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Enchanter 5


A Magical Academy Slice of Life Adventure

Jack Bryce


Chapter 1



Finally, a semblance of normalcy.

The end of the California Anomalous Zone lay ahead, and boy, was that a good thing. Our little expedition into the unknown, which had led to my acquisition of the Orb of the Summoner King and completion of my Legacy Trial, had been exciting, but there’s only so much the mind can handle…

The Cali AZ was just too weird…

The girls felt the same way. They had all been silent for the past few hours, even Trixie and Lazy. Watchful. Sighs escaped them when we saw the fence beyond the giant mushrooms, the drifting spores, and the strange phosphorescent glow.

“Never thought I’d be that happy to see a normal tree,” I muttered, the first words in an hour. The girls all chuckled, feeling the same relief as I did.

Finally, we stepped out of the Anomalous Zone, and the weird glow fell off our backs. The dry wind cut through resin and dust and carried off the sour spore stink—no more whispering fungus and no more buzzing gnats that tried to drink mana through our skin.

Behind us, the last bent mushrooms hunched under their own weight, their vines winking sullen green even in daylight. Ahead, hills rolled in scrub and pine, and rocks baked under a wide, honest sky.

As I stepped out, I brushed gray powder off my jacket and watched it fall like snow, breathing once just to prove the air was clean. For a beat, we let our shoulders settle into the open.

Amazing how fast you miss boring.

The Staff of Mastery was warm in my grip. Its wood was scorched, the bronze spiraled like a coiled snake, and dull emerald flecks were set in it like metal splinters.

An heirloom of my bloodline. The line of Taelath and Aurelius, the golden dragons.

I still struggled to wrap my mind around that. I was a descendant of the Summoner King and a line of powerful souls that had shaped the world as we know it today. My descendants had touched the fates of many, and now they touched my fate too.

Lazy flopped into me from the left, all tail and ears and the long line of thigh under her shorts, and threw one arm around my waist like she’d been dying for a week. Her warm presence drew my mind to more earthly matters.

“Mmmh, real sun. No more crunchy whoosh-bugs,” she sighed and rubbed her forehead under my shoulder like a cat bunts furniture. She squinted up at the bronze spiral. “Wade, your staff is, like, extra staffy now. It’s glowing.”

I chuckled and nodded. “It seems so.”

Thessa stepped close on my right and exhaled, a curl of heat brushing my neck. Black hair framed a face that was as perfect as it could be, and those red eyes tracked every movement around us and every inch of me with the same hunger as her spaded tail swished behind her. “Vorlius is going to foam,” she said, almost purring. “He thought he was hunting a toy. Then you walk out of there, proven to belong to the most powerful bloodline and holding the key to things he’ll never touch.” Her mouth curved, slow and mean. “I want to watch him choke on that.”

Trixie hopped onto a rock and planted a fist on her hip. Her other hand shaded her blue eyes like we were on a beach day. Curvy, blonde, and bouncy even while standing still, she flashed me a blinding smile. “It would be SO great if Vorlius would just die from shock!” She flushed and fanned herself. “But still, it would be, like, so much better to kill his stupid face myself.”

I laughed, shaking my head at the very casual and bubbly manner in which Trixie could speak of murder, as Khla took up the rear, broad and steady. She scanned the hills as she let out a sigh at Trixie’s bubbly ravings. Seven feet of orc and not an inch of it had patience for Trixie’s bits.

I slid a look back at the edge of the Zone.

The girls were right. Vorlius was the next challenge. If he wanted the staff, he wanted the bloodline even more. He was a bully with too much money and a stack of hired mages, and he was used to getting his way. He had sent goons after us already. “Hopefully he’ll back down once he sees the proof. Kay said the Magocracy laws on this are pretty clear.”

Lazy wrinkled her nose. “He should. Bonds are final.”

“I’ll show him the meaning of pain if he does not,” Khla said. She rolled a shoulder.

“I love it when Green Mommy gets all tough,” Trixie said, eyebrows wiggling at Khla.

Khla closed one eye as if she were weighing a rock in her palm. “Do not make me turn your pretty tanned hide into a pair of boots.”

“I like it when you—”

“Do not.”

Trixie clapped a hand over her mouth and nodded, eyes wide, ears quivering with a secret giggle.

While the others traded jabs, Varga had already drifted ahead a few paces. She moved like a shadow, black hair a wisp behind her, wolf ears up and forward, tail stiff. Her poise was wound in places most people never knew they had. Her nose worked the air while her eyes flicked from ground to brush to horizon.

She paused, dropped into a squat, and touched the dirt with two fingers. Her ears lifted higher. “Hold,” she said.

We clustered up without thinking. Our time together had given us one good reflex: we obeyed that tone.

She traced a mark in the earth and sniffed her fingertips. Her lip lifted a fraction, neither a snarl nor friendliness. “Something’s up. Heavy prints—plate or thick brigandine—with a deep bite. Heel strikes are aggressive.” Her gaze cut into the scrub. “I smell oil, iron, cheap leather, and cheese. Who eats cheese on patrol?” Her tail gave a notebook’s quick flip. “Idiots.”

“How many?” Thessa asked and stepped closer, eyes narrowing.

“There are more than five,” Varga said. “Fewer than a dozen. They hustled and then spread out. No hooves; only boots. The right boot on one drags. A tall man favors his left.” She gestured along the line of prints. “They came out of the aspens, crossed here, and went that way. Thirty minutes ago, maybe forty.” She sniffed again and curled her nose. “One has bad breath.”

“Sounds like humans,” I said.

Varga nodded.

Khla rolled her shoulders and loosened her stance. “Varga, any sigils? Any marks in the soil that look like magic traps?”

“I see no glyphs,” Varga said. Her tail lowered; her shoulders didn’t. “No traps laid here, at least. They moved fast and didn’t care how loud they were.” She tapped two fingers to her chest, then pointed toward the hill they’d taken. “Scout?”

Thessa’s hand found my arm, nails pressing through my sleeve. “I still don’t trust her,” she whispered to me.

Not accounting for wolfkin ears… Varga heard it and scowled at her. Knowing the wolfgirl, she was showing remarkable restraint by not getting into a fight with Thessa over it.

I looked at the tracks, then at Varga. Her jaw said she was fighting herself even as she waited for my word. She wanted to prove she could be useful. She always wanted to prove something. She was a hard girl who balanced on a thin wire between who she’d been and who she wanted to be.

“Go,” I said. “But don’t engage. We don’t pick fights alone.”

She grinned as she looked up at me. Heat ran through that look and vanished under old habits. She clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth. “I’ll be careful!”

“Oh, good girl,” Trixie blurted as if she were talking to a dog.

Varga’s ears shot flat. “Say that again and I’ll throw you in a bush.”

Trixie fluttered her lashes. “Promises, promises.”

“Nuh-uh!” Lazy said, wagging a finger at Trixie. “Do not call a wolfgirl ‘good girl’ unless you have a death wish or snacks.”

“I am a snack!” she hummed, striking a pose, booted heel hitting her plump butt as she raised one hand. “A FABULOUS snack.”

“Can we please…” Khla growled. “The wind will carry all these stupid jokes to whoever’s stalking us.”

I nodded. “Khla’s right. Let’s keep the banter down.” I inclined my head at Varga. “Be careful.”

We watched the brush swallow Varga, and Thessa muttered something. She leaned close again. “If she drags trouble back and puts a scratch on you, I’ll trim her tail,” she said, low and full of sugar and knives.

“She won’t,” I said. “And you won’t.”

“So,” Trixie said. She propped her bow over one shoulder. “Since you’re related to the Summoner King, do we need to get you a crown? Because I know a guy.”

Lazy made a little squeal and clapped. “Oh my gods, yes. Crown. Collar. Leash. Wait, those last two are for me. Sorry. Just a crown!”

Khla gave me a sidelong look while she planted her feet. “Titles make people into idiots,” she said. “You are Wade. That’s all, and more than enough.”

I chuckled and nodded, agreeing with that sentiment. “We are more than enough, I’d say,” I added with a grin as I looked our group over.

Two Enchanters—Lazy and me. A Familiar, bonded to me, and a White Mage. An Arcane Archer. A Wildclaw hunter out ahead.

And each of them crazy in the best of ways.

Yeah, it was a pretty solid team we had right here…
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Half an hour crawled by as we waited for Varga. The staff sat across my knees while we waited in a knot of scrub. Lazy leaned on my shoulder and drew little circles on my forearm with a nail. Trixie stretched her back and made a show of it. Khla stood statue-straight. Thessa paced a short line. Her tail flicked. Her eyes were hot and restless.

Finally, Varga slid out of the brush without a sound. Nobody had even seen or heard her coming, and I could tell Thessa was annoyed at that.

The wolfgirl grinned before she dropped into a crouch at my feet. Her chest rose and fell fast. Dirt darkened her knees.

“Seven men,” she said. “Armored, cloaked, bearing halberds. They’re lying in the wash where the aspens thin. Two on the flanks, one spotter on a rock. Four are near a fallen log.”

I lifted my head. “Armored, cloaked, and with halberds? They sound like Mage-Knights.”

Her lips pulled off a fang. “Close enough. But the cloaks are blank—no ouroboros, no star, no badges. Either they scraped them off, or they aren’t official.”

Khla grunted. “Clandestine.”

“The kind of job nobody files a report on,” Thessa said, low.

“What’s the distance?” I asked.

“Four hundred paces,” Varga said. “Wind is from them to us. If they can even smell anything, it won’t be us. But they’re patient. No chatter. They’re waiting for someone.”

“Us,” Trixie said, bright as a bell. She twanged her bowstring once.

Figures. Vorlius was sure to try something.

I rubbed my thumb along the bronze spiral of the staff. “We have two choices,” I said. “We go around and pray no one sees us, or we fix this here and now.”

Thessa turned to me, eager. “I vote we burn them out.”

Lazy bumped me with her hip. “We can also do smoke and mirrors. Make them look the wrong way.”

“I’m not a fan of having them behind us,” I said. “If someone’s scrying, they’ll see us sidestep the net and set a chase. Then we fight on their terms with our backs open. We’re fresh. We know where they are. Better to hit now, take the advantage. But I want one of them. I need to know if Vorlius set them up.”

Khla nodded once. “We take the initiative. We leave a survivor.”

Varga’s ears tipped forward. “I can take us through the scrub and drop us on their rear. The spotter won’t see us if we stay low. The log protects their front, not their backs.”

Trixie tapped her lips, eyes on the hills. “Sounds like good old-fashioned fun.”

I raised the staff. “We’ll crawl up, and I’ll throw a Minor Illusion. It’ll show me strolling in like an idiot. When they bite, we break them from the back. Khla, keep us standing. Thessa, hold your fire until I signal. I don’t want to warn the spotter too early.”

Thessa smirked. “You just like making me wait for it.”

“I like you not turning the hillside into a flare show,” I said with a grin. She rolled her eyes and smiled back because she liked the push and pull even when she pretended to bristle.

Also true: any plan that ends with Thessa smiling is likely to end with lots of fire.

Varga’s tail gave a small snap. “Their left flank is lazy. Those two keep shifting their feet. I can reach them first.”

Trixie’s eyes sparkled. “I’ll bring the pain! And look amazing while doing it.” She tossed her hair. The sun turned her blonde into bright gold, and I let myself enjoy the view for a heartbeat because I was me and my girls were art I got to love and lead.

Lazy giggled and nudged my ribs. “Focus, boss. Thighs later, murder now.”

“It isn’t murder. It’s self-defense,” Khla said.

“It’s self-defense murder,” Thessa said.

“Alright, we will circle,” I said, looking at Varga again. “Left or right?”

“Left,” Varga said. “Better ground, more cover.”

Thessa shifted close and dropped her voice. “Do you trust her leading us in?”

Varga’s ear flicked at that. She didn’t turn. She held herself still and proud, eyes on me.

“Yes,” I said. “She brought us good info. We use it.”

Thessa’s mouth tightened, then loosened. “Fine.”

That earned me the tiniest smile from Varga. Fast and gone but real.

Trixie hummed. “Okay, checklist. Fake Wade strolls in being all hot and fake. Real Wade is behind them with four hot girls and a Green Mommy. We break their hearts, only literally. We keep one sad boy alive. Then brunch.”

“Don’t call me Green Mommy,” Khla growled.

“Okay, Green Mommy.”

Khla stepped forward. “I’ll—”

“Later,” I said, raising a hand. “We’ll tie Trixie up and let you have your way with her.”

“Yes, please,” Trixie purred, batting her lashes.

“For now,” I continued, “let’s focus on the fight.”

Varga’s gaze sharpened. “Understood.”

“Sketch the situation,” I said, “so we’re clear on everything.”

Varga nodded and crouched, drawing a finger through the dirt and sketching the wash, the rock, the fallen log, and the arcs of the men’s vision. We hunched in around her map. It was good seeing her like this—locked in, proud, useful.

Thessa’s tail brushed Varga’s calf by accident, and the two of them shared a quick look. Tension lived there, but it was better than before. We were getting there. We would end up good. I felt it.

We double-checked everything, and then Khla rose first, giving a grunt. “Ready.”

Trixie rolled her shoulders and kissed two fingers, then touched the curve of her bow. “Ready.”

Lazy tapped my chin, blew me a kiss, and winked. “Ready.”

Varga rose in a smooth line and shook her hands once. “They won’t even hear us.”

I stood and slid the staff into my grip. The bronze spiral felt hot. Power sat in it like a coiled tiger, ready to pounce. “Let’s end it fast.”


Chapter 2



We ghosted along the left slope, led by Varga’s signals. The brush kissed our legs as we passed.

Soon enough, cloaks and halberds showed through the aspens—four tight near a fallen log, two loose on the left, one spotter on a rock.

They had their backs to us, focused on the road. Perfect.

I gave Khla a nod, and a moment later, her Bless washed over us, iron in the veins. I lifted the Staff of Mastery, breathed once, and cast Minor Illusion: a perfect me strolling in from the road, whistling like an idiot.

The spotter snapped a fist signal toward my illusion; heads pivoted. Trixie drew and sang out a Mark on him, increasing the damage he would take.

Just as he looked up, sensing the spell affect him, Varga broke cover and drove in from the left, Howl of the Black Moon slamming the rear ranks of the enemy with a dark pulse. They reeled from the damage of her area of effect, momentarily stunned, and Lazy stepped in, flicked two fingers, and laced one of the cloaked warriors with Madness; his halberd wavered as his thoughts went sideways.

“Mother!” he shrieked, running off in a random direction.

Nice.

I nodded at Thessa, and she stepped past me, eyes hot, and lobbed a Fireball over the log. It burst low and mean—heat slapped my face even from the rear. Two armored men went down in roaring flame, dead; two more stumbled out charred and shrieking like children as they tried to put out the flames.

“Watch this,” Trixie hummed as she slid to one knee and let Rapid Shot fly—three arrows punched into one of the cloaked guy’s joints, and he folded hard. Like clockwork, Varga blurred in on the flank and unleashed Shadow Flurry on the spotter, who was still trying to get his bearings as his friends were all nicely burning to death.

Claws flashed black; the spotter’s sword came up late—he spilled off the rock and didn’t get up.

I couldn’t suppress a chuckle. This was going smoothly. And now, it was my turn to show a few tricks…

Just as one of them wheeled on us. I snapped Enrage at him. He bellowed, lost to impulse, and chopped at the nearest thing—a guy who only just managed to get his guard up. Steel rang on steel as my Enraged minion’s victim staggered, then raved and swung back with his halberd.

Lazy lifted her wand and poured Phantasm into the Enraged guy. He stiffened, clutched at a nightmare only he saw, and dropped lifeless. His enemy ripped free of the body, saw me through the trunks, and charged in my direction.

Varga came up out of nowhere to stop him, but he activated some kind of charging ability and turned into a blur of motion, clipping Varga’s ribs and making her stagger. Luckily, Khla was there. She threw Shield on her mid-swing and soaked the follow-up from the armored guy.

There were just two of them left now. One fighting Varga, the other injured. I wanted one of them alive; I had a suspicion this attack had something to do with Vorlius, and if we could get one of his goons to give him up, we’d have the leverage we needed to push Vorlius out of whatever game he was trying to play with us and—with a little luck—into a Magocracy prison…

I pointed at the injured guy as Varga kept the other occupied. “Kneel!” I shouted.

My Command spell hit him hard. He froze, halberd clanged to the dirt, and he sank to both knees. I closed the distance and cast Charm, my voice going low and steady. His shoulders sagged; his veiled face turned toward me like I’d just become the only safe thing in the world.

Just as I secured our prisoner, Thessa snapped a Firebolt into the remaining guy’s chest plate—the one still calling for his mother—and staggered him. Trixie drew smoothly and sent a Lightning Shot that cracked the air; it punched in at the neck seam. He jerked, dropped his halberd, and hit the dirt smoking. Varga prowled a step, ready for more, then eased when nothing else moved.

“That’s all of them,” she muttered.

I nodded, keeping the Charmed guy on his knees.

Smoke drifted as the wash went quiet. We held our positions for a few heartbeats, listening for a second wave. None came.

Khla strode to Varga and set a palm to her ribs; gentle green light soaked into torn leather and skin. Varga hissed once, then nodded, eyes on me the whole time.

Trixie was already tugging arrows free. Her hips swayed, ‘ELF HNTR’-branded shorts snug around a backside that made it hard to focus. Lazy wiped a soot streak off her cheek with the back of her wrist and flashed me a grin that promised mischief later. Thessa stood close, tail ticking, sweat shining along her collarbone. I loved that look on her—predator after a clean hit—my favorite version of her.

“Everyone okay?” I asked, double-checking even though I saw they were.

Grim nods and smiles.

Good.

I turned to the last man, who still knelt where I’d put him. His halberd lay in the dirt. His cloak was plain. I stepped in, lifted his hood, then unlatched his face-plate. Human, late thirties; strong jaw, appraising eyes.

“You’re making a mistake,” was the first thing he said.

“Am I?” I said. “Tell me why.”

He swallowed as his gaze shot over to Varga, who paced behind him and made sure he saw the claws she hadn’t fully put away. He looked back at me. “You have no authority to detain a sworn asset. Release me and I’ll advise my commander you were reasonable.”

Thessa snorted. “Your commander is a toad in a robe.”

He went blank at that, not a twitch.

“Vorlius sent you,” I said.

He said nothing.

Lazy leaned in, hands on her knees, breasts pushing at leather in a way that tugged at my mind. “Buddy, just tell us who cuts your checks,” she said sweetly. “We’ll send a thank-you card.”

His jaw worked. “This is Magocracy jurisdiction. You cannot kill me. You must surrender me to the authorities.”

Trixie tilted her head, pretty as a poster, and flicked her braid. “Aw, he lawyered up before he skulked out here.” She patted him on the head, a little too hard, making him wince. “Good for you, little buddy!”

I crouched so he had to look right at me. “Listen. You and your friends waited in a wash to take a swing at us. Six of your friends are dead because of that. You’re not in a place to set terms.”

He held my stare. Not impressed.

Thessa’s smile went bright and mean. “I could start by taking his eyebrows.”

“Not necessary,” I said. “We’re taking him with us.”

“For what?” Thessa asked. “He’d look better scorched.”

“Leverage,” I said. “If Vorlius decides to try something cute later, we hold a piece that might just point to him. It’s messy.”

Lazy bumped my hip with hers and made a pleased sound. “I like messy.”

Khla studied the man. “He will try to run. We gag him and keep his hands where I can see them.”

“Do it,” I said.

She tore a strip from a dead man’s cloak and tied it tight across the prisoner’s mouth, then looped another tie at his elbows for good measure. He breathed steadily through his nose, eyes flat.

Next, we got to work on the bodies. Varga moved fast and neatly, sliding pouches off belts. She checked boots, too. Khla kept a grip on the line and the prisoner’s shoulder while we searched. Trixie checked cloak seams and under greaves. Lazy went straight for pockets. Thessa nudged a chest plate with a toe and wrinkled her nose.

“Standard kit,” Varga said. “Not much of value.”

“Coins?” I asked.

“Copper. Not much,” Trixie said. She held up three and stacked them with a click. “These guys don’t get paid enough, I think.”

Lazy flipped a pouch inside out and shook a bite of hard cheese into her palm. “Ew.” She tossed it and wiped her hand on grass. “Food, oil cloth, a whetstone. Boring.”

Khla lifted a halberd and tested the balance—good steel but heavy as sin. “We are not hauling these,” she said and set it down.

“I could make one into a hat stand,” Trixie brightened.

“Leave it,” I said. “All of it. That way, we don’t need to explain where we got half an armory.”

Thessa crouched by a helmet and checked the inside brim for engraving. Nothing. She looked up. “No marks. No names.”

“It fits Vorlius,” I said. “Send dogs, deny ownership.”

The gagged man breathed hard through his nose. Something flickered behind his eyes at the name. Enough.

We took the little that mattered—a few coins—and stuffed it into our packs. The rest stayed where it lay: armor, cloaks, halberds.

I stood and looked over my women. Varga had a smear of blood along one hip and the easy prowl she got after a clean fight. Thessa’s hair stuck to her neck in places I wanted to kiss. Trixie gave me a sunny smile that tried to pull me away from the problem at hand. Lazy slid her hand into mine and squeezed. Khla had already taken the prisoner’s lead like a handler, quiet and steady.

“Alright,” I said. “We take him to Krysfelt and let Kay help us play him.”

Thessa smiled sharply. “I can live with that.”

Varga’s tail flicked. “I will watch our back trail.”

“Good idea,” I said. I glanced at the prisoner. “You walk, you live. You make me regret leniency, and I won’t be lenient anymore.”

He blinked once. No answer.

“Alright, let’s go,” I said, whirling my hand in the air. Like shadows, we moved out and blended back into the wild.


Chapter 3



A few hours after the battle with what we expected were undercover Mage-Knights, probably juniors considering how easily we swept them aside, we saw the sun drop behind Lombardy’s roofs and turn the little town’s streets copper. I had wrapped the staff in a torn cloak; there was no need to advertise. We kept to alleys with our gagged prize hobbled between Khla and me.

Nothing like escorting a gagged man at sunset to make friends.

“We’re not marching him past the academy’s gate,” I said. “Varga, slip ahead. Find Borsj. Tell him I want the van and a quiet handoff away from the guards.”

Varga’s ears angled up. “Got it.”

“Be careful,” I said.

She threw me a quick, fierce smile and ghosted down the lane, gone in three heartbeats.

We tucked into a loading nook behind a shuttered bakery. Thessa paced the mouth of the alley. Her tail seemed to write rude words in the air. She did not like Varga getting jobs and being trusted.

Meanwhile, Trixie planted a foot on a crate and struck a heroic pose like we were on a poster. Lazy leaned into me and purred against my shoulder until her happily lashing tail knocked the prisoner’s shin and made him grunt through the gag.

“He’s getting tired,” Trixie said, narrowing her pretty eyes at him. “Such an inefficient build, this human! He’s, like, high-protein heavy.” Her eyes widened as she distracted herself with the mention of food. “Oh, protein! Do we get snacks when the van comes? I would kill for donuts.”

“YES!” Lazy agreed. “I am going to eat so many!” She patted her smooth tummy.

“Yay!” Trixie agreed.

Khla growled and rolled her eyes as she pulled the rope on the man’s wrists one notch tighter.

Next to her, Thessa folded her arms under her chest and gave our captive a look that said he should be grateful for his life. “He’s lucky I’m letting him keep his eyebrows.” She shot me a pleading look. “Can I just burn one?”

“He’s a bargaining chip,” I said. “We need him.”

“So boring,” Thessa said, but her mouth curved. “Fine.”

“Kay will, like, love it, though!” Trixie said. “Surprise, Headmistress! We brought you a tied-up mystery man.”

“She will love that we didn’t torch him in a ditch,” Khla said, glancing at Thessa.

Thessa flicked ash off her sleeve that wasn’t there. “She should love that I showed restraint. I want that on record.”

“Restraint noted,” I said with a chuckle.

That earned me a slow, wicked smile.

We waited. The sky dimmed. The smells of town rolled past: woodsmoke, evening dinners being prepared, and the wet iron bite of the river. Lazy’s hand found the small of my back under the staff-wrapped cloak; heat edged her touch. Trixie hummed an off-key victory song and made finger-guns at nobody as she entertained herself. Khla stood between alley and street like a carved post, eyes forever moving.

The academy van rolled up exactly thirty minutes later with headlights off, then blinked them twice. It was the academy’s dented box on wheels, old and more scar than paint. Borsj hunched over the wheel with a scarf wound up to his glasses and a knit cap jammed down between his horns. He cut the engine and climbed out. He muttered to himself in a gravelly buzz.

“The air here bites,” he rumbled, hands tucked under his arms. “Why do you people insist on these stupid little adventures? I should be in a boiler room. With soup.”

“Good to see you, too,” I said.

He peered at the prisoner. His nose wrinkled. “Who’s Stupid?”

“Just a stray idiot we found,” I answered.

He looked up at me. “Well, Stupid looks like trouble. Your little wolfgirl said you were trying to sneak trouble home. She told me to fetch the van and not ask questions.”

“Don’t call me little,” Varga growled.

“What are you gonna do?” he muttered. “Kill me and send me back to the abyss? It’ll be an improvement, I promise you that.”

I chuckled and made a calming gesture. All these high-octane characters needed to calm down. “Borsj,” I began, “we—”

“Borsj!” Lazy called out as she came up. “Did you bring snacks?”

“What?! No! Do I look like I run a bakery, girl?”

“You look like a grumpy cinnamon roll,” Trixie chirped.

“You’re right! He DOES!” Lazy exclaimed, palms on her cheeks.

His sigh fogged his glasses.

“Alright, let’s focus,” I said, nodding at the captive. “We want him inside without Vorlius’s guards clocking him,” I said. “Hold him somewhere quiet. Kay can decide the next step.”

Borsj nodded. “Fine. Just get him in the damned van.”

Khla and I guided the man up and into the crate. He tried to set his weight to be difficult, but the hobble made it clumsy. Varga climbed in after him. Her hands moved quick and sure as she checked the bindings.

I nodded at her. “Can you stay with him while we report back and get a feel for the temperature? It’d be great if we could keep him tied up while we see what’s what.”

“You got it,” she said, then grinned at Borsj. “Looks like I’m coming with you.”

Borsj watched her with a slow blink. “Great. A wolfgirl. Do you chew furniture?”

“No, but I chew imps.” She tugged the gag to make sure it sat right and settled on the bench opposite the captive with her claws half out and a look that promised pain. “I will ride in the back.”

“Perfect place for a Wolfgirl,” Borsj muttered. “There might be a chewtoy lying around somewhere.”

“Maybe I’ll just use you for that,” she said, shooting him a look.

“Well, try not to kill each other,” I said, shaking my head.

Varga shot me a wink, and Borsj snapped the doors shut and slapped the panel. “Where am I taking him?”

“Just keep him out of sight, please. You know the place better than we do.”

He gave a grunt that said he didn’t like any of this but would do it anyway. “The only reason I’m here is ‘cause Kay told me I should help you lot.” He tugged his scarf up. “Well, get moving. I will get your package tucked where nosy people do not look.”

Trixie saluted, all drama and bounce. “Thanks, cutie-pie.”

“Do not call me that,” he said, deadpan, and climbed back into the driver’s seat.

A moment later, Borsj started the van. The engine coughed, then settled, and Borsj rolled down the window. From the pillow he was sitting on, he could just make eye contact, and he gave me a tired look. “Try not to start a riot before you reach the gate.”

“No promises,” Thessa said.

He made a rumble that might have been a laugh and rolled out slow, lights off until he hit the corner.

We stood a second in the quiet. Lazy exhaled and slid both arms around my waist. “I like it when that grouchy goblin helps!”

“Imp,” Khla corrected.

“Bless you!” Trixie hummed, unhelpful as ever. She looped her arm through mine, chest pressing my bicep.

I watched the van’s tail lights vanish and then looked at the girls. “When we hit the gate, let me do the talking to the Mage-Knights,” I said. “We keep it cool. We keep the staff in the wrap. No one hands anything over.”

