nodded. He didn’t let the flutter of anticipation her words sent through him show on his face. 
 
    “So you are planning on coming back then?” he asked. “To the mansion. With me.” 
 
    Ryoko hesitated for a second that was almost physically painful to him. Despite how close they’d grown, part of him still expected her to shake her head and explain why she couldn’t. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” she said. “I had to leave, back when I first became a nymph. There was so much confusion and conflict in the way that I felt. But… I think I’ve sorted through that. I just wasn’t sure if that was what you wanted, too.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I want to keep you close?” Jack wrapped his arms around her in a hug from behind and kissed her on the top of the head. 
 
    “I—I’m not normal anymore,” said Ryoko. “I won’t ever be able to have kids or raise a family.” 
 
    “Thank god,” said Jack. “I’m not sure if you were aware of this or not, but I’m kind of a vampire, Ryoko. Kids and vampires don’t mix. Trust me.” 
 
    Ryoko turned around in his arms. The smile on her face was as wide as any he’d ever seen. 
 
    “It makes me happy to hear you say that,” she whispered. “Does that make me selfish?” 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “That makes you Ryoko.” 
 
    He kissed her, and hugged her, and held her. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Jack made his way back to the guest house at Ryoko’s behest, leaving her to handle the last of the pruning on her own. Mira was waiting for him there with an impatient scowl on her face. She was wearing a knotted yellow crop top and cutoff jeans, and it was an extremely flattering look for her generous body type. 
 
    “Finally,” she said. “I was beginning to worry that Ryoko would usurp some of my time. Let’s get moving, my sweet Jack.” 
 
    “Your time?” he asked, shaking his head. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “When we realized that we were going to have the day off, we decided that what made the most sense was for each of us to schedule a date with you,” said Mira. 
 
    “This is news to me,” said Jack. “Don’t you have to, you know, ask the person a date is supposed to be with first?” 
 
    Mira let out a gentle, mocking laugh. 
 
    “You are such a boy sometimes,” she said. “Come on. I want to show you what I’ve discovered.” 
 
    She took him by the hand and led him forward at a skipping pace. Jack was happy to follow her, and he couldn’t keep a grin off his face as he began to hop with her at a childish, lilting pace. 
 
    They headed out of the volcanic valley’s central area, toward the side of the caldera’s bowl. Erosion had worn down the inside of it, creating a layer of dirt thick enough for grass, weeds, and the occasional hearty tree to grow forth. The slope was still rather steep, and Jack spotted what Mira was leading him to with that in mind. 
 
    “That’s a rope line,” he said. “Is this Xepher’s way of climbing up to the top of the caldera?” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Mira. “Though I’m sure if he wanted to, he could come up with a more elegant solution with his magic.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “He seems like a practical fellow. Maybe he just likes the exercise?” 
 
    Mira took hold of the rope line and slowly began pulling herself along, step by step. Jack followed behind her, and his eyes almost popped out of his skull at the sight of Mira’s awesome butt in cutoffs, at perfect viewing level, and swaying from side to side with each of her movements. 
 
    It took them a while to make it all the way up the side of the caldera. The upper lip reminded Jack a little of the edges of a clay vase made by unpracticed hands. It was thin and meandering in some spots but extended outward into a small plateau in others. 
 
    They found one of those spots and sat down on the sun-warmed black rock. The view from the top was amazing. The ocean was behind them, a seemingly infinite expanse of blue, and Xepher’s hidden island valley was directly below. It looked both smaller and more serene from above, and he found himself feeling grateful they’d gotten a chance to visit it. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” asked Mira. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “And it’s all so contained. Makes it seem vulnerable, though with Xepher as its guardian and the walls of volcanic rock surrounding it, it’s probably anything but.” 
 
    “Not everything that’s beautiful has a weak point.” Mira flashed a knowing smile at him and leaned back on the rock. Jack slid in closer to her, letting his eyes linger on hers. 
 
    “Not always,” he said. “Some beautiful things just don’t realize how vulnerable they really are.” 
 
    Mira looked like she was holding back a scoff. 
 
    “You are so very funny sometimes, dearest Jack,” she said. “Tell me. What’s my weak point, then?” 
 
    Jack leaned in and kissed her. She didn’t hesitate, her lips moving, and her tongue dancing with his as the embrace became more passionate. Mira shifted on the rock, opening her body to him. Jack let his hand slide in between her thighs and gave her a small, easy shrug. 
 
    “I think that proves my point,” said Jack. 
 
    Mira rolled her eyes. “Yes, I guess under a certain definition of the word, you could be described as a weak point of mine. But that only applies when you actually make me feel weak and vulnerable.” 
 
    Her words carried a slow, musical, erotic hum. Jack kissed her again. As soon as their lips parted, he gripped the fabric of her halter top and pulled it roughly overhead. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and her pale, busty breasts bounced into view with a buoyant eagerness. 
 
    “Weak and vulnerable?” asked Jack. “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    Mira was still smiling, but she covered her breasts with one arm, and Jack caught the nervous glance she gave down into the valley. They would be visible up where they were to anyone who decided to look in their direction. Small, and hard to make out, but clearly visible. 
 
    “I admire your enthusiasm,” said Mira. “But perhaps down in the guest house would be a more appropriate place for this?” 
 
    Jack stood up. He moved to stand directly in front of her, positioning the bulge in his shorts directly in front of her face. Mira was still covering her breasts, and though she wasn’t the blushing type, Jack could see the embarrassment clearly in the rest of her posture. 
 
    “Why not here?” he asked. “I thought you didn’t have any weak points.” 
 
    The challenge had been issued, and from Mira’s scowl, Jack could tell that she wasn’t about to back down from it. She reached her free hand up to hook the waistband of his shorts and boxers, and pulled both down.  
 
    Jack’s arousal snapped forth, almost grazing her cheek. Mira licked her lips, and then him. Her tongue felt hot, wet, and heavenly, and as she moved her neck forward to engulf his shaft in her mouth, he almost lost his composure. 
 
    Mira was extremely good at giving head. So good, in fact, that it made what Ryoko had done for him the night before seem like teenage experimentation, and Jack had fully enjoyed their encounter in the hot spring. Mira was just better at it. Possibly the best out of any of Jack’s previous lovers. She knew exactly what to do with her mouth. 
 
    She fell into a perfect, spiraling rhythm, turning her head with a flourish as she bobbed it back and forth. Her tongue swayed from side to side underneath his shaft, caressing him in a way that would have been enough to push him over the edge on its own. 
 
    Jack had to stop her after less than a minute. It felt too good, and the last thing he wanted to do after his earlier words was to get off the ride early. Mira smirked at him as though he had anyway, however. 
 
    “Have you had enough?” she asked. “I know I can be a lot to handle. Maybe too much for you, this time?” 
 
    Jack kissed her and then repositioned her, pushing her down on all fours and unzipping Mira’s cutoffs. They were so tight on her body that she had to help him take them off her by wiggling her hips from side to side. The sight of her butt coming into view, moving in that seductive motion, was enough to make him start worrying about his stamina again. 
 
    “Oh,” said Mira. “This is aggressive. I think I like—” 
 
    Her sentence was cut off by Jack, who speared completely into her with a single, hard push. Mira was excited, and wet enough to be easily ready for him, but he could tell that it was still intense for her to take all of his length in a single motion. 
 
    Jack stayed like that for a time, leaning forward over, his position dominant and possessive as he fondled her from behind. Mira had given up on trying to hide her breasts, and he took his time running his fingers over them, teasing her nipples with the threat of being pinched. 
 
    “This is your weakness,” whispered Jack. 
 
    “Is it?” Mira’s voice was a little shaky, but still confident. 
 
    Jack took her by the hips and slowly pulled back. He thrust forward again, harder this time, and Mira let out a gasp as though he’d forced the air out of her lungs with the force of the movement. 
 
    “It is,” said Jack. “It goes both ways, I’ll admit that. It’s one of my weaknesses too, when you manage to get the better of me.” 
 
    “Who says I won’t this time, my sweet Jack?” asked Mira. “Perhaps your broodmother still has a trick or two up her—” 
 
    Again, Jack cut her off with his thrust. He let himself move into her roughly, taking firm, aggressive hold of her waist. He built up into a nice, steady rhythm, and felt Mira squirm slightly as the pleasure he was inflicting on her began to prove his point. 
 
    “I… I’m not a blushing virgin,” hissed Mira. “I have far, far more experience than you, my sweet Jack. Though this was a nice… effort.” 
 
    “You can barely even get your sentences out.” Jack grinned, though he knew she couldn’t see it with her head down and butt up. “What happens if I do this?” 
 
    He took hold of her ponytail and gave it a gentle, but very dominant pull. Mira let out a breathless gasp. He kept a hold of her hair, using it to gain a little leverage as he continued thrusting. Mira arched her back up and leaned back with one shoulder, bringing one of her pink nipples into view. 
 
    He fucked her fast and hard, eventually focusing both hands on her hips and butt. He knew it was exactly what she wanted, and he was happy to give it to her. Mira eventually let out a shaky cry of ecstasy that dissolved as it left her mouth. She collapsed forward slightly on the stone, shivering even though the day was anything but cold. 
 
    Jack continued for his own pleasure, though some of the fun had evaporated, now that Mira had basically melted from her orgasm. He went slow, enjoying her body, and after a few luxurious, angled thrusts, he was ready to blow. 
 
    He pulled out, letting his shaft rest along her buttocks, and unloaded onto the small of her back. Mira looked as dirty and lewd as a woman could, and she was smiling like she loved every second of it. 
 
    “I see your point,” she said, in a slow voice. “Now be a gentleman and find something to clean me off with.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    He sacrificed one of his socks for the cause, and the two of them pulled their clothes back on. They sat together on the edge of the caldera, facing out to sea. It was a beautiful day, and watching the waves slowly roll in to shore was meditative, in its own, simple way. 
 
    “What happens next?” asked Jack. 
 
    Mira shrugged. “If Xepher can help you in the way you’re hoping, you’ll be a free man again. I suppose taking revenge on Mezolak will be one of our priorities. I still owe him a debt of pain for attempting to kill me.” 
 
    “And after that?” he asked. 
 
    Mira gave him a strange look, and then set her hand on top of his, intertwining their fingers together. A breeze blew in from the direction of the ocean, and a few blonde strands of hair that had come loose from Mira’s ponytail danced across her face. 
 
    “I am not a seer, my sweet Jack,” she said. “I don’t know what happens next, and I don’t need to. Our fates are connected. We will remain together, of that I am sure.” 
 
    She gave his hand a squeeze. Jack smiled at the finality in her voice. 
 
    “It might not just be the two of us, back in the mansion,” said Jack. 
 
    “Obviously,” said Mira. “I hope that’s the case. I’ve become quite fond of your other companions. It will be a slow process, but I believe that we can eventually loosen them up to the point of us all enjoying each other’s company, in an intimate sense. The maid is already well on her way.” 
 
    “Ryoko,” corrected Jack. “At this point, I think the only reason you call her that is to get under my skin.” 
 
    Mira smiled, and she didn’t deny it. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The two of them spent a few hours relaxing and exploring the upper area of the caldera. The rope line that they’d followed to climb up to the caldera’s lip continued down along the rock, following a section that cut back and forth that Jack and the others hadn’t noticed during their time on the beach. The rope made it easily climbable, which gave Xepher a direct route to the beach without having to take the elevator and travel through his basement. 
 
    The sun was starting to set when Jack and Mira finally made their way back into camp. Ryoko was waiting outside the guest house, and she and Mira gave each other small, somewhat secretive nods. 
 
    “Very well,” said Mira. “Enjoy your dinner, dearest Jack.” 
 
    “We’ll be back later tonight, sir,” said Ryoko. 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow. “What’s this about?” 
 
    Mira and Ryoko looked at each other. 
 
    “We discussed this last night, and came to a decision this morning,” said Mira. “While Ryoko and I have found our own personal acceptable balance with you and the group, we think that Katie needs a little something more.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Jack. 
 
    “You’ll see,” said Ryoko, flashing a small, teasing smile. “Enjoy your evening. Mira and I are going to check on the boat and watch the beach.” 
 
    The two women left before he could get another question off. Jack shrugged and slid open the door of the guest house. Katie wasn’t inside, but a rather extravagant dinner setup had been assembled. A small table and two chairs had been brought in, and two plates with grilled fish, rice, and salad were already waiting. There was also wine and a few candles. 
 
    Jack let out a low chuckle and shook his head. None of it was for him. It was all for Katie, and it felt a little strange knowing that Ryoko and Mira had gone through the effort to create this type of experience for him with another woman. 
 
    He also considered the fact that they’d felt that it was necessary. Had he been neglecting Katie’s emotions to the extent that Ryoko and Mira had taken notice? Or did it have more to do with the role she’d been placed in, serving as Jack and Mira’s blood battery, and not having the same level of supernatural capabilities as the rest of them? 
 
    “Jeez…” Katie’s voice came from the open door behind them. “They said they’d give us some time alone together, not that they’d turn it into a cheesy dinner date.” 
 
    Jack grinned as he turned around. “I think they did it just to tease…” 
 
    He trailed off as he saw Katie. She’d let her hair down, and it looked beautiful and feminine across her shoulders. She was wearing clothing that was obviously borrowed, a Japanese silk evening kimono that had a pink flower petal pattern covering it.  
 
    It was small on her, falling just below her thighs and looking more like nightwear than proper evening attire. Katie squirmed under his gaze as she noticed the attention he was giving her. 
 
    “Xepher has a laundry setup, and I needed something to wear while I cleaned all of our clothing,” she said. “He had a few of his wife’s old things, and this was the only one that even remotely came close to fitting me.” 
 
    “I think it looks good on you,” said Jack. 
 
    “You’re only saying that because of how much leg it shows off,” said Katie. 
 
    He grinned at her. “Maybe. Well, that and because it makes me wonder if you bothered to put on anything underneath.” 
 
    Katie flashed a wicked smile at him. “If you wine and dine me properly, maybe I’ll let you find out.” 
 
    He gestured for her to step over to the dinner table, pulling her chair out for her like a proper gentleman. 
 
    “Ooh,” said Katie. “Such manners. Was the Jack that I know secretly replaced with a shape-shifter that knows how to treat a lady?” 
 
    “I’m going to take that as a compliment.”  
 
    He poured them both a glass of wine. Katie sighed as she took a sip. 
 
    “This place feels so strange, to me,” said Katie. “Almost like we’re separate from the rest of the world while we’re here.” 
 
    “How so?’ asked Jack. “I get that it’s a remote island, but somehow, I don’t think that’s what you meant, is it?” 
 
    Katie gestured to the food and the candles. “When have we ever had a romantic dinner before? Hell, when have we ever done anything together that wasn’t somehow connected to fighting criminals or monsters?” 
 
    “We made a sandcastle together as kids,” said Jack. 
 
    Katie scowled at him. “I’m serious. For once, we’ve been given a chance to let our guard down. A chance to relax.” 
 
    “And you don’t trust it?” asked Jack. 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying,” said Katie. “This is a privilege, one that Xepher has extended to us, in a way. He’s powerful, Jack. Like, really powerful. Because of that, this place is safe and unaffected. There’s a reason why he calls it his sanctum.” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly, finally understanding her point. He took another bite of his food and chewed methodically. 
 
    “We could have that, too,” he said. “Lestaron Island could be that. And not just for us in the mansion, but for everyone living there.” 
 
    “You aren’t that powerful, Jack,” said Katie. “No offense.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he said. “But all of us together? Me, you, Ryoko, and Mira. We could go back to the island, settle down, and make it a place where it’s safe for people again. Give the island a chance to rebuild.” 
 
    “You make it sound so simple,” said Katie. “You did the same thing when I talked about how the dynamics are supposed to be between you and me. And Ryoko. And Mira.” 
 
    There was a hint of emotion in her voice. It wasn’t just jealousy. It was a deep-set, vulnerable mixture of confusion and insecurity, and Jack understood where it was coming from. He and Katie had promised to marry each other once, back when they were kids. And now, here they were, caught up in the world of the supernatural and a relationship web that was just as complicated. 
 
    “It can be simple.” Jack reached his hand out and caressed his cheek. 
 
    “How?” asked Katie. 
 
    Instead of answering her with words, he stood up from the table. Katie took his hand as he offered it to her, and the food was forgotten as he pulled her into a close embrace. 
 
    The candle was the only illumination as Jack kissed her deeply. Katie pressed herself against him tightly, and he slid a hand into her robe. 
 
    He grinned at her. “So you didn’t put on anything underneath.” 
 
    Katie gave him a small, slightly embarrassed smile. She took him by the hand and pulled him down onto her futon, which had been moved directly up against Jack’s. He let her lead, and she pushed him onto his back and straddled him. 
 
    She opened her robe, and he drank in the sight of her perfect naked body. Her breasts were just big enough to catch the eye. Her waist was trim. Her butt was proportional without being unwieldy. Jack ran his hands up his sides, but Katie took hold of them and shifted them above his head. 
 
    She kissed him and then pulled his shirt off, tossing it to the floor. After his encounter with Mira earlier, and even his secret tryst with Ryoko the previous night, Jack thought that certain parts of his anatomy might be a little tired or slow to wake. He couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    She pulled down his shorts and boxers and slid her entire body along it, starting with her cheeks, moving to her lips with a sneaky kiss, and then letting it graze along the nape of her neck, through the cleavage of her breasts, and across her stomach.  
 
    Jack took a firm, confident hold of her waist as she straddled him, holding herself an inch or so above the tip of his shaft. Katie was the one in control as she began to lower herself down, but the power shifted back to him as he slid an inch or so into her. She bit her lip and let out a slow, shaky breath. 
 
    “See,” he whispered, as he pulled her a little lower. “Isn’t this simple?” 
 
    “That’s… not the word I’d use,” whispered Katie. She gave him a passionate kiss, halfway impaled on his hard rod. 
 
    Jack ran his hands over her breasts, feeling emotions welling in his chest. She meant so much more to him than he could put into words. He let Katie get into the motion of her movements, rocking back and forth, and then bouncing up and down. 
 
    She leaned forward. Jack kissed her lips, and then her neck. That simple instant of contact, of his lips against the nape of her neck, was enough to make her gasp.  
 
    “Are you… going to bite me?” she whispered. 
 
    “Not just yet.” Jack grinned at her as he felt her fingers squeeze into his side. He wanted to make her wait for it. He wanted to do to her what he’d done to so many of the party girls he’d brought back to his penthouse. He wanted to give her the most profound orgasm of her life. 
 
    Katie let out a girlish whimper and started moving faster. Jack could have flipped her underneath him and taken control, but he let her lead, instead. He let his fingers caress her buttocks. He squeezed her waist with his hands tightly enough for her to feel his strength, but still didn’t take over. 
 
    “Oh…” whispered Katie. “Jack…” 
 
    “Keep going,” he said.  
 
    “Jack!” 
 
    “I know,” he whispered. “Let it happen.” 
 
    She let out a tiny squeal and collapsed forward on top of him. Jack moved in an instant, as though he was a trap and she’d just triggered him. He flipped her underneath him, thrust himself into her completely, and sank his fangs into his neck. 
 