Khla nodded, and Lazy planted a kiss against my jaw. “Don’t worry! We’ll be good.”

Trixie swung our joined arms. “We probably won’t be good. But we’ll pretend.”

Thessa leaned into my other side and cut Trixie a sideways grin. “I will be better at pretending than you.”

“Ha! Doubt,” Trixie said.

Chuckling, I tightened my wrap around the staff and took the lead toward the main street. Ahead, the academy’s towers poked up over the trees, dark against the last light.
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We walked up from Lombardy as dusk settled, and the academy gates rose out of it like iron teeth. Two Mage-Knights stood on either side of the arch, halberds crossed.

Courtesy of Vorlius. Boy, was I ever eager to see that man off and have Krysfelt Academy return to normal. Or… well, what passed for normal anyway…

Four more Mage-Knights waited inside the courtyard in a half-moon. Their cloaks hung clean, purple-gleaming plates catching the lamps. The ouroboros-and-star on their backs made it clear what banner they pretended to serve—the Magocracy.

In truth, they were just Vorlius’s stooges.

“Halt.” The nearest one lifted his halberd and pointed the tip straight at my chest. The shadows under his hood hid his face. “By order of Lord Vorlius, you are to surrender yourselves into custody.”

Thessa’s shoulders came up like a cat about to claw. Heat ticked off her skin. I slid my hand to her wrist and squeezed. “Stand down,” I said quietly.

Her eyes cut to mine, angry, red, beautiful. A breath later, she eased half a notch. Her tail still lashed a slow, sharp S behind her.

“Why?” I said, loud enough to carry.

“Unlawful possession of Magocracy property,” the knight said. His attention cut to the wrapped length across my back. “Assault on Mage-Knights. Interference with an active claim. Surrender your arms. All of them.” He gestured. “Bows, staves, wands, blades. On the ground.”

Trixie propped her hip and gave him a blinding smile. “Hi. So bossy. I bet you’re single!”

“Shut up,” he growled.

“Rude!” Lazy hummed.

I stepped a pace forward so every hood tracked me, keeping myself between the Mage-Knights and my firecracker women. “No,” I said. “We have proof that the artifacts belong to me. We will report to Headmistress Kay first. Then Vorlius can speak his piece in the room with her.”

“Not an option,” the knight said. “Weapons. Now.”

Lazy leaned against my side and whispered, “Boom.”

“Lazy,” I said without looking.

She made a soft, mischievous noise and pasted on a sweet, bland smile for the guards.

I held both hands open at chest height and pitched my voice steadily. “Listen. This is Krysfelt Academy. You are posted here, certainly. But on this side of that gate, you coordinate with the Headmistress. We will walk in. We will speak to Kay and Vorlius. Nobody is putting hands on my gear.”

“You will comply,” the leader said, his voice almost robotic. He took a step. “On your knees, hands behind your head,” the leader said to me. “The rest follow.”

“That will not happen,” I said. “I demand to talk to Vorlius and Kay right now. If Vorlius wants to see us, he can wait thirty seconds for the Headmistress to call for him.”

Lazy tapped my elbow. “Wade,” she whispered, “left tower. More boots.”

She was right. Two shadows moved along the parapet.

“Stand down,” the leader barked. “This is Magocracy jurisdiction.”

“Check the treaty,” I said. “This is Krysfelt Academy. We are students and faculty returning to our own yard. You are guests here.”

“Guests?” He snorted. “Our banner flies above your gate. Give me the staff.” He stuck the halberd point at the wrapped length with a short, ugly jab.

Khla’s hand closed around the haft with a clap, faster than anyone had tracked. The steel stopped. She did not strain. She did not raise her voice. “Do not touch him.”

Four halberd heads jumped a finger higher in response. The courtyard air went tight. A few students in skirts and blue jackets paused along the path from the dorm to stare.

Even the Mage-Knights were momentarily overwhelmed by the fierceness of me and my women. I could see uncertainty in their postures. Two of them exchanged glances under their hoods.

Trixie was the only one unaffected by this Mexican standoff. She just bounced in place and clapped her hands. “Yay! Escalation!”

That confused the guards even more for another moment.

But I was sure they would have fought us then, if a door hadn’t banged open across the courtyard. A figure strode out of the administration building in a dark skirt, jacket crisp, hair up in a loose, braided knot.

Alis.

She cut straight through the cone of light and toward the gate like a woman who had already decided how this situation was going to be resolved. The air of authority washed over us.

“What,” she asked in that level tone she used when students knocked something over, “is this?”

“A criminal resisting arrest,” the leader said, but he sounded like a kid whose hand had been in the cookie jar when mommy came in the room.

Alis did not falter in the face of potential violence. She stopped two paces from the halberd points and put her hands behind her back. She looked at me first, then at each of my girls in turn. Her gaze softened for a heartbeat as it touched Lazy’s bouncing tail and Thessa’s coiled posture, then sharpened again. “These are Krysfelt students,” she said. “And this is still Krysfelt Academy. You will lower your weapons.”

“Some of these were expelled,” the Mage-Knight said, “or they flunked out. Whatever. Some are not students anymore.”

“And some are,” she said.

“Under Vorlius, our orders—”

“Vorlius’s orders do not trump the Academy’s charter on our grounds,” she said. “You are here to protect, not to commandeer. I will vouch for them. If they require detention, it will happen after they report to the Headmistress, who will be able to clarify who is and who isn’t a student.”

He shifted his grip a fraction. “They carry contraband.”

I lifted the wrapped staff a little. “This does not leave my hands.”

Alis flicked a glance to it and back to the knight. “It will go with us to Headmistress Kay. If you have an objection, file it in writing and copy me. Right now, lower your weapons and step aside. We will do this without a scene in front of our first-years.”

Bless Alis. The woman had one heck of a spine.

He stood there, chin tipped in that tiny way that told you a long, ugly sentence was grinding through his head. The halberd points did not waver. Then he flicked two fingers. The half-moon of Mage-Knights eased a degree. The crossed halberds lifted out of our path.

“We will escort you,” he said to Alis, “to make sure that no one bolts along the way.”

She shrugged. “We are going this way,” she said, gesturing at the administrative building. “I will not physically stop you if you come that way as well.”

“Very well.” He sounded gritty and frustrated, which did nothing for his charm.

“Good,” Alis said. She gave him a polite, thin smile that held no warmth at all, then turned her head toward us. “Follow me, please.”

I nodded. “We will speak to Kay and Vorlius immediately,” I said to the leader as we stepped through the arch. “If Vorlius believes he can confiscate anything from me, he can say it to my face.”

“Don’t stray, pup,” the Mage-Knight snarled.

“You may walk behind us,” Alis said without looking back. “And you will keep your halberds at port.” Then she shot a sharp look over her shoulder. “And you will also mind your tongues. This ‘pup’ has more talent in the tip of his pinky finger than your mangy bloodline has had over a century.”

“Ohhh, burn!” Trixie hummed, skipping after Alis like she was going to the candy shop. “I knew you had it in you, Alis! I’m so proud!”

The Mage-Knight bristled as we all walked past him.

“Thank you,” I told Alis in a low voice as I caught up with her.

“You always pick the best time to make noise,” she said in a dry tone. “Kay is in her office. You will find Vorlius there as well; they were just in a discussion. He has been in quite the mood since you snuck out. Brace yourselves.”

“Perfect,” Thessa said under her breath.

“Restraint,” Alis said without looking at her, knowing her well enough by now.

Thessa made a small, dangerous smile. “I am practicing so much restraint lately.”


Chapter 4



Alis set a brisk pace through administration. Her heels snapped a rhythm that quieted every student worker we passed. The Mage-Knights shadowed us at a distance. I kept the staff wrapped across my back, the cloak knotted tight. Lazy walked glued to my hip, soft and warm. She hummed a little victory tune under her breath. Trixie swayed like she owned the hallway. Khla moved like a wall would move if it could. Thessa shot the Mage-Knights glares.

After a short walk, we stopped at the door to Kay’s office. Alis lifted a hand to it, then glanced back at the Knights. “You wait here,” she said. “No halberds in the Headmistress’s office.”

The leader tilted his hood. “We will accompany.”

“You will wait here,” Alis reiterated, tone flat. “If Lord Vorlius wants you inside, he can take it up with the Headmistress to her face.”

The Mage-Knight held a beat, then stepped back with a sharp nod. The others posted like statues.

Alis opened the door and swept us in.

Kay stood behind her desk, ginger hair pinned up, white blouse crisp under a tailored jacket. She wore that cool, clean look that said everything was in hand. Light from tall windows lit the side of her face. As we entered, her eyes cut to the cloak-wrapped length over my shoulder, then to my girls. She took it all in, quick.

At the room’s left, Vorlius waited by a credenza with a leather folio and a glass of water he hadn’t touched. His robes were tailored to flatter and his hair was perfect, but his expression was that of a man smelling blood on his warpath. His gaze hit me like a thrown knife.

“You!” he snapped, voice hot. “You will surrender the staff right now and place yourselves under arrest.”

Kay lifted a hand. “Stop,” she said to Vorlius without raising the volume. The sound carried. “No one is arresting anyone in my office. Not yet. Sit.”

He didn’t move. “Headmistress, this staff is Magocracy property—”

“This is Krysfelt Academy,” she said, cutting him off. “You were looking for them. Here they are. We will hear what they have to say, and then we will make decisions on what happens to the artifact and the one who holds it.” She looked at me, green eyes narrowed. “I am certain Wade Aurelius has an explanation.”

Vorlius dragged his attention from Kay back to me. “You stole an artifact. You attacked my men. Do you have any idea—”

“Save the speech,” I said. I slid the wrapped staff off my shoulder and set it against the wall within reach. “You want to talk about property? Fine. Let’s talk about proof. I have some right here.”

His jaw tightened. He sensed a curve ball coming and didn’t like it.

I reached into my coat and took out the Orb of the Summoner King. Fist-sized, clear, gold filaments laced through it like frozen lightning. The room picked up its own breath. Lazy made a low, happy noise and pressed closer. Trixie’s eyes went bright. Even Alis’s posture ticked a fraction straighter as she stepped to Kay’s right, hands behind her back.

Vorlius took a half step, hand out. “What is this bauble?! More artifacts you stole? Hand it over to me!”

I kept it near my chest. “Not a chance,” I said, then looked at Kay. “This artifact is the Orb of the Summoner King. I retrieved it in a Legacy Trial in the Cali AZ. Anyone who touches it will be able to check the System notification and see that it can only bind to a descendant of the Bloodline of Taelath, that it is paired with the Staff of Mastery, and that it is bound to me, Wade Aurelius. Even if the Staff of Mastery won’t give any notification itself just yet, this will be proof enough that it belongs to me.”

“Preposterous!” Vorlius sputtered.

“Indeed?” Kay’s eyes warmed as she studied the orb for a moment. “Wade,” she hummed, her tone lighter. “May I?”

I nodded and crossed to her. “Of course, Headmistress.”

Vorlius flared and stomped over. “Absolutely not. These artifacts will be handled only by—”

Alis didn’t turn her head. “Lord Vorlius, you are shouting very close to my ears.”

Kay extended both hands. I set the orb into her palms. It caught the light and threw a thin ribbon of gold across her fingers. For a heartbeat we all watched the tiny threads of metal shift inside like they were alive.

Kay drew a slow breath, then closed her hands around it. The gold filaments brightened. A clean chime touched my skin and slid along my spine. Kay’s face changed. Calm cracked into a slow, triumphant smile that made my chest loosen.

“There it is,” she said. She looked from the orb to Vorlius like a teacher catching a cheat. “The Orb of the Summoner King. The pair to the Staff of Mastery. A matched set that binds only to the Bloodline of Taelath.” She turned the orb and tilted it so the light ran up her wrist. “And it reports what I expected: bound to Wade Aurelius.”

Vorlius’s face went a color I didn’t have a word for. Rage and bruise and sick envy. “Lies,” he spat. “He… He said he got it from the Anomalous Zone, right? Yes, he did! It… it must have been spoofed by exposure in the Zone. Readings taken that deep cannot be trusted. Yes, you know that. You’re quite aware of that! It’s all warped!”

Kay didn’t blink. “Artifacts are not subject to drift. You know that.”

His hand curled and uncurled. He couldn’t help himself. “Then it is misreading his bloodline. He is… he’s a nobody!”

Trixie gave a low whistle. “You must throw the best dinner parties!”

Lazy snickered.

“Enough,” Kay said, still holding the orb. She looked at me with genuine pleasure. “Wade, this is extraordinary. The orb recognizes you. The staff is yours. There is no other interpretation.”

She offered the orb back with both hands, ceremonial without being fussy. I took it and turned the cool glass in my fingers. The gold threads glowed under my thumb.

Vorlius stared at the orb like he wanted to smash it. His expression told the whole story. Greed flicked with panic, a plan caving in, and a hot pulse of hate at the center. I let myself enjoy it for one full second. His thwarted ambition tasted so good.

“Do you understand now?” I asked him, about as gentle as a knife to the groin. “You don’t own anything I’m holding.”

He bared his teeth. “You don’t get to set terms. You killed Magocracy personnel. You will be detained while this is adjudicated. You will hand over those artifacts.”

“I killed your personnel?” I said, eyebrow raised. “When?”

He almost talked, but he controlled himself at the last moment, stopping short of admitting he’d sent men after us.

“He’s talking about the cloaked fools he sent after us,” Khla said with a rumbling chuckle.

“Oh, those guys,” Thessa said. She turned and showed him all her teeth. “Your ‘personnel’ died because they tried to make us die. Oops. It was self-defense.”

Vorlius shot a look toward the door like he wished the Mage-Knights had ignored Alis and rushed in. “Headmistress, you are out of line. You will turn them over right now, and I will be gracious and not—”

“Sit down, Lord Vorlius,” Kay said. She kept her tone even. “You are a guest in my office. Try to act like one.”

He didn’t sit. His hands shook. For a man who loved control, that small tremor was a diary. He dragged his eyes back to me. “Enjoy your little trick while it lasts. You have no proof of your heritage beyond a shiny ball. None of this will stand once we…”

“It’s not a trick,” Trixie said. “It’s a really cool family heirloom. Nice and round! I bet it’s a lot bigger than the anal beads that your family uses as an heirloom, right?”

“Woman!” he shrieked, voice going shrill. “Will you cease your inane babbling for one moment?!”

“Mind your manners, Vorlius,” I said. “I’m aching for a reason.”

Trixie clapped her hands happily, not caring one bit about Vorlius’s insult. “Yay! Gentlemanly duel to the death for my honor! My money’s on Wade!”

“Let’s all remain calm,” Kay said, fighting a grin.

He flung a hand at me. “These artifacts belong to the Magocracy by right.”

Kay’s eyes flashed. “Repeating it won’t make it true. As you’re well aware, the Magocracy has no rights to bound artifacts. The law is clear on that.”

“Headmistress,” he said through his teeth, “I am the law here.”

“No, you are not, Lord Vorlius. Say what you will of the Magocracy, but it has not sunk to that level yet. If you step out of line here, they will hear of it in Los Angeles. And that will be the end of your career.”

Lazy actually clapped once, soft and delighted. Thessa’s tail made a satisfied S. Trixie gave Kay a bright, girlish smile.

Vorlius’s glare slid past each of my women and came back to me like a punch. “You think hiding behind this academy will save you?” His mouth twisted. “You have no idea how deep you are in.”

I just shrugged. I was about done with this guy.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t done with me.

Vorlius straightened his folio like a shield and tried for smooth. “Well, regardless of what that trinket claims, the staff falls under public custodial doctrine. Emergency sequestration is allowed when an artifact’s provenance is unclear. Headmistress, I am within my rights to take it into stable holding.”

Kay’s brows lifted a fraction. “No, you are not. Pre-Upheaval pair-bindings are expressly exempt. That doctrine is older than your office.”

Alis spoke without looking away from him. “Code Twelve, Heritage Bond Statute. Subsection three. Pre-upheaval bond authentication supersedes custodial claims except in cases of fraud or duress.”

Vorlius’s jaw flexed. “The orb came out of an Anomalous Zone in his hands. That alone raises doubt. An action to invalidate a bond is proper. Until the action is heard, temporary control passes to—”

“—no one but the bearer,” Kay said. “Unless you have sworn testimony of fraud, you are reaching. You know you are.”

Vorlius pivoted. “Then student status applies. He is not a registered Magocracy magus. As a student, he cannot retain custody of an artifact that carries strategic risk. The Academy must surrender it to the state for—”

“Wrong again,” Kay said. “Students retain custody of their gear unless a competency hearing finds them unfit. Wade is in good standing and just brought his team back alive from an expedition. He’s higher level than most seniors, and he has an unblemished record.”

“Oh… Apart from sneaking around and banging girls against academy regulations,” Trixie whispered.

“Not helping,” I muttered at her, trying not to move my mouth.

Vorlius ignored us as he tapped the folio. “Headmistress, you put the Academy in conflict with the Magocracy by sheltering a disputed artifact.”

Alis’s tone cooled further. “There is no dispute on bond. Only your ambition.”

He absorbed that and tried another door. “Fine. Then we follow process. He will appear at the High Court in Los Angeles and submit the claim to formal verification. Until then, he… he may hold the artifacts.”

Kay folded her hands. “Verification proceedings are unnecessary and you know it. The Magocracy held the last of those, what? Fifteen years ago? They are just a formality.”

He grinned, feeling he was on to something. “That may be so, but I have a right to demand formal verification.”

Kay sighed. “And you understand the staff and orb do not move from Wade’s hands on that basis.”

“Yes, yes,” he muttered, then shot me a sly look. “But he must come to Los Angeles as soon as possible.”

A trip to LA under his eye felt like a parade with crosshairs. I didn’t like this prospect, and I wanted to cut him off.

“I’m not rushing to your court,” I said. “We were attacked once already. I expect another attack.”

Vorlius cocked his head with false blandness. “Another?”

Thessa’s mouth went feral. “Now say it again like you didn’t send dogs after us.”

I met his eyes. “You wouldn’t happen to be missing a few Mage-Knights, would you?”

He held very still. A blink. Then an elegant shrug that tried to be bored. “Personnel matters are not yours to nose into.”

Kay’s voice cut clean. “Personnel? Explain.”

He looked to her with a thin spread of his hands. “If you must know, a handful of my men left their post against orders earlier today. Seven, I am told. If they did something stupid, they did it without sanction. They are deserters.”

Trixie let out a bright, shocked laugh. “Oh, how convenient.”

Lazy sighed and rolled her eyes. “Such a coincidence.”

Khla stepped half forward. “They lay in wait and tried to kill us.”

Vorlius didn’t flinch. “If deserters broke the law, they will be disciplined. The Magocracy takes desertion seriously.”

I snorted. “You knew exactly what they were going to do.”

He gave me a slow sneer. “I don’t control men who run. I wager your endless provocations drove them to this. Perhaps if you had not provoked them and respected their authority—”

“We walked out of a Zone and into an ambush,” Thessa said. “Your men died doing criminal work.”

His gaze flicked to her and back to me. “I was told you killed six of the deserters and captured one. Excessive violence, if the reports are accurate.”

“Reports?” I asked.

“I am not without my means of gathering information, Wade Aurelius,” he said, and then to Kay, oily smooth again, “and the law is clear. If Wade Aurelius is holding a Magocracy man who stands accused of an attack, that man is ours to try. Jurisdiction is ours in the field. I require the survivor delivered to my custody.”

Thessa made a sound that could have melted metal. “Over my dead body,” she started, but Kay raised two fingers. Thessa ground her teeth, then clamped her mouth shut and looked at me for permission to set things on fire later.

Kay exhaled once, then looked at me. “He is correct on that narrow point. If you are detaining a Magocracy deserter, he must be handed to Magocracy custody to be charged and tried. If they attacked you, that will be part of the charges.”

I didn’t like it. The man was leverage. He hadn’t confessed Vorlius’s involvement, and now he would never do so. “And if he vanishes?”

Vorlius’s smile didn’t touch his eyes. “Then you can file a complaint.”

Trixie made a disgusted face. “Oh, like those never fall into a boring hole.”

Khla nodded once. “Still, we should hand the man over if the law requires it.”

She was right. I hated that she was right. Kay looked to me, reading my decision. “Fine,” I said. “He goes to your custody, Lord Vorlius.”

Vorlius’s mouth curled. “Naturally.”

Kay didn’t let it derail. “We’ve settled that piece. The prisoner will be transferred lawfully. As for verification, I will not oppose it; it is the law. But until then, you will not try a seizure again.”

Vorlius lifted his chin a millimeter. “He comes to Los Angeles for verification.”

I met his stare. “If I walk into your court, I expect your next set of ‘deserters’ won’t be hiding behind a log.”

He let his smile sharpen. “Then try not to be such an arrogant little twat, and people won’t desert just to get a shot at you, hm?”

Thessa hissed a breath. Lazy’s grip on my sleeve tightened. Trixie tilted her head, bright and brazen, blue eyes hard. Khla stayed stone-calm, the steady center for all of us.

I just held his eyes. I sincerely hoped I would get to see the life bleed from those eyes one day.

Kay’s voice cut everything back to business. “Alis, draw up the receipt for the prisoner and a letter of transmittal. We will hand him to the Magocracy at the gate in full view of witnesses.” She looked at Vorlius. “This settles your reclamation matter. You will leave Krysfelt Academy at your earliest convenience.”

“Noted,” he said, giving me a false look that told me this wasn’t over. He followed up with a tight little smile like he’d found his next angle. “Then we are finished here. You will present yourself at the High Court in Los Angeles for formal verification of your claim,” he said. “In person. With the staff and the orb. No proxies. No delays.”

Thessa’s tail ticked like a metronome about to crack. “He’ll present a fireball to your face if you keep barking.”

“Thessa,” I said.

She tipped her chin, eyes bright with heat, and reined it in by an inch.

I rolled the orb in my palm once, then tucked it back into my coat and felt the quiet hum fade against my ribs.

Formal verification.

In his house, with his allies, with his rules. Walking into that complex would be like stepping onto a stage someone else lit. He would plan for it. He would have men and favors waiting.

And if the Magocracy put their stamp on my bloodline, that would do more than settle a claim. It would paint a target. Plenty of old money and old houses still had nightmares about the Summoner King, or fantasies. A confirmed heir was a banner for some, an open threat for others.

Lazy felt me tense and slid her hand down my sleeve to my wrist, a warm strip of skin that helped. “We’ll work it,” she whispered. “We’ll make it ours.”

Trixie’s grin cut through the weight. “Also, LA has great tacos.”

Vorlius watched us put our pieces on the board and then looked past me to Kay as if I were an intern. “Headmistress, I require your students to be instructed accordingly. The court will set a slot when he appears in town. He must report to the High Court at once.”

Kay nodded. “Very well. Wade will arrange for transportation on his own terms, so it might be a few days.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Just move him there,” he bit. “How hard can it be?”

She shrugged. “He is an adult. He can move on his own initiative.”

“You are being difficult,” Vorlius snapped.

“If so, then I learned it from you. At any rate, I’m sure Wade will move with due haste.” She glanced at me. “Won’t you, Wade?”

I smiled, catching the hint. “Absolutely.”

He let that pass. “Good. Then we’re aligned.”

I glanced to Alis. She already had a notebook open, pen poised like she’d been born turning chaos into bullet points. “I’m curious about this law,” I said. “Personal appearance by the holder—can that be required?”

Alis met my eyes, calm and sharp. “It can be,” she said. “The code allows a panel to demand the bearer attend with the artifact, if the artifact’s nature or public interest justifies it. It’s usually reserved for high-risk items or for ceremonial purposes. I deem it… heavy-handed in this case, given how clear the orb is. Like Headmistress Krysfelt said, it is rarely used in practice.” She shot a look at Vorlius. “It is generally considered that System notifications are objective truth.”

Vorlius cut her a look like a blade. “I care very little for what is ‘generally considered.’ The law allows it.”

Alis’s mouth made a small, patient line that said she had twenty better things to do than be insulted by a bureaucrat in a robe. “I am stating practice at Wade’s request,” she said. “Not asking your permission to have an opinion.”

Vorlius fixed on me. “A week,” he said. “I will have you on the docket within that window. You will bring the staff and the orb. You will answer questions on origin and possession. You will submit to authentication. You will do it with respect.”

Khla shifted a half step. “Respect is earned,” she said.

He looked past her like she wasn’t there. “Do you object to formal oversight, Wade? Afraid the truth will come to light?”

“No, just tired of wasting my time.”

“Well, by all means, don’t come,” he said with a sly grin.

“If you refuse without cause, they can escalate,” Alis said before I could respond. “Fines, injunctions, seizure orders. It spirals fast.”

I nodded. Seemed like I had little choice.

Alis wrote without looking up. “Lord Vorlius, I’ll need the exact statute citations from your office,” she said, tone polite in a way that came out as a threat. “If you intend to serve formal demand, do it in writing, under seal, and send it to me. I will coordinate.”

He angled her a glance. “Fret not. You will have your paperwork.”

Kay stepped away from the desk. The air shifted when she moved. “Then this part is concluded,” she said. “You’ve stated your demand. Wade will attend within a reasonable time.”

Vorlius ran a tongue along his teeth. He thought it over. He wanted to be the one to put the pin in it. He couldn’t resist. “Within a week,” he said. “You will be on that bench before seven days pass.” He pinned me with a last measuring look that made me want a shower. “We’ll see how well your little toy reads under real scrutiny.”

Kay’s gaze stayed flat. “Enough. You have quite worn out your welcome, Lord Vorlius. The Reclamation Office’s business here is concluded. I will expect you to leave by no later than tomorrow.”

He flicked a fast, poisonous smile, then snapped his folio shut and turned. On the way to the door he paused at Alis’s shoulder. “Have your paperwork for the prisoner at the gate within the hour,” he said. “We’ll take back the stray.”

Alis didn’t turn her head. “It will be ready when it’s ready. Not a breath sooner.”

He drew himself up and smoothed his sleeve like that could fix his day. Then he yanked the door open, barked a single word to the Mage-Knights outside, and stomped out. The hall took his steps like an echo chamber. The door swung to and clicked into the jamb.

“He seems nice!” Trixie hummed, twirling a pen.

That broke the tension. We all laughed with relief as we exchanged looks. Sure, Los Angeles lay ahead, and I had no doubt Vorlius would try dirty tricks. But we’d made it through the first part.

Kay’s gaze sharpened as the laughter waned. “Alright,” she said. “Now we plan.”


Chapter 5



With Vorlius gone, Kay’s shoulders eased a notch. Alis set her notebook on the credenza and turned back to us with that cool, steady presence I’d come to like.

Thessa leaned a hip on a chair like she’d just won an argument with a thunderstorm. Lazy slid in against my side and tucked her hand into my elbow, warm and soft. Trixie bounced once on her toes and flashed me a ditzy smile like she couldn’t even remember what we were doing here. Khla posted near the window, still as a statue. Her eyes never stopped.

“Alright,” Kay said, the Headmistress again. “Give me your report.”

Of course. Debrief first, existential dread second.

I nodded and stepped in front of her desk. “We went into the AZ, and we kept to Varga’s path. There were some encounters, but we managed to handle ourselves.”

Thessa smiled. “I also did not burn the entire AZ. Please note that for the record.”

Kay’s mouth curved. “Noted.”

I touched the pocket where the orb rested. It warmed my knuckles, like it liked living there. “We found an old fortress… I don’t know, it seemed… fated. There were letters there from the Summoner King’s wives, pointing in the direction of some nearby location of a trial—something to prove the Summoner King’s bloodline. Apparently, dwarves wanted to see proof.”

Kay nodded. “Yes, dwarves will be like that. Always need proof.”

“Smart,” Khla said.

“Anyway, they led us to a ruin—something of the old elves. There was a gate and a warded vault. Whatever powers still lived in there recognized me, and it let me in, only me. There were several trials, and I completed them all. When it was done, the orb bound to me.”