    Her blood tasted like the liquor of the gods. He drank deep and felt Katie almost shivering with ecstasy, almost seizing up from the intensity of it. It was a little mean, he decided, in retrospect. It was more pleasure than she probably knew what to do with. But he wanted to give it to her. He wanted her to feel it. He loved her, and it was what she deserved. 
 
    He hadn’t realized how close he was. As he pulled back from biting her, the tight, sliding crush he felt along his shaft was enough to catch him off guard. He pumped into her a few quick times, not wanting to ruin his own orgasm, and then released as he built up to and past his own sexual limits. Katie wrapped her legs around him as he came, holding him tight. 
 
    He kissed her, and she ran her hand through his hair. 
 
    “You were supposed to wait until we at least finished our dinner,” she said. 
 
    “After dinner will be round two,” said Jack. 
 
    Heavy footsteps sounded from outside the guesthouse, and then the door slid open to further contradict him. Ryoko and Mira were standing directly outside, and their expressions shifted from serious, to surprised, back to serious, with a slight tinge of embarrassment. 
 
    “Ever heard of knocking?” snapped Katie. 
 
    Ryoko cleared her throat awkwardly. “There’s trouble down on the beach.” 
 
    “We’ll explain on the way,” said Mira. “Get dressed. Fast.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    It was a little jarring for Jack to go directly from passionate sex to running through the dark of night. He fell in step beside Mira, with Katie and Ryoko directly behind them as they headed for the rope line leading up to the top of the caldera. 
 
    “What are we facing?” he asked. 
 
    Mira’s expression was worried, and she gave him a slight shake of her head. 
 
    “You likely know more than I do about our opponents,” she said. “I believe they are some of the incarnates that you said Mezolak has been creating. The one I saw looked almost…” 
 
    She trailed off. Jack felt like he could sense what she might be struggling with. 
 
    “Mezolak is using the imprints left on Zedekiah’s Scepter to create each of them,” he said. “They’re all based on real people, living or dead, who’ve been struck by the weapon.” 
 
    “Including me,” Mira said, in a somewhat disconcerted-sounding tone.  
 
    Jack winced. “I probably should have mentioned that earlier.” 
 
    They made it to the rope line and immediately started up it, hand over hand. Mira was in the lead, and she dropped to a crouch as they made it up to the top of the caldera’s lip.  
 
    “They were over there,” she whispered, gesturing to a spot on the beach.  
 
    Jack didn’t see anyone where she was indicating, but he knew better than to assume that the incarnates weren’t capable of hiding.  
 
    “We’ll move in quietly,” he whispered. “See if we can catch them off guard.” 
 
    Katie and Ryoko gave their nods of approval. Mira looked tense, but she followed behind him as he started down the second rope line, along the exterior of the dormant volcano. 
 
    He dropped down to the sand, skipping the last fifteen feet. No sooner had he touched down did Mira’s incarnate emerge from the shadows, flanked by Volandar’s incarnate and two more that Jack did not recognize. 
 
    Jack summoned his Spectral Sword and dropped into a combat stance. Mira’s incarnate looked much like she had back when he’d first seen her, with matted, wild hair and an oversized, slackened jaw. Volandar, in the same right, was a twisted mask of the vampire that Jack had known, appearing as much ghoul as man. 
 
    The other two incarnates were unfamiliar. One was naked and covered with thick scales on every part of its body other than its neck and face, which were deformed in much the same way as the others. 
 
    The other was small, barely larger than a child, with skin the color of rust and a massively oversized tongue to go along with his ghoulish jaw. He swayed from side to side, shooting his tongue out in the manner of a chameleon to tap against spots on the sand. 
 
    “Careful,” said Jack. “The incarnates have the abilities of the people they were created from, except supercharged by latent magical essence in Zedekiah’s Scepter. This fight’s going to get hairy, fast.” 
 
    “How did they even get here?” hissed Katie. 
 
    “They came out of the ocean,” said Ryoko. “The one with the scales has some kind of water magic. Different than mine, but still powerful.” 
 
    Mira’s incarnate was apparently uninterested in long, drawn-out stare downs, as she hurled herself forward at Jack and his friends without waiting. Jack moved to intercept her, swinging his sword at neck level. He felt a surge of satisfaction when he moved faster than she could dodge and then a pang of disappointment as the incarnate cast Shadow Form. 
 
    His blade passed through her harmlessly, and he felt her slam a fist into his stomach as she rematerialized and attacked. It felt like being hit by the stone golem, except times ten and focused into a much smaller point. 
 
    He gasped for air and managed a counterattack. Mira’s incarnate dodged backward with the speed and style of a jumping cricket. Jack looked over at his friends, hoping that they were faring better than he was. 
 
    They’d each chosen one of the incarnates to fight individually, and it seemed as though there had been a certain amount of logic to their matchups. Ryoko was fighting Volandar’s incarnate, taking advantage of the fact that the Valerian vampire’s doppelganger relied mostly on brute strength, which she could counter with her powers. 
 
    Mira was doing battle with the scaled one, and still seemed to be in the process of gauging its abilities. It attacked with jets of water, directly out of its mouth, and the way Mira was dodging made Jack think that its saliva might be the real threat she was concerned about. 
 
    Katie was slowly circling the small, red incarnate, both crossbow and wand leveled at its head. Its size was deceptive, and it seemed content to take its time, rather than showing its full strength. Jack had an especially bad feeling about that one in particular. 
 
    Mira’s incarnate let out a screech and hurled herself forward at him. Jack countered with a quick series of slashes, not putting all that much energy into any of them. She dissolved into shadow to dodge, which he’d been expecting, and he did the same, casting Shadow Form and becoming incorporeal. 
 
    His goal, if the idea he’d hastily thought of could be called that, was to try to engage with Mira’s incarnate while they were both immersed in the darkness. He tracked her movements through the fluid, silhouetted manner of seeing that Shadow Form left him with and tried to slide his inky blackness against hers. 
 
    It felt weird. It felt really weird. As though he was squeezed against someone on the subway and more people just kept packing into the car until he started to be, well, inside them. The blackness that was Mira’s incarnate seemed to shudder as he tried to surround it, and as she reformed, he felt his own body automatically doing the same. 
 
    They were both on the sand, and he was lying across her. It would have been a victory, had the two of them been matched in strength. The incarnate was far more powerful than he was, and an instant later, Jack was scrambling to hold her back. She had her jaws open, and was making a valid attempt at chomping down on his face with teeth that looked like they belonged in a museum exhibit. 
 
    Mira’s incarnate closed her mouth into his shoulder, biting loose a chunk of flesh the size of an orange. Jack screamed through gritted teeth, and all at once, the encounter became real to him.  
 
    Mira, the actual Mira, was drenched in an oozing substance that slowed her movements and left her an easy target for the scaly incarnate. She was being pummeled, and blood was dripping from the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Ryoko was still putting up a fight against Volandar’s incarnate, but she couldn’t do anything against him. Her water magic was only an annoyance to him. Jack knew that she was theoretically capable of summoning storms that could wipe cities off the map, but it wasn’t something she could do on a whim without the proper time, concentration, and motivation. 
 
    Katie was on the ground, lying motionless underneath the small, red incarnate. It took Jack a couple of seconds to realize that its tongue was wrapped around her chest and neck. Her face had gone pale, both hands pulling at the monstrous appendage that was choking her, to no avail. 
 
    “No!” he shouted. He cast Shadow Form again. Mira’s incarnate used the same trick that he’d fallen victim to before, instantly pulling them both back to their physical bodies. 
 
    Jack cast Shadow Levitation and tried to use the extra mobility to slip upward and free from her. The incarnate let out a hissing snarl and seized him by the ankle. She rolled her arm, snapping his body down against the sand hard enough to make Jack wonder if vampires could suffer concussions.  
 
    She pinned him to the ground in a manner that seemed like a sick imitation of the way he and the real Mira sometimes wrestled during sex. Her teeth closed again, in a flash of movement, this time ripping through his bicep. He was being eaten alive while his friends died all around him. 
 
    Jack slammed his head forward, catching the edge of the incarnate’s mouth with the side of his forehead. One of the incarnate’s bloody teeth dug into his skin, and the movement probably hurt him more than it had hurt her. But it also served to free one of his arms. 
 
    Jack summoned his Spectral Sword. He wasn’t about to let his friends die in a fight against opponents that he had helped create. He used the sword’s extra, hanging tendril to pull one of the Mira incarnate’s arms to the side, and then swept it in a blurring arc at chest level. 
 
    The Mira incarnate vanished, dissolving into darkness the instant before the blade made contact. Jack tried to use the opportunity to gain some space for himself. He sucked in a quick breath as he rose to one knee, and more than just air entered his lungs. 
 
    Shadows enveloped him, covering his eyes, and filling his nose, mouth, and ears. He had never thought of using Shadow Form as an offensive tool before, and was caught completely off guard by how it affected him. 
 
    It was oblivion. It was an impossibly dark, silent night combined with the drowning sensation of needing to breathe and not being able to. It scared Jack like few things could anymore, and the creeping despair that came along with it was even worse. 
 
    He was going to die. Ryoko, Katie, and Mira would be next, and he wouldn’t even be around to stand with them, in the end. It was over. 
 
    The instant before he passed out, a dazzling flash of white tore across his vision, like a shooting star breaking through thick, dark clouds. Jack coughed and managed to take a breath. The veil over his eyes thinned slightly, enough for him to get a glimpse of what was going on. 
 
    Two of the incarnates, Volandar and the scaly one, were already dead. His friends were scattered across the ground all around him, injured or unconscious. And Xepher stood a short distance down the beach, surrounded in an aura of light so bright that it made the sun look mild. 
 
    The small, red incarnate charged at the old warlock. Xepher let out a series of blasts of white light that was reminiscent of a machine gun salvo. It was enough to slow the monster, but not stop it completely.  
 
    The Mira incarnate’s Shadow Form veil engulfed him again. Jack tried to scream, and only managed to waste his breath. He needed to help Xepher win the fight. He needed to help his friends. 
 
    He needed to sleep. The blackness became his world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    The terror still had a physical presence in his chest when he woke up. Jack jerked into a sitting position and swatted at nothing, breathing heavily and cold from his own sweat. He was alive. He was back in Xepher’s guest house. His wounds were bandaged, and his friends… 
 
    He scanned the other futons. Mira was lying in one of them, and he took a couple of seconds to verify that her chest was moving up and down in the familiar pattern of sleep before relaxing a little. 
 
    Jack stood up on shaky legs. He was only wearing his boxers, and it took him a minute to find his shorts and pull them on. He opened the guest house’s sliding door and stepped out into the afternoon sun. Had he been unconscious for that long? 
 
    Katie was nearby, sitting on the grass near the hot spring. She turned to look at him as she heard him approaching, but didn’t smile. She had on sweatpants, a t-shirt, and no shoes or socks. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie shrugged. “Still have a headache, along with some bruising around my neck. Fine, other than that.” 
 
    Jack only then noticed the dark, purple concentric lines overlapping around the base of her neck. Katie brought her fingers up to them and shuddered. He’d have to be careful about those the next time he fed off her. 
 
    “Where’s Ryoko?” asked Jack. 
 
    “She’s recovering in the ocean,” said Katie. “Volandar’s incarnate managed to hurt her pretty badly. She missed one of her water dodges and took a punch to the head, which stunned her for long enough for that fucking monster to do some real damage.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth. His face burned with annoyance and shame. He’d confidently led them all into a fight that they stood no chance of winning and then picked a tactic that only hampered their odds even more. Fighting the incarnates one on one had been playing into their hands. 
 
    “And Xepher?” asked Jack. “I passed out right after he showed up. I’m assuming he’s the reason why we managed to survive?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Katie. “But it wasn’t easy for him. Especially Mira’s incarnate. He must have spent twenty minutes straight trying to land one of his blasts on her. That bitch was the strongest of the bunch, by far.” 
 
    “But he managed to kill her?” asked Jack. 
 
    “He killed all of them, Jack,” said Katie. “Then he used a spell to levitate us back into the valley. I’ve never seen anything like it before. I mean that about both the incarnates, and him.” 
 
    Jack took a slow breath, feeling several injuries he hadn’t realized he’d sustained groaning in protest. 
 
    “Mezolak must know that we’re here now,” he said. “We’ll have to leave as soon as Xepher helps me break the loyalty oath. It’s too dangerous to stay here.” 
 
    Katie didn’t look at him. She had her hand over her mouth, and a chill ran through Jack as he realized that she hadn’t told him everything, yet. 
 
    “There’s something else,” she whispered. “Lestaron Island. It’s already been attacked.” 
 
    Jack blinked, feeling as though he’d misheard her even though she’d spoken slowly and clearly. 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    “The Sheriff called my cell phone, if you can believe it,” said Katie. “She was desperate to find you. Desperate to find any help that she could get. Mezolak and his incarnates have taken over the town. He’s waiting for you there.” 
 
    Jack slowly shook his head. His heart felt heavy and painful, and the feeling only intensified as it continued to beat in his chest. He swallowed, trying to get rid of the sharp lump that had taken up residence in his throat. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “We’ll head back as soon as Xepher lends me his aid. We can fix this.” 
 
    Katie blinked a couple of times, and looked at him with glistening eyes. 
 
    “Can we?” she whispered. “Because after how that fight went on the beach, I… I just don’t know.” 
 
    “We can, and we will,” said Jack. 
 
    “You said there were hundreds of those things,” said Katie. “Some of them might even be stronger than the ones we just faced.” 
 
    “Maybe we can convince Xepher to come with us?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie shook her head. “He’s recovering, too. He used up a massive amount of his essence in that last fight, Jack. He can’t help us.” 
 
    “Then we’ll do it ourselves!” he shouted. “Katie, I’m not letting that bastard destroy our home. Fuck him. I’m going to make him pay for everyone he’s hurt.” 
 
    “Jack…” whispered Katie. “It’s not that simple.” 
 
    “Isn’t it, though?” asked Jack. “It’s what I’ve always done. It’s why Mezolak wanted me as his tool in the first place. I’m good at fighting, Katie. I’m good at killing.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything to him. Jack felt a slow, throbbing headache, along with a lingering dizziness. He would need to feed soon, but it didn’t seem like the appropriate time to ask. He set a hand on Katie’s shoulder, and then headed off to look for Xepher. 
 
    He found him in the orchard, picking ripe apples and setting them into a basket. Xepher’s demeanor was the complete opposite of Katie’s. He had a small smile on his face and seemed completely unaffected, even though the hand he was holding the basket with was heavily wrapped in bandages. 
 
    “You’ve recovered,” said Xepher. “That is good.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Jack. “Those monsters were here because of me.” 
 
    “It matters little to me why they were here,” said Xepher. “The fact that they would attempt to desecrate my sanctum was enough to force my hand.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He waited, expecting the old man to say something more. Xepher was silent. 
 
    “I don’t have much time,” said Jack. “If you can still help me, sooner would be better than later. Mezolak, the demon that’s taken over my father’s body, has also attacked my home. I can’t just leave the people there to die, but I won’t stand a chance facing him as long as he has a hold over me.” 
 
    “I am sorry.” Xepher sighed, and his face finally grew serious. “The essence I expended in defending you and your friends was a large portion of my power. I cannot safely help you with the counter spell I’d had in mind. It will be several weeks before I am recovered enough for it.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “I can’t wait several weeks. Please, there must be something that you can do.” 
 
    “I am sorry,” said Xepher. 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth. He wanted to shout at the man. He wanted to punch one of the trees. He wanted to do anything to distract himself from picturing Sheriff Jessie, Mayor Stinson, and all of the rest of the innocent people back on the island being attacked and killed by Mezolak’s incarnates. 
 
    “No,” muttered Jack. “There’s a way. There has to be.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Xepher. “But if there is, it is one I have no knowledge of.” 
 
    Jack waited for a minute before turning and walking out of the orchard. He ran a hand through his hair, debating his next move. He could try heading back to Lestaron Island anyway, and making a desperate last stand. No, that was as stupid and foolhardy as it sounded. He’d only be giving himself over to Mezolak to use as a weapon again. 
 
    He could let Katie, Mira, and Ryoko go in his place, assuming they were all still able and willing to fight. He liked that idea even less. The idea of letting the women he loved throw themselves into a fight that belonged to him made him feel like a coward, even if it had a better chance of success. 
 
    He needed to think through the situation more carefully. It was something that he was self-aware enough to know that he wasn’t good at. But he didn’t have to do all of the thinking by himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Mira had woken up and was waiting outside the guest house with Ryoko, who’d come back into the valley after recovering in the ocean. They both pulled Jack into a hug as soon as they saw him. 
 
    “Mr. Masterson…” whispered Ryoko. “Jack. I was so worried.” 
 
    “We both were,” said Mira. “I should never have let you face my incarnate alone. The trick she pulled on you was one that I invented and subsequently forgot about. Using Shadow Form to suffocate enemies is not a pleasant sensation for either party involved.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” said Jack. “And I don’t think there is very much we could have done differently, given how short notice the fight was. Next time we’ll be prepared.” 
 
    He pulled back from the hug, looking at both Ryoko and Mira in turn. He could see the same doubt on their faces that he’d heard in Katie’s voice. He wanted to reassure them, but it wasn’t the time. He needed a plan that would help him inspire their resolve,and convince his companions that they could still win. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” said Jack. “I need to think alone for a while.” 
 
    Mira and Ryoko frowned a little, but they didn’t stop him as he continued into the guest house. He shut the door firmly behind him, found his grandfather’s staff, and sat down on one of the futons. 
 
    “Hey…” The staff tingled in his hands as he reached his awareness out, probing into it. “Are you still there?” 
 
    He felt a pulse of electric essence in response, and then the imprint of his grandfather sat on the floor across from him. The ethereal, blue form of the imprint was exactly as it had been last time, except slightly more washed out by the level of illumination in the room. 
 
    “I am,” said the ghost. “From the expression on your face, I take it that things have not gone to plan?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “We came so close. I’m here on Raptoran Island, in Xepher’s hidden valley. But there was an attack back on Lestaron Island and another one here. Xepher doesn’t have the energy to perform the counter spell, and I need to get home as soon as possible.” 
 
    Peter’s imprint nodded slowly. The expression on his face was profoundly sad, and it made Jack feel a mixture of emotions. 
 
    “There must be some other way,” said Jack. “Please. I need your help.” 
 
    “The safest course of action is to wait for Xepher to recover, as frustrating as I know it must be for you,” said the ghost. “Your life has value, Jack. You mustn’t throw it away in a misguided attempt to take on an enemy that currently has you outmatched.” 
 
    “If we can find some way to help Xepher cast the counter spell, he won’t have control over me,” said Jack. “We might stand a chance. Can you think of a way to make that happen?” 
 
    Peter’s imprint shook his ghostly head. “It is not possible. The loyalty oath which Mezolak uses to exercise his control over you has a manifestation within the Other Realms. A physical presence. A literal chain through which you are bound.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “But how is that relevant?” 
 
    The imprint looked slightly annoyed by Jack’s impatience. 
 
    “The counter spell to break this chain involves entering the Other Realms for a time,” said the ghost. “Xepher would have needed to open the portal for himself both ways, along with breaking the chain and enduring the Other Realms. It’s a feat which would have pushed his capabilities to the limit.” 
 
    Jack considered for a moment. 
 
    “Could I break my own chain?” he asked. “If Xepher still had enough strength to open both portals, could I go through and sever the manifestation of the spell in his place?” 
 
    “Doing so would mean your death,” said the ghost. “The Other Realms are more dangerous than any place on Earth. You aren’t strong enough to survive there, and even if you were, I strongly doubt that Xepher would agree to it.” 
 
    “Even if it was the only way to keep me from becoming Mezolak’s tool again?” asked Jack. 
 
    Peter’s imprint didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Could you convince him?” asked Jack. “He might be more willing to listen to the advice of his old friend, er, old friend’s imprint.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said the ghost. “But I’m not going to. It would mean your death. The better option here is to have patience, wait for Xepher to recover, and try again at that time.” 
 
    Jack felt a sudden, sharp anger that was too strong to be solely limited to the current situation. 
 
    “You’re trying to protect me,” said Jack. “And just like last time, it’s going to backfire.” 
 
    “Jack—” said the ghost. 
 
    “It feels so strange talking to you,” he said. “Primarily because it feels like I’m talking to you for the first time. I never knew you in life, grandfather. And that was your choice.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” said the ghost. 
 
    “Not only did I never know you,” he continued, “I never knew anything about the supernatural. You wanted to protect me, and so you sent me away. Now, I take responsibility for my situation, but if you had bothered to teach me or tell me a single fucking thing back then, or had even just kept me around…” 
 
    He swallowed, feeling his anger fading into a cold emptiness. 
 
    “It hurt,” said Jack. “I don’t blame you for Mira turning me into a vampire. She had her own reasons, and even if I’d been prepared, she might have still found a way. But the fact is that I was completely ignorant to it as a possibility because of your misguided attempt to keep me safe. I’m not going to sit back and let that happen to me again.” 
 
    A long, weighty silence fell on the air in the wake of his words. Peter’s ghostly imprint had a profoundly sad look on his face. 
 
    “Perhaps you’re right,” said the ghost. “I will talk to Xepher. There may be a way for him to help you move through the Other Realms more safely. It will still be a very dangerous task that you’re taking on.” 
 
    Jack smiled a little. 
 
    “I’m all grown up now, Gramps,” he said. “I’ll be okay. I’ll make you proud.” 
 
    “You already have,” said the ghost. “You’ve made me beyond proud.” 
 
    Jack blinked several times, ignoring the odd, wet sensation he felt sneaking across his eyes. There wasn’t much more to be said, and as he let his focus slip away from reaching into the staff, his grandfather’s imprint faded. 
 
    He headed for the orchard, carrying the staff with him. Xepher was still there, though he was sitting with his back against one of the tree trunks now instead of actively picking fruit. 
 
    “We have to try the spell anyway,” said Jack. “I understand how it works. I’ll enter the Other Realms and destroy the chain in your place.” 
 
    Xepher’s eyes narrowed slightly. 
 
    “How do you know the specifics?” asked Xepher. “I never mentioned the details of the counter spell to you.” 
 
    “The same way that I know it’s what my grandfather would have wanted,” said Jack. 
 
    He carried the staff over to the old man and placed it into his hands. Xepher stiffened slightly as he held it, blinking several times in quick succession. 
 
    “You crazy old bastard…” muttered Xepher. “You’re sending him to his doom.” 
 
    It was an odd feeling watching Xepher talk to his grandfather’s imprint, primarily because he could only see and hear one side of the conversation. The image of an old man in an orchard muttering quietly to himself wasn’t a strange one on its own, but there was an intensity to Xepher that made him feel like he was eavesdropping by being so nearby. 
 
    “You might be killing him, you know,” muttered Xepher. 
 
    Jack took a couple of steps away. He heard Xepher let out a low chuckle, which slowly built to a hearty laugh. 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Xepher. “Fair enough. I’d thought you’d forgotten about that favor.” 
 
    Xepher’s voice grew quieter, and after a couple of minutes, he nodded his head and stood up. 
 
    “I will open the portal for you,” said Xepher. “But I cannot lie. If you attempt this journey into the Other Realms on your own, you will die.” 
 
    “He won’t be alone.” 
 
    Katie’s voice cut into the conversation as she, Mira, and Ryoko weaved through the orchard’s trees. Jack furrowed his brow, unsure of how he felt about her declaration. Risking his own life was different from risking the lives of his beloved companions. 
 
    “Katie…” he said. 
 
    “Jack,” snapped Katie. “Were you seriously about to do something this fucking stupid without talking to us first?” 
 
    He let out a small laugh and shrugged. “I knew that if I told you three what I was doing, you’d take it as an invitation to invite yourselves along.” 
 
    “For good reason,” said Mira. “Did you not just hear what Xepher said? If you try this alone, you will die.” 
 
    “It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” he said. “This is going to be dangerous. I have to accept the possibility that it might fail, and doing that means doing whatever I can to keep the people I love safe.” 
 
    “Quit being like that,” said Ryoko. “Do you think we don’t love you? Have you considered that maybe we want to help keep you safe?” 
 
    She slid in close to him and kissed him on the lips. Jack scowled and shook his head a little. He knew that there’d be no stopping them now, regardless of what he said or did. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “But we’ll need to take precautions.” 
 
    “Starting with the most obvious one,” said Katie. “After the fight with the incarnates last night, you aren’t at full strength. You’ll need to feed again before heading through the portal.” 
 
    “As will I, of course,” said Mira. “That’s not too much of a burden for you is it, dearest Katherine?” 
 
    Katie rolled her eyes. “No, of course not. How could I have forgotten about you, dearest Mira?” 
 
    Xepher cleared his throat. 
 
    “I will be waiting inside the temple,” he said. “Join me there once you are ready.” 
 
    He walked out of the orchard, carrying Peter’s staff along with him. Jack looked over at Katie, who was waiting with a somewhat anxious expression on her face. 
 
    “Do you want to head into the guest house to do this?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s fine,” she said. “I’ve already taken the potion. Mira, you can go first. It’s less weird that way.” 
 
    Mira shrugged. “I have no objection to that.” 
 
    Katie fidgeted a little, pulling her ponytail to the side to give Mira access to her neck. Jack could see the obvious nervous tension in her face. Mira approached from the side, eyes glittering with anticipation. She breathed out as her mouth neared Katie’s neck, and Katie let out a tiny, expectant shudder. 
 
    “I’ll be quick,” whispered Mira. 
 
    And she was, though Jack could tell from the intensity of the embrace she pulled Katie into that Mira was drinking deep. It took an obvious toll on Katie, but it was the smart thing to do. Jack and Mira would both need to be at full strength to stand a fighting chance against whatever surprises awaited them in the Other Realms. 
 
    Mira released Katie after several seconds of heavy feeding. Katie wavered on her legs, and Jack was there in an instant, sliding one of his arms under her shoulder to help hold her up. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    Katie exhaled and nodded, forcing composure back onto her face. She shot a weak glare in Mira’s direction, who held up her hands defensively. 
 
    “I did my best to honor your request,” said Mira. “I’m not sure how I could have been any more straightforward about it.” 
 
    “I know, it’s just…” Katie shook her head. “My body’s reaction is… a little confusing for me.” 
 
    She blushed, and Jack felt awful for having to suppress a smile. 
 
    “Can you handle one more bite?” asked Jack. 
 
    “It’s not like I have much choice,” said Katie. “Do it quickly so we can get on with this.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He was still partially supporting her, and shifting her body so he could have access to her neck felt a little like lowering her into a ballroom dancing dip. Katie’s cheek nuzzled against his as he found his preferred place with his lips. 
 
    He kissed her neck and sank his fangs deep. For a split second, he felt like he could taste Mira’s mouth from where her lips had been. Then, it was just bliss. The awesome, sweet and sour taste of Katie’s sublime, refined blood. He took fast, deep sips, just as Mira had. 
 
    He wanted to take her. Katie’s body felt so soft and open to him, in that moment. He wanted to take her, throw her down on one of the guest house futons, and fuck the day away. 
 
    He got a hold of himself, realizing that he’d basically topped out on her blood. Katie all but collapsed as his mouth released its seal. 
 
    “Katie!” he said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Mmmm…” moaned Katie. “I’m… fine. Just a little tired.” 
 
    “I hate to say it, but both of us feeding off her may have been too much for her,” said Mira. “It might be best if she stays behind.” 
 
    Jack expected Katie to object instantly, but she only let out an exhausted sigh. He lifted her in his arms and kissed her softly on the lips. 
 
    “Thank you, Katie,” he whispered. “We’ll be back soon, okay?” 
 
    She mumbled something with only a vague resemblance to real words. Jack carried her back into the guest house and set her down on one of the futons, covering her with a sheet in case she got cold. Ryoko and Mira were both waiting for him outside. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Let’s go meet up with Xepher.” 
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     The wind chimes outside the temple sounded out a soft, lilting melody as Jack, Ryoko, and Mira made their way inside. It wasn’t large and was basically composed of a single, dim room with a floor made from polished brick cut from the island’s black volcanic rock. 
 
    Xepher had already drawn a magical circle on the floor, and it was nearly identical in appearance to the summoning circle Jack had once used to commune with Adana, the demoness who’d first alerted him to Mezolak’s existence. Xepher was standing behind a shoulder-high altar, with a contemplative and somewhat hesitant expression on his face. 
 
    “You will need to be prepared,” said the old man. “The Other Realms are not a place that shows kindness to humans.” 
 
    “I know,” said Jack. “And we are. We’ll be careful.” 
 
    Xepher glanced at each of them in turn. If he agreed with Jack’s sentiment, he didn’t let it show. 
 
    “Some simple guidelines to follow, once you’re through,” said Xepher. “Don’t talk to any demons, or touch them, or make eye contact with them.” 
 
    “That’s simple enough,” said Jack. 
 
    “Move fast, but don’t rush, and don’t run,” said Xepher. “Whatever you do, you must not appear as though you’re being chased. Even if you are. Once you’re on the other side, you’ll have to follow your chain to where Mezolak has grounded it. Only there can it be broken.” 
 
    Jack nodded, looking over at Ryoko and Mira. Neither of them looked overly thrilled at what awaited them, but he could still see the strength in their eyes. 
 
    “Finally,” said Xepher. “Beware of the lightning. And don’t attack any of the native life unless in true self-defense.” 
 
    “How do you know all of this?” asked Jack. “Katie once told me that nobody had ever been to the Other Realms and returned.” 
 
    Xepher’s lips turned up in a tiny, wry smile. 
 
    “Young man,” he said. “I am nobody. Now step back. I will open the portal on this side. Once you’re through it, I will have to close it. When you’ve accomplished your goal and are ready to return, shout my name, and I shall open another portal to bring you back through.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Jack moved to stand with his companions, and they watched with quiet curiosity as Xepher knelt down at the edge of the magical circle. He pressed both of his hands down against it, taking slow, steady breaths. He had Peter’s staff under one hand, and Jack could tell that he was drawing power from it to pull the spell off. 
 
    The ground underneath them began to shake. The wind chimes no longer sounded peaceful but hectic, like the voices of a choir attempting to continue singing through a catastrophe. Xepher was sweating, and the strain was obvious on his face. 
 
    He let out a small grunt of exertion, and light exploded in the center of the room. Jack had to look away from the intensity of it. When he turned his head back, a glowing, circular portal stood in the center of the temple. 
 
    It looked more like a mirror than he’d been expecting it to. A mirror which reflected a strange, alien reality. Jack took a slow step forward and then a faster one as he drew close enough to hear Xepher’s labored breathing. 
 
    “Go!” shouted Xepher. “Hurry!” 
 
    Jack took Ryoko in one hand and Mira in the other, and then he rushed forward, stepping through the portal. The sensation of passing through it tingled a little, and it was several degrees hotter on the other side, which made it feel like they’d stepped out of an air-conditioned building and into a place that was totally incomprehensible. 
 
    The portal closed behind them. Jack slowly stood up, his feet digging into a thin layer of white ash that coated the ground. They were standing in the middle of a dark wasteland, alone and exposed. 
 
    In the distance, he could see strange, massive spires, most of which seemed to span the entire distance from ground to sky, as though they went up above the clouds. His initial reaction to them was to assume that they were towers, but they had no discernible entrances or windows. He considered that they might be trees, but they were also too knobby and grotesque to look like anything natural. 
 
    The dominant feature of the crimson sky overhead was similar to a solar eclipse, except both darker and brighter at the same time. It was the type of eclipse that ancient civilizations kept records about. The type of eclipse that was worth fearing as a bad omen. 
 
    Ryoko and Mira drew in a little closer to Jack as they took their own surveys of the harsh environment they’d been dropped into. Ash was falling from the sky like dirty snow, but there was more in the air than just that.  
 
    Every dozen or so feet hung a tiny, glowing purple sphere, no larger than a firefly but with a brighter pulse. Most of the purple spheres hovered in the air, but Jack watched one of them veering closer to the ground. 
 
    The instant it made contact, purple lightning flashed into existence, striking the spot where it had touched down with vicious accuracy. Jack had to blink a few times to clear his vision of the afterimage. He glanced over at Ryoko and Mira only to find that they were both looking at him. Or to be more precise, his ankle. 
 
    “Huh,” muttered Jack, as he bent down to examine the chain. It was a dull white in color and not obviously supernatural. It closed tight enough around the bottom of his leg to be impossible for him to just slip out of, and it led toward a small cluster of spires in the distance. 
 
    “I don’t like this place,” whispered Ryoko. 
 
    “It would be a little weird if you did,” said Jack. 
 
    “We should get this over with,” said Mira. “I do not think Xepher understated the danger. The sooner we can return, the better.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He took a breath and coughed as he accidentally inhaled a flake of ash. 
 
    “Stay close,” he said. “And remember what Xepher said. We’ll move fast, but we won’t rush.” 
 
    They started walking at a brisk pace, staying close enough to each other to occasionally brush shoulders. The chain around Jack’s ankle didn’t get in the way, and in fact, it seemed to reel in as they followed it at a rate even with their speed. 
 
    The red, ominous sky wasn’t empty. Black, humanoid figures streaked through it, flying with relaxed posture. Jack knew without needing to be told that they were demons, the same as Adana and Mezolak. He considered it a small miracle that they still managed to go unnoticed on the ground. 
 
    “Why are they flying like that?” whispered Ryoko. She pointed her finger up at one of the demons that was taking a swirling, complicated route through the sky. It looked more like the flourishes of a plane at an air show than a reasonable path. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Jack. “It’s probably better if we…” 
 
    He trailed off as he glanced over at Ryoko. One of the glowing purple spheres was right above her head, and falling downward. He tried to reach out and push her away from it, but he was too late. 
 
    The instant the purple sphere made contact with her hair, it released a jolt of arcing, purple lightning that stretched upward into the sky. Ryoko screamed and seized. She stayed upright, and something bizarre began to happen. 
 
    She started to split into two, or at least, that was how Jack first interpreted it. A hazy, translucent outline was being pulled upward out of her body, dragged by the flickering afterimage of the purple lightning. It looked like nothing so much as her soul being ripped from her body. 
 
    “Ryoko!” shouted Jack. He grabbed her by the wrist and tried to pull her away. It only served to exacerbate the process, giving her soul essence that much more room to escape. 
 
    Mira was at his side, in an instant, and after a moment of hesitation, she tried to grab the translucent outline of Ryoko’s essence instead. Her hands went right through it. Mira bit her lower lip and then cast a spell. 
 
    Jack realized what she was doing an instant before it happened. Mira used a Spectral Hand tendril to attempt what she’d just been trying with her hands. Unlike her physical body, the tendril let her make contact with Ryoko’s outline, and she rather unceremoniously began stuffing it downward, back into Ryoko’s body. 
 
    Ryoko let out a gasp as the last visible portion of the outline was stuffed back into her. She fell to her knees, and Jack was immediately there, holding her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. “Jesus Christ. What the fuck was that?” 
 
    “I’m… okay,” whispered Ryoko. She shuddered and hugged her arms across herself. “That was really scary. It felt like… I don’t think I can even explain it.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Jack. “As long as you’re okay, that’s all that really matters.” 
 
    “Jack,” said Mira, in a concerned voice. “We need to keep moving.” 
 
    She caught his eye and gestured upward. Descending toward them with a slow but steady pace was a glowing cloud of purple spheres. 
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    Ryoko was still shaken up, but Jack knew that they needed to move. He helped her to her feet, keeping one arm around her for support as they started forward. The purple spheres were falling around them at random, and they had to walk in a meandering path that was similar to the way he’d seen the demons flying earlier. 
 
    It was a small blessing that the spheres fell at a slow enough rate for them to plan their route well in advance. Jack figured out, after a few minutes, that it was far easier for them to stay safe if they moved as individuals, rather than a group. As much as he hated leaving Ryoko on her own after what she’d been through, it was too difficult for them to maneuver through the maze of purple spheres as a unit. 
 
    They still stayed close to each other, no more than twenty feet apart. Jack’s focus was torn between watching Ryoko and Mira and keeping himself safe. They made slow progress, and it wasn’t until at least an hour later that the cloud of spheres dissipated enough for them to relax. 
 
    “I really don’t like this place,” whispered Ryoko. 
 
    “I think we’re almost there,” said Jack. “At least now we’ll be able to travel a little more safely.” 
 
    Five minutes later, he swore under his breath for having jinxed them. A large group of demons was flying across the horizon in formation, and it shifted direction in a way that telegraphed to Jack that they’d been spotted. 
 
    “Do you have a plan for how to handle demons, my sweet Jack?” asked Mira. 
 
    “Stick to the advice Xepher gave us,” he said. “Don’t say anything to them. Don’t touch them. And don’t panic.” 
 
    The demon flock flew directly over them. Jack thought they were out of the woods as it started passing them by, until one of the demons broke off from the flock and descended to hover almost directly in front of them. 
 
    It was a male demon, naked in the same way they all were, with onyx skin and a complicated pattern of turquoise lines running over his body. He tilted his head from side to side as he watched them, reminding Jack slightly of an owl. 
 
    “Human?” asked the demon. “Do you speak English?” 
 
    Jack made sure to give no indication of having heard or understood the demon. He swerved to walk around it, keeping himself between it and the girls. 
 
    “Hablas espanol?” asked the demon. “Nǐ huì shuō pǔtōnghuà ma?” 
 
    Jack kept walking, keeping Mira and Ryoko in front of him. The demon leapt back up in the air and descended to land directly in front of them. 
 
    “I know you can hear me,” said the demon. “Tell me. Where does this chain lead, mortal? To whom do you belong?” 
 
    The demon reached a finger down and placed it against the chain. 
 
    The instant it made contact, the tone of the encounter shifted on a dime. The demon blinked its red eyes several times and took a cautious step back. 
 
    “You are unlucky, mortal,” said the demon. 
 
    It launched itself back into flight, speeding up to rejoin the rest of its flock. Jack let out an audible sigh of relief. 
 
    “We should keep moving,” he said. “As fast as we can without looking panicked.” 
 
    “Are we panicked?” asked Mira. 
 
    “Of course not,” said Jack. “I’ve got this all under control.” 
 