Alis’s eyes tracked every word. Kay’s gaze softened as I spoke.

“We got out clean,” I went on. “Varga’s nose and eyes took us straight back. The ambush with Vorlius’s goons happened after we cleared the Zone. Varga found their trail. We looped them and hit from the back. You know the rest.”

“He called them deserters,” Trixie chimed, rolling her eyes. “That’s such a cute way to say ‘oops, my murder squad screwed up.’”

Kay watched me over steepled fingers. “You did well,” she said. “The Zone, the bond, the exit. You brought every one of your people out.” She let her eyes pass over my girls. “You all did well.”

Thessa’s smile sharpened at that. Lazy flashed Kay a pleased look and nuzzled my arm. Trixie beamed like a herald. Khla accepted praise like a soldier accepts water after a battle—grateful, but she didn’t make a show of it.

I cleared my throat. “I’ll take the compliment. I’ll also ask the next question. Is there any way to avoid going to Los Angeles?”

Kay’s jaw set. “I asked myself the same the moment Vorlius suggested it.” She drew a breath and shook her head. “No. Not without handing Vorlius a stronger weapon than a courtroom. He’ll use any refusal to paint you as gone rogue. He’ll win allies with that story. If we comply, at least we keep this boxed.”

Alis nodded once. “We can try to control the process.”

I didn’t like it, but I wasn’t foolish. “So, we plan for a trip.”

Kay’s gaze slid to Trixie with no warning. “He doesn’t go alone,” she said. “He goes with people who know how that city breathes. Trixie, this is your turf?”

Trixie straightened like someone had played her theme song. She saluted, then grinned so wide her eyes crinkled. “Oh my gods, yay. Road trip to LA.”

She could sell a funeral as a party.

Lazy clapped, then covered her mouth and tried to look serious while her tail failed at serious.

I arched a brow at Kay. “You picked her fast.”

Kay’s mouth quirked. “She knows Los Angeles,” she said. She let that hang for one beat, then added with smooth, dry humor, “And I suspect all of you got… closer on this trip anyway.”

Thessa cut me a sidelong look with a smirk.

Trixie’s grin went wicked. A flush rolled under that golden skin, but she didn’t pretend innocence. She wiggled her fingers at Kay. “Hey, I would like a footnote,” Trixie said, prim. “Closer people fight harder for each other.”

Lazy made a low, soft sound that held approval and a little bit of dirt. Her palm rubbed up and down my forearm, lazy and proprietary. Thessa’s eyes went bright with heat and a promise. Khla’s mouth didn’t move, but the tiny roll of muscle in her cheek said she’d clocked everything and filed it under “Wade’s harem nonsense I will tolerate as long as it doesn’t get us killed.”

Kay took it in stride. She always did. “Whatever your… arrangements,” she said, “my rule stands: treat each other fairly, and don’t bring a distraction into danger.” Her eyes came back to me. “Keep them close.”

“I will,” I said. “And I won’t pretend Vorlius will play fair. What’s your read on his endgame?”

Kay leaned back on the desk a touch. She crossed her arms. The light traced the neat line of her collar and the dip at her throat. A lot of men missed how striking she was because they were too busy trying to win arguments with her. I liked that she never had to raise her tone to win one.

“Vorlius is power-hungry,” she said. “That’s obvious. But this… this is bigger than greed for an artifact. He wants influence. He wants a lever that moves rooms when he speaks. The staff and the orb give him a language to speak in front of men who care about old things and ancestry. If he can’t own them, he’ll try to break you. Note that violence is acceptable to him now. Plan accordingly.”

“We will,” I said. “Into the lion’s den. So, we’ll have to be very careful.”

Kay nodded. “I won’t chain your hands with orders, Wade. But for the record: he will try something. Don’t give him a quiet hallway.”

“Then we go loud,” Lazy said, bright. “With glitter.”

Khla groaned. “No glitter.”

I smiled despite myself. “I have one more ask,” I said. “Varga. She was clutch out there. She knows my pace now. She’s real good. Can she come?”

Kay didn’t hesitate. “If she wants to,” she said. “I expected you to ask, and I can file this as field work for her. More important, she earned it.” She lifted a brow at me. “I assume you told her that.”

“I did,” I said. “And I plan to keep telling her.”

“Good,” Kay said. “Praise her work, not her looks, and she’ll bloom on you. Praise both and she’ll punch you in the stomach and blush while she does it.”

Trixie fanned herself. “So romantic!”

Thessa rolled her eyes, but there was less bite in it than last week. “She can pull her weight.”

Alis flipped a page and jotted a small note. “I’ll prepare a travel letter for Varga.”

“Thank you,” I said.

We let that sit a beat. It felt like the shape of our trip had locked in. Trixie was already humming a tune that only existed in her head. Lazy swayed against my side like she could already taste a city pastry. Khla studied the window and the courtyard beyond it like it held a chessboard. Thessa had found the corner of Kay’s desk and ran a red nail along the grain in neat little lines while she thought up ways to light Vorlius on fire.

Kay’s attention cut back to me. “Now for the part we all dislike,” she said. “The prisoner. Where is he now?”

“With Borsj and Varga,” I replied, then exhaled. “So, we turn him over?”

“You do,” Kay said. “In public. With a receipt and two witnesses. He attacked you. He’ll face charges. But he is Magocracy military. We won’t give Vorlius the chance to accuse you of false imprisonment.”

Alis was already writing. “I’ll draft the form and stamp it. I’ll also lodge a notice that Krysfelt expects to be notified of status changes.” Her look went dry. “They won’t like it.”

Khla gave a satisfied nod. “Good.”

Trixie wrinkled her nose. “He tried to chop Wade. I vote we poke an eye before we hand him over. I mean, he has two, right? Just a quick jab!”

“Tempting,” Thessa said.

Kay’s lips tugged at the corner. “Both eyes intact, please.”

Lazy pouted a little. “No maiming, no glitter. This is no fun.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “We are in a meeting.”

“You are very bossy,” Lazy said, happy, like it was the best thing. Her hand slid down to squeeze my wrist.

Kay looked like she wanted to smile and didn’t. “You’ll take Alis’s paperwork to the gate,” she said. “Have Borsj bring your man from wherever he tucked him and make the exchange in front of the posting. I’ll meet you there to add a witness.”

“Thank you,” I said. I meant more than the logistics. I meant the way she’d drawn a line on stone, in her office and at our gate. I meant the trust.

She read it and gave a small nod. “You’ve done work I can be proud of. Don’t get killed on the way to showing it to the court.”

“Working on it,” I said.

Alis slid her notebook under her arm and straightened her jacket. “I’ll prep the forms now,” she said.

Thessa stretched, spine long, chest proud under the leather. “We should go sooner rather than later,” she said. “He’ll set more nets with time.”

“We’ll plan tonight,” I said. “Routes, supplies. We’ll keep our heads down and our tails up.” I looked at Lazy and Thessa. “Mostly your tails.”

She wiggled it at me and grinned. God, I loved these girls.

Kay pushed away from the desk. “Good. Then we’re done.” She held my gaze a beat longer. “You did right in there. You stayed calm. You showed proof. You made him show his temper. Keep doing that.”

Trixie leaned in and stage-whispered, “We also looked fabulous.”

“Go,” Kay said, amused, like we were a class she had let out early. “Return the prisoner. Eat something. Sleep if you can.”

I slid the wrapped staff over my shoulder and tucked the orb securely against my ribs. “Thank you, Headmistress,” I said. “Alis.”

Alis tipped her pen at me.

We moved as a knot. My girls fell into the shape they always did without needing to talk about it. Thessa took my right. Lazy glued herself to my left. Trixie drifted just ahead like a bright lure for trouble that she would shoot through the eye if it bit. Khla closed our rear like she had a rule about never giving anyone her back. I took one last look at Kay.

She gave me that small, steady smile again. “Wade,” she said. “Be careful.”

“I’ll try,” I said, and we headed out.


Chapter 6



After Alis stamped the paperwork and witnessed the handoff to Vorlius’s men at the gate—Borsj scowled through the whole exchange—the girls and I slipped off the quad and took the back stairs to our floor.

We piled into our dorm and shut the door on the corridor noise. The room felt smaller after Kay’s office and Vorlius’s stink, but it also felt a lot more relaxed.

I leaned the staff, wrapped in that torn cloak, against the wall, and slid the orb into my jacket pocket. Lazy flopped across the bed on her back like a cat claiming a sunny spot. Thessa paced by the window while Khla stood, arms folded, by the desk. Trixie perched on the dresser and kicked her heels, all legs and smile.

“Alright,” I said. “We need a plan. We go to Los Angeles on our terms. I say we rent a vehicle, keep our footprint small, and get eyes on the High Court before we walk in.”

“Tacos,” Trixie said as if it were a legal requirement. Then she sobered and nodded. “And some scouting, yeah.”

Lazy rolled over and crawled to the edge of the bed, chin on her hands. “Van time. I like vans. Big naps in the back.” Her tail lapped the blanket.

“We can manage a van with a cash deposit,” I said. “Let’s try to avoid answering too many questions at the rental place.”

Khla grunted once. “Vorlius will have us watched from all angles.”

“Exactly,” I said.

Trixie’s eyes went round. “Yeah, so before we go, I need to talk to Kay and drop my instructor gig.”

I blinked at her. “You didn’t officially quit yet?”

“Kinda,” she muttered. “I… don’t know… I… hmmm… I think I told her… something? I don’t really remember.” She flopped back on the dresser. “Conversations about stuff can be so boring!”

“Oh my Gods!” Lazy agreed with wide eyes. “That is so true!”

“Right?” Trixie hummed.

“Right!” Lazy agreed with a clap and a bounce.

“Great minds, like, think alike!” Trixie happily purred.

“Yay!” Lazy did a little twirl.

I grinned, making a calming gesture before those two exploded again as Khla rolled her eyes. “Yeah, maybe you should sort that out before we go, Trixie,” I said.

“Yeah! I’m ready for an adventure contract—with benefits.” She made finger-guns at me and winked. “Many benefits.”

Lazy clapped once. “Yay!” she squealed and flopped again.

Trixie hopped off the dresser and bounced to me. “Do you want me to pack now, talk to Kay, and meet you back here? Or should I swoon on your bed first while you talk strategy? I am flexible.” She grinned as she traced a finger over my chest. “In more ways than one.”

I laughed. “Pack. Talk to Kay. There will be time for swooning later.”

Thessa nodded. “Stop by the dining hall and steal me a cinnamon roll.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Trixie chirped, unbothered. She brushed her fingers across my chest as she passed. “Be right back!”

The door closed behind her with a click. Lazy watched the door, dreamy. “She’s great! Pretty! And so smart!”

Thessa made a face. “Smart? I wouldn’t go that far.”

“She’s smart in her own way,” I said. Then I slid my gaze to them. “Second item. Varga. I want her with us in LA. How do you girls feel about that?”

Khla answered first. “Good. She’s a hunter. She kept pace and followed orders. No bragging. She has the guts for a hard push. I respect that.” She tipped her chin. “I say yes.”

Lazy propped herself on her elbows. “Yes from me. She’s fun when she’s not trying to be cool. And she’s bad-ass!” She made a little noise. “I like people who make other people scream and run.”

Thessa’s look slid to me. “You want my honest answer?”

“Yes.”

She folded her arms tighter and paced a short track. “I do not like our history with her. She tried to push us around. She said and did bad things.” She stopped, eyes hot, then forced herself on. “But I’ll admit she did not fold when it mattered.” A breath, then a grudging line of truth. “She earned some credit, I guess.”

Progress. I’ll take inches if inches are what’s on offer.

“So, what are you saying?” I asked gently.

“I say yes on conditions. She will not get in my face. She will not test lines with you. If she wants to… join the arrangement later, then we talk first. With me.” Her mouth curved. “I will eat her alive if she tries to cut line, Wade.”

I stepped in and slid my palm along her hip. “I hear you. And I asked because your opinion matters. She comes as a fighter. Nothing else until everyone is comfortable.”

Thessa stared at me for a beat, eyes softening at the edges. “Fine,” she said. “But if she stares at you again as if she wants to pounce on you, I will trim her tail for real.”

I laughed. “I was not aware she was looking at me like that.”

“She’s a sneaky looker,” Thessa muttered. “But you’ll spot her easily enough once I set her on fire.”

Lazy snorted, then flopped on her back again. “I love us.”

I squeezed Thessa’s hand. “We’ll be fine. Okay, so I go find Varga and tell her she’s in, if she wants it. Then I head down to Lombardy and line up a vehicle. We sleep, wake up early, and go. The sooner we’re in the city, the sooner we can see how they run the High Court’s entrances, who stands where, and how we can turn this whole thing to our advantage.”

Lazy lifted her hand. “Also, snacks.”

“We’ll sort routes after you have the keys and Trixie is back from Kay,” Khla added. “We can do it over dinner in the mess hall.”

“Agreed,” I said.

Lazy reached for my hand and squeezed. “I like when you get all planny. It makes me purr.”

Thessa arched an eyebrow at her. “Everything makes you purr.”

“It makes me purr when you say that,” Lazy told her, smug and soft.

A flash of fondness cracked Thessa’s glare. “Idiot.”

With a chuckle, I grabbed my jacket. “Back soon,” I said, and headed out to find Varga and a set of wheels.
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The gym was quiet except for the steady thump of leather gloves meeting punching bags. Varga was on the far side, and she was the source of the sound. She hammered a heavy bag that swung on a thick chain. She drove short, mean hooks and rips, then a tight cross that rocked the bag off its line.

Sweat slicked the top of her ample chest and darkened the waistband of her black booty shorts. Wolf ears pinned, tail stiff, eyes hot. She had that coiled look she got before a fight.

I walked up and caught the bag with both hands so she didn’t knock it into a trainer rack. “You’re going to break your wrists at that angle.”

She flicked me a look through bangs stuck to her cheek. “I’m wolfkin.” She hit the bag hard, and it shivered in my hands. “My wrists aren’t that frail.”

“Let me hold it,” I said.

She adjusted her stance and kept going, and I dug my heels in. Each punch had purpose. Not flashy. Just violence in neat shapes. She fired a short knee into the canvas, then a palm-heel to the side of where a jaw would be. She leaned into it so hard I felt the chain give half a link.

“How’d you feel about the handover?” I asked.

Her jaw jumped. She hit the bag three more times before she answered. “They took him out of the van like he was a parcel,” she said, flat. “Your robe-wearing friend has his men trained like dogs. They strutted up with Alis’s paperwork in one hand and their own clipboard for the receipt in the other and told me to step aside. One of them called me ‘beast’ like I should be on a leash.”

That figures. Magocracy was not always the best when it came to the beast races.

Her mouth peeled off a fang. “They had a neat clerk with them from Vorlius’s office to witness their side and stamp their copy. So tidy.” Her right hand popped a quick jab into the bag, then a hard left to the rib line.

The bag’s stuffing thrummed up my forearms. “Well, it was no fun, but you did it right,” I said.

Her ears tipped back another notch. “It was your call,” she said. “I followed it.” She leaned in close and drilled a pair of tight uppercuts like she was murdering a sternum. “It still felt like swallowing glass. That guy could’ve given us Vorlius.”

I let the bag swing a breath, then steadied it again. “I get it,” I said. “I hated it too. But we have little wiggle room here.”

She blew out a breath through her nose and stepped back. I let the bag settle. She swiped her forearm across her forehead. She watched me, eyes still bright with the kind of heat that had nowhere to go now that the man was no longer in her reach.

“I just hate politics,” she muttered.

I nodded. “Same, but hating it won’t make it go away. We need to deal with it.”

She blew out hot air. Then she chuckled. “Borsj made me laugh, though. He told one of them that if they scuffed his van, he would sell their skulls for candle molds.” Her mouth tugged.

“That’s our imp.”

Her gaze softened a shade. She uncurled her fists and shook out her hands. “He’s good people.”

“So are you,” I said.

That hit. Her ears flicked up, then down. She looked away and found something very interesting on the ceiling rafters. “Don’t make it a speech,” she muttered.

“I will if I want,” I said. “You were invaluable out there. Not just good. Crucial. Your nose put us on that ambush before it was an ambush. Your howl blew their line open. You took them out quickly and efficiently. You kept tempo, and you didn’t fold.”

Her tail gave one small, involuntary wag before she clamped it still. She tried to scowl at me and made it two seconds. Then her chin dipped a notch and the fight left her shoulders. “You’re laying it on a little thick, don’t you think?”

“It’s all true.”

She huffed like that offended her, but the heat in her eyes dialed down to a warmer color. She set her palm on the bag. Then she shook her head and stepped past me to the bench where her water bottle and a towel lay in a small heap.

She sat, took a drink, and poured the rest over the back of her neck. The water chased over lean shoulders and down the straps of her black sports top.

Damn.

My eyes took a slow pass. It was hard not to. Clean lines. Long back. Tight waist. Those thighs, too.

She noticed my stare and tried to raise one brow, but it came out as a small, pleased curve she didn’t quite smother. “What are you looking at?”

“Someone I like,” I said with a smile.

She scowled like she didn’t know what to say, and we let that sit for a beat. Then she blew out a breath like she was done pushing the bag and done pushing me. “Alright. Tell me how the big talk went.”

“Alis saved us at the gate,” I said. “The Mage-Knights wanted us on our knees, weapons on the ground. She walked out and told them where they could stick that. She walked us to Kay’s office with them trailing. Vorlius was there. He looked puffed up and angry as usual. He wanted the staff and us in chains.”

Her ears ticked in a way that made me want to kiss the tips. “What did Kay do?”

“Kay made him listen,” I said. “I showed the orb. She confirmed exactly what we knew: it is the Orb of the Summoner King. Pair to the staff. Both bound to me. She said it in her Headmistress voice while looking Vorlius in the eye. He didn’t have a good counter. He cried about Zone interference and tried to pretend the System was confused.”

Varga snorted. “He would.”

“He wanted to seize the staff anyway. Kay and Alis boxed him with statute. He got nothing on that front except a headache.”

A low, satisfied sound came out of her throat, almost a growl. “Good.”

I leaned against the post. “Then he pushed process. He wants formal verification at the High Court in Los Angeles. Within a week. He insisted I show up with the staff and the orb. He also forced the prisoner transfer. Jurisdiction and all that. Kay confirmed the law. I hated it. But we did it clean. He doesn’t get to say we hid anything.”

Varga’s lip lifted a fraction, fangs neat and white. “He’ll try something anyway.”

“Of course,” I said. “He’s too proud and greedy for power not to.”

Her tail flicked once. “Then we go to his city and make him swallow it.”

I smiled. “We, huh?”

“I’m no fool, Wade,” she said.

“So you’re game.”

“I have classes,” she muttered.

“Kay approved your absence. She says it’ll count as fieldwork.”

Her mouth opened, then shut. “She did?”

“She did,” I said. “But I didn’t come here to pass along an order. It’s your choice. I came here because I want you with us. I want you, Varga. Your nose, your claws, your head. You’re the right kind of trouble for a city like that.”

Her ears tipped forward. Her tail moved again, small. She stared at my mouth, then jerked her gaze away like she’d scorched herself. “Stop talking like that.” She began wrapping her hand again.

“It’s called honesty.”

She laughed once, low and a little wild. “Nobody talks to me like that.”

“I do,” I said.

She looked at her hands. “Back on the last expedition, you know, when Kay told me to come?” She sounded rougher. “I thought you’d hate me the whole way. You didn’t. I… liked that.”

“Good. Our team is made up of people who actually want to be together.”

“And Thessa?”

“She’ll come around,” I said. “In fact, she is coming around. It takes a while with her.” I shrugged. “You know how she is.”

“And the others?”

“Khla respects you, Lazy likes you, and Trixie is just Trixie.”

She snorted at that as she tugged the last loop of wrap into place and bit the loose end off. Her chest rose and fell once, slow. “Okay,” she said. “I’m in.”

I let a breath go I didn’t know I’d been holding. “Good.”

She tried to scowl so I wouldn’t see that she was pleased. She failed again.

She laced her fingers and stretched them out until the knuckles cracked. “Alright. Logistics. When?”

“Dawn,” I said. “Earlier, if I can get everything done. We’ll take the backroads down. We’ll keep our footprint small.”

She nodded.

I studied her for a moment, then got a spur-of-the-moment idea. “I need to head into town and rent a van. You wanna come?”

She blinked, thought for a moment, then nodded. “Sure,” she said. “Let me clean up, and I’ll be right out.”


Chapter 7



Varga met me on the front steps a few minutes later, hair damp and shining, wearing clean black clothes that hugged her in all the right ways that made looking away a chore. Black hoodie, black shorts, black trainers. She never broke theme.

“You ready?” I asked.

She adjusted the cuff on one sleeve. “Yep.”

We fell into step down the path.

Lombardy opened up to us—porch lights and tavern windows. A pair of students in blue jackets recognized me and waved.

“So, how have you been?” I asked Varga after a block.

“In what way?”

“Head on straight. Not chewing through guilt,” I said.

That got a small, sharp smile. “You want how I feel about Rohuga.”

There was no bandying words with this one.

“I do,” I said. “You two were close.”

Her ears dipped. She looked past me. “I miss her every day,” she said. “She was a good kid, and she didn’t deserve what happened to her.”

We crossed under a flickering street lamp. The light painted her cheekbones and caught a drop at the end of a strand of hair.

“She died for nothing,” Varga continued. “That’s the part that hurts the most.” Her jaw worked. “It was Salee’s fault… We should never have followed her. But Rohuga… just…” Her hand flexed open and closed like she was trying to crush a ghost. “It was stupid and needless.”

“Salee’s carelessness killed her,” I said. “Not you.”

She cut me a look, fast and hot. “I was second on that team,” she said. “My job was to put a hand on Salee’s shoulder and stop her before she did something stupid. I saw her twitch. I knew she was going to break the rules because she hated you. And I let it ride because I wanted to be the best and thought her stupid actions would get me there. Then Rohuga died. You want me to shrug and say none of that sticks to me?”

I shook my head. “You couldn’t know Salee would take it as far as she did.”

She snorted, low. “I should’ve.”

“If that’s what you really think, then let it be worth something. Never make the mistake again. Never follow someone for the wrong reasons. Only follow people you trust to do the right thing.”

“That’s what I’m doing.”

I smiled at her, and she gave something of a smile back.

A moment later, we hit the main street. Some shops were open, but most sounds and light came from the taverns now. People laughed and talked. Somewhere, a lute scraped through a sad song about a girl waiting on a shore. Varga scanned windows, checked reflections, and sniffed like she read the air the same way I read a page.

We passed a stall selling skewers. The man had one left and tried to sell it to us three times, but we declined.

“You know,” she continued after a moment, “I should have dragged Salee out by her hair when she started frothing,” she said, softer now. “I should have taken the penalty and carried Rohuga out alive. She would have mocked me for a week. I would take every bruise in that pile happily.”

“I think Rohuga would slap you for flogging yourself this long,” I said.

Her jaw eased a notch. “You think so?”

“You’ve been redeeming her,” I said. “You just won’t let yourself feel it yet.”

She exhaled. “It will take time.”

“I get that,” I said.

“You know, I hated you that day when the shit went down with Salee and Rohuga,” she said after a while, frank as a knife. “Not because you did anything wrong. You were so poised, so right, and I was wrong. That makes me think awful things.”

“What about now?” I asked.

“I don’t hate you now,” she said. Then, almost to herself: “Now I want to put my teeth in you for different reasons.”

Heat hit low in my stomach as I chuckled. “What reasons?”

“Oh, never mind,” she muttered, waving it off, angry at herself for having let that slip.

We fell silent as we walked past the old iron bridge. The river pushed hard and dark under it, scraping along stones, throwing wet chill into the air. She put her hands in her hoodie pocket and let her shoulder brush mine once.

“Do you worry about LA?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said. “But I like our odds. Especially with you around.”

“Oh, please,” she said, but her tail swished once, pleased.

The rental shop came into view: a two-story cinderbox with a glass door and a faded sign that read “Lombardy Auto Hire.” A red paper lantern hung crooked above the entrance like someone thought it made the place charming. Inside, a buzzing fluorescent threw ugly light on a counter and a hunched clerk. The smell pushing through the door was stale coffee.

“Let me do the talking,” I said as we stepped off the curb.

I touched the handle, then glanced up the street out of habit. Across the way, a man stood and read a newspaper.

We headed in.
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The bell over the door gave a tired jingle when we stepped in. A glass counter split the room, smeared with fingerprints and dried sigils. Behind it sat a thin man in a gray vest.

He looked about as tired as the place itself did.

He glanced up, saw the small Krysfelt crest on my jacket, and straightened. “Evening. Lombardy Auto Hire. Before we start, I have to state the new tracking compliance policy.” He pushed his glasses higher and recited like he’d practiced in the mirror. “By Magocracy order, all rentals leave the lot with a registry rune on the vehicle and a locator bead for the primary driver. Non-compliant releases are subject to fines and seizure.”

Varga drifted a step to my right. She said nothing. Her ears tipped forward a hair and stayed there.

I set my elbows on the counter and kept my smile mild. “We’re on Academy business,” I said. “We prefer discretion over a whole compliance theater. Cash deposit.”

He blinked fast. “It’s not theater, sir. It’s policy. I can’t—”

Varga set her knuckles on the glass next to mine and looked at him. Quiet pressure. She had a way of making stillness feel like a blade.

He swallowed. “I… may have misunderstood the rollout,” he said. He flipped a laminated sheet over and pretended to read. “Right. Pilot in the city proper. Exemptions for… uh… institutional errands under charter.” He glanced at our crests. “Krysfelt is under charter.”

“Good,” I said. “We’ll take the exemption. We need a van. Plain. No logos. Manual locks.”

He pointed past a grimy window at the side lot. “We have a slate-gray cargo van, twelve-year-old model.”

Varga’s stare didn’t move. “Scrying anchor?”

“Um, only if we put it there?” he said quickly.

“Then don’t,” Varga said.

“Agreed…” The clerk tried a brittle laugh. “So, you were saying… cash deposit?”

I counted out coins and set them on the glass. “Deposit and one month up front. We’ll bring it back clean and full.”

He pulled the pile of coins toward him. “Paperwork, then keys.” He slid a tray with a form. “Names?”

“We don’t have any.”

His mouth moved. I plinked down an extra gold coin. He gave a greasy smile. “Forgot to write them down. Ha-ha.”

“Ha-ha.”

He stamped the form. “Might be problematic with insurance,” he said, half to himself.

“We’ll just be careful,” I said.

Varga scowled at him, and he shrank an inch before he rummaged in a drawer, came up with a metal tag on a ring. “Keys. It’s the slate-gray van in slot five on the side lot. Fuel station at the corner if you need it before you go.”

“Thanks,” I said. I signed where he pointed with just an ‘X.’

He stamped again, then slid the paperwork under a clear sleeve. He looked at Varga one last time and wilted a fraction. “Enjoy your, uh, errand.”

“We will,” she said.

He found a ledger to stare at until we left.

I held the door for Varga. She walked past me, hips easy, legs smooth and strong. Her tail made the smallest satisfied switch. I liked being behind her and took my time with the view. She caught me and shot me a look over her shoulder that said she knew.

Outside, the night air was clean after the small office. I could see the van in slot five under a dead lamp, all dull slate and squared sides. Perfect.

Varga spoke quietly. “Across the street. Man with the newspaper,” she said. “He was there when we came in.”

I didn’t look right away. I turned like I was checking the lot. Then I nodded. Gray coat. Hat too low. Paper up. The same man from when we walked in.

Weird place to read a newspaper. At night.

“I saw him,” I said.

“Vorlius’s goons?” she asked.

“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not.”

Her ears ticked back and then forward. “I can cross the street and push him around a little,” she said. “See what he has to say.”

“Not yet,” I said. “Van first. Then we see if he follows.”

She handed me the ring. “You drive,” she said. “I’ll watch the mirrors.”

We cut toward the side lot with the keys in my palm and the papers under my arm. I let the sound of our steps drown in traffic. Across the street, the man turned a page and read nothing.