    He squeezed Mira and Ryoko’s hands, hoping he sounded more confident than he felt. They continued forward at a brisk pace, and Jack appreciated the fact that if nothing else, they at least knew where they were going. 
 
    It felt like they’d been traveling for hours when they finally began to approach the spires on the horizon that the chain was attached to. Jack struggled to keep their cautious pace, feeling tempted to just sprint the last stretch and find where the chain was anchored to. 
 
    “We should stop and rest,” said Ryoko. “We don’t know what we might find ahead of us.” 
 
    She had a good point, even though he could only grudgingly admit it. 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “Five minutes should be enough time to catch our breath, right.” 
 
    Mira and Ryoko nodded. In truth, resting for any longer than that seemed like it would have been an ordeal, given the hellish nature of their surroundings. 
 
    Jack rolled out one of his shoulders and stretched his neck. A small rock had gotten into his shoe at some point, and as he reached down to clear it out, he saw the ash lining the ground shift in an odd, unnatural manner. 
 
    “Huh,” he said. “We should be careful here. It almost looks like…” 
 
    He trailed off as he glanced back at his companions. Mira had frozen in place, her expression locked into a disgusted scowl. A glistening black snake longer than Jack was tall had begun to wind its way up Mira’s ankle and along her calf. 
 
    “Jack,” said Mira through pursed lips. “How should we handle this?” 
 
    “I can use my water magic to blast it off, sir,” said Ryoko. “That might work?” 
 
    “No, it’s too late for that,” said Jack. He scowled and chewed his lip. “It’s already wrapped around her leg. The only way to get it off her would be to cut it off.” 
 
    “So make with the Spectral Sword, then,” hissed Mira. “It’s not a pleasant sensation to have this thing against my skin.” 
 
    “Xepher explicitly warned us to only fight in self-defense,” said Jack. “I’m not sure the situation calls for violence, just yet. Try using Shadow Form to slip loose.” 
 
    “It’s too bright out, even with the eclipse,” she replied. 
 
    The snake reached Mira’s upper thigh, and she flinched visibly as it momentarily poked its head under her cutoffs. It continued upward instead of pushing further in, wrapping itself around Mira’s waist, and then gliding across her cleavage. 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” said Mira. “If I survive this, I shall take a shower that lasts for an entire day.” 
 
    “Don’t move,” said Jack. “There’s still a chance that it might just decide to—” 
 
    The glistening snake began to wrap around Mira’s neck. Jack wasn’t comfortable with seeing what its intentions were. He reached his hand to the side and summoned his Spectral Sword. With a single, precise slash, he severed the disgusting creature in two, spewing greasy black blood across Mira’s shoulders and chest. 
 
    “Ew!” she cried. “Ryoko, do you mind?” 
 
    “Of course.” Ryoko extended a hand and swept a curtain of water across Mira, which cleaned her off, though also left her soaking wet. Jack was about to comment on the translucent nature of the top she was wearing when an eerie hiss came from the ash surrounding them. 
 
    A hundred snakes or more slithered forth from the ground, slowly making their way toward Jack and his companions. He whirled, preparing to slash the ground in a tilling motion. Before he could, the snakes shifted direction, pulling together into a single, writing unit. 
 
    “What are they doing?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    “I have no idea,” said Jack. 
 
    The snakes began to spin, and with their motions came a swirling, unnatural wind. Jack reached his arms outward and pressed backward, slowly moving his group out of what he assumed was effective attack range. 
 
    The wind carried the creatures into the air, forming into a grotesque, nightmarish tornado of slimy black snakes. It slowly began moving in the direction of Jack and the others. He brandished his sword at it, raising it into defensive posture just as one of the snakes was flung loose from the mass, heading directly for them like a thrown spear. 
 
    Jack whipped his sword into a side slash, severing it in half without much difficulty. Two more snakes came at them in quick succession. Jack sliced through one of them, while Ryoko blasted the other away with a gout of focused water. 
 
    The snakes began to fly at them, faster and faster, until Jack was slashing nonstop, and Ryoko and Mira were supporting him as much as they could with their own magic. He could see the tornado scooping up reinforcements from the ash as more snakes slithered over to join its swirling bulk. 
 
    Ryoko let her guard down for an instant, and three snakes struck her in quick succession. They began binding her arms and legs, and she let out a terrified scream. 
 
    “Damn it!” cried Jack.  
 
    He swatted another snake to the side with his sword and moved into position to help. Mira let out a muffled cry from his left, and Jack turned in time to see her with a snake pinching tight around her neck. 
 
    He needed to do something, and he wasn’t sure what. He took a closer look at the swirling tornado, noticing for the first time that there appeared to be a shrouded core at its center. It would be impossible to get into range charging at it head on, but he had an idea. A desperate, stupid, but potentially workable idea. 
 
    Jack cast Shadow Levitation and rose into the air as quickly as he could. A few snakes flew loose from the tornado, but they lacked the momentum to reach him as he gained altitude. He lifted himself above the swirling mass of monsters, positioned himself over the center, and then dove downward. 
 
    As he’d suspected, there was an obvious, visible core. It looked like a ball of yarn, similar to the way that snakes mated in the mortal world. In order to reach it, Jack had to drop through the living tornado’s interior. Snakes shot out toward him as he passed by, trying to wrap around his arms and legs and bind him in place. 
 
    His sword prevented that. Jack used his levitation to swirl himself in a complicated, somewhat nauseating pattern, slashing at anything and everything that drew too near. He drove the point of his weapon downward as he reached the tornado’s core, first stabbing, and then hacking relentlessly. 
 
    The snakes fell from the air, raining down on his head and shoulders. He just kept swinging his sword, not allowing any of them to find purchase on his body. Eventually, they began to retreat, slithering off Jack and away through the ash. He curled his lower lip and continued to brush his body off, feeling much the same way he did when a disgusting bug managed to sneak into his hair or shirt. 
 
    Mira and Ryoko were recovering on the ground nearby, shaken but unharmed overall. He helped them to their feet, scanning the surrounding area to make sure they were well and truly out of trouble. 
 
    “A tornado made of snakes,” he said. “I think that’s enough to cross this one off our future vacation destination list.” 
 
    He smiled at them. Mira rolled her eyes, and Ryoko just sighed. 
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    The size of the spire they were heading toward became readily apparent as they drew closer. Jack felt tiny, insignificant, and more than a little vulnerable as he stared up at the nearest one. It was as wide across as five city blocks,and extended upward further than his eyes could follow. 
 
    The chain around his ankle was connected to it at the base, hanging from a ring embedded in the strange, pulsating material the spire was composed of. Jack slowed to a stop as they drew near it, noticing that there were around a dozen other rings, with chains leading off in all directions. He reached his hand out to the side and summoned his Spectral Sword. 
 
    “This is it,” he said. “Finally!” 
 
    The relief was almost overwhelming, as was the emotional rebound when a new figure dropped down from the sky, directly between him and his long-sought goal. It was a demoness with a gorgeous body, like a glamour model who’d been covered in the darkest ink and then painted with surreal red fractals. It was someone Jack recognized. 
 
    “My, my, my,” said Adana. “So close, mortal. And yet, so far.” 
 
    Mira reacted first, launching forward from Jack’s side with several Spectral Hand tendrils ready at her command. Adana simply snapped her fingers. Circular confinement cages with bars that were literally on fire burst into existence around Mira and Ryoko.  
 
    Jack watched Mira attempting Shadow Form to escape and Ryoko trying to dissolve into water to do the same. It didn’t work in either case. The cages must have somehow been blocking their abilities. 
 
    “Adana,” said Jack, through gritted teeth. “Get the fuck out of my way.” 
 
    Adana just smiled at him. Her eyes swirled with red, different from a vampire’s, or anything else Jack had seen, and her long black hair moved incessantly, as though she was in a swirling current underwater. She was completely naked and her body had all the best kinds of curves, but her black skin and crimson accents made her almost look too strange to be sexy. Almost. 
 
    “I did not come here to fight,” purred Adana. “I came to talk. To offer you a deal.” 
 
    Jack still had his sword in his hand, and it took all the effort he had to lower its tip. 
 
    “I’ll give you one chance,” said Jack. “Get out of my way.” 
 
    Adana’s smile broadened. “You cannot hurt me, mortal. But that’s besides the point. I find you to be a fascinating specimen. So much more than I knew when I reunited you with my brother.” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow at that. There was scorn in her voice, and it wasn’t aimed at him. 
 
    “Experiencing a little bit of sibling friction with Mezolak?” he asked. “In that case, maybe we should talk.” 
 
    “Maybe we should do more than just talk.” 
 
    Adana was against him in an instant. For all the weirdness of her body, it still felt incredibly soft and pleasant to be in direct contact with. She was hotter in temperature than a normal human and her skin seemed to hum, like a massager set on extremely low setting. 
 
    She kissed him, and the pleasure of her lips against his was like experiencing a nuclear bomb of pleasure. Jack knew then that he’d made a mistake. And in a few seconds, he’d be plunging a second mistake into her, over and over again, as hard as he could. 
 
    “I can help you, mortal,” she whispered, in a voice sweeter than any angel’s. “Make a deal with me. I’ll free you from your loyalty oath to Mezolak and give you your life back.” 
 
    Her hand was down his pants, and the grip she had on him didn’t feel like it should have been possible with just a palm and some fingers. It was hot and wet, swirling and sucking. A vortex of pleasure designed to get him off as fast as possible. 
 
    “Make a deal… with you?” muttered Jack. 
 
    “Yes.” Adana grinned. “It’s so simple. I’ll make you feel… so very good.” 
 
    She leaned forward to kiss him again. Jack ran his thumb across her lips, kissed her cheek once, and then sank his fangs into her neck with all the force he could muster. 
 
    Adana let out a soundless scream as he penetrated her with his teeth. Her blood tasted unpleasant, like sweetened gasoline, but it made his body hum with a strange, dark power. Of course, it wasn’t her blood that he cared about. 
 
    He only took a few sips off her before pulling back. Adana fell to her knees and covered her chest, looking far more vulnerable than a demon should have been able to. 
 
    “Stand up,” said Jack. 
 
    Adana blinked, and then stood up. 
 
    “You—you just—” She shook her head, her mouth hanging open with obvious horror. “You enthralled me? How can this be?” 
 
    “That was going to be my next question,” said Jack. “You’d think that an ancient, supernatural demon would have some kind of defense against such a straightforward mode of attack. Then again, I’m guessing you don’t encounter many vampires in this place.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” said Adana. She brought a hand up to her neck and rubbed at the spot he’d bitten. “And… I don’t even mind it. The sensation of your fangs is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. How queer.” 
 
    “Release my friends,” said Jack.  
 
    Adana waved a hand and the burning cages disappeared. Jack hurried over to Ryoko and Mira, who were still watching Adana carefully. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “I enthralled her.” 
 
    “You… what?” Mira’s lips turned up into a slow smile. “My sweet Jack. You’ve come such a long way. Well done!” 
 
    “I guess if it was the only way,” said Ryoko. “I’m not sure I like the idea of you doing that frequently, sir.” 
 
    “Trust me, I have no intention of making a habit of it,” he said. “But having a demon at my beck and call might come in handy if I’m going up against another demon.” 
 
    He walked past Adana, summoning his Spectral Sword, and found the point where his chain was connected to the pillar. He didn’t hesitate, immediately slicing downward into the link at the origin. It let out a satisfying shriek of metal as his sword snapped through it, and instantly, Jack felt a psychic pressure that he’d long since gotten used to fading completely. 
 
    “I’m free…” He blinked, almost unable to believe it. Mira and Ryoko came to his side, both of them pulling him into a tight hug. 
 
    “Now,” said Mira. “Let us not spend a minute longer here than need be. Call out to Xepher, so we can be rid of this place.” 
 
    “Hold on.” Jack had a sudden, intriguing thought. “Adana. Do all of these chains lead to people who have been forced to serve Mezolak?” 
 
    “…Yes,” said Adana, with a sigh. “Some of them are ancient, and those the chains led to have long since passed on.” 
 
    “Is there one here that… leads to my father?” he asked. 
 
    Adana shook her head. “There was, for a time. But Mezolak fully controls his body now. Such methods are unnecessary.” 
 
    Jack scowled, unable to keep the disappointment from showing on his face. He had another idea, however, and it seemed reasonable enough. 
 
    “What about a woman named Reese?” asked Jack. “Can you find her chain?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Adana. “Allow me to attempt this for you, mortal.” 
 
    “Reese?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    “She was my partner for a short while,” said Jack. “She was also forced to swear loyalty to Mezolak. I’m not sure how much of her choices have been because of it, but if we can free her, we’ll have at least one more small advantage in the coming battle.” 
 
    He smiled. Despite how she’d betrayed him, he still felt a fair amount of fondness for her. 
 
    “Here,” said Adana, pointing to a tan-colored chain several over from where Jack’s had been attached. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate, severing the first link with a single slash of his sword. A plan was coming together in his mind. He wouldn’t play into Mezolak’s hands, this time. He had a chance to do more than just save Lestaron Island. 
 
    “Adana,” he said. “How much can you affect the mortal world?” 
 
    The demoness sighed, managing to look pleasant and annoyed at the same time. 
 
    “Very little,” she said. “Now that you’ve enthralled me, I can manifest to offer you my wisdom, or… other things, if you so choose.” 
 
    She winked at him. Jack remembered the sensation of her hand from earlier, and couldn’t help but be a little curious. It felt wrong to take advantage of a thrall, under normal circumstances, but she was literally an evil demoness. He shook the thought from his mind, at least for the time being. 
 
    “Mezolak is a demon possessing a mortal body,” said Jack. “If I got close to him, is there anything you could do through me to affect him?” 
 
    “I know what you’re asking, mortal,” said Adana. “You wish to know if there’s another way to free your father from his grasp.” 
 
    “Is there?” asked Jack. 
 
    Adana shrugged. “I can promise nothing. If you were to physically touch Mezolak, perhaps I could manifest through you to attempt to wrench him from the body he currently inhabits. There is no guarantee that it would work, however.” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly. He tried to keep his hope from running too far ahead of his expectations. 
 
    “Worth trying,” he said. “Alright, let’s get out of here. Xepher?” 
 
    He waited for a few seconds with Mira and Ryoko. Nothing happened, and the moment stretched on for long enough to make him start to worry. 
 
    And then the portal opened. 
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    Jack, Mira, and Ryoko stepped through the circular gateway, emerging back in the temple, safe and sound. Katie was waiting for them, looking markedly less exhausted than she had when they’d left. 
 
    “Did it work?” she asked. “Did you break his hold on you?” 
 
    Jack grinned at her. “Yeah.” 
 
    She pulled him into a fierce hug, squeezing so tightly that he could feel the pressure on his ribs. Jack let out a genuine, hearty laugh as Mira and Ryoko joined in the embrace.  
 
    “This isn’t the end yet,” said Jack. “We still have to save Lestaron Island. And I have a plan to do it. Sort of.” 
 
    “Such confidence,” said Mira in a dry tone. 
 
    “At the very least, we stand more of a chance now than we did before,” said Jack. “It’s still going to be dangerous. I won’t ask any of you to come with me.” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask us,” said Katie. “You already know what our answers would be, you dolt.” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly, though he still felt a little anxious at the thought of exposing them to more danger. Xepher stood apart from his group, and he frowned slightly as he met Jack’s eye. 
 
    “I’m afraid I know what you’re about to ask, and I must decline,” said Xepher. “Opening these portals for you has exhausted what little energy I have left. I cannot assist you any further.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Jack. “The only thing we need is to head through your basement, back to our boat.” 
 
    “That much, I can provide,” said Xepher. 
 
    Jack took a slow breath as he looked at his companions. The situation was still serious, and the small victory he’d already won over Mezolak seemed like a minor thing as he considered how many people on Lestaron Island might already be dying or dead. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” said Jack. “I freed Reese from Mezolak’s hold over her. She might be able to help us, but he’s going to figure out that he can’t control her sooner rather than later. We need to get back to Lestaron Island as quickly as we can.” 
 
    “I can help with that,” said Ryoko. “It shouldn’t take any longer than it did for us to get out here, sir.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Good. Unless anyone has an objection, I think we should leave immediately.” 
 
    None of them did. Jack walked alongside Xepher as they headed out of the temple and toward the lift that had taken them up from the basement. It was early evening, and the setting sun seemed to mark the end of their time in the reclusive warlock’s hidden valley. 
 
    "Any advice?” asked Jack. “I get the sense that you might have some insight on how to approach this situation the best.” 
 
    Xepher gave him a sad smile and let out a tired sigh. 
 
    “Jack,” he said. “The only piece of advice I can give you is to expect this to end badly.” 
 
    “I don’t think it necessarily has to end badly,” said Jack. “We have the element of surprise on our side.” 
 
    “You must be ready,” said Xepher. “Your friends might die. You might see people you care about from your home who’ve already fallen or must be sacrificed. Most importantly… you have to be willing to kill the demon.” 
 
    “I am willing,” said Jack. “But I might not have to.” 
 
    Xepher nodded slowly, but Jack could see the doubt in his expression. 
 
    “You should be prepared to,” said Xepher. “When the time comes, you must strike the finishing blow. Even if it hurts to do it.” 
 
    Xepher passed Peter’s staff back to Jack. He’d fitted it with a cloth strap that made it easy to wear the gnarled weapon across the shoulders, and Jack immediately pulled it on. Xepher then gestured for him and his companions to climb onto the lift. 
 
    “The traps are disabled,” said Xepher. “It should be a quick walk back to the beach once you’re down there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Jack. “For everything.” 
 
    Xepher nodded, and then the lift burst into motion. It was cooler in the wine cellar by far than it was up in the valley. They retraced their steps, heading through the room where the constructs had been, and then the spear room, both of which were much less exciting with the basement’s defenses disabled. 
 
    The imp let out a cackle as they emerged into the storage room. Jack smiled at the tiny creature as it zipped through the air and settled into the cleavage of Mira’s blouse. She cleared her throat deliberately, but the imp ignored her completely, taking a huge whiff with its nose buried in between her breasts. 
 
    “You are a disgusting wretch,” said Mira as she knocked it away. 
 
    “I mean, I can understand the impulse,” said Jack. 
 
    Ryoko and Katie glared at him. Mira just rolled her eyes and smiled. 
 
    “New faces!” cried the imp. “New faces, from above! You must free me! I’m trapped.” 
 
    “We’ve actually met before,” said Jack. “And don’t worry, you’re free to go, now.” 
 
    Jack opened the door, and the imp instantly shot out. 
 
    “Freedom!” it screamed, at the top of its tiny lungs. “Freedom, at last!” 
 
    Jack chuckled. He could understand that impulse, too. 
 
    “Come on,” he said to his companions. “We shouldn’t waste any time.” 
 
    They grabbed the remainder of their supplies and began wading out to load them onto the boat. Jack stepped out of the shallows onto the beach and was a little surprised to see Adana waiting for him. She looked as out of place as anything could, her beautiful, black and red body an obvious contrast to the peaceful, natural beach. 
 
    “I’m just observing, mortal,” said Adana. “I’ll have a better idea of how to help you when it comes time if I get to know you a little better.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Jack. “Alright. I don’t have a problem with it, as long as you’re still enthralled.” 
 