Yeah, a bit suspect. Only a bit.

We got in, started the van, and drove off.


Chapter 8



We rolled the slate-gray van into the dorm-side lot as the day went gold. Varga sat forward in the passenger seat, eyes on the mirrors until I eased the shifter into park.

“Not bad at all,” she said. “It drives like a brick, but a good brick.”

“The best kind of brick,” I said.

Upstairs, Lazy lunged at me the second I opened our door, all legs and tail and joy. She wrapped around me like a warm scarf and nuzzled my neck.

“You brought wheels,” she sang. “I saw through the window! Wheels mean road! The road means snacks!”

Thessa cut in, gliding close with a smile. “The road also means time to make out in the back of a van when we stop for gas.”

I laughed. “Sounds like a good time.”

Khla folded her arms by the window and gave me a slow nod. “Vehicle. Good. Anything interesting happen?”

“Nah,” I said. “I picked a boring van from a boring man and paid cash. One snag—there was a watcher across the street when we signed. He clocked us going in and out, but I didn’t see him follow us back.”

Varga leaned in the doorway, clean and dangerous in black. “He read the same page for ten minutes. Either he’s very slow, or he was pretending to read.”

“For now, it’s clear,” I agreed. “But we might want to be careful during this trip.”

Khla grunted agreement. “Eat first, and plan after.”

I left the staff wrapped and stowed, and we headed out together. Evening pulled students toward the mess hall in little clusters. Skirts swished, heels clicking on stone. Blue jackets glowed in the low light. Conversations died as we passed, then rose again behind hands and smiles—we had become celebrities.

A third-year with a silver hairclip elbowed her friend and stage-whispered, “There he is.” A pair of seniors stopped mid-stride to look me over and tried to pretend they hadn’t.

Lazy soaked it in like sun. She wiggled her fingers at gawkers. “Hi, ladies! This is my boyfriend. He belongs to me and also to a couple of other girls. We’re going to LA!”

So much for flying under the radar.

Thessa steered Lazy with a palm on her lower back. “You are ridiculous.”

“I am festive,” Lazy said. “There is a difference.”

Once at the mess, we grabbed trays. Tonight was roasted chicken, buttered rice, green beans, a vat of soup, and bread. The smell hit hard. Thessa’s pupils dilated like a cat watching a mouse. She piled her tray like a challenge. Lazy copied her, then added two sugar rolls. Khla kept it clean with meat, greens, and water. Varga picked simple: chicken, rice, apple. She ate like a hunter, fuel, not fuss.

We claimed a table near the windows. Students tried and failed not to stare.

I unrolled our paper map over the table, careful not to baptize Los Angeles with soup. The old creases ran right through Lombardy. Khla sat at my right, Varga at my left, Thessa and Lazy across from me.

“Okay,” I said, tapping the map. “Two routes: one fast, the other not so fast.”

I traced the first with a finger. “The artery. It’s clean pavement all the way down. Big views. Lots of checkpoints. Vorlius’s boys will be thick on it. If I wanted to snag us clean, I’d do it there.”

“That is boring,” Thessa said around a mouthful. “Also a waste.”

Lazy leaned over, chin on her hands. Her ears tipped forward. “But there’s also the ocean. And food trucks.”

“See the ocean, order tacos at the end in LA, and skip trouble—sounds better to me,” I said. I dragged my finger inland. “Route two is the way Borsj brought us in. Backroads, canyons, company towns. It’s slower, but there are fewer eyes.”

Khla pointed with her spoon. “And there are more places to get lost on purpose.”

Varga leaned in, nose almost on the paper. “I know this piece. There are switchbacks here, an old bridge there, good route.”

“Also,” I added, tapping the dorm with the spoon like a professor, “we leave before dawn either way. Heads down. No big send-off. We’ll load light and go.”

Khla nodded. “Good. We want the roads quiet. Fewer witnesses.”

Lazy tore a sugar roll and popped a piece into her mouth. “I volunteer as roll-eater and route morale officer.”

Thessa flicked a green bean at her. “You volunteer as nap-taker. That is a different job.”

“I can do both,” Lazy said. “I am talented.”

I grinned. “Interior route. Pre-dawn start. I want us out before first class bells.”

“Done,” Khla said.

“Done,” Varga echoed, no fuss.

Thessa lifted her fork like a toast. “And done.”

Lazy snapped her fingers. “Oooh. I’ll tell Trixie. She’s with Kay, right? Or packing? Or buying new LA heels?”

“Probably all three,” I said. “Tell her we’re wheels up early.”

“She’s going to squeal,” Lazy said fondly.

I took a bite and let the warmth settle. The table buzzed with energy. It was a trip with dangers, but we all liked excitement.

“What is Los Angeles like?” Khla asked. She stabbed a piece of chicken and eyed me over it. “Other than corrupt.”

“Trixie called it a sunny headache,” I said. “Tall buildings. The High Court is stone and steel, lots of banners, and lots of people who like rules until they don’t. There are more different folk on one block than most towns see in a year. Big money. Big thieves. Food everywhere.”

“Food everywhere,” Thessa breathed, reverent. “Yes.”

Lazy clapped. “Tacos. Dumplings. Noodles. Are there churros? Tell me there are churros.”

“There are,” I said. “Too many. You’ll be drunk on sugar by noon.”

“My body is ready,” she announced solemnly.

Thessa bumped her ankle under the table. “Focus.”

“I am focused,” Lazy said. “On churros.” She tore open her second sugar roll. “Do we get to visit the beach?”

Khla aimed a bean at her forehead and flicked. It bounced. “We are not bringing swimsuits to a court fight.”

“I can swim naked,” Lazy said, sunny. Then her eyes widened. “Oh! Did we name the van yet?”

I blinked. “Named… the van? No. No, we did not.”

“Name it,” she insisted. “He needs one.”

“He?” Thessa said. “You gave our van a gender?”

“Obviously,” Lazy said. “He is a slabby boy who wants us to feed him fuel.”

Varga’s ears tipped back in a small smile. “Slab,” she said.

“Slab,” Lazy agreed, and she rose and stood straight, eyes heavenward. “Oh, thine vanniest of vans. We shallest indeedeth baptize thouest ‘Slab,’ slabbiest of slabby boys.”

Khla groaned. “If only it had a trunk to lock you and Trixie in.”

I laughed and took a bite of my food. “Speaking of Trixie,” I said, turning to Lazy, “you okay to bring her up to speed?”

Lazy lifted a hand. “Yes! I’ll tell her she needs to sleep in something sexy because we’re leaving early, and she won’t have time to change.”

Khla arched a brow. “You will also tell Trixie that I said she cannot bring six pairs of ridiculous shoes.”

“She will bring eight pairs,” Lazy said, deadpan.

Khla rolled her eyes, and Lazy made a small happy noise and kicked her feet under the table.

We ate and talked until the hall began to thin. Staff clattered pans. A late group of first-years trooped in, eyes wide as they passed us. One of them stage-whispered, “He’s the one with the dragon blood,” like she was passing a ghost story. I didn’t correct her. The truth would make its rounds on its own.

When the last of the light bled off the quad, I folded the map and slid it into my jacket. “Alright,” I said. “Get what you need from your rooms and pack. No junk. No drama. We’re up before dawn and out.”

Lazy raised a finger. “Drama is in my blood.”

Thessa leaned over the table and grabbed Lazy’s ear, gentle. “Then put it in a bag and carry it, little cat.”

“Ow,” Lazy said, delighted.

Khla stood and gathered our trays. “I’ll pack supplies.”

“Protein bars,” Thessa added. “The chewy kind.”

“Disgusting,” Lazy said. “Get the ones with chocolate!”

Khla made a face that admitted she would and hated that about herself.

I laughed and shook my head. There might be a few dangers ahead in LA, but at least we were in good company.


Chapter 9



The next morning, we saw a gray dawn. Our breath smoked in little puffs and puddles glowed under the lamps like coins in dark water. The van, newly dubbed ‘Slab,’ waited nose-out by the curb. Its slate paint was dull, its windows clean—the kind of van no one remembered after it passed.

We had packed light the night before and grabbed a few hours of sleep. Having risen early, I came down with Thessa, Lazy, and Khla. Thessa wore a cropped leather jacket over a black top that hugged her like a glove with skin-tight jeans underneath. Through a hole in the back, her tail cut slow lines behind her. Lazy had on a hoodie and short shorts, hair in a messy tail. Khla hefted a duffel like it weighed nothing, wearing leather pants and a light jacket with a crop top underneath, showing off her perfect abs.

Varga loped up from her own dorm room with her hood up, black on black, backpack tight to her back. Her wolf ears twitched once under the hood when she saw me. She tried to keep her face neutral and almost managed it. Then Trixie came out of her quarters, two bags over one shoulder, bow case in the other, legs bare under a short skirt, hair bouncing even before she skipped.

“Hellooooo, Slab,” she sang, then blew me a kiss. “Hi, hot driver.”

Khla lifted an eyebrow at Trixie’s bags. “No.”

“What?” Trixie blinked like a saint. “This is light. I downsized.”

“How many shoes?”

“Can you really count shoes? We don’t count oxygens! They’re just as vital to life!”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.”

Trixie clasped to the bags with a sad pout, but Khla was immune and stared at her until she let the slick leather one go. Trixie pouted, then brightened. “Fine. The emergency heels stay.”

“One pair,” Khla growled.

Lazy yawned, then curled into my side and squeezed my bicep. “We should be in bed.” Her voice was still husky with sleep.

“We are about to be in a van,” Thessa said. “That’s the next best thing. You can nap on Wade.”

“Yay,” Lazy hummed. She nuzzled my shoulder once and then trotted around to the sliding door.

I set the staff in its wrap along the van’s side. The orb sat in my inner jacket pocket. I didn’t plan on using either before LA, but plans rarely survived time with my girls and other people’s bad ideas.

“Front seat,” Varga said, already pointing. “I’ll watch mirrors.”

Thessa leaned into my back as I opened the driver’s door. “I should be up front. He likes me close.”

“You can sit behind him and pet his hair from there,” Varga said dryly.

“Jealous,” Thessa purred.

“Of his hair? Yes,” Varga shot back, but her mouth tugged.

“Thessa behind me,” I said before we turned this into another contest. “Varga up front to spot. Khla at the door. Trixie and Lazy on the bench.”

Khla nodded, practical as a brick. Lazy slid in and sprawled across the bench, tail flicking. Trixie tucked in next to her and bounced a little in her seat. Thessa took the spot behind me and immediately pressed her thighs to the side of my seat. Varga buckled in, pulled her hood down, and stuffed a wad of gum in her cheek.

She glanced sideways. “Breakfast plan?”

“Protein bars,” Khla answered. “No stops until we’re off the local grid.”

Lazy groaned. “This is oppression.”

Trixie lifted her hand. “Objection. We need chocolate croissants for morale.”

“Overruled,” Khla said.

I turned the key. The engine grumbled to life. Music to my ears.

“Everyone set?” I asked.

“Ready,” Varga said.

“Ready to commit crimes against fashion in this van,” Trixie said.

“Ready to burn anyone who tries to pull us over,” Thessa said.

“Please do not burn anyone until we clear the gate,” I said.

Lazy giggled. “No fireworks on Academy turf.”

I pulled us out slowly, eyes on the lane. The towers of Krysfelt cut a steady line against the dark sky. A few dorm windows glowed. First-years trudged through the cold to morning drills with scarves up to their eyes. A couple waved when they recognized us. Lazy waved back like a parade queen.

We rolled toward the main gate. Two Mage-Knights stood under the arch in their perfect cloaks and sleepless armor. Halberds crossed. Their helmets turned as Slab came up the last yard, and they stepped aside to let us pass.

“Good morning,” Trixie chirped out the window behind me. “Your cloaks look very clean.”

The Mage-Knight flinched at her brightness. “Move along,” he said.

We passed under the iron. The chalk line of the main road took us away from campus, past the empty market stalls and the sign for Lombardy’s marker, then to the highways beyond.

The sky in the east held its breath. Not dawn yet, but the promise of it. Pines crowded the walls. I kept Slab steady and a hair under the limits. I wanted unremarkable driving until we were beyond anyone’s official patience. Soon enough, we hit the highway and the tires sang a smooth note.

That was when the crow showed up.

It cut across the windshield high and then circled above us, a lonely black swirl against the not-quite morning. At first, I hardly cared. Birds will bird.

But after a few minutes, it became clear that it was following us.

Varga had picked up on it too. She tracked it with a lift of her chin. “Crow,” she said.

“I see it,” I said.

“I don’t like birds,” Lazy announced, scrunching her nose.

“Typical cat behavior,” Trixie said sagely.

“Do we ignore it?” Thessa asked. “Or do I shoot it with fire?”

“Difficult shot,” Khla said.

Thessa narrowed her eyes, then huffed agreement, disappointed.

I checked the center mirror. The highway behind us stretched clean. A set of headlights slid onto it two curves back and took a lazy line. Black sedan. The drive was smooth enough to read as practiced. Not too close. Not too far. Like someone had read a pamphlet on how to tail people and decided to do it well.

“See it too?” Varga said, low.

I grinned. Yep, she’d already picked up on that one too. “I do,” I said. “People are interested.”

“What are you two whispering about?” Trixie demanded, almost flopping her busty self between the two front seats.

Varga jerked a thumb to the back, and Trixie checked the mirror. “Ugly car?”

“Following us,” Varga said.

Lazy leaned over and peered between the seats. Her moves pushed aside Trixie, who peeped a protest. “Hey! Ugh! Your tits are in the way!”

Lazy ignored her as she looked into the mirror. “Ooh, creepy follower car!”

“Let’s see if he keeps at it,” I said.

“Do you think it’s one of Vorlius’s guys?” Thessa asked.

“He wants us at the High Court,” Khla said. “He knows we’re coming. All he needs is patience.”

“Patience is not his gift,” I said. “Still, maybe this is something else. We’ve been making waves.”

Trixie tore the wrapper of a protein bar and held the bar out toward Varga. “Bite?”

Varga glanced at it, then at Trixie, then leaned in and took a bite without touching Trixie’s fingers. “Thanks,” she said around it.

Trixie looked pleased like she had just fed a wolf, which, come to think of it, was close to the truth. “You’re cute when you eat.”

Varga gave her a flat look. “I am not cute.”

“You are feral and hot,” Trixie declared.

“I’m about to get angry,” Varga said.

Khla sighed. “Focus on the road.”

“Why?” Trixie said. “I’m not driving.”

“But I might throw you out on it if you keep this up,” Varga growled.

“Cranky!” Trixie hummed happily like it was the best thing. She leaned back and chewed on her bar, then glanced at Lazy, who was doing origami with the chocolate-smudged wrapper.

Trixie blinked. “Oh, Lazy! You’re such a pioneer. Making art out of junk.”

“I also make naps,” Lazy said, sticking her tongue out as she folded the thing into an impossibly small swan.

“For sure, you are a renaissance cat,” Trixie said, patting her knee.

I shook my head and breathed through a small laugh. The stress tasted like metal at the back of my tongue. Jokes helped. So did the sound of their voices.

“There’s an old quarry up ahead,” Varga said. “Little side road with a switchback, while the main road does a few turns. You can lose him if you turn onto the side road. He won’t know until he’s taken the turns.”

I nodded. “Good one.”

Varga tapped the dash twice. “About two minutes,” she said. “He’ll take the straight road. We’ll take a detour and lose him along the way.”

“Copy,” I said. I slid my palm along the wheel and brought our speed up a notch. Slab gave a patient growl and took it.

Trixie leaned forward between our seats. Her braid fell over her shoulder, and her perfume was light and sweet. She smiled like we were about to go on a rollercoaster, because in her head we were. “Hey, Wadey-Wade.”

“Yeah?”

“All this shaking off pursuers is turning me on.”

Thessa laughed. “Stop flirting, blondie. Let him focus.”

“Psh! He can multitask,” Trixie said, licking her lips as she tried to inch her voluptuous self forward between the front seats, unclasping her seatbelt, her other hand reaching for my thigh.

Khla closed her eyes for one slow breath like a patient teacher with a class of beautiful terrors. She pulled Trixie back, who gave a little squeal. “Seatbelt,” she growled. “Let’s not die while giving head in a car.”

“Hey, who said I was about to give him head?” Trixie protested.

The others exchanged looks, then all said “I did” at the same time.

“Okay, maybe I wanted to give him head,” Trixie muttered with a pout.

I grinned. The prospect was more than enticing, but Khla’s restraint was probably better here as we were coming up on the quarry. A rain check would have to do.

“Alright,” I said, and ran my eyes over the road one more time. The quarry sign slid by. The gravel apron glowed pale. The canyon walls pinched for a breath and then threw open. The little weigh station squatted under the rock lip with a broken lamp over a steel door. A chain lay loose on the ground where a gate should have been.

Varga smiled like a knife. “There it is… Now we play.”

I cut right at the quarry turnout we’d marked to break line-of-sight. Slab dove off the artery and onto a narrow switchback that dropped under redwood shade. Gravel spat from the tires. The guardrail flashed past my window. Varga braced her palm on the dash and grinned like a wolf who’d smelled a rabbit.

A moment later, the black sedan shot by on the main road and sailed into the bend. It hadn’t seen us make the turn.

Unfortunately, the crow didn’t miss a beat. It swung wide, then settled into a lazy circle above our new line like it had all day.

“Good,” Varga said, eyes on the mirror. “He overshot. He’ll need half a mile before he finds out.”

“Good,” I said. I let Slab roll one curve deep, then two, then three. Trees leaned over us, tight and close. The road snaked along the hillside and forced the speed down.

“Stupid bird is still there,” Varga muttered.

“Yep,” I said. “One at a time.”

Lazy cuddled into Trixie on the bench and pointed up through the windshield like a kid at a parade. “It’s judging us.”

“It is a crow,” Khla said.

“Exactly,” Lazy shot back as if it made perfect sense.

We dropped another set of curves, took a few turns as Varga indicated, navigating a set of junctures I would not otherwise have been able to navigate, until the trees fell away to our right. A turnout opened to a fenced overlook and a view of the valley.

I pulled Slab in and let the engine idle down. We sat for a breath, listening. There was no engine behind us. The crow cut a slow arc above the guardrail and landed on a bent post like it owned the place. File under: avian surveillance.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s stretch our legs and get some air.”

We piled out. Cold bit the sweat off my neck. The valley opened under the railing, all pine ridges and a pale ribbon of river. The sun shoved at the horizon but hadn’t cleared it, and everything wore that deep blue that comes before day.

Trixie hopped up and sat on the guardrail, legs crossed, skirt doing interesting things to my attention span. She leaned back on her palms and looked up at the crow. “No manners.”

“Crow familiars are a cheap trick,” Thessa said. She rolled her shoulders and stretched, chest proud under her cropped jacket. “Vorlius should be able to afford nicer ones.”

Varga watched the road below us instead of the bird. “I’d agree. If he wants eyes on us, he scries. He has access, and he knows we have to come.”

I studied the crow. It cocked its head and stared back like it understood more than it should. It kept a safe distance from us.

“You’re right,” I agreed. “He can use a scryer in Los Angeles who’s much better than a bird.”

Khla stood with her hands on the rail, eyes sweeping the turns we’d just taken. “Third party, maybe. Maybe someone heard the words ‘Staff of Mastery’ and ‘Bloodline of Taelath’ and decided to chase a rumor.”

Varga’s ears tipped toward the highway we’d left. “This line branches twice in the next mile,” she said. “We can disappear in the backroads. He’ll never find us. It’ll be a detour…” She shrugged. “Up to you if you think it’s worth it.”

I watched the crow watch us. “We take a detour.”

Thessa swung a look my way that promised heat. “Breakfast detour?”

“Breakfast detour,” I agreed, then looked at Varga. “Any towns?”

She nodded. “Haffsford. We can cut through to it on these backroads, eat, and then come out further south.”

Trixie perked up. “Oh, Haffsford. Cute little castle town. Straight out of Tannoris. Actual wall. Turrets. It’s cute! Like a postcard.”

Varga’s mouth tugged a fraction. “Full of beastkin. Barely any humans. If you hate fur, don’t go.”

Lazy gasped. “I have some fur.”

Khla gave her a look. “It’s just a tail.”

“IT’S A FURRY TAIL!” she squealed, grabbing it.

“It’s cute!” Trixie hummed, calming Lazy instantly. Then, the bubbly elf made a small happy noise, walked over to me, pressed a finger to the middle of my chest, and looked up through her lashes. “Breakfast in a cute little castle town. Coffee. You are a very good planner, Wade.”

“I try,” I said with a chuckle.

Varga cleared her throat, not that she looked jealous. Her ears tipped back, then forward again. “We should move before Sedan Boy gets his map out.”

I nodded. “Haffsford, then.”

Trixie bounced on the balls of her feet. Her skirt lifted just enough that I had to discipline my eyes. She saw me try and grinned. “Do you think they have pastries? Because if they do, I will cry.”

“Probably,” Varga said. “Also, sausage. The good kind.”

Lazy groaned. “Staaahp. My stomach is growling!”

Khla looked at the sun line. “Enough. Let’s go.”

We loaded up. Varga took passenger again and clicked her belt without looking. She pulled her hood up and tucked her ears. Thessa slid behind my seat and stretched her legs against the base. She leaned forward and traced a short line at the base of my neck with a nail. I let out a breath and she smiled, satisfied, and sat back.

Lazy sprawled across the bench with her head in Trixie’s lap. Trixie stroked her hair and hummed something that sounded like a tavern song.

Khla took the sliding door seat again, eyes on the mirrors.

I started Slab and rolled us back onto the switchback. The crow flapped once, launched, and went back to its distant circle above us like a tiny cop. At Varga’s direction, I took a left at the first fork, then a right at the second, then a left we picked because the gravel was a little more chewed. Varga approved the choice with a small sound.

We wound on like that, quiet except for the rumble and Trixie’s soft tune. The sky brightened until the trees began to throw stripes across us in fast bars. Haffsford lay ahead.


Chapter 10



By late morning, we rolled under Haffsford’s walls and arrow towers.

The gate had been widened for trucks and wagons, so Slab fit fine. A pair of beastkin guards in quilted jerkins stood under the lintel with halberds at rest. One had fox ears and a scar down his muzzle; the other was a thick ram girl with curled horns and forearms like ham hocks. Varga leaned out her window as I eased forward, and the fox gave her a small nod. She returned it. No words, just the kind of quiet recognition that told me she’d come through here before and hadn’t made trouble.

The town was charming. Half-timbered fronts leaned over a cobbled square. A pulley elevator crawled up one tower with crates banging on its chain. A battered pickup idled by a well where a dwarf in coveralls talked with a woman in armor.

Close by, a galephant tramped past at a bored pace. Its two heads swayed in opposite directions as if they were watching different parts of the same street. The smell hit a second later—tallow and wet hide and something like cabbage left too long in a warm sack.

First time I’d seen a galephant since Kay took me for a ride on one when she took me with her from Promise and the orphanage. It brought back memories.

Lazy flopped against my shoulder and hissed, eyes wide. “Oh my gods, who farted?”

“The double-nosed elephant,” Trixie said, delighted. “Hi, stink king! You are majestic and gross!”

“Galephant,” Khla corrected.

“Bless you,” Trixie chirped.

“Ugh,” Khla groaned.

The dwarf guided the beast and lifted two fingers to his cap without looking over. The galephant’s left head snorted and misted the nearest cobbles. Dwarves ran these things like city buses; I admired the confidence.

Varga pointed with her chin. “Inn by the smith,” she said. “Plain sign. Good food.”

I saw it: a wooden sign burned with a pot and hammer, and an open front where a broad-shouldered badgerkin in a flour-dusted apron hauled a sack of barley. Behind him, a forge clanged.

I steered us there and tucked Slab into a gap between a vendor cart and a post with a chain looped around it twice, no doubt a hitching post for galephants.

We climbed out. Curious eyes tracked us. Polite, still. Kids with spotted tails peeked from behind skirts, got swatted back, and then peeked again. A trio of matronly otterkin whispered behind their paws. A birdgirl on a front step stretched her wings and watched me like she was trying to pin my Class. A young lion boy sucked on a stick of candied fruit and tried to mirror Khla’s walk and almost fell over.

Thessa scrunched up her nose. “Ew. Breakfast before the stink eats my soul,” she said.

“Food now,” Lazy agreed. “And coffee.”

Varga’s tail flicked once. “It’s better inside,” she said. “Less galephant smell.”

Inside, we found clean, warm air. A long trestle ran down the middle, with booths under the windows. A brace of antlers held tin cups. Hooks on a post hung with aprons told the tale of a busy morning. The badgerkin innkeeper looked us over with a quick, professional sweep—ears, gear, the fact that we were a mix of races—and gave me a short nod that said we were welcome if we had coin and didn’t start a scene.

“Six of you?” he asked.

“Six,” I said. “Something out of the way would be great.”

He led us to a booth near the back beside a window that looked out on the smithy’s side yard. A half dozen young beastkin swung hammers in a rhythm that felt like a house’s heartbeat. The heat from the forge washed through the open shutter in waves.

“House plates?” the innkeeper asked. “Eggs, sausage, greens, bread. Or porridge. We have trout if you want fish.”

“House plates,” Khla said for everyone. “And a second sausage on one of them.” She tipped her head at Thessa without looking.

Thessa gave her a pleased little smile. “You are a wise and benevolent woman, Khla.”

“Coffee?” the badger asked.

“Yes,” I said. “A pot. And water.”

“Fruit jam or honey?”

Lazy made a soft, needy sound. “Yes.”

He blinked.

“She means both,” I said.

“Got it,” he said, amused.

He left us with cups and a small crock of butter the color of golden wheat. I slid in on one side, with Thessa right against my hip and Khla crowding the other side with silent ownership. Varga took the end of our bench. Trixie and Lazy took the other side.

I poured coffee for everyone. The smell was dark and a little burnt in a way I liked—real, homemade coffee. Lazy put her face over the cup and inhaled like a cat sniffing a hand, then purred once and drank without blowing on it.

Trixie added honey to hers and stirred with a tiny spoon like she was in a fancy salon, then declared, “Mmm. Nutty. Not the goblin kind of nuts either.”

Khla gave her a look. “What? Goblin kind?”

Trixie grinned. “Yeah, not a fan of those. How about you, Khla? Do you like gobblin’ nuts?”

Khla blinked, then narrowed her eyes. “I like elfskin boots. Boots don’t make lewd puns.”

“Tee-hee!” Trixie hummed as if she thought that was very funny.

“I like it here,” Lazy said. “It has castle vibes.”

Varga watched the room out of habit while she sipped. Her ears turned a hair when a server passed; then they settled again. “People mind their business,” she said. “That’s why I like Haffsford.”

The innkeeper brought food fast. Thick pottery plates loaded with scrambled eggs that glowed like a good sunrise, spiced sausages charred on the edges, a mound of garlicky greens, bread cut in thick slabs still hot from a hearth, and a small bowl of honey the color of amber. He set a small tray of pickled onions and smoked salt down at the last minute, and Lazy purred at that like he’d played her favorite chord.

I wrapped a slice of bread around a sausage and tore into it. It had good fat and good heat. Thessa went straight for the sausage as well, of course. She bit into the first one and closed her eyes. The sound she made was not decent. I cleared my throat and drank some coffee. She licked a drop of grease from her lip and smirked at me like she’d done that on purpose. She probably had.

“So,” I said once we all had our mouths full. “How do you feel about places like this? Tannorian through and through. Well, with a truck jammed under a tower.”

Trixie smiled. “I love it. Banners, towers. It’s like a stage set with better food.” She wiggled on the bench and checked the window’s reflection. “Yeah. And I have, like, a good butt in this chair.”

“You have a good butt in any chair,” Lazy hummed.

“Awwww.”

Khla cut her greens with a knife and worked through them like an army, then looked up at the beams. “My tribe built halls that were long and low, with racks for spears and hides on the walls. This town is built to hold and to feed. I respect that.” She tapped the table with a knuckle. “Thick wood. Good joinery.”

Trixie looked at her like she had just recited poetry. “You are so soothing, Green Mommy.”

Khla aimed the knife point at her. “Stop calling me that.”

“ACCEPT THE MOMMINESS!” Trixie squealed, making jazz hands.

“I’m about to cut you,” Khla growled.

I laughed and made a calming gesture. “Alright, alright, let’s not tear this place down. How about you, Lazy?”

“I like towns like this,” she said around a mouthful. “Lots of fur. People are usually kind in small places like these. Many great and safe places to nap.”

“You have napped in a lot of places you shouldn’t,” Thessa said, amused.

“All places are nap places if you know how,” Lazy said, then dunked a piece of bread straight into the honey and held it up, dripping. “Trick question. If I drip this on Wade’s thigh and lick it off, is that rude?”

“Yes,” Thessa said at the exact same time as Trixie said, “No.”

Khla groaned and said, “Eat like a person.”

Lazy grinned and continued eating. Meanwhile, Thessa tore through her second sausage like it owed her money and pushed her empty plate back with a satisfied noise that did things to my insides. “More,” she said.

“You had two,” Khla said.

“I am a growing girl,” Thessa said with a straight face.

“She is,” Lazy said, halo-innocent.

I took another piece of bread, dragged it through the honey, and thought about time. “It’s strange,” I said. “We’re sitting in a place that feels like Tannoris, but the Upheaval shoved it into our world and welded it here. Two and a half centuries ago, it would have been somewhere else entirely. Now it’s a few hours’ drive from Lombardy.” I shrugged. “I don’t know what living on old Earth felt like or what living on old Tannoris felt like. I’ve only got the school stories. Gammicka’s lectures about ‘what was lost and what we built instead’ aren’t exactly firsthand.”

Trixie rested her chin on her palm and swayed her head. “My parents were young when the worlds smashed. Even elves don’t get to be that old without a little necromancy.” She tapped her cup, then brightened. “But! When I was little, I saw an actual pre-Upheaval ‘phone’ in a collector’s case. Tiny and slick, like a black cookie of glass and metal.”

Lazy’s eyes went wide. “Did it taste good?”

“It probably tasted like glass and metal,” Thessa said dryly.

“I didn’t get to eat it,” Trixie said, dead serious. “It was in a display case. I couldn’t get to it!”

“The teachers said they had machines that talked to each other through invisible strings,” I said. “Whole ‘nets’ of them. Maps that moved in your hand. Pictures that traveled through cables—most of them of cats.”

Khla chewed and looked at me. “And then the Upheaval broke it,” she said. “The air made their circuits misfire. The System rolled in and ended it.” She set her fork down. “I can thread a bone with a spell and make you strong enough to break a door. I don’t care that I cannot make a little glass slab show me a picture of a cat.”

“I care,” Lazy said with deep offense. “I would have watched cats all day.”

“You can do that now,” Thessa said. “You can find a mirror and stare.”

“I would have watched cat photos,” Lazy said, proud of the word like it was a magic phrase. “I heard about them.”

Trixie grinned. “Oh, honey, if the nets still worked, I would be a legend. Can you imagine my posts? I would, like, stand on a tower with my bow and do flips and then shoot a grape off Wade’s head, and everyone would send me little hearts.”

Thessa’s fingers drummed the table. “You would not shoot at Wade’s head.”

“It’s a grape,” Trixie said. “I’m not a psycho. I’d put a shield behind it.”

Khla considered that. “He would still not sit still.”

“There are… ways to make me sit still,” I said.

“Wade!” Trixie purred. “Dirty! I like it.”

I caught sight of Varga turning red.

“Still, I wonder what old Earth did about wars,” I said, returning to the subject. “How would you solve a war without magic? Like the War of Brothers when the Coalition collapsed.”

Thessa’s smile faded a notch. “My father said the demon courts laughed at that period,” she said, almost casual. “Men and elves breaking their oaths. Everyone wore armor and stabbed each other. Much like today, just with bigger armies.”

“In the old days, they had technology that could rival magic,” Khla said. “Explosives that could level cities. Magic changed it all—made everything more… Tannorian.”

We thought about that for a while. Finally, it was Lazy who broke the silence after she sucked honey off her thumb. “Do you think the crow found us here?” she asked, words a little drowsy.

I glanced at the open shutter. No black bird on the post. Just the smith’s yard and the string of laundry above it with shirts that flapped like a row of banners. “Maybe,” I said. “But no matter. We eat and then we go.”

The innkeeper returned with a small plate. Another sausage sat on it. He set it in front of Thessa without asking. “On the house,” he said. “You look like you’ll burn the town down if I don’t.”

Thessa clasped both hands to her chest in a show and leaned toward him. “Sir,” she said, eyes bright, “you are a good judge of character.”

He barked a laugh and walked away shaking his head.

We ate some more, and the talk drifted to nothing and back again like it always did. Trixie found the little tin of pickled onions and sliced one onto Lazy’s bread and declared it “a flavor kiss.” Lazy actually kicked her feet under the bench and made a soft noise that got the attention of a young cheetah girl two tables over. The girl giggled and hid behind her mother’s arm. Thessa balanced her last chunk of bread on her fork and drizzled honey onto it with ridiculous focus, then slid the bite into my mouth without breaking eye contact. The honey was warm and tasted like flowers. Varga watched my face when I swallowed, then looked away, a little red.

Khla wiped her knife on a napkin, finished the last of her greens, and pushed her plate away. “We should buy smoked meat for the road,” she said. “Simple food. The interior line is slow.”

“Also cinnamon buns,” Lazy said.

“Alright,” Khla allowed, and that was love in her language.

I poured the last of the coffee and took it in. The gossip voices around us rose and fell. Finally, the badgerkin slid the bill on a slate. I put coin down without counting out loud. Fair price.

We stood, slowly, bodies full and warm. Lazy stretched and made a satisfied sound. Trixie copied her and made it a performance that earned her three open mouths from a nearby table.

“Alright,” I said in a low, easy tone. “Breakfast done. Time to hit the road.”


Chapter 11



We stepped out into the square with full bellies and full of energy. The sun hit the timber fronts and the pulley elevator rattled up a tower with crates bumping the stops. The same galephant from before was lumbering near the well. It snorted, which made Lazy gag, then laugh.

“Fuel first,” I said. “Then coffee for the road if the bakery has any to go. Then we roll.”

Khla jerked her chin toward a side yard. “The pump is out back.” She pressed a few coins into my palm and already had that no-nonsense gait that made people clear a lane.

“I am not getting close to a pump,” Thessa said. “I might blow it sky-high. I will go to the bakery and get food and stand far away.”

“Good plan,” I said.

Varga tugged her hood lower and tapped the van. “I’ll sit in Slab and watch. Windows down. Ears up.”

“Perfect,” I said.

We broke into parts. Khla led me down a narrow lane where a single pump squatted by a shed with oil stains. It had a fat lever, a cloudy globe, and a mechanical meter with chipped numbers. A metal sign read PAY FIRST in stern letters. Practical.

Khla gripped the nozzle and handled the lever like a pro. Her shoulders rolled and corded. She made everything look too easy. “You get the clerk?” she asked.

I nodded and headed into the shed, set the coins on the counter, and flattered the old ram girl behind it with a smile. She rang us up with a grunt and flicked a switch. I walked out to Khla wrestling with the ancient fill cap.

“Stuck?” I asked.

She gave the cap one short, angry twist. It let go. “Not anymore.”

Meanwhile, Varga slid into the passenger seat of Slab and cracked the window. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes like a cat in the sun. The posture was relaxation for show. Her ears tracked boots on cobbles and the clank of the smithy across the lane.

Lazy’s gasp cut across the yard. “Oh my gods, Trixie! Look at this!” She darted left toward a newsstand wedged between a butcher and a tinsmith. Stacks of glossy magazines leaned under a wooden awning. Trixie followed with a greedy bounce. Her bow case thumped her hip.

They planted themselves in front of a pink-lettered cover. Lazy held one up to the light. “‘Sugar Silk—edible lingerie, new flavors.’” Her voice went reverent. “Strawberry swirl. Peach fizz. Mango kiss. Ohhh.”

Trixie fanned herself with another issue. “Edible garters! Wade! Wade, look!” She angled the centerfold at me like she had discovered a cure for sadness. The photo showed a pair of lacy panties spun out of sugar with little heart cutouts. The model wore a smile that promised war crimes.

Across the pump, Khla glanced over. “Do not bring anything with sprinkles into the van!”

“They do not have sprinkles,” Lazy said. “They have glitter sugar. It melts in your mouth! IT MELTS, Khla!”

“Disgusting,” Khla said flatly.

“Sexily disgusting,” Trixie corrected and pressed her shoulder to mine. The magazine bumped my chest. “Pick a flavor. Right now. This is legally binding.”

“Peach.”

Lazy squealed. “He picked mine.”

“Strawberry is superior,” Trixie said. “It pairs with champagne.”

Lazy flipped a page. “There’s a set with edible bows.”

Trixie leaned in until our shoulders bumped. “There’s a strap version with little cutouts. Oh wow. They made candy look like sin. What a GREAT idea!” She happily hopped up and down, sending her ample chest bouncing.

These distractions…

Khla watched the pump’s meter spin and gave a sigh. “Read in the van. Do not stand in the street talking about edible underwear.”

Lazy slapped a few coins on the newsstand and bought the magazine, tucking it under her arm like contraband. “Research materials acquired,” she announced, triumphant.

Meanwhile, Thessa drifted back in from the main square with two warm paper bags. Steam curled out. Her eyes sparkled. “I got rolls, meat pies, and three little cheese tarts because the baker sold them at a discount.” She stopped ten feet from the pump and held the bags out like holy offerings. “I’d better not get too close to that! I spend too much time thinking about how awesome it would be to blow up a gas station already.”

“I know,” I said. “We’ll be done in a sec.”

She arched a brow at Lazy and Trixie, who were bouncing around all giddy like kids on a sugar rush. “What are you two plotting?”

“Tasting research,” Lazy said.

“Field study,” Trixie added.

“I think I don’t want to know,” Thessa muttered.

At that moment, on some instinct, I looked up.

A crow sat on a tiled roof beyond the shed, black as spilled ink, head cocked toward me. It looked like the same bird from the highway, but who could really tell?

Khla saw where my gaze went and narrowed her coal-black eyes.

“Still with us,” I said.

The other girls saw it too. Thessa’s eyes narrowed at the roofline. “I wanna make it explode.”

“No fireworks three feet from a pump,” Khla said. “I will tie you to a post if I must.”

“Sounds like fun!” Trixie hummed.

“Maybe you can shoot it?” Thessa asked Trixie.

“Maybe, yeah,” Trixie said, then blinked, drifting off.

“As in, now?” Thessa said, crossing her arms.

“Hm?”

“The bird!”

“Oh!” Trixie looked up. “But what if it’s just a bird? Maybe it’s innocent. What if it has little eggs in its nest. They’ll be all, like, ‘Oh no, Daddy-or-Mommy-or-whatever-because-Trixie-can’t-see-the-bird-parts-but-wouldn’t-want-to-even-she-could is dead! No more worms!”

“Eggs can’t talk,” Khla said.

“Who would eat worms?” Trixie muttered, ignoring Khla. “Disgusting.”

“Well, shoot it for that culinary infraction,” Thessa said.

“If I shot people for culinary infractions, I’d have to shoot a lot of people.”

“Birds aren’t people,” Khla said.

“This conversation is very confusing,” Lazy complained, flopping into my arms. “And boring.”

I shook my head and chuckled. “Let it watch. We are heading under thick trees as soon as we roll out. The branches will cut the lines it needs. We will see how clever it is.”

The pump thunked and the meter jittered to zeros. Khla pulled the nozzle free and tapped the handle to catch the last drips. She reset the cap and wiped her hands on a rag that had seen war.

“Full,” she said. “Paid and clean.”

“Alright,” I said. “Magazines, bread, pie, full tank. Let’s roll.”

Lazy hugged the magazine to her chest like stolen treasure and scuttled to the van with Trixie at her side. They slid the back door open in a rush of giggles and plopped onto the bench, knees bumping as they went back to poring over it. Thessa climbed in after handing Khla a cheese tart. She held the second for me and waited until I took a bite. The tart melted on my tongue. Whoever baked it knew what they were doing.

Khla took one last look around the yard, checked the straps, checked the road, and planted herself by the sliding door. “Go.”

I slid in behind the wheel. The seat held that familiar shape already, like Slab knew me. I watched the mirror. The crow sat on its tile throne. I fired the engine. The van grumbled awake.

“Seatbelts,” Khla said. She clicked hers and tapped Varga’s shoulder. Varga rolled her eyes and clicked hers too.

Trixie buckled with a flourish and kicked her pretty legs like she was boarding a sky ship. Lazy did not buckle, instead choosing to flop helplessly. Thessa sighed, reached over, and did it for her. Lazy made a pleased sound.

“Alright,” Varga said. “We follow the back roads. Up next, a little place called Kettle Flats.”

I nodded, pulled us out, and we left Haffsford behind.
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By the time the pines thinned to scrub and the sign for Kettle Flats appeared, the day had slipped to that gray-blue hour that makes every window look like a mirror. We had taken the forest line out of Haffsford, and the crow had ridden our shadow the whole way. I rolled Slab into a gravel lot scarred by trucks and trailers and killed the engine under a crooked pole light.

The crow sat on the power line above the diner roof and stared at us like we had put a coin in it.

“Persistent,” Varga said. Her ears tipped back once, then forward. “It has to be the same bird.”

Thessa followed my gaze and made a soft, hungry sound. On several occasions, she had tried to hit it with Firebolt, but the crow stayed out of range of our spells.

Trixie waved at it like she was greeting a neighbor. “Hi, stalker.”

We crossed to the door to the diner. The place had a low roof, a row of big windows, and a metal sign that said Kettle Flats Grill in peeling paint. Inside smelled like griddle grease, coffee, and onions.

Heaven.

A massive bearkin male ducked out from behind the counter as the bell jingled. His fur coat ran thick along his arms and under his jaw, face open, eyes kind. He wore a stained apron.

“Evening,” he rumbled, friendly. “Pick a booth. Specials are burgers and fries or… well, burgers and fries.”

Lazy lifted a hand. “I pick burgers and fries.”

Thessa pointed at Lazy, solemn. “That one has good ideas.”

He laughed and waved us toward a big corner booth with a view of the lot. Varga slid in first, back to the wall, eyes on the window. I took the middle. Thessa pressed tight to my right, warm as a stove through leather. Khla took the end. Trixie and Lazy sat opposite, bumping hips and knees like they had springs in their bones.

The bearkin set down tin cups and a pitcher. “My name is Wilson,” he said, cheerful.

“Strange name for a bearkin,” Varga said.

He smiled. “Yeah, they named me after the Summoner King. My parents ain’t very imaginative. Anyway, shakes, sodas, water. Fries are thick-cut. I grind the meat myself.”

Thessa made a low purr at “meat.” Lazy’s tail thumped the seat.

“Six burgers and six orders of fries, please,” I said. “Chocolate shakes and water all around.”

“You got it, chief,” Wilson said. He jotted fast and loped back to the kitchen like a friendly freight train. He came back a moment later with the water.

Khla poured us all a cup as Varga leaned forward. “We’ll be out of the back roads in an hour,” Varga said. “Two more turns and a straight, then we hit the outer ring. We will make the outskirts of Los Angeles before night falls.”

“Outskirts motel,” I said. “We keep it quiet tonight. Tomorrow morning, we take a look at the city, feel out the High Court approaches, see where the guards stand, where they shuffle people. Then we report the day after. I want at least one day to scout.”

Thessa nodded. “Maybe even longer.”

“Maybe even longer,” I agreed.

Trixie braced her elbows on the table and leaned in like a gossip. Her cleavage did outrageous work under a tight top that had no interest in modesty. “Seedy motel vibes? Neon tubes that buzz all night? I love this plan.”

Lazy gasped. “Do we get a vibrating bed? Do those still exist?”

Khla gave them both a level look. “Do not put coins in beds.”

“You are a party pirate,” Trixie whispered, grinning.

Varga’s mouth tugged. “If those two find a vibrating bed, they will never leave it.”

Lazy laid her cheek on the table and groaned happily. “I can be persuaded, but it will require candy.”

I laughed and reached for the water. The cold bit my tongue. Outside, tires hissed by on blacktop.

“We keep a low profile,” I said. I pointed between Trixie and Lazy. “No showy shopping.”

“We are the stealthiest elf and cat shoppers you will ever see,” Trixie said, eyes huge with fake innocence. “Sneaky like fog. Shadow-babes.”

Khla snorted. “Trusting these two to keep a low profile is like trusting Trixie not to pose in a mirror. It will not happen.”

Trixie put a hand to her chest. “I only pose in every second mirror.”

Lazy nodded, serious. “That is the very definition of restraint.”

I chuckled, realizing Khla and I were basically the designated adults ordering water, overseeing vitamin intake, and managing quests, while the rest of the crew plotted edible lingerie and arson.

Still, there were worse fates… And maybe I could get Varga in on the adulting permanently.

As I thought that, she tipped her head toward me. “I will go with them,” she said. “I can help keep it clandestine.”

Thessa’s eyes slid to Varga. “You are volunteering to chaperone those two? Brave.”

Varga’s ears flicked. “I think I’ll manage.”

Lazy beamed. “Guard wolf. Cute!”

“Do not call me cute,” Varga said, flatly.

“You are feral and hot,” Trixie stated again.

Varga rolled her eyes, but this time, a smile slipped through.

Wilson came back with the shakes. The glasses were jam-jar big, lids domed with whipped cream. He set them down like trophies.

“Bless you, Wilson, you patron saint of chocolate junkies!” Lazy breathed. She took the straw in both hands like a relic and sucked half the thing down in one go. Her eyes rolled with bliss. “Ohmygods.”

Trixie took a sedate sip and immediately smeared cream on her upper lip for effect. She leaned forward. “Kiss it off me.”

I laughed and lapped it up. The real problem was that Trixie always tasted like more—a woman who could make your blood flow to all the wrong places no matter what.

It was a gift. It was a curse.

Thessa smirked. “You two done?”

Trixie gave me a heated look. “No.”

“Then continue later!” Khla barked.

I lifted my shake and pulled a long draw. Cold punched my brain and cooled me down a little. Worth it.

Khla took a slow breath, sat back, and looked at the map in her head. “We take the south fork after dinner, and it will drop us near an old freight line. We run that for two miles and we are out of the trees and into the city. If we want the motel with the least eyes”—she looked at me—“we aim for the industrial strip by the freight yards.”

“Agreed,” I said. “Two adjoining rooms if we can get them, doors chained, and we should keep watch.”

Trixie fluttered her lashes. “Ohmygods, I wonder if they have those tiny shampoos!”

Lazy’s eyes went huge. “I love tiny shampoos. They make me feel like a giant!”

Trixie clapped her hands with glee. “Yay!”

I leaned back and let the chatter roll. It was always like this when we sat: the witchy tide of Thessa’s heat, Lazy’s ridiculous cheer, Trixie’s ditzy sparkle, Khla’s granite patience, Varga’s half-feral posture softening by inches. My girls were a circus. I wouldn’t trade them for anything.

Wilson paused to refill a couple of cups and dropped by our table for a chat. “You folks passing through or staying the night?”

“Passing through,” I said. “We’re hitting LA for a motel on the outskirts. Less fuss.”

“Smart,” he said. He jerked his chin toward the window. “Big city’s pretty loud.” He gave me a wry look. “Still, you look like people who keep your heads.”

Trixie popped up a finger. “We also look amazing.”

He grinned. “I don’t comment on that. Food’s coming hot.” He patted the table with a paw the size of a shovel and headed back to the kitchen.

A moment later, Wilson reappeared with two platters balanced from shoulder to wrist like they weighed nothing. Steam rolled off a stack of plates. The smell hit us and wiped every thought from my head that did not involve meat.

“Hot and happy,” he said. His tone was warm and booming. He slid plates down: big burgers with cheese, tomato, onion, and a pickle that tried to escape; fries in golden piles; little cups of ketchup lined like soldiers. Grease shone. Buns glistened. “Bon Appetit!” he added with a grin, thumped the table once, and stomped back to the counter.

We dug in.


Chapter 12



The Port of Los Angeles rose ahead in a low glow and long lines of freight cranes. By the time we hit the outer ring, the sky was bruised with sunset. I took an exit that bled toward warehouses and patched tarmac, then swung Slab into a two-story motor court with buzzing pink neon and a crooked VACANCY sign.

The office sat under a corrugated awning. A soda machine hummed. Across the way, the freight yards sprawled, containers stacked like toy bricks.

This would do.

I parked nose-out with a clean angle at the driveway, should we need to get out in a hurry. The engine ticked as it cooled. Trixie leaned forward between the seats with a bright grin, cleavage outstanding with how she was bent, and nuzzled my shoulder. “Home sweet home, for, like, a minute,” she sang.

I kissed her on the forehead. “Stay with the van,” I said. “I’ll get us two adjoining rooms. The less we are seen, the better.”

I headed in. The office smelled like coffee and mold. A thin man in a ballcap barely looked up from his racing form.

“I need two adjacent rooms. I’ll pay cash,” I said.

He scratched his cheek, yawned, and slid a plastic tray with a register card. “Name?”

“Daniel Cooper,” I said, mild as water. Plain alias for a plain place.

He rang a rate that was a little much, but we could spare it, and he swiped the cash into a drawer. I signed DANIEL C. He counted out two key cards and pointed with a pen. “Six and seven. Upstairs. Pick any place in the parking lot. And please keep it down.”

“We will.”

He grunted his approval and slid the cards across.

The girls waited inside the van’s shadow. Thessa had pulled her leather jacket tight as the evening cooled, skinny jeans hugging her like they’d been charmed to never wrinkle. Lazy had her hoodie up, bare legs out, tail swishing against the bumper. Trixie’s skirt was a sin in this light. Khla leaned on the van like a statue, and I loved the way the light played on her defined abs and her strong thighs in those leather pants. Varga watched the street with her hood up; her profile was all angled cheekbone and wolf ears under fabric.

My girls…

“Rooms six and seven, upstairs,” I said.

We grabbed our bags and climbed an iron stair. We started with room six. I popped the door with the key card. The place was clean enough. Two large beds. Thin blankets. A table. A microwave that had probably seen some horrors and a mini fridge with a hum I just knew would annoy me when I’d try to get some sleep. I set the staff against the wall where I could reach it from anywhere and did a slow check: latch, chain, bathroom window latch, adjoining door to seven. All fine.

We did the same scan in room seven. Then I turned to the girls.

“Ground rules,” I said. “No solo trips. Doors chained. One person awake at all times. We keep my staff out of sight, and the orb stays on me. If it goes bad, we meet at the van and we are gone in under a minute.”

“Yes, Daddy,” Trixie said in a teasing voice. She flopped onto the far bed and bounced once. She smiled at me and kicked her heels.

Lazy raised her hand like a kid. “Permission to acquire vital city stuff?”

“What ‘vital’ city stuff?” I asked.

She and Trixie shared a look that should have been illegal. “City stuff,” Trixie said, bright and vague.

“It’s late,” I said.

“It’s LA,” Lazy said. “Nothing sleeps. Everything is open.”

“Also, neon,” Trixie added, waggling her brows. “It calls to my soul.”

I stared for a second, then sighed. “Fine. Varga goes with you.”

“Yay,” Lazy said. “Guard wolf.”

Varga’s mouth tugged. “I’m not a guard wolf. I’m the person who makes sure you don’t buy a poisonous pet spider and murder someone with it.”

“How do you always manage to read our hearts?” Trixie gasped.

“Don’t take too long,” I said. “If something looks wrong, you turn around and come back. Knock when you’re back, ‘cause we’re bolting the door from the inside. Clear?”

Lazy was bouncing around with glee, unable to register anything, and Trixie was just watching the way my mouth moved with those wide blue eyes of hers, so I was mostly talking to Varga at this point.

“Clear,” Varga said. She pulled her hood up.

Trixie snatched her little purse like she was going to prom. “Be right back. With vital city stuff.”

Lazy bounded to me, pressed a kiss to my jaw, and purred. “Miss us.”

“I always do,” I said. “Be good.”

Trixie winked. “We’ll be precious.”

Khla groaned.

Varga nodded once and led my chaos duo out into the glow.

I shut the door, locked the deadbolt, and slid the chain. Khla had already set the map case on the bed and spread our paper over a blanket. The motel art above the headboard showed a sailboat at sunset and a pelican that looked like it was about to kill itself. I tossed my jacket to a chair and sat with them. Thessa dropped beside me, thighs warm.

“Tomorrow we scout the administrative district,” Khla said. “The courts sit here.” She tapped a box labeled HIGH COURT. “Two blocks north is a registry. To the east, offices for the Reclamation Office. To the south, a park and a memorial. Four roads in. One service lane behind the Court. Guard houses at these corners.”

Thessa traced one road with a nail. “Plenty of choke points.”

“Agreed,” I said.

“Also patrols,” Khla added. “We stay clean and obvious. No weapons out.”

“Tomorrow morning, I want to scout it,” I said. “We take a loop and learn the exits.”

Thessa leaned in close enough that I felt her breath on my neck. “Who goes on the first pass?”

“Me, you, and Varga,” I said. “We move early. We look like a guy with his girlfriend and a friend out to see the big courthouse. We watch. We smile. We do not draw eyes. Trixie, Lazy, and Khla will do the same round later. That way, we’ll know we won’t miss anything.” I looked at Khla. “You get Lazy and Trixie because they’re cute, and they’ll make clerks talk. Ask some questions and pretend to care about process. I want to know how these proceedings will work.”

“You saying we’re not cute?” Thessa said.

I chuckled. “You are, but in a different way.”

“Fair,” Khla growled.

“If it gets hot, we pull back to the motel and reset,” I said. “No fights. No fire.”

Thessa pouted. “I was just about to say…”

We worked through the loop twice, once for me and once for Khla, until we could both walk it in our heads. Then Thessa slid back on the bed and stretched her legs across my lap like she owned me, and I let a hand rest on her shin.

“You were right about bringing Varga,” she said, softer now. “She seems good for this kind of stuff.”

“She’s cut for this,” I said. “She has a nose for people and a head for fast plans. Tomorrow I want you on my right and her on my left.”

Thessa’s eyes warmed at that. “You want me on your right a lot.”

“That’s your spot,” I said.

She looked down like the contentment embarrassed her, then back up under her lashes. “Good answer.”

Khla stood and stretched her back until a click rolled up her spine. Needing to stretch her legs for a moment, she crossed the room and then she paused at the window. The blinds were half-open. The slats cast thin stripes across her bare stomach. She lifted a slat with her finger.

“Wade,” she said, calm but sharp.

My head came up. Thessa slid her legs off me and stood in one motion, the mood gone tight. I joined Khla at the window.

Out by the office, a black sedan drifted past slow as a yawn. I knew that car. Our friend from Lombardy’s outskirts had made it to LA.

The sedan did not park. It rolled by the office, took the corner, and disappeared along the row of rooms like a shark under a pier.

Thessa spoke low and hot. “That’s him.”

I watched the corner where the tail had faded. “Yep.”

I stood there a long beat and let the city hum under the windows. In the distance, trains clanked down the line. Lots of eyes in this town.

Finally, I stepped back from the blinds. “Alright,” I said. “We stick to the plan. We wait for our shoppers, then we set the watches. I have a feeling we need to stay on our toes here.”
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An hour later, a fast knock hit the door, and Lazy’s laugh came through the wood like a bell. Khla was already halfway up. I slid the chain, checked the peephole out of habit, then opened.

Lazy burst in first with city neon still in her eyes. She threw both arms around my neck and squeezed like I’d just won a prize, tail whipping my hip. Trixie followed at a bounce with a glossy boutique bag looped over one wrist and a soda straw between her lips. Behind them, Varga slipped in quietly, hood up.

Thessa lifted her head from the bed and gave them all a look, sharp and fond at the same time. “You’re late.”