    “You could always give me an order, to find out,” said Adana, in a flirtatious voice. “I’m sure you could think of a few things you could… use me for.” 
 
    “Jack!” shouted Katie. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Just making sure we grabbed everything,” he said. 
 
    They loaded on to the boat, getting wet enough in the process to bring an edge to the night chill. Ryoko stood at the bow, preparing herself to dive into the water and use her magic to propel the small craft forward. 
 
    “I’m a little scared of what we’ll find when we get back to the island,” she said. 
 
    Katie moved to stand next to her, squeezing Ryoko’s hand. “It’s our home. We’re going to save it, no matter what.” 
 
    Jack joined with them, pulling each of the girls against his side and sharing the moment. Lestaron Island was the only home he’d ever really loved. Katie was right. They would save it, regardless of the cost. 
 
    Mira had been waiting on the other side of the boat, and she finally darted forward and gave Jack a quick, passionate kiss. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Mira. “I was feeling a little left out.” 
 
    She winked at him, and Jack couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “We need to get moving,” he said. “Ryoko. What’s the fastest you can get this boat up to?” 
 
    Ryoko furrowed her brow and ran a finger across her lips. “I can make it go fast. But you’ll all want to keep your heads down, to avoid being blown away by the wind.” 
 
    Jack would have assumed that the remark was a joke, had it come from anyone else. He nodded to Ryoko, who pulled her sundress off and then dove into the water in only her bikini. 
 
    She made the boat go fast, as promised. Fast enough to make it go airborne a couple of times upon hitting large waves. Fast enough to make Jack wonder if the hulls of speedboats ever spontaneously shattered under stress. 
 
    It only took them a couple of hours to make it back. When Ryoko’s magic relented, Jack waited until the boat had burned off the remainder of its momentum before taking the risk of standing upright. 
 
    It was hard to see much in the dark, but he could make out Lestaron Island a few miles in the distance. He could also make out Margaret’s ship, the S.S. Demeter, anchored between them and the docks. 
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    “They’re probably here because of the attack,” said Katie.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter why they’re here,” said Mira. “They haven’t seen us yet. We have the option of bypassing them completely.” 
 
    “They could help us,” said Katie. 
 
    “Do you honestly think so?” Mira scoffed. “Perhaps you haven’t noticed who you’ve chosen to keep company with? Or perhaps you’ve forgotten how your last interaction with them went?” 
 
    “Margaret is nothing if not practical,” said Katie. “Trust me. This could make the difference between us saving the island and getting destroyed.” 
 
    She looked at Jack as she spoke the last sentence, and he gave a slow nod. 
 
    “Katie’s right,” he said. “Mezolak is going to have incarnates. Lots of them, far more than we lost to on the beach. We’ll need backup, and the Order might be able to provide it.” 
 
    Ryoko had poked her head out of the water to listen to their conversation, and she began gliding their boat across the water, toward the S.S. Demeter. The size difference between the two vessels was immense, and it was hard for Jack to feel completely confident about Katie’s suggestion as he considered his last experience on board the bigger ship. 
 
    Katie waved her arms overhead, drawing the attention of one of the deckhands. A minute or two went by, and then a rope ladder running down the length of the hull was thrown overboard. Ryoko veered their boat in close enough for everyone else to make the jump to it without getting wet, and then they were on board. 
 
    Margaret was waiting for them on deck, looking rather worse for wear. She had a white bandage wrapped around her forehead that was stained red with blood and limped slightly as she walked toward Jack.  
 
    One of the other Order agents standing behind her had his arm in a sling, and another was on crutches. The fact that they were still on duty, regardless of the injuries, made Jack wonder about how much help the Order would actually be able to lend them, assuming they would lend any. 
 
    “Margaret,” said Jack. “Good to see you again.” 
 
    “Jack Masterson,” said Margaret. “I’m sure you’re just dying to say I told you so, but know this. We suffered these injuries trying to save your island.” 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow and nodded. “I figured as much. That’s why we’ve come. I was hoping this time we could actually find a way to see eye to eye.” 
 
    Katie had been hovering near the back of the group, out of direct line of sight. She chose that moment to step forward. Margaret’s eyes narrowed into a glare as she noticed her, but then the redheaded woman’s expression softened. 
 
    “Katherine,” said Margaret. 
 
    “Margaret,” said Katie. “Look, we’re here to help. We might have found a way to end this without having to fight the incarnates directly.” 
 
    “That would be optimal.” Margaret grimaced and shook her head. “We fought three of them, which is just a small portion of the total that Mezolak has on the island. This… is the result.” 
 
    “Do you know how many incarnates Mezolak has in total?” asked Jack. 
 
    Margaret gave a small nod. “Twelve, as far as our intelligence shows.” 
 
    Jack was a little surprised that Mezolak hadn’t brought more with him, given the number of corpses he’d seen in the freezer back in Arc City. After fighting the Mira and Volandar incarnates and seeing how powerful they were firsthand, however, the difference between twelve and a hundred only seemed to be in how quickly the fight would be over. 
 
    “How many men do you have left under your command?” asked Jack.  
 
    “Fifteen,” said Margaret. “Maybe sixteen. That’s out of thirty, to start with.” 
 
    Cold fury burned in her eyes as she spoke the words. Jack saw the way she looked out toward Lestaron Island, and he sensed that she would have allied with the devil himself if it meant getting revenge. With him, even. 
 
    “They had different abilities,” said Margaret. “One of them was super strong, a regenerator, wouldn’t go down to our spells. There was a shape-shifter, too. And one with telekinesis powerful enough to wipe houses off the street.” 
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment. Jack waited for a few respectful seconds before continuing the conversation. 
 
    “We might not have to attack them head on,” he said. “If I can get to Mezolak, it’s possible that I can force him to call off the incarnates. I just need a distraction during the time when I’m confronting him.” 
 
    “A distraction.” Margaret laughed bitterly. “I suppose I could lend the aid of what’s left of my men to that. We might do better at distracting than we did at fighting. But how will you get to Mezolak in the first place?” 
 
    “Mira and I will sneak onto the island using our abilities,” said Jack. 
 
    Margaret scowled slightly, more at Mira than at Jack. 
 
    “Handy, isn’t it?” asked Mira, in a mocking tone. “Perhaps you should consider whether blood mages make better allies than enemies in the future.” 
 
    “We are not allies, nightwalker!” snapped Margaret. 
 
    Jack stepped in between them before anything could happen, holding both arms out. 
 
    “Easy, now,” he said. “We’re all on the same side, working together. We can’t let the stress get the better of us.” 
 
    Mira was still smiling, but she nodded, and so did Margaret. 
 
    “We have a few advantages here,” said Jack. “But time is not one of them. The longer we wait before moving, the more deaths there’ll be on the island.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Margaret. “How will we know when to move in and provide the distraction you need?” 
 
    Jack looked over at Katie. “If you stay with Margaret and the Order, I can reach out to you with the Blood Sight when it’s time.” 
 
    Katie nodded. “That’s fine with me. As long as Margaret has no objections?” 
 
    “You’re still suspended,” said Margaret. “But I have no objections to working with you to free the island.” 
 
    There was tension in the air between them, but Jack didn’t feel like he had the time to do much about it. Instead, he looked over at Ryoko. 
 
    “Can you bring Mira and I to shore in the boat?” asked Jack. “You’re probably the heaviest hitter, outside of the two of us, so head back and stick close to Katie and Margaret, afterward.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “Let’s move,” he said. “The sooner we get this over with, the better.” 
 
    A grunt of agreement came from everyone on deck. Katie made her way over to Jack’s side, pulling him into a quick hug. 
 
    “Be really fucking careful,” she whispered. “This is as dangerous as it gets.” 
 
    Jack grinned at her. “Danger is my middle—” 
 
    She flicked him on the nose, cutting him off, then gave him a long kiss. Katie only reluctantly pulled back from him, and Jack fell into step with Mira and Ryoko as they made their way back over to the rope ladder and down onto their boat. 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Jack. 
 
    He and Mira stayed low, less for the sake of aerodynamics this time and more to keep from being visible. Ryoko swam in the water underneath the boat, silently gliding it forward. She brought them onto the island’s beach in a spot that was a short distance down from the town, out of sight. 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid, sir,” whispered Ryoko as Jack climbed out onto the surf. 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” he said. 
 
    She also gave him a hug, her body pressing against his and feeling wet, cold, and vulnerable. Jack ran a hand through her hair and kissed her forehead. 
 
    “Keep everyone safe, okay?” he said. “I’m counting on you, Ryoko.” 
 
    Pride flashed in her eyes, and she gave him a quick, confident nod before disappearing into the water. Jack looked over at Mira, who had a serious expression on her face. 
 
    “Are you ready, my sweet Jack?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Let’s do this.” 
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    They didn’t need to rely on their blood magic immediately. Jack led Mira through the outskirts of Lesser Town, moving from building to building as they passed through the silent streets. 
 
    If he hadn’t known in advance about Mezolak and the incarnates, he might have just assumed that the town’s seemingly abandoned state was still due to the aftermath of the apocalyptic storm it had endured a few months earlier. There were only a few signs of damage that didn’t fit. Burn streaks from magical blasts of fire across the cement. Buildings with supernaturally neat holes ripped through their walls. 
 
    The first incarnates they encountered were near the center of town. Jack held Mira back from rounding a corner that he knew would leave her exposed. She locked eyes with him, and he was amazed by how confident she seemed, despite the circumstances. She nodded slowly, and they both cast Shadow Form in perfect unison. 
 
    It felt a little strange to have a partner in crime while in the spell. He could feel Mira’s incorporeal form alongside him, sticking close by as he slipped through the darkness around the edge of the town’s center square. He stopped himself from wondering too much about how it would feel if they tried to interact with each other more directly instead focusing on their enemies. 
 
    The incarnates looked almost normal in the dark. Jack couldn’t guess at what their powers might be, but one of them had green skin and larger-than-normal eyes. They were walking a slow, meandering patrol, and from the direction they were headed in, it seemed as though they were guarding the mayor’s mansion. 
 
    It was easy enough to bypass them. Jack reformed on the far side of the square, in an alley that left them hidden from view. Mira materialized an instant after he did and grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Over there,” she whispered. 
 
    She pointed not at the mayor’s mansion, but toward the sheriff’s office, further down. A single light was on inside. Jack scratched his chin, considering whether it was worth investigating. 
 
    “Can you watch from here?” he whispered. “If either of these incarnates leave their patrol route, come find me.” 
 
    Mira nodded. Jack slipped away into the darkness, moving with swift but silent steps. He reached the door to the sheriff’s office after a couple of minutes and peered in through a window to get a sense of what was going on inside. 
 
    A large, muscular incarnate with a slackened jaw and piercing blue eyes stood in front of the door to the jail cells. The incarnate seemed alert enough, if a little detached from what it was supposed to be doing.  
 
    Jack silently unlocked the door using his handy Spectral Lockpick and then waited. He watched through the window until the incarnate was looking the other way and then made his move. 
 
    He opened the door as silently as he could and sprang forward, summoning his Spectral Sword and stabbing it through the incarnate’s back in a series of smooth motions. He was not above assassination, especially when it came to monsters. In fact, he preferred it. 
 
    Unfortunately, the incarnate was more durable than he’d assumed. Jack gritted his teeth as the monster pushed itself forward, pulling loose from his sword. It let out a low gurgle as it turned around. Jack slashed, trying to cleave its head off. It dodged under the blade with supernatural speed. 
 
    If the incarnate made a commotion, their entire plan would be compromised. Jack watched as it inhaled, preparing to let out a grunt or guttural cry. He cast Spectral Hand, reaching out with the tendrils as quickly as he could. He looped them under the incarnate’s chin and snapped its mouth shut, limiting it to a muffled grunt. 
 
    Jack attacked with several quick cuts, severing an arm and a hand. The incarnate blundered forward, slamming a shoulder into him and knocking him into the wall hard enough to very nearly go through it. Too loud, he thought to himself. 
 
    He dodged the incarnate’s next strike and lopped its head off as he continued past. The monster thrashed once, and then fell to the ground, unmoving. Jack didn’t move, either. He listened, praying that the commotion had not been overheard in the otherwise silent town. 
 
    Nothing happened, and he took that as the universe’s approval to continue with what he was doing. The door to the jail cells was unlocked. All of the cells were empty, save for the one at the very end. 
 
    “I knew you were something else,” said Sheriff Jessie. She was in uniform, and a rough, purple bruise had formed on one side of her face, but she seemed otherwise unharmed. 
 
    “Sheriff,” he said, with a nod. “What’s the situation? Where is everyone?” 
 
    “They aren’t dead,” said Sheriff Jessie. “Well, a few people did fall during the initial attack, including Mayor Stinson, but most are either hiding in their homes or off in uninhabited portions of the island.” 
 
    “Damn,” muttered Jack. “Alright. How did you end up in a cell?” 
 
    “I surrendered,” said Jessie. “It wasn’t out of cowardice, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” said Jack. 
 
    “I could tell that we were fucked, even with the help of those ‘Order of Chaldea’ people.” She shrugged. “By the way, they didn’t stick around for long once all hell broke loose. I figured that I might be able to talk the two that seem to be in charge out of a complete massacre. The girl, at least, almost seemed reasonable.” 
 
    Reese. Having confirmation that she was on the island with Mezolak gave him another advantage, albeit a slight one. 
 
    “I’m going to get you out of this cell,” said Jack. “Are you healthy enough to make an attempt at helping people?” 
 
    “The monsters are patrolling the town,” said Jessie. 
 
    “I have some friends who can help out with that,” said Jack. “They’ll be enough of a commotion for you to move around. Grab anyone you can find and get them out of Lesser Town.” 
 
    Jessie nodded slowly, a thoughtful expression taking hold on her face. 
 
    “He knows you’re coming,” she said. “I overheard them talking while they were putting me in the cell. This entire attack… is because of you.” 
 
    Jack closed his eyes. “I know.” 
 
    The guilt was hard for him to shake off. He’d run from Mezolak, and because of that, his home had borne the brunt of the demon’s fury. He would make him pay. 
 
    “The island’s going to need you if we make it through this alive,” said Jessie. “Don’t do anything heroic. Or suicidal.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” said Jack. 
 
    He found the key to Jessie’s cell in the other room and let her out. She recovered her gun, and the two of them paused in front of the entrance. 
 
    “Stay here until things start to get crazy outside,” he said. “It should only be a few minutes.” 
 
    Sheriff Jessie nodded, and Jack headed back out into the night. Mira rejoined him as he turned the corner toward. 
 
    “Everything okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said.  
 
    The heavy iron fence that surrounded the mayor’s mansion now served a practical purpose. The courtyard felt like the outside of a military compound, with seven incarnates standing at attention, waiting for orders. 
 
    Jack and Mira stood watch from behind one of the nearby buildings. He double checked his count of the incarnates he could see, running through the numbers in his head. He’d killed one in the sheriff’s office, and if he had to guess from the task he’d been given, it was probably the weakest of the bunch.  
 
    There were two more patrolling the town, which meant that if Margaret’s count was correct, there were two incarnates inside the mansion itself. Even just two would probably be enough to overwhelm him and Mira, but what choice did they have? 
 
    “We’ll push inside the mansion as soon as the courtyard is clear,” said Jack. 
 
    “Is this the part where our reinforcements come into play?” whispered Mira. 
 
    Jack nodded. He closed his eyes and reached out with his Blood Sight. Katie was still on the ship, conversing with Margaret and Ryoko. 
 
    It’s go time. Don’t attack directly. Be annoying and try to lure the incarnates out of position. 
 
    He sensed Katie giving him a nod and a smile before letting the connection fade. 
 
    “We’ll wait a few minutes,” whispered Jack. “It should be obvious when to make our move.” 
 
    The moment of truth came about ten minutes later. A loud bang came from the direction of the beach, along with a flashing plume of light that reminded Jack of an intense firework. The incarnates in the courtyard began to stir, and Mezolak appeared in the mansion’s entranceway a moment later, carrying Zedekiah’s Scepter. 
 
    As tempting as it was to make his move, then and there, Jack knew that he had to wait. He watched as the gate opened, and all seven of the incarnates in the courtyard filed out, heading for the disturbance. Mezolak hung back and eventually reentered the mansion. It was as perfect as a setup as Jack could have possibly hoped for. 
 
    “Come on,” he whispered to Mira. “Let’s do this.” 
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    They used Shadow Form to bypass the mansion’s fence and headed in through the front door. Jack stopped making much of an effort to conceal the sound of his approach. There was no avoiding the battle that was to come. It was do or die, and the next few minutes would decide the fates of his friends, the island, and himself.  
 
    And his father. He tried to ignore the desperate, burgeoning hope that had nestled within the crevices of his pounding heart. 
 
    The mansion’s entrance hall was empty. Jack had a feeling that he knew where Mezolak would be, and as he and Mira pushed through the doorway into the ballroom, his suspicion was proven correct. 
 
    Mezolak sat in a comfortable leather recliner at the far end of the room, leaning back in it as though it was a throne. He was smiling and seemed unsurprised by Jack’s sudden entrance. Reese, clad in a faint blue sundress, stood on one side of him, and she was flanked by all five of her big cats. Jack tried to catch her eye, but she wouldn’t look at him, and it was hard to get a sense of her. 
 
    There were also two incarnates standing between Jack and Mezolak. One of them was wiry, with huge black eyes and odd proportions. The other was tall and muscular, with shockingly red hair and a glowing red aura around its body. 
 
    “Hello, Jack,” said Mezolak. “I’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    Jack had to fight to keep his nerves under control as he stepped forward. Despite being out from under the thumb of Mezolak’s control spell, the residual afterglow of being forced to obey the demon’s commands still hovered over his awareness. 
 
    “It’s over, Mezolak,” he said. “I didn’t come alone. Give up.” 
 
    “In case you didn’t notice, I don’t fight alone either, mortal,” said Mezolak. “I have a dozen incarnates under my command. And I’ll have more, as soon as I can increase my rate of production.” 
 
    “Eleven,” said Jack. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve already killed one,” said Jack. “And the rest will soon follow.” 
 
    Mezolak pursed his lips. The demon looked comfortable in his body. In Jack’s father’s body. It infuriated Jack more than ever, and he felt his hand itching to summon his Spectral Sword and get the fight underway. 
 
    “I have no desire to fight you,” said Mezolak. “You served me well enough. I know that you’ve found a way to free yourself of your loyalty oath, but I would accept your surrender and welcome you back into the fold, if you so choose. I’d let your friends come with you this time.” 
 
    “It’s not happening,” said Jack. “But I’ll give you the same offer. Stop fighting, call off the incarnates, and maybe this won’t have to end badly for you.” 
 
    Mezolak sighed.  
 
    “We both knew it would come to this, eventually,” said Mezolak. “I expected it. And I also sensed it in the heart of my host. This fight will not be a winnable one for you, Jack. It was never intended to be.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” said Jack. 
 