“Oooh, Mom tone,” Trixie sang, then stuck the straw back in her mouth and slurped like it was a medal. “I like it!”

Khla planted herself by the door as it clicked shut and locked the chain behind them. “How’d it go?”

Lazy bounced in place and pointed the boutique bag at Trixie. “City stuff acquired,” she declared. “Also a pretzel the size of Trixie’s boobs.”

Trixie hugged the bag to her chest. “We shared. Like we share my boobs!”

Varga closed the distance to me with a quick scan of the room. “Anything while we were gone?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Our black sedan friend drifted by the office.”

Varga’s eyes sharpened. “Great.”

Trixie waved a hand. “Pfft. Slow creeper can slow-creep. We locked the doors, right?” She flopped onto the far bed like it had been waiting for her and kicked her trainers off.

For a moment, I wondered how they had stayed so white, but the sight of her tight, pink thong under her skirt as she flopped about on the bed killed that thought—and any other thought, for that matter.

Varga set her smaller bag on the dresser without meeting anyone’s eyes. “I’ll take a watch by the window,” she said.

“We’ve got it,” I said. “I’ll take first. You can actually sleep.”

She gave me a look I hadn’t seen much on her face—relieved and annoyed by the relief in equal measure. Her ears tipped back, then forward. “Fine.”

Lazy pressed her face to my chest and purred. She smelled like sugar. “We saw a little mouse that was wearing a tiny collar. It read ‘Señor Ratón,’ and it was the best thing ever.”

“That’s… great?” I said.

“Yes,” she hummed, happy, hugging me closer.

Trixie popped her straw out and pointed it at the window. “Also, we found a little market that sells pink milk. PINK! MILK! We bought three. Varga drank one.”

Varga set her jaw like she might knock the both of them together. The blush gave her away. “It was cold,” she said defensively. “And good.”

“Adorable,” Thessa said dryly.

Lazy and Trixie traded a secret look and failed to smother matching grins. Their bags crackled softly. They smelled like candy and perfume.

Khla noticed the way the bag crinkled and made a sound that meant she had very little patience left for mysteries. “If that bag holds a live animal, it sleeps in the van.”

“No animals,” Trixie said brightly. Her eyes slid to me. “We did get something for… science.”

“Alright,” I cut in, fighting a smile. “Back to business, girls. We keep eyes open, and we’ll be up early. But for now, we need rest. Varga, you, Thessa, and Khla take the other room. Wash up and get some sleep. Trixie and Lazy, you’re here with me.”

Thessa’s tail flicked once, the tip sharp. She walked over and pressed two fingers to my mouth like she was sealing me. Then she looked at Trixie and Lazy. “If he is tired in the morning, I will feed you both to a trash truck.”

Trixie put a hand to her chest. “So rude!” She wiggled her brows at me. “We’ll just tuck him in. We are, like, innocent caretakers.”

“Very innocent,” Lazy agreed.

“The very definition of innocent,” Trixie added.

“Not a sinful thought ever!” Lazy hummed.

“Not ever,” Trixie agreed.

“Uh-huh,” Thessa said, not buying a word. Then she leaned in to me and kissed me slow enough to make both the blonde and the cat groan. “Try to sleep,” she said, voice soft now, eyes on mine.

“Awwww,” Trixie hummed. “So cute. He won’t, though.”

“I’m having elf for breakfast,” Thessa snarled.

“I like getting eaten,” Trixie retorted, sticking out her tongue.

Lazy blinked with big, wet eyes. “I love us.”

Khla rolled her eyes, deadpan. “Gather your clutter,” she told Varga and Thessa. “We’re next door.”

Varga hovered in the doorway a second after the other two stepped out. Her eyes came to me and held a second longer than she meant them to. Then she tipped her chin at the adjoining wall. “Shout once and I’ll kick this door down.”

“I know,” I said.

She gave a quick nod and slid out. The door to seven clicked, the chain slid, and their room went quiet.

That left me with my two brain-melting terrors.

Trixie tossed the boutique bag onto my bed with a bounce and clapped softly to herself. Lazy clasped her hands under her chin and swayed. Both of them had that look. Big eyes. Trying to keep a secret and failing.

I pointed at the bag. “So. What’s in there?”

“Nothing,” Trixie said, way too fast.

“Lies,” I said.

Trixie blinked. “Noooo. It’s not lies. How would you put lies in a bag?”

I took a deep breath.

“It’s a surprise,” Lazy admitted, vibrating.

“For me?” I asked.

“Yes,” Lazy said at the same time as Trixie said, “No.” They exchanged a look, then tried again. This time, Lazy said, “No,” and Trixie said, “Yes.”

“So… No-yes?”

“Yes-no,” Trixie corrected.

“This is confusing even to me,” I muttered.

“It’s fun,” Lazy said. “Promise.” She toed off her socks, then sprang up to stand on the bed like a cheerleader. “Can we show you?”

Trixie scooped the bag and hugged it to her like she was guarding treasure. “We need to change,” she said. “Privacy, please.”

My suspicion built. “Change into what?”

Two sets of eyes—blue and yellow—blinked back at me like I’d just asked a kid if she needed a reason to eat candy.

“City pajamas,” Trixie said, solemn as a judge.

“Very tasteful,” Lazy said, not solemn at all.

“Alright,” I said, grinning.

Lazy danced backward behind her with the bag tucked to her stomach. “No peeking!” She pointed two fingers at her eyes and then at mine. Her grin stretched ear to ear.

They shut the bathroom door, and the lock turned.

I let the breath out and rubbed a hand over my face. “Gods,” I said to the room and the buzzing neon and nobody.

I crossed to the window. The blind slats were cool under my fingers. I lifted one and checked the lot. No sedan. No headlights rolling slow. The office light threw a dim glow across the railing. A couple shared a cigarette under it with their collars up and hands tucked to elbows. The cranes for lifting massive cargo containers onto and off ships painted long ribs against the yard lights across the street. A semi muttered on the far lane and rattled past.

Fine. No car right now. Good.

My mind went back to the highway and the bird that had kept us company, and to Lombardy, and to how Vorlius handled problems—loud and legal when he could, hired blades when he couldn’t. In his city, we needed to be careful, and the sedan passing by earlier might mean he already knew where we were staying.

We’d keep an eye out. Tonight, I was going to lock this place down and get some rest while two troublemakers plotted whatever they were plotting in my bathroom.

Water ran once and cut off, then there was a hush and a rustle and a very soft squeal that sounded exactly like Lazy when she was too excited. Trixie giggled low. I heard feet thump and a drawer slide. Hushed, hissed instructions followed.

I shook my head and smiled into the window. Joy and happiness had a blast radius when those two were involved. I should probably put up hazard tape around that bathroom door.

I checked the chain again, checked on the staff against the wall by the headboard, and felt for the orb in my inner pocket.

The bathroom door clicked, making me start.

Then Trixie sang, pure and bright.

“Ta-da!”


Chapter 13



“Ta-da!” Lazy added.

I spun and barked a laugh. “I knew you two were up to something.”

They stood in the doorway in nothing but candy. Trixie had a sugar-lace strawberry pink pair that hugged her hips like a naughty valentine, tiny hearts pressed into the meltable weave. Lazy wore a peach-colored set with little bows spun into the straps; the sugar caught the neon sidelight and glittered on her skin. Trixie’s blonde hair fell in waves, blue eyes bright with mischief. Lazy’s ears were high, tail flicking, yellow pupils wide and hungry.

I couldn’t do anything but stare. These women had perfect bodies, and the sexy lingerie only added to them. Full, bouncy, but firm breasts spilling out of tight bras. Sweeping hips, tight thongs kissing pretty pussy lips.

Hot damn.

They gave me only a moment to stare before they crossed the room in a rush and hit me from both sides. They were warm and laughing, lips finding my mouth and jaw and neck. I got a mouthful of sweetness as both of them pressed me back by pure force of delight.

“Look how cute,” Trixie sang against my cheek, snapping the waistband with a proud wiggle against her delicious flank. “Strawberries, baby.”

Lazy hooked my neck and nuzzled like a kitten. Her nose brushed my jaw. “Mine’s peach,” she breathed, licking her lips. “Do you want a taste?”

I palmed both their asses and squeezed. “Do you two even need to ask?!” I said, laughing.

I guided them backward and pushed them down onto one of the beds side by side. Trixie flopped with a grin and arched like a starlet, hands over her head, chest proud and soft and perfect. Lazy sprawled in her favorite dramatic sprawl. Her tail curled, yellow eyes hot and pleading already.

“Right there is where I want you,” I growled, watching those two perfect bodies squirm on the bed, my cock already growing hard. “Don’t move.”

“Bossy,” Trixie teased, biting her lip.

“Boss needs to eat his dessert,” Lazy cooed, voice gone velvet.

I knelt between them and took my time.

Trixie first. I kissed up the inside of her knee and along her tasty and soft thigh, slow and patient. I breathed her in while my fingers traced the edge of sugar lace. She moaned and squirmed, overtaken by her heat as I teased my way up to those skimpy and delicious edible panties.

The first bite of candy popped under my tongue—strawberry, bright and sweet just like Trixie, and Trixie’s whole body flexed like I’d touched a hidden wire.

“Strawberries,” she gasped, tossing her hair as she gripped the blanket. “Oh my gods.”

I smiled against her skin and worked across the pretty bow on one hip, then down, melting sugar with mouth and breath, following the little bows and hearts until the ribbon gave under my teeth. Strawberry syrup and the warmth of her, and then more candy, and more impatient little sounds.

“Oh… yes… Eat it all, baby,” she moaned, her hands digging in my hair. She canted her hips up, and I obliged, letting the sweetness melt away under the lashings of my tongue until the last of the sugary lace vanished and her thighs trembled under my hands.

Her voice went high. “Stop teasing me… Ah… Wade—ah—yes—”

Lazy gave a delighted sound, and I saw her lying on her side—all delicious curves—gently stroking her harem sister’s soft and heaving tummy. The sigh of Trixie shuddering like that was more than I could handle, and I bit through the strap of her thong.

The sugary goodness fell away to reveal other goodness.

“Yesss!” Trixie moaned. “Please eat my pussy, Wade! Fuck, I need it.”

There was no refusing that. As Lazy purred with delight and Trixie moaned with lust, I let my tongue run over her sweet and wet folds, slipped it between them, and found her swollen bud to tease.

Her stomach fluttered and locked, then broke. She shuddered hard against the sheets, breath stuttering, eyes gone glassy and blue.

“So pretty,” Lazy cooed.

I grinned and dug in, grabbing her soft and tasty thighs so I could eat her out. She gasped and giggled at my rough handling, then arched her back to let me eat her out. My tongue lashed her, and I could already feel her tense under my grip.

“Ohhh, baby,” she moaned. “I’m… I’m…”

“You gonna cum for him?” Lazy purred, rubbing her soft tummy. “Let it all go, sweetie. Cum hard for him. Show him.”

“N-not fair!” Trixie gasped. “Dirty… talk!”

She froze suddenly, and then her body began shuddering. I held her through it with one hand on her thigh and another on her belly, my fingers interlocking with Lazy’s, and I rode out each ripple until she slumped boneless and laughed on a breath, dazed and happy.

“Strawberries were an excellent choice,” I told her. Then, I turned to Lazy. “Peach now.”

She watched me with a greedy little grin, cat ears perked. Her tail swished so fast it thumped the bed, and she giggled when I rose suddenly and pushed her down on the bed on her back, beside a still trembling Trixie.

“Yessss,” she moaned as I dragged my mouth from the line of her hipbone to the low strap and nibbled a bow loose. Peach hit my tongue—sweet and ripe—and Lazy’s eyes rolled shut.

“Peach,” she cooed. “My favorite. Yours too now.”

I kissed the hollow at her pelvis and felt the flutter under my mouth. Then I chased sugared threads across her delicious curves, breathing deeply her musky and lustful scent. She made a helpless little sound and grabbed two fistfuls of my hair like her life depended on the contact.

“So goooood,” she mewled.

Next to her, Trixie giggled as she slowly recovered from her own orgasm. She rolled onto her side, hand under her cheek, and began to rub Lazy’s soft stomach.

I teased her with slow, hot breath. I melted candy a finger-width at a time until I tore at the skimpy little peach-flavored thong with impatience. She giggled with delight and squirmed for me, arching her back to show off her pretty pink pussy to me.

With a hungry growl, I claimed her. She mewled with delight, and Trixie cooed her admiration as I dug in, running my tongue along her wet lips, and I gave her what she needed. Her back bowed like a bowstring and she let out a sound that filled the room.

“Wade—oh, Wade!”

I gave her no mercy and kept lapping at her tight little pussy, making her buck and gasp as her orgasm came closer. Meanwhile, Trixie lazily unsnapped her own bra, letting her plump but firm breasts bounce free, then did the same to Lazy, ensuring they were both naked.

Lazy barely noticed. She gasped for breath as I kept licking her pussy, and she climbed and climbed, bright and sure. Then, it hit her all at once. She shook and laughed and half-cried, tail whipping while she trembled herself empty.

“Wade!” she gasped.

“That’s it, sweetie,” Trixie purred, “let it all out…”

I kept licking her until she went slack, then kissed the flat of her belly and waited until the last little tremor faded. She panted and glowed, pupils huge, a lazy grin bending her mouth.

“Peaches forever,” she whispered, fingers stroking through my hair.

Trixie rolled toward me and hooked my neck. She kissed my cheek with a soft, satisfied hum. “Our turn,” she breathed, eyes wicked and blue.

Lazy slid down the bed with her, knee to knee, the two of them a tangle of delights. They nudged me back against the pillows, hands light and sure on my shirt and belt, mouths and tongues trailing down my chest and stomach.

“Fuck,” I groaned, feeling those soft lips on me. My cock was rock-hard, and I was more than ready to go.

Trixie nipped my hip gently through fabric and giggled. Lazy kissed lower and breathed hot, then crawled back up to my mouth to steal a kiss and purr against my lips.

They went down together, playful at first, then focused as they pulled down my pants and boxers, making my hard cock spring free.

“So beautiful,” Lazy hummed as she worshiped my iron-hard cock.

Trixie hummed agreement, and her soft hand wrapped around me with a slow, art-gallery reverence that should have been illegal. Then, in a moment straight out of a dream, she presented my cock to Lazy.

Lazy’s lips were soft and wet and warm. Trixie teased with fingertips and kisses on my stomach while Lazy wrapped her lips around my cock and began sucking me off. They knew exactly how to wind me up and keep me hot and ready with their unique languid, loving devotion. With both pairs of eyes on me, they switched without a word, like they’d choreographed it, and I groaned with delight as Trixie’s plump lips wrapped around my cock.

They giggled, pleased with their handiwork, merciless in the best of ways.

The sight of them—blonde hair spilling over my thigh, black hair brushing my stomach; blue eyes shining when Trixie looked up with a wicked smile, Lazy’s yellow eyes heavy and sweet when she glanced up to watch me break—did something to me I never got used to.

I buried a hand in each girl’s hair and let them set the pace. They weren’t in a hurry. They made me feel every inch of heat, every throb, every helpless roll of my hips. Trixie moaned when I groaned, delighted by her effect. Lazy hummed along my skin and let the sound vibrate through me like a spell made for pleasure.

Slowly and deliciously, they pushed me to the edge, backed me off with a laugh and a kiss, then took me right back up. I held on as long as I could. Eventually there was no more holding.

“Girls,” I groaned. “I’m… Fuck, I can’t hold it.”

They didn’t stop. If anything, they moved faster. Trixie squeezed my hand and kept her eyes locked to mine as she trailed kisses on my stomach. Lazy took me that last inch with a slow, sinful stroke that tore a raw sound out of my chest.

“That’s it, baby,” Trixie purred. “Cum for us!”

The sight of Lazy’s head bobbing in my lap, the sensation of those lips… It was too much. Heat washed through, bright and blinding, and then the world went white for a few long heartbeats and every muscle in my body locked.

“Gods, yes!” Trixie gasped. “Look at that! Cum in that pretty mouth, Wade! She earned it!”

I growled as I came hard, pumping thick seed into Lazy’s mouth. She kept her lips wrapped around my cock, letting me fill her up, and Trixie giggled happily, cupping Lazy’s cheek as she watched me fill her mouth.

Then, she pulled back, and the two of them shared it.

It was such a hot sight, watching Lazy hover above Trixie and letting my thick cum trickle down into the elf girl’s hot mouth, that I was almost ready to go again instantly.

“Fuck,” I groaned, half-laughing, “you girls are crazy.”

Trixie swallowed it all, licked her lips, and shot me a wink that said, “I know.”

When I came down, they were laughing softly and kissing me all over. Trixie crawled up first and sprawled across my chest, warm and heavy, and kissed me. Lazy flopped on my other side, tail draped over my ribs, and pressed a slow kiss to my jaw.

“Best shopping spree ever,” Trixie whispered, proud and spent.

“Yaaassss,” Lazy mumbled, already half asleep. “We should buy every flavor. For research.”

Trixie snorted and tucked her head under my chin. “We’ll make a list. Mango next.”

I pulled the blanket up over them and eased us into the pillows. The motel’s neon buzzed faintly through the wall. Freight horns moaned somewhere out beyond the yard. Trixie’s breath went soft and even in a minute. Lazy purred for a while, softer and softer, then it faded into little sleepy huffs. Her tail slid off my ribs and thumped the sheet once as she slipped under.

I was tempted to join them, but I had first watch… with two sleeping chaos sprites on the bed—well, at least they were asleep.

I smoothed their hair and rose from the bed. Then, I checked the peephole and the window once more. With the staff within reach and the chain set, I settled back against the headboard and kept first watch while they slept.


Chapter 14



The night passed without problems or spies—at least, none that we saw. When morning came, we walked a block to a corner diner with sun-faded booths, a pie case, and a chalkboard menu that promised coffee strong enough to unclog drains. A waitress in pink carried two pots and ran the place like a queen.

Thessa slid into the booth beside me and did not look at Trixie or Lazy for a full ten seconds. That told the whole story. Her tail drew little swords on the vinyl under the table. She wore tight black jeans and a cropped jacket, the zipper low enough to make my head spin, and she had a mood like a storm in a pretty bottle.

Trixie floated opposite, hair glossy, eyes bright, sundress cut to make a priest sin. Lazy sat beside her, purring like a happy cat in a pink hoodie and matching booty shorts. Khla took the end with a somewhat cynical grin. Varga sat on my other side in her black-on-black uniform, hood back, trying to pretend she didn’t know what Lazy and Trixie had bought yesterday or what they had planned on doing with it.

Thessa blew on her coffee, then said to the room, “I heard you two last night.”

Lazy pressed a palm to her chest, mock-shocked. “Thessa, are you accusing us of something?”

Trixie’s grin was dangerous and cute at the same time. “You must’ve, like, heard the wrong room, babe. We were quiet like mice.”

“You were not,” Thessa said. “You were excited like puppies.” She sipped and set the cup down hard enough to make the spoon jump. “I was in the other room practicing restraint. I expect a medal.”

I slid my hand onto her thigh under the table and squeezed once. “You should’ve come over.”

She softened by a hair, then cut a look at Trixie. “Next time, I will.”

Trixie grinned. “Deal. No need for anyone to feel left out. Not even the wolf girl.”

Varga blinked. “You keep me on the outside, please.”

“Even if you want it on the inside?” Trixie purred.

Varga growled. Audibly. Khla chuckled.

I made a calming gesture. At this rate, I should learn summoning so I could have a set of minions around me who could constantly try to calm these women down.

“Let’s stay focused,” Khla suggested.

Trixie saluted with a fork. “Yes, Green—” She caught the glare and corrected herself.

A moment later, the plates hit the table fast. Eggs, bacon, pancakes. Trixie poured syrup like she was painting. Lazy sprinkled sugar on toast and then dipped the toast into more sugar. Thessa pointed at the extra strip of bacon I’d set aside and stole it without remorse.

“Alright,” I began, “we do it like we discussed. I’ll go first with Thessa and Varga. We circle the blocks, clock guard posts, count doors, and spot where bailiffs and clerks come and go.”

Khla nodded. “Then we go. Trixie, Lazy, and I will follow an hour later. We will ask polite questions and learn the steps for verification—office names, desk hours, who stamps what.”

Trixie bounced. “I am amazing at pretending to be lost and cute. Clerks love helping me.”

“Control your bounce,” Khla said.

Trixie hugged her own chest. “It is self-bouncing.”

Thessa’s mouth curved for a heartbeat, then she put the grump back on. “You should also find out who might sit on the panel when we’re up.”

“On it,” Khla said.

Lazy reached under the table and bumped my knee. “Do we get to buy sunglasses?” she asked. “Spy sunglasses would be ideal. Oh, fake mustaches?”

“No,” Khla said.

Trixie leaned over her plate. “Trench coats? I’m talking pink ones.”

“No.”

“Can we—”

“No.”

Trixie and Lazy both pouted.

We finished everything but a smear of jam and a rare leaf of garnish. I paid in cash, and we headed back outside where the heat hit us. Varga slid her hood up, then pushed it back because she wanted her ears clear. Thessa put on her sunglasses and looked like trouble. Trixie fixed her braid in a store window while Lazy flexed her fingers and declared herself ready for “spy stuff.”

I kissed Lazy, quick and soft, pulled Trixie in by the hip and kissed her too, then caught Khla’s eye. “You two ready?”

She lifted her chin. “Ready.”

We split at the corner. Khla took the lead on the far side of the street with Trixie and Lazy. I steered our trio toward the district with the tall buildings with Thessa and Varga in tow.

LA did its thing. Car horns everywhere. Street vendors hawked bags of fruit and grilled skewers on corners. A flock of birdgirl couriers weaved overhead and dropped off parcels without slowing.

We caught a streetcar for three stops and came up into the administrative quarter where the stone-and-steel face of the High Court rose like some old-world cathedral fused with a modern tower. The lower floors were stone blocks with arches and carvings. The upper part climbed in steel ribs and glass, too many stories to count at a glance, but it was high. Flat on the top.

Banners in Magocracy purple hung from poles and moved lazily in the light wind. The seal—a coiled ouroboros around a five-pointed star—hung above the main doors.

“It’s built to impress,” I muttered, and the girls hummed agreement.

Varga stood with hands in her hoodie pocket and mapped the whole block. “Four guard posts,” she said, low. “Two at the front doors, one on a side door near the loading dock, and one at the rear.”

“Good,” I said. “Let’s stroll like we’re tourists.”

“Nobody’s gonna believe she’s a tourist,” Thessa muttered, nodding at Varga. “She looks like a drug dealer in that hoodie.”

“Hm,” Varga huffed. “Tieflings, on the other hand, are the usual fare at courts, right? Conniving, scheming little—”

“You watch that mouth,” Thessa hissed.

“Take it easy,” I snapped. “Both of you. This is not low profile.”

They both muttered as we took the wide steps and then drifted to the side, not up to the doors. A group of men in navy suits pushed past us in heated debate, all hair gel and sharp elbows. A pair of mages in long coats walked with them.

We went slow. My eyes drank the details. Bailiffs in gray hung by a side entrance with clipboards. A clerk in a maroon vest smoked a cigarette near a vent. A cart with paper tubs of soup rattled in on a squeaky wheel.

We crossed to the park on the south side and took the long loop past a stone memorial with names of those fallen in the War of Brothers beside it and a wide fountain that threw thin sheets of water. Kids in private school uniforms did laps around the rim while a stern nanny scolded them for their shoes. A food truck sold churros and coffee. Thessa eyed it with love.

“Later,” I told her.

She pouted and kept walking. The pouting and the tight jeans did not hurt me.

“The back side of the Court has a delivery dock,” Varga said. “Big door. Useful if someone wants to get out. Or in.” She marked a short turn with a finger and almost smiled. “There.”

I checked the spot. Good eye.

“I saw it too,” Thessa muttered, pouting.

“Sure you did,” Varga growled.

Thessa stared daggers.

We swung back toward the main face and lingered on a bench. Varga kept her shoulders loose and slouched like a wolf who didn’t care, but her eyes moved constantly. Two bailiffs came down the steps and lit up. A woman with a stack of petitions argued with a clerk in a vest. They shot us a look as we passed.

“I’m pretty sure they’re looking at Varga,” Thessa said. “She looks like a freaking hoodlum!”

“Said the horned demon girl.”

I stopped them both and eyed them. “You two need to call a truce,” I said, keeping it low. “Right now, you’re jeopardizing all three of us.”

Thessa tilted her head without moving her eyes from the crowd. “We have a truce. My knife is in the sheath.”

“Doesn’t sound that way,” I said, easy.

Her mouth went sharp, then she sighed. “Fine. I do not like the way she looks at you.”

Varga’s ears tipped. “I look at everything,” she said. “That’s my job.”

“You look like you want to bite him,” Thessa said.

Varga’s tone stayed flat. “So do you. You bite everything.”

I held up a hand. “Hey.”

They both shut up on instinct. It would have been funny if it weren’t my life.

“I am with both of you,” I said. “I trust both of you to watch my spine. I need you to lock it in for this thing. When we emerge safely on the other side, we’ll see how we pick things up.”

Thessa snorted out something halfway between a laugh and a growl. “Okay, but she doesn’t touch you!”

“Relax,” Varga said. The corner of her mouth twitched. “I am here to fight, not to steal your man.”

“Liar, liar, ugly, poorly fitting black pants on fire,” Thessa snarled.

“Ugh!” Varga sighed.

“Can we stop?” I said.

And just like that, arguing, we reached a side street off the main avenue where the buildings narrowed. It looked like a neat shortcut from the park back toward the front, a tight lane lined with service doors and a pharmacy drop. Two Magocracy police in visor caps stood at the mouth of it with a portable sawhorse barrier and a sign that read CLOSED: UTILITY WORK in block letters.

“Hey!” one of them called out, beckoning us over. “You three! Over here.”

Varga’s ears tipped back a fraction, then forward again. Her eyes slid past the officers and measured the depth of the lane.

My own eyes darted back. I didn’t want to get involved with police, but ignoring them would be pretty suspect.

“Let’s see what they say,” I said. “But stay vigilant.”

The two police officers stood at the mouth of the side street like plugs in a bottle. They wore navy shirts, silver badges, and visor caps low enough to hide their eyes in shadow.

“Morning,” I said, easy. “We’re just walking around.”

“Street’s closed,” the left one said. He sounded like a dial tone. He did not lift his chin enough to show me his eyes.

“Utility work,” the right one added in the same tone. He flicked two bored fingers toward a narrow service lane that ran behind the buildings. “Take that cut. It rejoins the avenue two corners down.”

“Alright,” I told the officers, still mild. “Thanks.”

They held their spots like statues. I stepped back, took my girls by the shoulders, and steered us toward the service lane. I did not offer more talk.

We slipped past the sawhorse. Thessa angled an irritated smile up at me. Her cropped jacket hugged her hard lines, the zipper low, and that cut of leather did insane things to her chest when she planted her hands on her hips. “We’re letting them shoo us like pigeons now?”

“Today, we’re friendly pigeons,” I said. “We’re not here to pick fights, remember?”

The service cut was tight, with brick on the right, plaster on the left, and a long stripe of shadow between them. Dumpsters, vents, and a sagging bank of old posters broke up the length. A line of laundry hung on a second-story cable and dripped onto a stained patch.

I kept us in a triangle. I didn’t need to say anything about the formation: it was me at the tip, Thessa on my right shoulder, Varga on my left. If something jumped, we could wheel fast.
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Just as we slipped deeper into the alley, six cloaked figures slid from the shadow. Two were at our rear, four sealed the lane ahead.

Great… A trap.

Luckily, we weren’t born yesterday. Both women snapped into their combat stands without a word, and a quick, mean pride lit my chest.

The ambushers had not quite processed what they were up against. If they had, they would’ve run…

A front man barked, “The staff. Hand it over!” as if lines like that had ever worked on anyone.

Without a word, I split left on a quick step and snapped Minor Illusion. Another me bolted right, boots slapping. Two of the front men took the bait and lunged for the fake. I kept the real me tight to the left wall, staff up. My heartrate was already climbing.