    “The two incarnates I have with me are two of my most powerful,” said Mezolak. “Fascinating specimens. The one on the left is a Mithridian vampire, one of the most powerful I’ve ever encountered, and made stronger by the magic of the scepter. The one on the right is a Mage Inquisitor, with a specialization in pyrokinesis. Fitting, really, as I suspect that its progenitor once hunted vampires in life.” 
 
    Mezolak waved his hand, and the two incarnates took their cue to rush forward. Jack glanced over at Mira, and they immediately moved to stand back to back. 
 
    The Mithridian incarnate rushed toward Jack, traveling across the floor with strange, jittery movements. Jack swung his sword at it, but the slash went wide, and the monster sneaked in under his guard. He saw it opening its mouth wide to take a bite out of his shoulder and only just managed to kick out in time to prevent the blow from landing true. 
 
    “Look out!” shouted Mira. She pulled on his arm, dragging him out of the way of a fire blast released from the Inquisitor incarnate. The two of them landed heavily on the stone floor and scrambled back to their feet. 
 
    Mezolak was laughing in the background of the fight, but the sound of it was almost lost in the pounding crescendo of noise that came from outside the mansion, in the direction of the rest of the town. Katie, Margaret, Ryoko, and the rest of the distraction force had apparently begun to engage with the enemy directly. Jack needed to end the fight fast, for their sake as much as his own. 
 
    The Mithridian incarnate let out a hissing noise and spat a glob of green, gelatinous ooze in Jack’s direction. He cast Shadow Form and let it pass harmlessly through him. Mira had taken to the air with her Shadow Levitation and was drawing the attention of the Inquisitor incarnate’s fire blasts, giving them both a chance to fight one on one with their opponents. 
 
    Jack lashed out with his sword, hoping to overwhelm the Mithridian incarnate. Each time his blade neared its body, however, the monster contorted out of the way. He tried casting Spectral Hand and using shadow tendrils to hold it in place, but it was like attempting to get a lasso to tighten around an oiled snake. 
 
    The Mithridian incarnate opened its mouth again, shooting its tongue out this time instead of spittle. The disgusting appendage clipped the side of Jack’s arm. It wasn’t acidic, but he felt a wave of dizziness hit him, along with a numbing sensation at the point of contact. He took a slow breath, blinking away double vision. He suspected that if he got a large enough dose, he’d start to hallucinate. 
 
    A crash came from the side of the ballroom as one of the windows shattered. Jack risked a glance to the side and saw that Ryoko had made it through the town to join the fight on their behalf. She flashed a smile at him as she shot a heavy blast of water at the Inquisitor incarnate. It tried to counter with flames and was quickly overwhelmed. 
 
    The Mithridian incarnate lashed out with its tongue again, and this time, Jack had an idea. He didn’t try to dodge out of the way. Instead, he shifted to let the tongue wrap around his shoulder, where his shirt offered a small amount of protection from the drugged saliva. He risked grabbing the tongue directly with his palm and gave it a hard pull, sending the incarnate sailing through the air toward him. 
 
    A single slash from his Spectral Sword severed the monster at the waist. 
 
    “Down to ten,” he called, to Mezolak. “Soon to be nine.” 
 
    Mira and Ryoko were winning the fight against the fire incarnate without much difficulty. Jack turned his attention to Mezolak directly as he stepped forward, still shaking off the dizzying effects of the Mithridian incarnate’s strange saliva. 
 
    “Reese,” said Mezolak. “If you would be so kind as to kill him for me.” 
 
    Reese folded her arms, and gave a small shake of her head. “I don’t think so. I’m a practical girl, and I never enjoyed serving you all that much to begin with. It’s too close of a fight for me to bet on a winner, so I think I’ll do the intelligent thing and stay out of it.” 
 
    She waved a hand to her cats, who rose and followed her around the edge of the ballroom. Jack met her gaze, and she blew him a kiss. 
 
    “Reese!” shouted Mezolak. “Get back here.” 
 
    She didn’t stop. Mezolak sneered, mastering the anger in his expression after a few moments. 
 
    “So be it,” he said, through gritted teeth. “I don’t mind doing my own dirty work. Prepare yourself, mortal.” 
 
    There was a tense moment as the two of them faced off against each other, and despite the noise outside, the room felt dead silent. Mira and Ryoko had defeated the Inquisitor incarnate and looked expectantly at Jack, waiting for instruction. 
 
    “Go help Katie,” he said to them. “This is my fight.” 
 
    In truth, neither of them were as powerful as he was. While it was possible that they might be able to help him against Mezolak, it was equally likely that the demon would find some way to exploit their presence and use them against him. 
 
    Mira and Ryoko hesitated for a moment and then left without another word. They trusted him, and now it was time for him to prove himself worthy of that trust. 
 
    “You’ll have to hold him down for what I have planned,” Adana whispered into his ear as she materialized next to him. 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow at her, but he didn’t want to speak directly and reveal anything to Mezolak. 
 
    “He can’t see me, mortal,” said Adana. “Worry not. My brother does not expect what is to come.” 
 
    Jack brought his sword up to a guard stance and waited, watching Mezolak carefully. It was still hard to meet the demon’s eyes. His father’s eyes. The fight was as much a battle of his own limitations as it was one of strength and weapons. 
 
    “After I kill you,” said Mezolak. “I plan on taking your companions for myself. They’ll serve me well, just as you did, mortal. I’ll make sure they’ll enjoy it.” 
 
    Jack rushed forward, letting out a wordless battle cry as he swung his sword at Mezolak’s shoulder. The demon blocked it with Zedekiah’s Scepter, which deflected the attack without taking any visible damage. 
 
    He’d fought against Mezolak once before, and he also understood what the scepter could do. Mezolak had corrupted it in order to make the incarnates, but Jack had no doubt that even a single blow from it would be powerful enough to render him helpless. 
 
    The demon swung the scepter at his head. Jack brought his sword up to block, only realizing that the attack had been a feint a split second too late. Mezolak’s other hand shot forward, releasing several crackling bolts of crimson lightning. It was the demon’s preferred spell, and it hurt. It really hurt.  
 
    Jack’s clothes were immediately singed, and he was knocked off his feet and across the room by the blast. He had the wherewithal to cast Shadow Levitation as he fell, cushioning his fall and keeping himself from landing on his head.  
 
    Mezolak took full advantage of the opening, charging forward at Jack before he could regain his equilibrium. Jack felt a kick slam into his temple, knocking his skull to the side with enough force to make his neck feel like it was about to snap. 
 
    He rolled to the side and hurried to his feet in time to parry another strike from the scepter, and another after that. Jack lunged forward, stabbing with his sword. Mezolak dodged to the side, and his eyes flashed red as he unleashed more lightning directly into Jack’s chest. 
 
    He couldn’t stifle the scream that escaped his lips, though the limited amount of air left in his lungs prevented it from being that loud. Jack staggered backward, feeling his vampiric regeneration working overtime to mitigate the damage. 
 
    “You don’t have to die, Jack,” said Mezolak. “We could discuss new terms. You could form a new deal with me.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth. He slashed at Mezolak’s chest. The demon deflected the attack with ease and punched him hard in the face in response. He was being toyed with, and he knew it. If Mezolak wanted to end the fight, he could do it at any time. 
 
    Jack took a new approach, using his Shadow Levitation to rise up into the air. The ballroom had a high ceiling, along with several chandeliers. Unfortunately, Jack had no effective ranged attack to speak of, and trying to flee upward only left Mezolak with ample opportunity to exploit the range advantage his red lightning spell gave him. 
 
    A bolt of it caught Jack’s leg, and he felt the muscles in his calf and thigh seizing and cramping. He had to lean against one of the walls as he came back to the floor, panting and feeling pathetic. Feeling like it was only a matter of time before he lost, and disappointed everyone at the critical moment. 
 
    “Would it really be so bad, mortal?” asked Mezolak. “You’d be able to live in your penthouse. I’d only make you kill when it was necessary. You’d still have a chance at life.” 
 
    Jack stumbled backward, hoping his expression looked as destitute as he felt. Mezolak grinned and moved to close the distance to him. The demon took three steps forward. He was almost where Jack needed him to be. 
 
    “A chance at life?” asked Jack. “Just what would I have to agree to, this time?” 
 
    Mezolak let out a single, amused chuckle, and took the final step forward that Jack had been waiting for. He didn’t hesitate. He hurled his Spectral Sword up at the chandelier directly above Mezolak. The demon only realized what was happening as it became too late to do anything about it. 
 
    The heavy, crystal-studded chandelier landed with a crunch on top of Mezolak’s body, knocking Zedekiah’s Scepter loose from his hand. Jack was there in a second, conjuring tendrils and holding the demon down with both his magic and his own weight. 
 
    “Now, Adana!” he shouted. 
 
    The demoness appeared at his side. Mezolak still apparently couldn’t see her, but a horrible expression took hold on his face as Adana rammed one of her ethereal hands into his chest. Jack watched in fascination as she began pulling upward, dragging the ghostly outline of Mezolak’s true, demonic form halfway out of the body that had been his host for so long. 
 
    She struggled with it. Mezolak’s head and part of his upper body were loose, but he was connected to the body of James Farmoore in other places, like a bandage that had fused into a wound. Adana let out a grunt of exertion and met Jack’s eye. 
 
    “They cannot be separated, mortal,” she said. “They have lived as one for too long.” 
 
    “Jack!” The voice of James Farmoore, Jack’s father, was loud and strained. “Listen to me, Jack! It’s too late.” 
 
    “No…” said Jack. “Fight him. Push him out of you! Damn it, it can’t be too late!” 
 
    “It’s too late,” said his father, a second time. “For me. But not for you. Finish it. Kill the demon, Jack. Kill me.” 
 
    “No!” shouted Jack. “I won’t!” 
 
    His father met his gaze and held it as a single tear slid down the line of his cheek. 
 
    “I love you, son,” he said. “Do the right thing. Live a good life.” 
 
    Jack let out a shaky breath, feeling the painful lump in his throat constrict as he summoned his Spectral Sword. He closed his eyes and did what needed to be done. He stabbed his sword through the heart of both his father and Mezolak, and he heard them both scream as they died in unison. 
 
    The experience left Jack drained and in pain, but the sound of the battle continuing to rage outside was enough to spur him into action. He stepped over his father’s body and found where Zedekiah’s Scepter had fallen. He picked it up cautiously, feeling no obvious way to harness its power and put an end to the plague of the incarnates. 
 
    “Adana,” he said. “What do you know about this weapon? Can you help me with it?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s out of my area of expertise, mortal,” she said. “You would need to ask someone with experience in mortal wizardry about it.” 
 
    Jack scowled. Katie and Margaret were too far away, and that was assuming they could take the time away from the fight to answer his questions. He blinked, realizing there was someone else he could ask. 
 
    He pulled Peter’s staff free from his back and reached out to the imprint contained within. Peter’s ghost appeared immediately, standing on his left side. The ghost surveyed the scene around him over the course of a couple of seconds, and his expression grew very grim. 
 
    “I am sorry, Jack,” he said. “My grandson. No one should have to go through what you just did.” 
 
    “There’s no time,” he said. “I have to stop the incarnates. The key to their creation, and to controlling them, is with this scepter, but I can’t figure out how to unlock it.” 
 
    “Very well,” said the ghost. “Take hold of it in one hand, and allow me to do what I can.” 
 
    Jack held Peter’s staff in one hand and Zedekiah’s Scepter in the other. Peter’s imprint took a slow breath and closed his eyes. 
 
    “This is my final gift to you,” said the ghost. “I wish I’d taken a different path with you in life. Or at least, I’m sure my original form would have wished it.” 
 
    “What are you about to do?” asked Jack. 
 
    Peter’s imprint smiled and said nothing more. Jack felt both the staff and his scepter heating him in his hands. He let out a surprised shout as both of them burst into supernaturally bright light, exploding like overheated lightbulbs and showering the room with shards of smoldering wood and metal. 
 
    The sounds of fighting outside instantly came to a stop. Jack took a few breaths, looking back at his father’s body and then out the window. The sun was rising. It was over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    Stepping out into the street reminded Jack of the instant, rushing relief of waking up from an extended nightmare, except the aftermath was still apparent. The town was still destroyed. In the distance, he could see his companions slowly making their way toward him, with Margaret and the rest of the reinforcements from the Order of Chaldea following alongside them. 
 
    Sheriff Jessie, along with a good number of townspeople that Jack recognized, were stepping out from the entrance of the municipal building. They all looked dazed and confused, which was understandable. Jack was reeling from all that had happened, and he’d viewed it all from the perspective of someone familiar with the supernatural. 
 
    “Jack…” Sheriff Jessie suddenly seemed very young, and very girlish. “Is it finished? Is it safe?” 
 
    “Yes and yes,” said Jack. “Hopefully. I don’t think Mezolak had anyone else with him, other than Reese and the incarnates.” 
 
    He knew that Jessie probably interpreted what he’d just told her as complete gibberish, but he respected her and felt like he owed her the truth. In the street nearby, Jack saw a pile of ash in the shape of a slightly monsterish person that hadn’t been there before. He smiled, imagining what it must have been like for Katie and the others to literally watch their opponents crumble to dust as a result of what Peter’s imprint had done to Zedekiah’s Scepter. 
 
    “For once, the fact that most of the town left after the storm actually worked in our favor,” said Jessie. “I managed to evacuate almost everyone into the municipal building. A few died before I could reach them, but we fared okay.” 
 
    She nodded, though Jack could see the pain and guilt in her expression. Dave Stinson, the former mayor of Lestaron Island, was among the dead. The town would need someone to guide them forward now, more than ever. Jessie, by default, was going to be thrust into that role. But she wouldn’t be alone. 
 
    “We’ll recover,” said Jack. “I’ll be here every step of the way.” 
 
    He smiled, thinking of how far he could stretch his inheritance if it came to buying up buildings and restoring them for the sake of the community. The last thing he’d imagined himself becoming—a week or even a year earlier—was a savvy investor. 
 
    Margaret had broken off from the rest of her associates, and she nodded to Jack and Jessie as she approached. 
 
    “Sheriff Jessie,” said Margaret. “I’d like to officially lend the Order of Chaldea’s aid to you in your island’s time of need.” 
 
    She stepped in closer to converse with Jessie, and Jack slipped away, spotting Mira, Katie, and Ryoko running toward him. He grinned and held his arms out wide as the three beautiful women pulled him into an embrace so tight that it made him gasp. 
 
    “Jesus, Jack,” said Katie. “That was way too fucking close.” 
 
    “I had everything under control,” said Jack. “It all went according to plan.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure it did,” said Mira, with a very obvious eye roll. 
 
    “We’re all safe,” said Ryoko. “That’s what matters most.” 
 
    They squeezed him again, and Jack felt three sets of hands running across his body, checking for injuries and caressing his cheeks. He reluctantly pulled away from them as he looked further down the road and saw Reese being led along in shackles. Her cats were nowhere in sight. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” said Jack. He walked over to the two members of the Order escorting Reese and raised a hand to them. “Hold up. There must be some sort of misunderstanding here. This one is with me.” 
 
    The two men looked at each other and then back at Jack. There was a newfound respect for him in their expressions, but he wasn’t any less surprised when they gave him a nod and took the cuffs off her. 
 
    “So I’m with you now?” said Reese in a teasing voice as soon as her former guards were out of earshot. 
 
    “The mansion has room for you, if you need a place to stay,” said Jack. “I doubt the airport is going to be up and running for at least a week.” 
 
    Reese nodded slowly. “Thank you. I don’t exactly have anywhere pressing to be going, right now. Maybe I’ll stay… for a bit.” 
 
    Katie, Ryoko, and Mira were all pretending as though they weren’t listening to the conversation, with varying degrees of success. Ryoko and Mira stepped forward as soon as Jack’s conversation with Reese was over, introducing themselves and shaking her hand. 
 
    Katie was watching Jessie and Margaret, who were in the middle of a discussion about what the island needed most over the next few days. Jack moved to stand next to her, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “The island can use all the help it can get,” he said. “I’m alright with this.” 
 
    “So am I,” said Katie. “It’s a good thing Lesser Town isn’t currently at its full population. It will make for less dream weaving to clean things up.” 
 
    Jack frowned as he considered the implication of her words. Dream weaving was the method through which the Order of Chaldea kept the normal world in ignorance of the supernatural. It was only rarely necessary in the modern age, with Photoshop and the ambient lens of disbelief through which most people viewed incredible claims on the internet. 
 
    It would mean that Jessie and all of the other grateful townspeople wouldn’t remember much more about what had happened over the past few days than the vague recollection a person might have about an intense dream. It was necessary but still tragic, in a way. 
 
    “I guess,” said Jack.  
 
    “Trust me, it’s for the best,” said Katie. “Both for the sanity of the folk left on the island and for the prospect of rebuilding. If people were genuinely allowed to go on thinking that a bunch of actual monsters ransacked and took over the town, Lestaron Island would be abandoned overnight.” 
 
    “I’d stay,” said Jack. 
 
    Katie gave him a conspiratorial smile. “So would I. But you get what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” said Jack. 
 
    He turned and looked back at the mayor’s mansion. Mezolak’s body still lay on the floor in the ballroom. His father’s body. It was hard for him to think about, but he knew it was something he couldn’t ignore, even for the moment. 
 
    “We’ll have to take care of the dead before we do anything,” Jack said, both to Margaret and Sheriff Jessie. “There’s at least a few scattered around town.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Margaret. “I’ll get my people right on it. I’m assuming there’s at least one in the mayor’s residence.” 
 
    Jack nodded, and blessedly, Margaret didn’t ask anything more of him. He could see that same respect in his eyes that he’d noticed while dealing with her underlings. He got the sense that he wouldn’t be having nearly as much trouble with the Order of Chaldea moving forward. 
 
    Jessie reached out and took Jack’s hand into her own. She held his gaze as she gave it a tight, appreciative squeeze. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “You should head back to your home. Both to rest and to make sure that it’s still standing.” 
 
    Jack chuckled at that. “You’re absolutely right.” 
 
    He stepped away from Margaret and Jessie, falling into step with his companions. He put an arm around Mira and Ryoko and flashed a grin at Katie. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    “Am I invited as well, mortal?” Adana materialized behind him and gave his shoulders a soft, and not unpleasant massage. 
 
    Jack glanced over his shoulder and made a shooing motion with his head. The onyx-skinned woman grinned at him and disappeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 48 
 
      
 
    The walk back to the mansion seemed to take forever. Though Jack would have never admitted it out loud, he didn’t find Jessie’s suggestion that the mansion might have been destroyed during the chaos to be all that unlikely. If he’d been in Mezolak’s shoes, it would have been the first place he’d checked, and upon not finding him there, it would have made a certain amount of sense to destroy a potential place for his opponent to hide. 
 
    The mansion was untouched, and both he and his companions let out noises of relief when they saw it. Jack jogged ahead and did the chivalrous thing, unlocking the door and holding it open for his companions and Reese to enter ahead of him. 
 
    “Dibs on the shower,” said Katie. 
 
    “There are two showers in the house, if I’m not mistaken,” said Mira. 
 
    “Dibs on the second!” said Ryoko with a laugh. 
 
    Mira sighed, and then looped an arm through Jack’s. “Fine. I’ll share a shower with dearest Jack after, then, since there will obviously be precious little hot water left.” 
 
    “Whoa, don’t bring me into this,” said Jack, smiling at them. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Jack stepped into a still surprisingly hot shower and breathed a massive sigh of relief. He could finally take a rest. He didn’t have to worry about dying. More importantly, he didn’t have to worry about who he’d be ordered to kill next. 
 
    He washed his body slowly, taking time to work his fingers into each tired muscle. He was just about done when he felt a presence in the shower with him, and a seductive giggle tickled against his ear. 
 
    “You’ve done excellent work, mortal,” whispered Adana. “And now that you’re in private, we finally have a chance to talk.” 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes as he turned around to face her. Adana was always naked, but somehow, the context of them being in the shower made him infinitely more aware of the points of her nipples and the flowery, red-accented folds of her lower parts. 
 
    “I’m not overly interested in talking with you,” said Jack. 
 
    “Are you interested in something else, then?” whispered Adana. “We can always make a deal once we’re done… cleaning off.” 
 
    Jack stared into her burning red eyes and shook his head slightly. 
 
    “You’re still my thrall,” said Jack. “I order you to abandon any sinister plans you might have of getting me to agree to one of your demonic deals.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Adana’s smile didn’t fade. “Do you order me to do anything else, master?” 
 
    Her hand went to his crotch, and Jack felt his knees go a little weak as he felt her touch him in ways that felt supernaturally good. It was warmer, wetter, and all together more engulfing than any hand should have been able to be. 
 
    Adana stepped in closer and gave him a hungry, sucking kiss. Jack was surprised by how vividly he could feel her presence. He knew that she wasn’t really there. She was manifesting through him as an anchor, projecting herself into his world from the Other Realms. 
 
    But, she’d still managed to turn him on. Jack took her by the shoulders and turned her around, pushing her head forward a little more roughly than he needed to against the wall of the shower. 
 
    “Ooh,” hummed Adana. “Are you about to show me what you’re made of, mortal?” 
 
    He pinned one of her wrists against the wall, and was more delighted by her teasing laugh than he would have admitted openly. Jack was already hard, and even though the fighting of the day had exhausted him, there was at least one muscle still ready and willing to work as intended. 
 
    He pushed into Adana and almost immediately built up to a rhythmic, punishing pace. She let out even, shaky moans, and her back arched as he ran his hand over her large, soft breasts.  
 
    They’d been enemies once. They still were, at least in some ways. Admittedly, Jack would have taken any of the women under the roof of the mansion who’d snuck into the shower in a similar manner. 
 
    But somehow, it felt appropriate for it to be her. Mezolak’s sister. The demoness who’d tempted him into ruining his life and then been enthralled by his bite. And now he had his full length inside of her, pumping at a steady, pleasured pace. 
 
    “You…” Adana could barely breathe, let alone talk. “You’re… feisty… for a mortal.” 
 
    Jack pinned her against the wall and let his fangs drag against the spot on her neck where he’d bitten her to enthrall her. Adana gasped, and then squealed. 
 
    “And you’re slutty for a demoness,” said Jack. Though, in truth, he didn’t know enough about demons to back that statement up. 
 
    He set his hands on her waist and plunged into her harder, enjoying the sensation of her butt serving as padding. Adana lifted one of her legs slightly. Jack seized it and shifted their angle, using every part of her body he could grab onto for purchase.  
 
    She came before he did, letting out an almost painfully loud cry of ecstasy. It was like the starting pistol for a race Jack hadn’t realized he’d been running. He seized her with enough strength to leave bruises on a human and pumped into her with rough, relentless strokes.  
 
    She was so tight, and so hot. And he’d enthralled her. The dark, evil, depths of his mind got off a little on that. He could use her whenever he pleased, and he wasn’t sure he needed to feel bad about it. She’d been taking advantage of humanity for millennia, and more importantly, she seemed to be enjoying the domination aspect of it as much as he was. 
 
    “Oh…” moaned Adana. “Master!” 
 
    The way she enunciated the word was too much for him. Jack pushed deep into her and let out a grunt as he unloaded. 
 
    “Jack?” called Katie. “Are you okay in there? Ryoko said she heard weird noises.” 
 
    Jack blinked. Adana was gone, but his lingering pleasure wasn’t. He leaned his head back against the shower wall and chuckled. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he called. “Better than fine.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Jack finished his shower, dried off, and changed into a t-shirt and his most comfortable pair of sweatpants. He couldn’t stop smiling as he made his way downstairs. Ryoko was in the middle of preparing dinner, and Reese was sitting at the table, but Katie and Mira were nowhere to be found. 
 
    “Ryoko,” said Jack. “You don’t have to cook for us, you know. You’re just as tired as any of us after all we’ve been through.” 
 
    Ryoko had even taken the liberty of changing into one of her old maid uniforms after her shower. She stepped in close to Jack and gave him a long, though still somewhat shy, kiss. 
 
    “I want to,” she said. “It feels so right. After all we’ve been through, it’s nice to just fall back into a familiar rhythm, sir.” 
 
    She flashed a wicked smile, and Jack rolled his eyes at her. 
 
    “I feel like the more I correct you on calling me ‘sir,’ the more you enjoy doing it,” he said. 
 
    “You’re only just now noticing, sir?” said Ryoko. 
 
    Mira was the next to join them in the dining room. Jack was sitting at the table with Reese, and he suddenly felt a very large and pleasant set of breasts pressing against the back of his head. 
 
    “My sweet Jack,” she whispered. “We’ve come so far. I cannot express how proud you’ve made me.” 
 
    “I could say the same thing to you.” Jack stood up, kissed her, and then pulled her into an embrace. “When we met, you were basically killing people indiscriminately.” 
 
    He tried not to think too much about that. Mira had never killed anyone in front of him that he would have considered to be completely innocent, but he still liked her more as she was, than as she’d been. 
 
    “This is still just the beginning,” said Mira. “We’ll be together for longer than I think you know.” 
 
    She caressed his cheek, but the gesture only lasted for a couple of seconds before Katie very deliberately cleared her throat from the hallway. 
 
    “Jack,” she said. 
 
    “Katie,” he replied. 
 
    She nodded to him, smiling a little as she came to stand at his side. 
 
    “You did really good, today,” she said. “I think… Peter would have been proud of you, too. Of the man you’ve become.” 
 
    “I know he would have,” said Jack. “Thank you, Katie. That means a lot coming from you. I think he would have been just as proud of you.” 
 
    They shared a kiss of their own, followed by a hug, and then everyone except for Ryoko sat down at the table. Reese was staring at Jack, Katie, and Mira with a curious expression on her face. Jack felt a little awkward under the intensity of her gaze and tried to engage with her. 
 
     “So, Reese,” said Jack. “Where are your cats? Did they run off when the Order took you into custody?” 
 
    Reese’s pale hair was still wet from her own shower. She was wearing one of Ryoko’s nightgowns, which was a little small on her, and she shifted in her chair as she looked at him. 
 
    “I sent them away into the wilder portions of the island,” she said. “It made more sense than letting the Order kill them or bringing them here with me. This island doesn’t have many natural predators, which makes for plenty of prey.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” said Jack. “Well, you’re welcome to stay here for the time being. We certainly have room for you, and the island will need all the help it can get in the coming weeks.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Reese. “I feel it’s kind of necessary for me to point out just how weird this all is.” 
 
    Jack furrowed his brow. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    She pointed a finger at his chest. 
 
    “You’re literally a vampire,” said Reese. “Living in a luxurious mansion. With a harem of supernaturally powerful women as thralls.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it a harem, and none of them are thralls, just to be clear,” said Jack. 
 
    “Irrelevant,” said Reese. “You could take over this island in a day, if you wanted to. Probably do more than just that.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. Ryoko was bringing the food out, and he whispered a quick thanks to her as she set his plate down in front of him. 
 
    “I was close to going down that road once,” he said. “But I think I’d rather save the world than take it over.” 
 
    “And you all?” Reese gestured at Katie, Ryoko, and Mira. “You’re just totally content with this situation?” 
 
    “Lestaron Island is my home,” said Katie. “This mansion, to be specific, is my home. And Jack is… about as close to family as I’ll ever have.” 
 
    Reese glanced at Ryoko, next, who gave a shy shrug. 
 
    “I love it here,” said Ryoko, in a quiet voice. “I’m content. I have no plans of leaving, outside of tending to the call of the ocean. This is where I want to come back to, for now and forever.” 
 
    Mira was smiling, and she waited for the silence to gain an edge of tension before offering her own thoughts. 
 
    “Reese, not everything is about power or control,” said Mira. “I’ve made the mistake of thinking that way, before. Sometimes it’s about the simple things. Love. Community. The bonds we make between each other.” 
 
    Reese groaned. “That’s a little cheesy, if you don’t mind me saying.” 
 
    “I think you’ll understand, soon enough,” said Jack. 
 
    He turned his focus to the food on his plate. Frozen pizza and stale potato chips. He took a few bites and decided that it was, without a doubt, the best meal he’d ever eaten. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    And as such, Lady Eletha demanded supreme fealty from Billick. She strode into his palace flanked by her valkyries, wearing the sensual, open cut dress of the elven dawning ceremony. Billick, defeated in both battle and pride, stood naked in his court room. His contemporaries watched on, knowing that their only hope for thriving in the next era lay with the heir about to be conceived. 
 
    Before the war, Billick had boasted of his intent to bed Lady Eletha. Perhaps that was part of the irony of her demands, placing the burden of conception into his lap along with complete surrender. Now, she walked toward him with long, languid steps, the horizontal slits in her dress revealing glimpses of pink nipple as they shifted across her bosom. 
 
    Billick made a show of sneering openly, but it was clear that he was a defeated man. Even as aroused as he was, there was no confidence left in his eyes. If anything, his expression hinted at self-loathing and annoyance in the deep satisfaction Lady Eletha took in their reversal of roles. 
 
    She pushed her hand against his chest, knocking him back into the chair that was once to be his throne. Pulling up her dress from the hem, she lowered herself onto him. He was ready for her, and reached his hands up to feel her body and take control. 
 
    Two of Lady Eletha’s valkyries seized his wrists before he could. Lady Eletha nodded to a third, who came up beside her and took hold of Billick’s long ears, rubbing the appendages and teasing the erogenous zones there with soft movements. 
 
    Lady Eletha sank lower onto him, and Billick’s mask faded away. He let out a defeated moan and tried to glare at her, only managing a halfhearted effort. Lady Eletha pulled at her plunging neckline and thrust her bare breasts into his face. Slowly, she rocked her hips back and forth. She planned on taking her time with him. 
 
      
 
    “Halrin Kentar! Are you truly this daft?” 
 
    Hal flinched at the sound of his sister’s voice, nearly dropping the translation he’d been studying. Lilith was headed up the hill in his direction, carrying her skirts high as she stepped through the rain speckled grass. 
 
    He felt his cheeks reddening as he considered the history he’d been reading. Many of the ancient elven texts that Roth assigned him to translate centered on topics that were less than appropriate for polite discussion. Some of them even veered into explicit detail, giving a raw, unfiltered glimpse into the lurid history of the elder race. 
 
    “Do you need something, Lilith?” he asked. 
 
    Lilith bounced with each step as she made her way toward the tree Hal was resting against, her strawberry blonde curls falling loose across her freckled, youthful face. Behind her, carriages approached the Kentar Estate in an unbroken line, appearing to flee from the beautiful setting sun and indigo infused clouds in their wake. 
 
    “It’s father’s victory party,” she said. “He’s going to be expecting you there.” 
 
    Hal shrugged. 
 
    Of course he will be. Along with all his sycophants, desperate to win his favor however they can. 
 
    “Father is always expecting one thing or another,” said Hal. “I’m sure he’s learned to manage his disappointment over the years.” 
 
    Lilith made an annoyed noise and crossed her arms, the motion causing the curls of her hair to pull and bounce like paper spirals. She stomped toward Hal, pouting as her eyes ran over him. For an instant, he feared that she was going to look at his work, and he scrambled to set the stack of paper just out of reach. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Lilith. “I know you too well, brother, to think that this morose mood comes naturally to you.” 
 
    She sat down next to him, leaning her back against the tree trunk, and took hold of one of his hands. Lilith was only twelve, a full eight years younger than Hal, but she was precocious and surprisingly perceptive for her age. Hal sighed and made a vague gesture, hoping she’d just let it drop. 
 
    “Father denied your request for dueling training,” guessed Lilith. “Again?” 
 
    Hal slowly nodded. 
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense to me,” he said. “The Collected Provinces may be at peace now, but that might not always be the case. And he’s one of the most prominent Voicemen, especially now that he’s been reelected. How does he expect me to protect him or you, should something happen? With a single ball from my pistol, which I also haven’t been trained with?” 
 
    “He doesn’t want that kind of life for you,” said Lilith. 
 
    Hal scowled, not at her, but at his circumstances. 
 
    “Father used those exact same words,” said Hal. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d suspect an element of collusion between the two of you.” 
 
    Lilith made an offended noise, and Hal couldn’t keep a tiny smile from betraying his teasing. She was too easy, sometimes. Or perhaps she was just playing along, doing what she could to drag a better mood out of him. 
 
    “It’s not just the training though, is it?” asked Lilith. “He must have said something more than that to darken your temper so.” 
 
    “It’s not what he said…” Hal ran a hand through his hair. “It’s what he does. Who he favors…” 
 
    “You think he favors Mauve over you?” asked Lilith. “Mauve isn’t his son, Hal. And he isn’t your brother, despite how close he’s become to all of us.” 
 
    Mauve was the son of Eddard Broven, the Voiceman who’d originally pulled Hal’s father, Karnas Kentar, into politics. When Eddard had passed away, Mauve had still been a young child and the last of his family line. Karnas had taken him into the Kentar household without a second thought. 
 
    Mauve and my father get along well enough that maybe it would be better if he was his real son. 
 
    Hal pushed the thought away, realizing how petty it was. Mauve had been his best friend for almost his entire life. While Karnas had gone as far as to hint that he’d be open to allowing Mauve to marry Lilith one day, if he wished to join the family legally, Mauve was just as free spirited as Hal when it came to his future. 
 
    “I know,” said Hal. “And you’re right. It’s just frustrating. I’ve seen Mauve on the dueling grounds before. He’s the best swordsman under 25 summers in the province. It’s like father takes a perverse pleasure in allowing him the freedoms that he denies to me.” 
 
    Lilith frowned and said nothing. After a few seconds, she sat up straight and glanced over at him, her green eyes open and hopeful. 
 
    “I know what will cheer you up!” She reached into one of the pockets of her dress. When she pulled it out, her hand was clenched into a fist over something. “Close your eyes!” 
 
    Hal felt as though he’d rather roll his eyes than close them, but he obeyed. He felt Lilith draping a necklace over his head. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “You can open them now.” 
 
    Hal looked down at what he’d been given. The necklace was an odd thing, a circle of leather cord with a small, clear stone in the shape of teardrop hanging from it. It was smooth and uniform, lacking any imperfections that he could see.  
 
    The stone had a strange effect on the light that passed through it. It wasn’t prismatic, but it still created minor distortions, almost like a full glass of water. A small, metal clasp with a loop for the cord to run through had been secured to the tip of its teardrop shape, leaving the larger half to hang downward. 
 
    Hal glanced up at his sister, who watched him with an excited expression on her face. 
 
    “I found it washed up on the edge of the river,” said Lilith. “What do you think of it?” 
 
    “I can’t really wear a necklace,” said Hal. “Rings are the only jewelry appropriate for grown men.” 
 
    All the excitement faded from her face, replaced by open disappointment. She bit her lower lip, and Hal knew beyond doubt that she was seconds away from crying. 
 
    “It’s beautiful!” he said, quickly. “And I can just wear it under my shirt. Thank you, Lilith. I’ll treasure it always.” 
 
    He pulled her into a tight hug, and felt her rest her head against his shoulder. 
 
    “Really?” she asked. 
 
    “Really,” he said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I love you, Hal,” she whispered. 
 
    She kept hugging him even as Hal started to release her from the embrace. Her hands moved across her eyes quickly as he caught sight of her face again, brushing away wasted tears. 
 
    “Now,” continued Lilith. “You need to head down the ballroom and join the festivities. And for the sun’s love, Hal, patch things up with father. Tonight isn’t about you, it’s about him.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Lilith headed straight back to the victory party, but Halrin needed to return his translation to Roth’s library first. He buckled his pistol belt back on as he stood up from his spot by the tree and set off down the hill toward the archives. 
 
    The Kentar estate was one of the largest land holdings in southeast Cardvale. It was mostly undeveloped, with the main house and buildings set within a large clearing surrounded by cultivated fields and pasture lands. Further beyond lay the dense, thick forest that had reclaimed much of the province over the past hundred years. 
 
    Hal took a route that would keep him away from most of the party’s guests. He was already dressed for the festivities, but he hated listening to the pleas and overtures of the merchants and politicians who were desperate to win his father’s favor. 
 
    The necklace Lilith had given him felt odd around his neck. The strange stone pressed against the bare skin of his chest, feeling warm and alive. He pulled it out as he walked, frowning as it began to heat up against his fingers. 
 
    A flash of light came from within the clear stone’s core, lasting only a fraction of a second, but shining bright enough to hurt Hal’s eyes. He flinched back from it, blinking several times in quick succession and frowning. Stones that changed color over time were not uncommon in the collected provinces, and were often set in to jewelry and purported to be able to tell the mood of the wearer. 
 
    I’ve seen that before, but never anything like this. Very strange… 
 
    The library doors were already locked for the night, but Hal had his own key. He let himself into the musty space and headed to his tutor’s desk. He tucked the translation into the drawer that Roth reserved for him to submit his work and made his way back outside.  
 
    He’d been working as a translator, both of spoken and written word, for almost five years. Few in southeast Cardvale had a better understanding of the various dialects and tongues spoken across the Collected Provinces than he did. Hal’s education extended not only to the ancient elven language, but to the eccentric sign language of the ogres, as well. Being an ogre himself, Roth had taught him personally. 
 
    The air in the hallways of the estate smelled of the night’s feast, a mixture garlic roasted pork, seasoned vegetables, various pastries, and the distinct, slightly acidic smell of wine. The sounds of the victory party reached Hal from far outside the ballroom and stirred his anxiety. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy parties, but the burden of his father’s work in the public eye often fell onto his shoulders, as well as Lilith’s. 
 
    Dozens, if not hundreds of people were packed into the ballroom, pressed closely together across both the lower and upper levels. The estate’s servants had set up a small stage in the very back of the main floor for Karnas to deliver his speech from. Karnas was already busy talking with several of his fellow politicians, the chosen few who curried his favor.  
 
    Hal and his father had shared a fractious relationship ever since the passing of his and Lilith’s mother four years earlier. She’d been the center of their family, with an open, loving personality that had made her a master of orchestrating compromises. Hal still missed her deeply, though her death had been expected, as she’d been sick for several years before it came to pass. 
 
    He watched the conversing politicians for a second too long and Karnas’s eyes met his as his father scanned the room. Karnas was nearly as stubborn as he was, but Hal could see a hint of a plea in his father’s expression. Had their argument truly been so bad? Hal had raised his voice to Karnas, who’d shouted back at him, but what had they actually said to each other? 
 