“Now,” I said.

Thessa’s fingers sparked; a hot orange core left her palm and bloomed waist-high between the two rushing idiots. The Fireball hit them center mass. Cloaks went up like oiled rags, and the blast rolled hot across my teeth. They screamed once and dropped dead, armor ticking as it cooked.

That’s what you get for screwing with us…

Varga stepped in immediately, shoulders low. For two girls who could barely get along, they sure could fight in sync. She let Howl of the Black Moon tip, and it hit like a pressure wave; the remaining four flinched as shadow tore through them and staggered their line.

But these guys weren’t born yesterday.

They answered fast—hands flashed in magical gestures, and twin forks of lightning spat from the front.

One caught me square in the chest. Pain climbed my spine; my ribs lit up. Those were fifteen clean hit points gone. Ice bolts from the rear smashed into Varga and clipped Thessa’s shoulder, but they were troopers—both women snarled rather than slowed. But still, we had no Khla—no healing.

We needed to get rid of these guys fast.

Varga rolled a shoulder and drew a breath through her teeth—Second Wind making her wounds seal—and then flashed in. She crossed the gap on a diagonal and hit one of the front guys with Shadow Flurry; claws blurred, black light kissed every cut, and his mask fell in two along with his face.

Holy hell…

I snapped Command at the last man in the front rank. “Halt.” His body locked for one sweet beat.

“Thessa!” I called out.

She stepped past me and snapped a Firebolt that drilled the frozen man right through the sternum while he stood stuck. He collapsed, dead before he hit the ground.

That broke the line.

“Move,” I said. I was already angling us through the gap before the two at our backs could box us in.

Behind us, one of the cloaked mages tried to line up another spell. Varga pivoted and feinted at him, forcing him back a step.

The other guy picked me as the soft target and raised another spark. I dashed sideways and hissed a breath through my teeth, then whipped Blind Spot over him so he could no longer see me and slid two steps closer. He looked around, confused, and tried an area-of-effect lightning blast where I had been a moment ago, but I was already gone. With a grin, Thessa palmed another Firebolt and winged it at his casting arm; it hit his elbow and spun him.

Just at that moment, Varga carved low to high—Shadow Flurry’s last rake took her foe across the throat; he dropped with a wet choke. His last remaining ally—the guy I had Blind Spotted—watched that happen through cloth and panicked, trying to backpedal.

The girls wanted to give chase, but I called their names.

“Varga, Thessa!” I jerked my chin toward the exit run. “Let him go! We need to move before more come!”

At the mouth of the cut, Thessa swung her arm in a clean arc. “Fire Wall,” she said, low and mean, and threw down Wall of Fire. The lane behind us roared from brick to brick, a ceiling-high sheet of flame between us and the two still on our back trail. Heat punched my cheeks.

That would stop any chase and any reinforcements from the rear.

I grinned and we turned on a heel as one. I grabbed Thessa’s wrist and pulled us down the narrow run while Varga ghosted the flank and checked for the next corner. Flame thundered behind us. Shouts already rang out as our barrier blocked those who would chase us.

We ran. Soon enough, we were in the clear and hurried back to the motel.


Chapter 15



We regrouped at the motel a little past three with two paper bags that sweated oil through the bottoms and a plastic sack. Chopsticks clacked inside.

Trixie dumped the takeout on the little table and fanned herself with a menu. “We brought dumplings, noodles, and those little pork buns that make me cry with pure happiness.”

Lazy hugged the bag like it was a rescued kitten. “I tasted one in the car. It was research.”

Khla slid the chain, locked the door, and did her sweep—bathroom, window, adjoining door. She nodded and pointed at the bed. “Sit and report. Then I will fix whatever is broken.”

I set the wrapped staff against the wall and leaned a shoulder against it. Thessa kicked off her boots, prowled one slow circle like a cat shaking off rain, then dropped onto the bed. Her legs were crossed, jacket pulled tight. Varga stood by the window with her hood down, hands in her pockets. She was keeping watch out of habit.

Trixie finally looked up and wrinkled her nose. “You smell like hot bricks.”

“Wall of Fire,” Thessa said, smugly. “It framed me very nicely.”

“We can talk about that later,” Khla rumbled. “Tell it straight.”

I gave them the clean version. “Two supposed ‘police’ at a side street told us the block was closed for utility work and waved us into a service lane. Six masked mages stepped out, four ahead, two behind. I threw a decoy—Minor Illusion to the right—and two bit. Thessa dropped a Fireball on them. Varga’s howl hit the rest. My Command helped. They fought back, but we managed to get them all except one.”

“We had to leave before more joined the party,” Thessa added. “Otherwise, I would have flambeed his ass harder than a steak.”

Lazy’s ears flattened, then popped up. “He left? Rude. Ambush etiquette is dead.”

Trixie leaned on her elbows, eyes big. “Did any of them do a cool flip when you blew them up? Were they at least stylish?”

“They were flammable,” Thessa said. “That counted.”

Khla beckoned to me. “Shirt.”

I peeled my hoodie and tee. Lightning had painted a bruise from collarbone to rib like a bad mural. Khla frowned at it, then pressed her palm to my sternum. Warmth rolled through muscle and bone, her Heal, firm as a hand on a wound, gentle as a breath. The ache bled away in a long exhale.

“Good,” she said. She turned to Thessa and Varga. “Now, you two.”

Thessa shrugged; frostbite shadows on her shoulder faded as Khla passed her hand over it. Varga shook out her left arm. She hid a wince like hiding one mattered. Khla did not comment; she just laid a broad green hand on her skin and let the magic do its work. Varga blew out a breath and rolled the joint, surprised at how fast it loosened.

“Thanks,” she said. It came out rough, almost embarrassed.

Trixie’s gaze flicked between Thessa and Varga. “Okay, but can we talk about how hot that must have looked? Tiefling fire, wolf blur, and Wade going ‘kneel’ like a king? If I had been one of those guys, I would have died from excitement, honestly.”

“Focus,” Khla said, though the corner of her mouth tugged. “Sounds like you all did well.”

“Good cooperation between Varga and Thessa.”

Thessa looked at Varga, then at the wall, then back. The fight had rinsed a layer of pettiness off her eyes. “Yeah,” she agreed. “Guess we did all right.”

“Yeah,” Varga muttered.

Progress is never a parade; sometimes it’s just two dangerous women grunting semi-compliments at each other. Anyway, I’ll take it.

Lazy made a soft, pleased sound and tried not to clap. She failed. “They’re bonding. So cute!”

Trixie wiped an invisible tear. “Savages learning teamwork. Gotta love it.”

“I’m starting to like Khla’s idea of making elf-skin boots,” Varga growled.

“So last decade,” Trixie hummed.

I chuckled and leaned on the table. “If we hadn’t made it, we’d be wearing manacles,” I said. “They used a fake closure, borrowed uniforms, the whole stink. That felt like Vorlius’s strings. More like him than having a crow tail us.”

Thessa’s tail ticked. “Of course it was. He’s been marinating in petty his whole life.”

“I’m sure he set that up,” I said. “But I’m less sure the crow is his. Why bother with birds when he can box us with fake cops in his city? He doesn’t need to tail us to stage something like that.”

Varga nodded, thoughtful. “The sedan from Lombardy might still have been his. He knew we’d spot it, and he just wanted us to feel like we were being watched, hoping we’d drop the ball. The crow…” She shrugged. “Vorlius doesn’t strike me as the kind who uses animals like that.”

Khla folded her arms. “So, we might have at least two parties. Vorlius, and someone else.”

Trixie perked up. “Ooh, what if the crow belongs to one of the jealous girls at the academy? Like they’re hoping to peep on Wade when he’s shirtless!”

Lazy brightened. “What if it’s a fan club? ‘Wade Watchers.’ We should sell shirts.”

“Absolutely not,” Khla said as she rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Now for our findings,” she said, switching gears the way only she could. “We walked the offices, read the posting boards, and asked clerks. Verification proceedings are straightforward. A panel of three judges sits. The bearer presents the artifact and claim. The judges examine the proof.” She flicked a glance at my jacket, where the orb rested. “Interested parties may speak. They can lodge objections: fraud, duress, public risk, prior-ownership theories. Witnesses can be sworn and questioned in open session.”

Trixie lifted a hand like a kid. “There was a pamphlet! I got one. It had cute little drawings of gavels.”

Lazy rummaged and produced the folded sheet, then dropped it for dramatic effect. Unfortunately, she had also used it as a means to dispose of her chewed-up bubblegum. “Oh,” she muttered as she realized that. “Yes, the gavel art was powerful. Not very informative.”

“Slots are short,” Khla continued. “Twenty to forty minutes depending on caseload. If it grows complicated, they push to the afternoon or to a second day. Judges rotate. This week’s schedule listed three panel judges. A senior presides.”

“Names?” I asked.

“Rhee. Castell. Senior judge is an elf named Avinlon,” Khla said, eyes flat. “He is also Vorlius’s father-in-law.”

I barked a laugh with no humor. “Of course he is.”

Thessa’s mouth thinned. “So, he’ll sit his pet at the center.”

“Senior judge chairs,” Khla said. “That controls cadence. Two votes decide a ruling, but the chair can… overrule. Careers are on the line when juniors get too many ideas of their own, and nobody wants to risk their career.”

Trixie twirled a lock of hair. “We asked the snack lady which judge is nice. She said Judge Rhee buys caramel chews for her grandkids and returns trays. Judge Castell drinks black coffee and does not laugh at jokes. Judge Avinlon complains a lot and thinks he’s all that.”

Lazy nodded. She was impressed with herself. “She also said Avinlon uses too much cologne and that he tips badly.”

“Critical intel,” Thessa deadpanned.

Trixie leaned on her elbows. “Also, the freckly freckle clerk with the freckles told me judges can never send a proxy. Vorlius wants us in this week, and that means it’s those three who will be dealing with the case.”

I ran a hand over my face, half laughing. Then I sobered. “So, process is clear,” I said. “The court is part of the problem. Vorlius’s hand is in it. He’ll push for a ruling in his favor.”

Thessa tapped her lip, then cut her eyes to me. “Unknown watchers, Vorlius using uniforms, possibly crooked judge. Do you still want to walk into court?”

“We can spare one more day of snooping around,” I said. “I don’t want to stand in that room blind. We work the district some more. We need some more information about these proceedings.”

Varga’s tail moved once. “Good call.”

Thessa leaned back on her hands. She accepted that answer for the moment. “Fine. But we put a leash on Trixie and Lazy if they go shopping again. No getting kidnapped while comparing lip gloss.”

Lazy gasped, offended. “Wow. We would buy gloss like stealthy professionals.”

“Very serious gloss-shopping,” Trixie agreed, solemnly.

Lazy collapsed across the nearest bed like she was boneless. “Now feed me dumplings before I die.”

Trixie popped the box open, then made a tragic face. “Cold. Like Vorlius’s heart.”

Still, Lazy tore a packet of sauce with her teeth and poured it. Khla split a bun with chopsticks like a surgeon. “We will eat now,” she said. “Then we make routes for tomorrow’s scout. Afterward, we assign watches again.”

“Bossy,” Trixie hummed.

“Call me Green Mommy again and you can guess where these chopsticks are going.”

“Oh!” Trixie hummed, eyes wide and ditzy. “In your mouth? Extra fangs! Can an orc ever have enough fangs?!”

“How do you apply lipstick with those, I always wondered,” Lazy hummed. “Don’t they get in the way?”

“Orcs don’t lipstick,” Khla growled.

“OHMYGODS, NEW VERB!” Trixie chirped, bouncing up and down. “To lipstick! I lipstick, you lipstick, we have lipsticked!”

“Forsooth, Romeo, lipsticketh thou yonder lips?” Lazy added in a theatrical voice, palm outstretched to the heavens—or, well, the stained ceiling of our motel room.

“Ugh!” Khla growled, flinging a chopstick at Lazy, which she dodged like only a catkin can.

I laughed as I handed around cartons, tore open more sauce, and let the room fill with the small sounds of chopsticks and slightly idiotic banter.
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After we picked the last of the dumpling carnage off the table, I set my chopsticks down and looked over my women. The room smelled like soy, sesame, and cheap carpet. City noise bled through the motel AC. Every face turned toward me, waiting.

“So, I’m thinking we’ve been on the defensive enough,” I said. “We stop letting him shove us around. We find Vorlius, learn how he plans to win, and get ahead of it.”

Thessa sat up straighter. Her tail drew a slow S, hungry and ready. “Finally.”

Khla’s eyes stayed level. “We should plan fast and tight.”

Trixie raised a finger like she was hailing a waiter. “Shortcut,” she sang, blue eyes bright. “You kids are adorable when you do stakeouts, but I lived here. I know people. We can skip hours of lurking and go straight to where he sleeps. I know someone who works in administration, and I think I can get an address from her. We should pay her a visit. Like, right now.”

Lazy gasped. “That is a city hack, and I love it.”

I arched a brow at Trixie. “Who do you know?”

“An old friend,” she said. Her grin softened. “From my first apartment above a bakery. She does government payroll now—a boring job but with interesting access. If anyone can whisper a home address, it’s her.”

Khla folded her arms. “If you trust her.”

“I do,” Trixie said. “I helped her move, cried on her couch, and watched her boyfriend play bass out of tune. He’s really terrible! Only a loyal and honorable person can date a horrible musician. Oh, and we do birthdays. If I ask nice, she’ll help.”

“Those are her credentials?” Khla growled. “She dates a horrible musician?”

“You say that like you need more!” Trixie said, throwing her hands up.

“Let’s trust Trixie on this one,” I said.

“That is… potentially messy,” Khla muttered.

I smiled. I knew Trixie better than that. Yes, she was a ditzy Cali elf. But there was a lot underneath—not in the least someone with a very fine eye for character. She had seen more, done more, and lived more than most of us, and not just by virtue of her long elven years. She was level 31, for crying out loud. You do not hit level 31 by being an idiot, especially not if you’re a scatterbrained bombshell by nature.

Oh no, there were stores of social and situational intelligence under all that crazy hotness and chaos, not to mention killer skills. If she trusted someone, I was inclined to agree.

Khla saw in my eyes that I thought otherwise, narrowed hers, and grunted, “Fine.”

“Alright,” I said. “A smaller footprint is better. Trixie, you and I will take Slab. Everyone else locks this place down. If we’re lucky, we sleep before midnight.”

Thessa looked like I was handing Trixie a crown. “Why only her?”

“It’s her friend,” I said. “And three is a crowd when being sneaky.”

Trixie fluttered her lashes. “And I’m gorgeous.”

Thessa blinked, then shrugged. Really, there was no disagreeing with that statement.

Khla moved into logistics mode. “The rest stays here. We chain the door. Varga, you and I hold the watch. Lazy, if anyone knocks, you sit on your hands and let me answer.”

Lazy saluted with two fingers. “Yes, Green—Khla,” she corrected, sweet as sugar. “Green Khla.”

Trixie squealed, and Khla shot her a frown.

“I’m leaving the staff here,” I said as I wrapped the staff in its torn cloak and placed it in the corner by the headboard. The orb remained in my inner jacket pocket.

Trixie bounced up, grabbed her little purse, and pointed at the door. “Come on, hot driver.”

I kissed the others goodbye, and we took the stairs, passed the soda machine, and crossed to Slab. Pink neon flickered outside to greet us. The freight yards across the way threw long, industrial ribs into the sky. I kept my eyes on the lane as I unlocked the van.

Trixie slid in, skirt climbing her thighs as she scooted. She buckled, then caught me staring and smirked. “Eyes on the road, sir. Eyes on me later.”

“I am a multitasker,” I said. I started the engine.

“You are a gorgeous disaster,” she said, happy.

We rolled out under the buzzing sign and slid into the side street. I checked mirrors. Nothing picked us up, but I stayed boring with speed and turn choices.

Trixie propped her elbow on the window and started mapping with her other hand, wrist making little arcs. “Okay. Nina lives near Koreatown. Tiny studio, dead ferns, but great hair. She does payroll for the Magocracy. She is a saint and should be paid more.”

“Nina,” I repeated. “Human?”

“Stone-cold mortal,” Trixie said with pride. “Fleeting, but fun.”

“What does she get for this?”

“Me being a friend,” Trixie said. “And a box of those star candy things she likes. And the chance to stop a corrupt idiot from turning this city into his personal chessboard.” She leaned in close. “She has morals…” She shivered. “Very rare in LA.”

I laughed as I eased Slab through a light and let her show me the city she wore like a second skin. She pointed out a taco stand and a mural and the building where someone filmed a B-list vampire show last year. Her voice went soft when we passed a laundromat with a blue door. “I burned my tongue on a hot pocket there, which is a metaphor for my hundred-and-twenties. Oh, and I used to go drinking there with my best friend,” she added as she pointed out a bar that was so pink my eyes hurt.

“Good friend?” I asked, because I liked when she gave me pieces of herself like that.

“She was,” Trixie said, mouth curving. “We still send each other birthday letters. She married a nice dwarf, and I decided to leave the city and pretend to be a grownup.” She looked at my hands on the wheel. “I am doing, like, okayish at that, I guess?”

“You are,” I said. I meant it.

We turned onto her friend’s block. An apartment building crouched over a bodega. A light glowed on the third floor behind a bamboo shade.

“Looks like she’s home,” I said.

“Yeah,” Trixie hummed. “Let me go ring the doorbell. We have a secret ring.”

“Oh, what’s that?”

“Yeah, ring once.”

“Doesn’t… everybody ring once?”

“Yes!” she hummed as she opened the door. “That’s why it works.”

I blinked, then decided to let it go. Trixie hopped out, rang the doorbell once. I saw a shadow move upstairs, and a minute later, the door opened.

Nina came out in flats and an oversized sweater. Her hair was twisted into a loose bun. She had one of those faces that didn’t stand out. She looked a little plain—not the kind of woman I would have pictured my Trixie painting the town red with, but if Trixie liked her, she had to be great.

Trixie hugged her hard. “Nina! You look perfect.”

“I look like laundry day,” Nina said into Trixie’s hair.

Trixie laughed. “Come on!” she beckoned her into the car.

Now, in her position, I would’ve had a lot of things to say. A friend you barely see anymore shows up out of the blue, rings your doorbell, and then asks you to hop into a slate-gray van without even asking how you’ve been. Sounds weird, right?

Apparently, Nina was used to it.

I guess anyone who hung out with Trixie for some time would be used to the tidal wave of weird and random that seemed to follow the elven blonde around like flies to sugar.

They slid into the back. I twisted around and held out a hand. “Wade.”

“Nina. Oh, you’re Trixie’s type.” She shook once. “I can tell.”

“Yeah! We fucked the ever-loving shit out of each other,” Trixie chirped. “It was really good. And now his human ass is mine. So, don’t you get any ideas, missy. I’ll make sausages from your entrails!”

I blinked. “Um…”

Nina clapped her hands. “That’s great!”

“How’ve you been, Neens?”

“Boring.”

“Aw.”

“Yeah.”

“Listen, Neens,” Trixie hummed, leaning in. “I need a favor to save the city from a man in a robe.”

“I’ll help any way I can,” Nina said.

Trixie put a hand to her heart. “You are a goddess.”

I blinked again. This was going fast, but apparently, Nina didn’t mind. Maybe there was more here; it almost felt like favors owed.

“Wade?” Trixie said, looking at me to do the explaining.

I shifted into drive—I’d reflect on this encounter later. “We need Lord Vorlius’s home address and his car details,” I said. “He’s a Reclamation Officer. I… heard we pay you in candies.”

“Mm-hm,” Trixie agreed.

“And we’ll, uh, keep your name out of it.”

Nina pressed her lips together in a tight line that told me she was doing risk math. “Vorlius is a dirtbag.” She exhaled. “No problem at all. Drive me to the office. I will go in. You two wait in the van.”

Trixie squeezed her arm. “Thank you.”

Nina smiled. “Anything for you, Trixie.” She looked at me. “Let’s go.”

I nodded slowly. “Alright,” I said. “Let’s go indeed.”

We drove to the municipal block. The building was a big slab with bad lighting and a row of dead plants. Inside, after-hours lights glowed in narrow rows. I parked across the street, nose-out in case anything loud happened.

Nina unbuckled. “Thirty minutes if I can bully the printer. Longer if I have to sweet-talk Stanley because he is still there ‘finishing up,’ which is code for not wanting to go home to his bitch of a wife.”

“Be safe,” I said.

She grinned. “Don’t worry.” Then she hopped out and hustled up the steps.

The doors swallowed her. Trixie and I waited with the engine off, sitting in the dark like teenagers in a borrowed car. She slid her sandals off and tucked her legs under her, skirt riding high, the edge of lace peeking and making my head work too hard. She watched the building through the windshield, all brightness gone steady.

“So, what’s the deal with her?” I asked. “Why is she so eager to help?”

“Oh, she feels like she owes me. I helped her out.”

“With what?”

“A stupid troll kidnapped her kid sister. I killed it and brought back her sister intact and the stupid troll tusks. She has them above the fireplace.”

“I see,” I said.

She looked around, eyes wide. “You see? How? Where? We’re not at her place? Did they follow us? Haunted troll tusks!”

I laughed and shook my head. “Never mind.”

She looked over. “Say, are you sure you want to go alone when we have an address? LA eats boys like you.”

“Boy?” I said.

“Wade, I’m older than your grammaw! I’m even past GILF age!” she said, teasing, then softened. “But I’m serious. Do not be brave to impress us. We already want you.”

“I don’t do brave to impress,” I said. “I’ll trail alone because six of us will spook him.”

She studied me for a beat, then nodded. “I like your brain.” She leaned across the console and kissed me quick and sweet. “I like the other parts too.”

“You are a menace,” I said with a smile.

“Correct,” she said.

Time stretched until the door opened and Nina came out with her sweater tugged down and a folder tucked under her arm.

She slid into the back seat and handed me a folded note. “Townhouse in West Arcadia. Street parking. Attached garage. The car is a black Seladon M12, a rich-guy sedan, with this plate.” She tapped the scribble. “LA-7683, registered under the Reclamation Office. He moved to this address from a condo in the arts district a year ago. He likes round numbers. He files reimbursements on time.”

Trixie snorted. “Of course he does.”

I passed the note to Trixie and drove us away. We took the corner, then another, then I looked back. “Nina, you are a treasure.”

Trixie swung around and hugged her again from the front seat. She was half folded over the headrest, and her hair ended up in Nina’s face. “I owe you.”

“You owe me star candies,” Nina said. “That’s all.”

We got her the candies, then dropped her off at her home. Before she went, Nina shot me a look in the mirror. “Take care of her.”

“I do,” I said.

Then she vanished up the stairs.

Trixie held the note like a prayer as I drove us toward the motel. “My plan worked,” she said, bright and smug and a little relieved. “They rarely do!”

I reached over and laced my fingers through hers as we hit the lights. “You’re the reason we have a clean shot. Thank you.”

She squeezed. “Good. Just be careful tomorrow.”

“You got it.”

The motel glowed with its ugly charm when we pulled in. I parked Slab, and we climbed the iron stairs and knocked. Khla opened the door, a look of relief on her face. Thessa stood at the window in a black tank and jeans like a poster. Lazy lay on her stomach on the bed flipping a magazine upside down and then right side up as if that would change the pictures. Varga sat on a chair by the door with one knee up.

“We got it,” I said. I set the note in the middle of the cheap table like a prize. “West Arcadia townhouse. Black Seladon M12. Plate LA-7683.”

Thessa came off the window like a flame pulled to air. “Let’s go now.”

“No,” I said. “He is a bureaucrat. He sleeps. He will not go anywhere tonight. Tomorrow, I tail him alone. Small target, small echo.”

Thessa’s eyes went hot. “Absolutely not.”

“Thessa,” I said, calm. “We walk into this wrong and he clocks us. Then he pivots and we lose the line. Let me put my shadow on his bumper without five women with tails and horns and ears and abs and fiery tempers stealing the show.”

Lazy rolled onto her back and wiggled her fingers at me. “I can hide.”

“You can,” I said, dry. “But it’s still a risk.”

She smiled, agreeing. Her past as an urchin in Seattle had given her a different attitude when it came to working solo; she understood the necessity.

Varga pushed up out of the chair. “I can shadow you from a block away,” she suggested. “I can smell stress from half a street. If he makes a turn you do not expect, I will catch him. You will not see me unless you need me.”

I knew how good she was. I also knew what a second shadow did to a careful tail. I scrubbed a hand over my jaw. “Tempting. Still no. One footprint.”

Thessa crossed to me and set her palm on my chest, eyes burning. “If you get hurt doing this, I will lose my mind.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “And I’ll be smart.”

Her mouth curved, but the fear did not go away. She leaned in and kissed me, slow, then broke off before it turned into a fight with the whole world.

Khla grunted. “If you die, I will learn a spell to resurrect you just to kill you again.”

I smiled at that and slipped the paper into my pocket. “You’re very romantic.”

She didn’t smile, but her eyes warmed a hair. “Sleep. You will need it.”

I nodded. She was right about that part…


Chapter 16



Morning came fast and bright. I dressed down in the bathroom—the kind of look nobody remembered. Hoodie. Sneakers. Jeans. Ball cap low. Courier bag slung cross-body. No staff, but I kept the orb tucked away—the stat boosts were just too good.

When I stepped out, five sets of eyes lifted. Trixie’s first, of course. She popped up from the bed and put both hands to her cheeks like I’d come out in a tux. “Oh my gods, you look hot,” she said. “Street-chic assassin hot. Like… ‘I’m gonna buy milk and catch a villain on the way’ hot.”

Lazy nodded furiously. Her tail wagged. “Hot milk villain catcher,” she echoed, then leaned in and breathed me in like a cat that had discovered a new sweater. “You smell like hoodie. I love hoodie.”

Thessa pushed off the wall and came to me slow. Black tank. Painted-on jeans. That zipper that hated restraint. Her eyes took a long pass over me and warmed. She reached up and straightened the bill of my cap. “You look sharp,” she said, voice sweet.

Khla was all business. She gave me an approving nod, and that was all that was needed. Varga’s response was about the same—a look of approval and a nod that spoke of trust.

“Alright.” I rolled my shoulders. The hoodie hung right. The bag sat tight. “I’m going to the rental on Seventh. I won’t be using Slab, in case Vorlius knows the vehicle, which I suspect he does.”

“Smart,” Varga agreed.

“What are you getting?” Lazy chirped. “Convertible?”

I laughed. “No. Something boring.”

“Boring,” Trixie sighed dreamily, like it was a kink now. “We love boring.”

“No, you don’t,” I said with a laugh, then I kissed her on the cheek, making her hum.

Thessa slid in, fisted a hand in my hoodie, pulled me down to her mouth, and kissed me slow and deep. She bit my lower lip just enough to sting. “You come back in one piece,” she whispered against my mouth. “Or I burn the whole city.”

“Understood.” I kissed her again.

Lazy barged in and wrapped around my side from the other direction. She sandwiched me. Her cheek pressed to my chest. “I put a lucky hard candy in your bag,” she said, proud. “It’s peach!”

Khla folded her arms and glared at both of them until they stepped back. Then she surprised us all by reaching out and pressing her forehead to mine for a heartbeat. She didn’t do that often. “Be smart,” she said.

I grinned. “Got it.”

Varga stood on my other side, jaw tight. She just gave me a nod, but I could tell she was growing into wanting something more. I’d be a liar if I said it wasn’t mutual, but there would be time for that later.

I slid the chain off, cracked the door, checked the rail, and stepped out. I kept the bill of the cap down and took the stairs.

The rental on Seventh was a block away. It had a plastic bell on the door. Someone had zip-tied it there. Bars sat on the grimy windows. A little handmade sign read: “cash okay, no refunds, no drama.” Perfect.

The clerk didn’t bother to look up until the bell jangled. Short, splotchy guy in a shirt that said JIMMY’S TIRES. He gave me one look, saw the bag and the cap and the hoodie, then jerked his chin at a clipboard. “Two hundred deposit. Fifty for the day. Tank as is. You bust it, you bought it. Any wishes?”