    He said I wasn’t fit to be a warrior, in body or temperament. And I said that he’d always make a better politician than father.  
 
    It had been rumored that the Executive Voice might make an appearance to congratulate Voiceman Karnas, given how instrumental his support had been in Karnas’s reelection. Looking around, Hal doubted that it would be so, given that most everyone of interest had already arrived. 
 
    He never knew exactly what to do with himself at his father’s parties, and he was still glancing around awkwardly when an arm settled across his shoulders.  Mauve favored Hal with a wide grin and passed him a mug full of ale. 
 
    “Take a swig,” said Mauve. “You look as though you could use it.” 
 
    Hal let out a single chuckle. 
 
    “I think I probably could,” said Hal. He put the mug to his lips, tasting a hint of blackberry in the strong brew. 
 
    “Lilith told me about the fight,” said Mauve. 
 
    Hal turned to look at him, frowning slightly as he did. Mauve was tall, with broad shoulders and strong muscles from his martial training. His skin was tanned, and his face was handsome. Since they’d both come of age, Hal had occasionally felt pangs of jealousy when comparing his more average physique to his friend’s, but the two were more than close enough to make jest of it. 
 
    What surprised him now was the expression on Mauve’s face. He looked guilty, as though he blamed himself for whatever had happened between Hal and his father. Seeing that made Hal feel like a petulant child, arguing and sulking in a manner that dragged his friends and family down with him. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” said Hal. “It’s not your fault. And honestly, it’s none of Lilith’s business.” 
 
    “She’s your sister,” said Mauve. “Everything related to you is her business. You are going to talk to him at some point, are you not?” 
 
    At some point… 
 
    Hal nodded, though he wasn’t sure whether he would do it that night. Presenting himself at the party seemed to be enough of a concession, from his point of view. He could put off mending bridges with his father until the morning, when they’d both had the time to cool down. 
 
    “I will,” said Hal. “Do you mind if I finish this?” He wiggled the mug back and forth, suddenly eager to be on his way toward drunkenness. 
 
    “Not at all,” said Mauve. “Of course, you’ll have to do me a favor in return.” 
 
    “I should have expected as much.” Hal grinned at him. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s not even a hard favor, relax,” said Mauve. “And it’s as much on Roth’s behalf as mine. He took his hand drums out to put on a small show for the room, at your father’s request. He mentioned to me that his drumming would go over better if he had a few dancers to demonstrate the flows of Kye Lornis.” 
 
    Hal raised an eyebrow. The Kye Lornis was an ancient ogre martial dance, taught to a tribe’s youths starting at age five. It had become something of a cultural relic over the past century, with ogres assimilating deeper into human society and letting go of many of their old traditions. 
 
    Roth had taught both Hal and Mauve many of the basic Kye Lornis flows and even a few more advanced ones. There was only so much they could learn, limited by their human physique. As a dance intended for ogre youths, many of the movements necessitated an ogre’s four arms and were near impossible for a human to do more than imitate. 
 
    “I don’t know, Mauve,” said Hal. “To be honest, I can’t say that I’m in much of a mood for dancing right now.” 
 
    “Halrin,” said Mauve. “Please. I’ve been dying for a chance to show Maddie what the flows are like when performed in front of a real crowd. And it’s not just for me, but Roth, too!” 
 
    Maddie was Mauve’s girlfriend, though the two spent about as much time fighting as they did in harmony. She was a sweet girl, slim waisted with a generous bust. Hal liked her well enough, as did everyone except his father, who still hoped for an eventual match between Mauve and Lilith. 
 
    “Can it wait until later?” asked Hal. “Once I’m loosened up a little?” 
 
    “Eleanor is here, too,” said Mauve. “I’ve seen how you get around her. And I’m sure you’ve noticed how she gets around you, too. She’s normally so talkative, but every time you join the conversation, all she can do is blush and stutter her words.” 
 
    Mauve clapped him on the shoulder and nodded toward a group of girls across the crowd. Hal spotted Maddie and her best friend Eleanor, both dressed in dresses of the current fashion - which some of the older generation found scandalous. The dresses barely made it down past the girls’ knees, and the tight stockings they wore underneath left so little to the imagination that Hal couldn’t help but stare. 
 
    “Fine,” said Hal. “When is Roth planning on starting?” 
 
    Mauve immediately turned his attention toward the ogre scholar, who was already sitting in the middle of a circle of four drums. Roth was the only ogre in residence in the Kentar estate, and his clothes had been specially made by the estate’s tailor to accommodate his four, long, spindly arms. His face was naturally smooth, and in place of eyebrows, thin ridges protruded from his head. A long pony tail of straight black hair fell across one of his shoulders. 
 
    Roth smiled at Hal and Mauve, and then began to drum a slow rhythm, drawing the attention of the entire room. Before Hal had time to reconsider, Mauve had already grabbed his arm and begun pulling him into the fray. 
 
    A circle of open space and polished wood floor lay just in front of where Roth was drumming. Hal suspected that either Mauve or Roth had spread word of the spontaneous performance long before he’d ever agreed to do it. 
 
    I can’t be mad at either of them. The people want a show, and who else will give it to them? 
 
    It was only then that Hal saw a flicker of nervousness on Mauve’s face. The feeling was infectious, and soon the two of them were shooting each other sidelong, anxious glances. Hal looked to the circle and then back at the waiting crowd.  
 
    He took off his belt, as did Mauve. Mauve’s belt looked heavier than Hal’s, given that it held both pistol and sword. An empty moment passed with neither of them hurrying to be the first one to showcase the dance, Roth’s drums echoing rhythmically throughout the ballroom. 
 
    “Alright,” said Hal. “It was your idea. You should start this off.” 
 
    Mauve let out a nervous chuckle. 
 
    “You’re the one who Roth claims has the real potential with the flows,” said Mauve. “Maybe you should…” 
 
    Roth’s drumming grew louder. Hal looked over and saw old ogre looking at him and Mauve impatiently. He took a deep breath and started to step forward. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do it,” said Mauve. “You’re right. It was my idea.” 
 
    Hal breathed a sigh of relief as Mauve stepped out into the circle, the crowd breaking out into eager, expectant applause. Mauve bounced on the balls of his feet to the beat of the drums, raising his arms up and down, and then just as Roth shifted into a new rhythm, he lowered into the deep crouch of the introductory Kye Lornis flow. 
 
    Hal had always found the dance to be a thing of both beauty and power. He watched Mauve slowly swaying around the edge of the circle, stepping back and forth in time with the drums, his hands upraised, outstretched, and always moving. 
 
    Mauve dropped to one knee before rolling backward over one shoulder and up to his feet again. Immediately, he hopped forward onto his hands, holding the strength pose for only an instant before bouncing back to standing and twisting himself into another powerful roll. 
 
    The crowd went wild as Mauve’s freestyle flow continued. He had a powerful style that matched his build, and Hal noticed Maddie and more than a few other girls watching his movements excitedly from the edge of the crowd. 
 
    No more than thirty seconds had passed before Mauve spun back into place next to Hal, slapping him on the back and urging him out. Hal grinned, spinning into the circle as though pushed by the momentum of the contact. 
 
    While Mauve’s style was powerful and heavy, Hal excelled at the quicker, more acrobatic flows. He took his time with his standing introduction, stepping and spinning, and then leaping into the air. Landing with his hands down, he maneuvered across his shoulder, onto his back, and then onto his hands again before pushing up to his feet, all a continuation of the same fluid spin. 
 
    Technically, the Kye Lornis was a martial dance. Karnas had denied Hal dueling training and even the basic wrestling that most boys learned in their youth before they picked a weapon focus. But Hal’s father’s concerns about combat training hadn’t extended to the dance, and it was what Hal had put his full efforts into outside of his work as a scribe and translator. 
 
    He hopped up into a spin, leaning slightly on the diagonal toward his landing foot. As he touched down, his other leg spun upward, pulling him into a backflip that had taken him the better part of a year to perfect. Roth let out a high-pitched whoop from his drum perch. The crowd went wild. 
 
    Hal spun back toward Mauve, and for the remainder of their showcase, they danced across from one another, spinning into exaggerated kicks and occasionally clasping hands to twist each other into partner flows. The crowd clapped along with Roth’s drumming. Hal saw Eleanor watching him, her smile reaching to the edges of her face, one finger twisting her straight brown hair. 
 
    Hal and Mauve continued until they were sweaty and out of breath, and finally, Roth brought his rhythm to an end, letting them both off the hook. The two raised their hands into the air and gave a bow. The crowd cheered and applauded, and Hal felt his mood shift as he basked in the attention.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    When the dancing was over, and they’d caught their breath, Mauve winked at Hal and hurried off to his girlfriend’s side. He took her hand and led her off toward one of the hallways leading out of the ballroom. Mauve had already regaled Hal with a generous account of how he’d taken Maddie’s virginity, and Hal suspected his friend was hoping for another taste of paradise. 
 
    A fiddler had begun playing to fill the void left by Roth’s drumming, and a good portion of the crowd had coupled and begun dancing. Hal saw Eleanor eyeing him from the edge of the dance floor and decided to take a page out of Mauve’s book, taking her hand as he went by and pulling her along with him. 
 
    Hal watched as Eleanor’s face flickered with delight as they began to move together. She was better at dancing than he’d expected her to be, and made a show of pushing in close to him. A few times, her breasts even pressed against his shoulder, and she had a habit of lifting her skirts every turn and flashing her lower legs at him. 
 
    The song ended after a few minutes, and it was suddenly Eleanor’s turn to lead Hal off down a hallway. The two of them dipped into a darkened entranceway, the locked door underneath it leading off to the guest rooms. Hal had assumed that Eleanor was a virgin, and looked at her with surprise as she confidentially met his gaze and kissed him on the lips. 
 
    And I almost skipped out on this. I need to thank both Lilith and Mauve come morning. 
 
    Eleanor’s hands moved across his chest and stomach. Hal almost flinched back in shock as she groped at his crotch. She kissed him again, rubbing between his legs, pushing her tongue into his mouth, and making her intentions fully clear. 
 
    “You can lift my skirts up,” she whispered. 
 
    “I… Right now?” Hal gaped at her. 
 
    Eleanor smiled wickedly at him. She reached down and did it for him, pulling her skirts up to reveal her legs underneath. She was wearing socks that only went up just beyond her knees, and nothing else. Hal’s jaw dropped open when she took his hand and pulled it between her legs. His hand grazed across fine, soft pubic hair and nude skin. 
 
    “We can be quick,” whispered Eleanor. “Won’t you show me more of your dancing skills, Halrin?” 
 
    She turned so that her back was to him and pushed her bare butt against his crotch. Hal reached around to her front, his hands palming her small breasts through her dress as he pressed his erection into her. He smiled to himself as he felt his heart pounding with excitement, both from his arousal and the risk of them getting caught. 
 
    After a quick glance down the hallway to make sure that nobody was heading their way, Hal lowered his trousers just far enough to free his cock. Eleanor was grinding into him, her body eager and ready to be taken. Seeing her like that was enough to shatter any illusions he’d had about the sweet, innocent looking girl. 
 
    Sweet and innocent is alright. But this… might be better. 
 
    Hal kissed her neck and leaned her forward against the closed door of the entranceway. It took him a couple of seconds to find the right angle, but he knew immediately once he had, the tight crush of her wet, hot lane welcoming his shaft inside. 
 
    They both let out matching sighs of pleasure as Hal slowly began to move, one hand massaging her butt under the skirt while the other took turns playing with her breasts over the outside of her dress. He thrust slowly, trying to keep Eleanor quiet as tiny squeals of pleasure escaped her lips. 
 
    He was paranoid about being caught, and at first, it distracted him. Eleanor reached her hand back and ran it through his hair, pulling his attention back to her young, nubile body. He pumped his cock deeper into her, feeling the momentum of his pleasure building, drawing him in. 
 
    Eleanor shifted, widening her stance and pushing her butt higher into the air. Hal took hold of her waist and let himself fall into a slow, deliberate rhythm, pulling her back into him as his hips pushed forward. He went back a little too far on one thrust and fumbled to get the tip of his shaft back inside her, to no avail. 
 
    “You’re so cute,” whispered Eleanor. “Here.” 
 
    She reached around and gave him a helping hand. Hal cupped one of her breasts and pushed as deep into her as he could go, savoring the sensation. 
 
    He was about to begin building his pace again when a noise came from down the hallway, back toward the party. His heart skipped a beat as he rushed to make himself decent. Eleanor fixed her skirts and let out a nervous laugh, which made Hal laugh, too. 
 
    The person who’d intruded on their encounter bumbled by them with drunken steps, taking zero notice of their ruffled hair and embarrassed expressions. Hal was about to suggest that they pick up from where they’d left off when a loud shout came from the ballroom, followed immediately by several more.  
 
    He frowned, slowly making his way down the hallway, half expecting the party attendees to have discovered their hijinks, somehow. Instead, he was greeted by the sight of at least half of the crowd pressed up against the ballroom’s windows, peering out into the night.  
 
    The floor suddenly shook, almost as though an earthquake had hit the estate. Earthquakes were uncommon in Cardvale, but not unheard of. Hal glanced toward Eleanor in time to see her making her way back toward her friends. 
 
    Whatever had caught the attention of the crowd had also pulled it away from Karnas, who’d been flanked by hangers-on for most of the party. It was the best chance Hal would have to speak with him alone that night, and he decided to take it. He hoped that Eleanor would still be in a flirtatious mood when he got back, but when he looked over at her, he found that she’d joined the rest of the crowd by the window. 
 
    “What is it?” asked a slightly overweight man. 
 
    “I have no idea…” said Mauve, who was near the center of the crowd. Hal spotted Lilith by his side, and she was looking his way. She smiled and gave a slight nod. Hal took a single step and then winced as the stone on his necklace suddenly burned hot against his chest. 
 
    He pulled it out and looked at it, impressed by how brightly it was suddenly glowing. He glanced up to see if anyone else had noticed it just as he heard the screams. 
 
    Flames erupted through the windows along the ballroom, the same windows that nearly every attendee of Karnas’s victory party was pushed tightly up against, vying for the best view outside. Hal could feel the heat from where he stood, and had a perfect view of the horror as it unfolded. 
 
    Lilith. Sweet, innocent Lilith. She’d been front and center. She hadn’t been given any time to react or to do anything other than be so tragically unlucky. The flames hit her in a direct burst, instantly turning clothing, skin, tissue, everything but a handful of bones into ash and dust. Hal felt a scream being torn from his chest. He had his pistol out, though he had no recollection of drawing it. 
 
    Karnas was screaming, though it was as much for his own pain as for his beloved daughter. He’d been just far enough back to miss the brunt of the heat, but his hair and chest were alight. Hal stumbled forward, numb and unsure. He couldn’t think clearly, let alone understand what was going on. 
 
    “Halrin!” screamed Karnas. “Run!” 
 
    The ceiling of the Karnas estate caved inward in a cascade of roof tiles and dust, and something out of a nightmare poked through. A scaled black reptilian head half the size of a carriage stared down at Hal and his immolated father, watching them both with crimson red eyes. 
 
    Its skin was shiny, segmented, and glistening in the light. Blood from an unknown victim already dripped from its dagger sized teeth, and faint trails of smoke escaped its nostrils in tepid puffs.  
 
    “My daughter!” screamed Karnas. “You monster!” 
 
    He charged forward, still smoldering where the fire had hit him. Hal watched, unable to find his courage or his voice, as his father made a made a foolhardy dash forward. The fight, if it could even be called that, was over in less than a second. 
 
    The monster pecked its snout down like a chicken digging for grub, except it opened its mouth wide at the last second. Karnas was seized by its dagger sized teeth. The creature bit down on him once, the sound of it a wet, sickening crunch, and Karnas instantly went limp. 
 
    Hal fell to his knees as he watched the monster chew and swallow, using a long, disgusting tongue to lick its teeth clean of the man who’d raised him. It didn’t seem real. It couldn’t be real. It was all happening too fast, and Hal was still right there, watching it. 
 
    I can’t just sit here! 
 
    He coughed as he forced himself back to his feet, smoke and the scent of charred flesh clogging his throat. The people who’d managed to avoid the creature’s first onslaught were letting out desperate screams as they fled the estate. Hal had no intention of running, though even if he’d wanted to, the flames from the earlier attack had already cut off most of his avenues of escape. 
 
    He already had his pistol in hand, and he squeezed its handle tight enough to make his hand hurt. The monster had pulled back from its entrance point, not to abandon its siege, but to expand the hole outward, destroying more of the building’s roof. 
 
    He lifted his gun in a trembling hand, took aim at the monster, and fired. The shot went wide, missing the monster’s head by several feet. It let out a roar and surged forward, its long neck stretching and pulling a fat, reptilian body into the ballroom along with it. 
 
    The gnashing teeth were still covered in his father’s blood, and they snapped closed a few feet from his face. The monster exhaled near enough for him to smell its putrid breath. Hal was shivering, but he forced himself to stay upright, and forced his eyes to focus on what was happening. 
 
    There was someone on the creature’s back. Hal stared up at a man wearing a golden full helm with a thin eye slit. A red cloak trailed off his shoulders, and loose chain mail covered his chest. The man seemed to pull at the monster, his hands digging into its neck until the grotesque thing halted in place.  
 
    Hal sheathed his empty pistol and took a slow step back, his fear suddenly hitting him with a vengeance. The monster seemed to sense his weakness, and picked that moment to finally strike. It lashed out, not with its teeth, but with one of its claws, knocking Hal off his feet and pinning him to the floor in a single movement. 
 
    He screamed with all the air he had left in his lungs. The monster’s claw was wider across than his chest was broad, but only barely. It seemed to enjoy toying with him, letting the razor like claws dig into his skin, threatening to snap his ribs. He was sure that the creature could do it if it wanted to. 
 
    Seconds went by. Hal had never in his life felt so tiny, fragile, and weak. He’d already vomited up what was left of his dinner, and his stomach was threatening to suffocate him through the continued dry heaves. 
 
    The monster squeezed again. Hal screamed again. He shut his eyes, but that only made the reality of what was happening worse. He reached his weak hands up and tried to pull at the dragon’s claws. It was as though he was trying to put a bend into a sharp sword blade, and he only managed to cut one of his palms. 
 
    Hal felt the pressure against his chest increase for an instant as the creature leaned over him, and then he was pulled into the air. His head whipped back from the speed of it. He had an instant to see the true carnage wrought by the monster on his family’s home. Dozens of corpses lay scattered across the lawn, and the estate itself was in flames. It would be abandoned, though he didn’t expect to survive for long enough to be around to care. 
 
    The monster held him aloft for a few more seconds. Hal turned his gaze onto the rider atop it, hatred surging through his blood and bones for the man who’d orchestrated the deaths of everyone he’d loved. 
 
    And then, the monster leapt into the air, still carrying Hal. He could hear and feel the rushing of its wings, a sound that reminded him of standing too close to one of Roth’s drums while he was in the middle of a furious rhythm. 
 
    Hal got another look downward at what remained of the Kentar Estate as the creature flew off, carrying him like a predator after a successful hunt. It was his home, and it was now a funeral pyre, consumed by flames and thick with the smell of death. 
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