I set coins down and kept my voice mild. “Keys. Something ugly.”

He snorted. “Kid, they’re all ugly.” He pushed a tray with three keys across the counter and pointed through the glass. “Gray lump in spot nine. The one with the primer hood. It runs. Don’t ask it to be fast.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” I slid a little extra across. “And if someone asks very nicely if you saw me…”

He dragged the extra coin off the counter with a knuckle and made it vanish. “I never saw you. I’m a nearsighted alcoholic. I can barely function, let alone form coherent sentences. All I see are pink galephants.”

“Bless your alcoholic heart,” I said.

He wheezed a laugh. “Get outta here.”

The gray lump in spot nine had a mismatched door and a plastic bag for one back window. Perfect. The engine turned over with a cough and then settled into that old, stubborn idle that said it had been abused by a hundred bad decisions and would shoulder a hundred more.

This car has seen crimes. My kind of car.

I drove with both hands, boring line, boring speed, boring lane changes. Windows up. Ball cap low. City in midday wore its hot stink and its noise. Vendors shouted. Trucks grumbled. A birdgirl skimmed a light and flipped a truck the finger with a smile.

I got to West Arcadia and took a loop two blocks away first. I got a feel for the neighborhood, then slid into a spot under a jacaranda tree and settled in with the view down the block from the right angle so I could scope Vorlius’s house.

His townhouse row wore money without taste. Clean paint. Shiny railings. A little brass plaque by each door. Vorlius’s was three in from the corner.

Damn, it felt good to be spying on him for a change. This was the right call—bring the fight to the bastard.

The black Seladon M12 in front of the townhouse looked like money. I checked the plate—LA-7683. He had a driver. The man leaned on the fender and smoked. Suit. Sunglasses. He checked his watch every two minutes like the watch might change its mind about the time if he stared hard enough.

I waited. Two minutes later the driver flipped the cigarette, checked his tie, squared his shoulders, and pushed off the fender. He watched the door like a dog watching a leash. At 12:10, the townhouse door opened. Vorlius came out with that tight little smile and a leather folio under his arm. Jacket perfect. Hair precise. Burn scars like a map across his left cheek in the light.

“Nice to see you again, asshole,” I muttered to myself.

The driver had the rear door open before Vorlius hit the curb. Vorlius ducked in. The door shut. The sedan eased away from the curb with a soft growl, signaled like a model citizen, and rolled for the corner.

I waited two beats, turned the key, and pulled out. I kept his right quarter in sight, read the traffic, and tucked into his wake like I belonged there.

Boring. Quiet. And on him.
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Vorlius’s sedan slid to a stop under a row of trees three blocks off the High Court. The driver stepped out, crushed his cigarette, and took a position by the rear bumper like a bored statue with a pulse.

This wasn’t where Vorlius worked, and that left me wondering what he’d be doing here. Maybe a late lunch.

I let the gray junker drift past once, circled the block, and parked behind a plumbing van. A ladder was strapped crooked to its roof. The place Vorlius picked wasn’t fancy: chrome trim on the windows, a chalkboard menu, day-old pie slices under a leaning glass dome. Suits came and went in a steady trickle.

Vorlius went in alone. The driver stayed on the curb and checked traffic with small, fidgety glances. I watched through the glass. Vorlius took a booth along the back wall.

I locked the car, pulled my cap lower, and went in after him.

Coffee, flat-top grease, and lemon cleaner hit my nostrils as I entered. I tucked onto a stool one down from where the counter bent toward the booths, where I picked up a sticky magazine older than Vorlius’s car and stared at it, pretending to read.

Vorlius sat with his back half turned to me.

This was risky. He knew me because he hated me. If he recognized me, the game was up. But I had a feeling that Vorlius was one of those arrogant bastards who move around like nothing can hurt them. They think “the common man” is beneath them, so they don’t even see them anymore.

Use their weaknesses against them, and arrogance was definitely one of Vorlius’s weaknesses.

One of his hands rested near a leather folio. He drummed once with a knuckle when a busboy walked by. He didn’t take off his jacket. He didn’t take off the smile.

Ten minutes later, the side door clicked. An older elven man in a tailored suit came in alone. He had that fine-boned look elves sometimes get when age thins them down. His silver hair was combed back. Near-white eyes that jumped before they settled. He moved as if he wanted to be somewhere else.

The clerk glanced up, registered the face, and ushered him past the register with a “this way, sir” in his shoulders. The elf slid into Vorlius’s booth. No handshake. Just a nod like ritual.

“Avinlon,” Vorlius said, smooth.

I recognized the name. The senior judge, his father-in-law…

“Lord Vorlius,” the elf answered. His eyes flicked to the folio, then to the aisle, then back. His fingers smoothed the line of his tie and did not stop.

I slouched a hair deeper and flipped the magazine without reading a word. When the flat-top hissed and plates clinked and a coffee pot hit the warmer, their words rode the little gaps and drifted to me.

“You’re late,” Vorlius said. His voice, though superficially pleasant, dripped with venom.

“We, uh, had a full morning,” Avinlon said. He kept his tone light and tried to stay even. “Petitions, a settlement, one discipline matter.” A tiny pause. “I walked.”

Vorlius clicked his tongue. “You should let a driver take you. Walking in this sun makes you look… tired.”

“I am tired,” Avinlon said, almost apologetic. He folded and unfolded his hands.

He was nervous about this meeting. Very nervous.

“Every docket is long,” Avinlon continued. “The clerks’ pool is thin. We lost two to retirement this month. I don’t know where they put them all.”

“More clerks are a budget note,” Vorlius said, already bored with the topic. “I’ll tell Procurement to shake loose a few heads. You’re not paid to worry about that.”

Avinlon smiled in a way that showed no teeth. “No. Of course.”

A busboy set waters in thin glasses on their table and vanished. Nobody took an order yet.

Vorlius leaned back and inspected Avinlon like a piece of furniture he might buy if the price came down.

Avinlon smoothed the table edge with a thumb. Judge’s hands. Thin, careful. “Bonnie sends her love,” he said, as if he were relieved to complete a duty. “She wanted me to remind you that lunch this week is still on. She’ll make that lemon thing you like.”

Vorlius’s eyelids flickered. “Tell her thank you.” He left a beat of air, then added, “I may be late. The week is… busy.”

Avinlon took that in, then nod-nodded as if that were normal son-in-law talk. “I’ll tell her.”

Vorlius’s smile thinned. “And stop calling me Lord in private. It’s fussy.”

Avinlon laughed once, quiet and nervous. “Habit.”

“Break it,” Vorlius said. The tone said it wouldn’t be discussed.

Silence settled between the men for three breaths. Someone laughed by the door. A fork rang on tile, then clattered into a napkin. Outside, a car honked. When the busboy came by again, both men ordered coffee.

They waited for the guy to walk off. Then, Vorlius leaned forward the distance of a finger. “Alright,” he said, all pleasantry melted out of his tone without his face changing. “Let’s stop wasting time.”

Avinlon’s hands tightened on the edge of the table until the knuckles tipped pale. He pulled in a breath, sat a touch straighter, and lowered his head like a man stepping into cold water. “Yes,” he said. “Business.”

I turned another page of the magazine and listened.

Vorlius kept it low and clean. “The claim we spoke of earlier lands soon. Shorten the docket. Hear it within three days.”

Avinlon’s jaw worked. “We have a calendar, Lord Vorlius. It exists for a reason.”

“You have a calendar because men who do not matter need something to feel busy about,” Vorlius said. “This matters. Set it.”

Avinlon smoothed his napkin with two fingers. “Rhee will ask why we moved a claim ahead.”

“Tell him it is a high-risk artifact matter and demands priority,” Vorlius said. “He loves procedure. Give him something to clasp.”

Avinlon’s mouth pressed thin. He didn’t like that. But the balance in power here was more than obvious.

Avinlon did as he was told.

Vorlius gave a small, condescending smile. “And, Avinlon—” he tapped the folio, “—when it is heard, there will be no acknowledgment of the bond. None. You will not recognize the staff as bound to the boy. You will not accept that ridiculous orb reading as dispositive.”

Avinlon’s eyes did a small, helpless dance before he pinned them to a water ring on the table. “We can question the reading. We can ask for a technical check.”

“You will do more than question,” Vorlius said softly. “You will reject.”

Avinlon’s hands went still. “If the other two judges balk?”

“You are senior,” Vorlius said. “Use your vote to control them and kindly have those balls of wax you call colleagues walk in line. Castell hates heat. Rhee hates chaos. Give them both. Tell them chaos comes if we do not settle this.”

Avinlon drew a breath to answer.

The waitress arrived.

She came in from my blind side, light on her feet, tray balanced, the kind of economy of movement she must have learned the hard way. As I saw her from behind, her golden hair caught the light, and a lion tail flicked lazily as she carried orders. Something about her rang familiar, but I was too focused on the conversation between the two elves to pay that chime in the back of my mind much attention.

Still, she was quiet—a natural stealthy talent that the lionkin had. If you didn’t see her, you didn’t know she was there.

And neither Vorlius nor Avinlon saw her.

Vorlius straightened. “Are we clear, Avinlon?” he said, too smooth, “The panel will state that prolonged exposure to the California Zone has corrupted System verification. The record will reflect that uncertainty. On that basis, custody moves to state holding while the court of appeal chews the hair off its lip. Pending appeal, I’m sure the boy will… disappear. Youths these days, hm? Their attention is so fleeting…”

Bastard…

Vorlius narrowed his eyes. “The claim must not be acknowledged, not in session, not in chambers. Do you understand me?”

At that moment, Avinlon saw the waitress. She was behind Vorlius. He flinched like someone had kicked his shin under the table. His left hand flew up, palm out, a small cut-off gesture, as if he could clap the word back into Vorlius’s mouth. Too late.

Vorlius’s right hand moved. An envelope slid across the table. Cream paper, heavy stock, no seal. Obviously money. Lots of it, too.

Subtle as a brick.

“Move the proceedings up as far as you can. You rule against the boy,” he said. “Regardless of evidence, the staff goes to the state. The orb, too.”

The waitress stood in their shadow, tray still angled on her palm, and took all of it in. I saw from behind how she stiffened as she realized what was going on at the table—bribery, corruption. The only give was in her tail, a small sway that stilled fast. Her lion ears stood upright for one heartbeat. Then she set the coffee down with a steady hand like nothing had happened.

My chest went tight. Then it ran. I realized then that I knew the way that powerful but hourglass-shaped body moved. I recognized the flick of those tufted ears. I knew that tail and the white tuft at its end.

I knew the long nails she used to tap on the counter we spoke at in the orphanage.

Seema.

She had been one of the good ones at the orphanage in Promise, Oregon, where I grew up—the youngest working member of staff there. Her head had still been full of ideals, and she had wanted to do right by the kids. She certainly did right by me, and I remembered the conversation we’d had shortly after Kay had selected me to join Krysfelt Academy, shortly after it had been revealed to me that I was an Enchanter.

Gods knew how she ended up waiting tables in LA, but it had been months since that last conversation, our farewell. Apparently, somewhere during those months, she’d left the orphanage and moved to the big city.

And now, she had heard Vorlius bribe and cajole Avinlon.

Avinlon’s white, wide-eyed expression made Vorlius frown at the exact moment Seema placed his coffee in front of him. Vorlius’s eyes narrowed with the realization that he’d been made. He turned just enough to pour honey over his tone. “Thank you, dear,” he said without smiling at her. “Lovely timing.”

Lovely timing. He said it like a blade under a silk napkin.

Seema’s eyes flicked to the table, found the envelope, then moved to Vorlius’s face. A flinch passed behind her gaze. She knew this man, and she was scared of him.

Then she looked across the counter toward me.

We caught each other like we’d leaned out a window at the same time. Recognition broke across her mouth first, a breath, a still—then her eyes. Light, then narrow, then gone. She covered it fast. The tray tilted; she compensated without spilling and straightened.

Then she looked past me to the coffee machine with a blank server stare. Good girl, she wasn’t letting them know she knew me or even had them focus on me. Somehow, she understood—perhaps by my attire—that I didn’t want to be recognized. Had she called out my name, even as a friendly greeting, the game would be up…

Avinlon worked his mouth. “Miss,” he started softly toward her shoulder, as if warning her from a cliff she was already past. “We’re having a private—”

“Never you mind,” Vorlius said under his breath. Then he smiled poison at Seema. “Thank you, dear. That will be all.”

She smiled like a robot and walked away without a hitch. There, she nervously straightened napkins with steady fingers that had little half-moons of polish. Peach. The same color she wore some days when she took the kids to the park in Promise and wanted to feel a little pretty.

I forced my eyes to the magazine, realizing my hands were shaking. I slid a thumb under the glossy page so it wouldn’t shake when I turned it. I adjusted my cap by a hair. I became the least remarkable delivery boy in Los Angeles. If Vorlius clocked me now, he’d throw the whole booth at my head.

Avinlon’s knee twitched. He kept it tight and soft. “That was… unfortunate.”

“Indeed,” Vorlius said. He kept his eyes on Avinlon’s face and did not turn toward Seema.

“We should go,” Avinlon said under his breath. “The girl? You won’t—”

“Never mind the girl, Avinlon. Focus on my words. The boy’s claim must fail.”

Avinlon glanced toward the service station again, trying to will the air empty. It wasn’t. Seema stood with a coffee pot in her hand, head inclined to a question from another table.

“She heard,” Avinlon said, flat.

“Indeed.”

I tasted copper. I had never heard someone speak a single word so laced with poison and dire consequences.

He was going to make her disappear. Vorlius was not the type who left things dangle, and he was a ruthless man, definitely a narcissistic man, perhaps even a full-fledged psychopath.

Avinlon’s left hand lifted a fraction, then fell. He was not as bad as Vorlius; he didn’t want Seema to get hurt, but he lacked the spine and the leverage to do anything about it. And surely, this wasn’t his first time getting bribed. He was deep into it, and he would let it happen like he let everything happen.

Spineless. A coward. But not necessarily a truly evil man.

But perhaps the men who let themselves be tools for evil are even worse than the evil itself. I would have no mercy for him when the time came to choose between me and him.

Avinlon saw the envelope again and raised a hand to pull it in. Vorlius placed his own hand over the envelope quickly, a cruel, cynical smile on his face that made his burn scars wriggle.

“We are understood, then?” he hissed.

Avinlon swallowed what little pride he had left and nodded.

“Say it.”

“I will move the proceedings up,” he said, voice hoarse. “The boy’s claim will be denied. The staff and the orb go to Reclamations.”

Vorlius removed his hand from the envelope and smiled. “Now, was that so hard? Keep me informed, will you?”

Avinlon’s throat worked as he pulled in the envelope. “Y-yes. I will see what can be arranged.”

Vorlius smiled like the sun came out. It didn’t touch his eyes. “Good,” he said.
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Avinlon gave Vorlius a shallow nod before he rose and walked out. The bell over the door gave a tired ring and he was gone. By now, Seema was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps she had slipped into the kitchen?

Vorlius didn’t move at first. He sat with that skin of a smile over his face like wax. Then he folded the napkin into a square small enough to hide in a fist. He slid out of the booth with a grace he thought made him look noble and adjusted the fall of his jacket.

On his way to the exit, he detoured to the register.

The manager was already waiting with a brittle grin. Mid-forties, flabby around the middle, tie pulled too tight. Sweat shone at his hairline like he’d stood under a heat lamp. He had a pencil behind one ear.

As Vorlius approached, the manager leaned in by instinct the way servants lean toward their masters to hear their bidding. “Sir, everything good?” he asked. His tone was too bright and too fast.

It seemed everyone in this town was afraid of Vorlius.

“The coffee is fine,” Vorlius said. “You keep a tidy room.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Vorlius tapped a finger twice on the counter. “The girl who poured our coffee was very kind. I tipped generously.”

“Thank you, Lord Vorlius. She is an excellent employee, recently come to town from…” He thought for a moment. “From someplace in Oregon, I think.” He gave a nervous laugh. “Why, she is so fresh; she is still filing some of the residency papers, I believe.”

“Indeed?” Vorlius said, eyebrow arched. “It would please me greatly to help such a kind soul a little. I can expedite those filings for her, hm? Tell me where she lives, and I shall make it so.”

The manager’s throat worked. “Oh. Oh, I—she’s… I’ll have to ask her if—”

“No need.” Vorlius spoke like he was asking about the weather. “Where does she live?”

The threat was in that tone again.

The manager blinked. His eyes darted toward the kitchen door and back. He tried another smile and failed at it. “I… I don’t know where every—”

Vorlius set the folded napkin down and rested two fingers on it. He didn’t look away from the man. “Then I shall wait while you consult your administration,” he leaned in, “which I am quite certain is complete and up to the standards of applicable legislation.” He gave the ghost of a smile. “Such intricate and detailed legislation… It’s almost impossible to completely comply with, or so I’ve heard.” He touched his lip with a slender finger as if he just thought of something. “Why, I do believe there’s never been an audit here before, has there?”

The manager’s hand went to the pencil behind his ear like lightning. He fumbled it and almost dropped the thing, then bent under the counter and came up with a little pad. He tore a page with fingers that shook just enough to show. His mouth moved while he wrote. When he was done, he slid the piece of paper across the counter.

Vorlius didn’t even look at it. He palmed the slip, folded it without breaking eye contact, and tucked it into his folio. He gave the man a look that said, “Good boy,” and for a second, I wanted to punch him in the throat so badly my teeth ached.

“Much obliged,” Vorlius said. He looked around. “A fine place you have here. Certainly not in need of an audit. You made the right decision.”

The manager nodded, throat bobbing.

Vorlius straightened his cuff, turned, and walked out with that careful face pressed back on like a mask. The driver had the sedan door open before Vorlius reached the curb. Vorlius slid in, and the car eased away.

I didn’t chase. The itch to fall in behind that glossy black was a live wire across my shoulders, but Seema won that fight in my head without a word. If he had that address in his pocket, she had hours at best.

A moment later, Seema came out with two plates balanced on a tray. She was back in that hard server mode that made her look like she could balance a ten-stack of orders in a hurricane. Her golden hair was braided back and tied off. Lion ears high. Tail low. Freckles soft across her nose. The black shirt made her look lean, but she carried a lot of muscle. Shoulders cut under cotton. Waist tight in the apron. Hips that made the apron into a sexy garment. Long legs. She had always been pretty at the orphanage in Promise, but the city had given her angles and heat, and my eyes liked both.

She moved plates, took a check to a booth, nodded at a question, then turned toward the counter. I lifted two fingers off my magazine and let my hand fall near my coffee. Small. Not calling her by name. Not stupid.

Her eyes caught it. She glanced both ways and stepped into my space like we were strangers and topped off my cup.

She kept her eyes on the pot. “Fresh pot,” she said, voice level and in that familiar purr.

“Perfect,” I said.

Her tail’s white tuft twitched once and stilled. “Can we talk?” she said softly.

My hand rested on the mug. “When?” I said, barely more than a movement of the mouth.

“I clock out in an hour.” A tiny breath. “Alley side is the employee entrance and exit.” She glanced toward the service station without moving her head. “I’ll wave when I leave.”

“I’ll be there.”

Her eyes lifted to mine for a second. Terror lived there. “You need anything else?” She spoke louder now. Slightly bored, like a waitress might.

“All good.”

She nodded and headed off.

I let my jaw loosen. I kept my cap low and my pulse somewhere below explode. Outside, the sedan’s tail lights didn’t glow anymore. The street had swallowed them whole.


Chapter 17



The clock over the register ticked slow. The next hour stretched until it felt like rubber. The door swung for a late lunch wave. Suits in navy ate fast and talked faster. A pair of birdgirls in courier jackets slid into a booth, gobbled pie, and flared feathers when they laughed. Seema moved through all of that, steady and exact. She poured coffee and served customers.

Fifty minutes. Fifty-five. Sixty. Some more loose minutes.

Then she gave the signal.

She came to the kitchen door with a bus tub in her arms and propped it with a shoulder. She looked toward me without looking at me and lifted her free hand like she was tasting the air for heat. A little wave, wrist loose, two fingers.

Got it.

She vanished into the back.

I went to the register and put down some money. The manager, still white as bone from the exchange with Vorlius, looked at it and then at me, barely registering.

I smiled a little. “Keep the change,” I said.

His mouth opened. Closed. He nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

I walked through the door and stepped out into the sun and let the heat bake the last of the coffee out of my bones. The alley mouth cut off the side street a half block down. Garbage cans. A stack of plastic crates. An old poster peeled on a brick wall.

I tipped my cap down and turned into the alley, hands loose, body loose, whole mind tight like a wire with a weight on the end of it.

A moment later, the service door banged once and scraped open.

Right on schedule.

Seema slipped out with her shoulder braced to keep the overeager door from smacking her tail. She wore a plain coat over her black server’s shirt and apron, and the cheap alley light put a soft gold on her hair and ears. Her tail swayed low. The white tuft at the end twitched.

She saw me and smiled. It wasn’t big; I could see she was rattled.

“Hi,” she said.

A “hi” wouldn’t do…

I stepped into her and hugged her. She fit me chest to chest, a little taller than me, in fact, and she felt warm and solid in a way that brought back everything at once. She pulled me close, happy for the touch, then pulled back and smiled at me with those golden eyes.

“Gods,” she said, sounding impressed. “You changed.”

I smiled. “So did you.”

She looked me over with frankness. She checked my cap, the hoodie, the way I held myself. Her gaze hit my mouth and didn’t skitter away. “Gods, it feels like it’s been years, but…”

“Time has been moving fast,” I said.

Her ears tipped forward. “You stand taller,” she added, like she was measuring me as a man now, not a kid she had peeled off fights at the home. “Harder. I like it.”

I let myself take her in back. The apron cut a line across a narrow waist and hugged a toned stomach. Her arms carried clean, long muscle. The coat didn’t hide much. Her server shirt drew one neat line over a chest that would make a man hit a lamppost looking. Her legs were long and toned under the skirt.

“Well, you look great, too, Seema,” I said with a smile.

“I try,” she said with a grin. “So… how did you end up in my city? I thought you were up in Lombardy at Krysfelt.”

“They did take me in,” I said. “I’m out here because a Magocracy idiot is pushing a claim against me. I followed him from his house and watched him buy a judge over lunch. You poured their coffee.”

Her jaw set. “Vorlius.” She shook her head. “Gods, Wade… He… I heard some things they were saying… Is this… Is this about you?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Vorlius is trying to get a hold on artifacts bound to me by bloodline. He wants the judge to rule in his favor.”

“B-but… why?”

“I don’t know. Greed? Your guess is as good as mine. But I need you, Seema. I need what you heard in that booth. In open session. In front of the bench. It’s the only way to kick his legs out without burning down the building.”

She breathed in. Her tail stilled. The alley hummed outside our little pool of light. She looked at the back door, then back to me. “You know what this city does to girls who stand up,” she said quietly. “People vanish.”

“I know,” I said. “I won’t let you be one of them.”

She snorted once. Not unkind. “That’s a big promise.”

“I don’t make promises to hear myself talk,” I said. “You can stay with my group. We’re in a motel by the yards—six of us, and we don’t spook and know how to fight. After the hearing, I will find you a safe place—Krysfelt if I can. Once you’re on campus, faculty and jurisdiction give you cover. Vorlius can’t walk through her office the way he struts through that diner.”

She ran a thumb along her lower lip and watched me. “You can put me in a college?”

I was sure I could get Kay to do this, especially if it meant thwarting Vorlius. Seema had some magical talent, and she was a girl, so it wouldn’t be too hard to guide her into the college.

“I think I can.”

“With tuition?”

“Not sure about that,” I admitted, “I’ll have to talk to Kay, but I think we can get you a better job there than you have here. And you’ll be safe.”

She thought for a moment. “B-but why would you do that…”

“Because you’re good people,” I said. “Because I need you to do the right thing.”

Her eyes shone. She exhaled through her nose. “You always did talk me into things,” she said, amused and fond and a little angry at herself for being both. “You know that?”

“I do.”

She sank back against the brick and pushed a loose strand under the braid with her nail. The motion pulled her coat open another inch and gave me a better look at how the apron hugged her. She didn’t fix it.

“You know, I left the home two weeks after you did,” she said. “You were gone, and I was still there telling kids to brush their teeth and pretending I didn’t want more. I packed my bag at three in the morning and took a bus south. I wanted to move on.”

“You picked a hard town.”

“I thought hard meant honest,” she said, lips quirking. “I take night classes when I can. I’m saving up for a book so I can learn a spell. I read until my eyes ache.”

My chest tightened. “You deserve better.”

Her smile softened. “Not a lot of men say that with a straight face,” she said. “I doubt most mean it. You do.” She searched my face. “You’re a good guy, Wade.”

“So let me help you,” I said. “You deserve it.”

“That’s the nicest thing anyone said to me all week.”

We stood there for a beat and watched a bug climb up the brick until it found a crack and vanished.

“I don’t want to be afraid of Vorlius,” she said finally.

“I know,” I said. “Let me help you. Let us help you.”

She studied me for a heartbeat. Admiration rolled through her again, heavier now. “So, you picked up a crew?”

“My girls,” I said. “A tiefling Familiar, an orc White Mage, an elven Arcane Archer, and a catkin who is an Enchanter like me. Oh, and a wolfgirl Wildclaw.”

“Sounds crazy!” Seema’s eyes sparkled. “You live with them?”

“I guess,” I said. I gave her a half-smile. “Yes.”

She huffed a laugh. “You collecting strays?” she said, amused.

“Something like that.”

She pressed a knuckle against my chest, right above my sternum. “I am not a stray,” she said. Her tone held heat.

“No,” I said, very honestly. “You’re a lion.”

“Good,” she said.

I set my palm over her hand. “Testify,” I said. “Let me put you where it’s safe. He has your address, Seema; he got it by threatening your manager.”

She looked up at the back of the restaurant, toward that stuck door. “If I do this, it doesn’t stop,” she said. “I won’t be able to go back to pouring coffee.”

I nodded. “Is that such a bad thing?”

That did it. The last of the doubt slid off her eyes. She swore under her breath and pulled me back into a hug, harder than the first. Her coat squeaked against my hoodie. Her ear brushed my cheek.

“Alright,” she said. “I’ll say it. I’ll do it. I’ll stand there and not shake. But I don’t want to sleep in my bed tonight. If he had the manager hand him my address, I have a few hours at best.”

“You won’t be sleeping there,” I said. “We’ll pull you out. Tonight.”

She nodded. “I need thirty to forty minutes at home. Just some stuff I need. I can be ready in under an hour if nothing stupid happens. Let me drive home real quick.”

“Wouldn’t it be safer to come just now?”

“I can’t, Wade. There are things that mean something to me. I can’t leave them. It’ll be quick. In and out.”

“Well, let me take you,” I said. “It’ll be safer.”

She shook her head. “I’ll be fine. You just pick me up. Prepare those crazy girls you live with and tell them I’m coming…” She grinned. “They might want to know.”

I nodded. “Alright. What’s your address?” I asked. “I’ll come pick you up in an hour.”

She told me. A number, a street.

“If you hear three knocks, slow-slow-fast, that’s me. If anyone says my name through the door without that knock, you don’t open. Code word?”

She thought for a beat. “Bread and butter.”

“And you say?”

“Knife and jam.”

“Good. If we’re late, you stay behind the door.”

She nodded and rolled her shoulders like she was already packing in her head. “Who are you bringing?”

“Khla and Varga,” I said. “The orc and the wolf. One heals. One hurts. Both are trouble for the wrong people. We’ll be in a slate-gray van.”

She took that in, then nodded. “Okay.” She stepped in and hugged me one last time. Softer. Warmer. Her chest pressed against me—familiar, but also different now. She breathed me in like she wanted to remember the exact way my hoodie smelled. “Thank you,” she said in my ear. “For finding me. For not forgetting.”

“I never forgot you,” I said.

She smiled against my cheek. Then she pulled back, flicked her ear, and slid her coat straight. “Go,” she said. “See you in an hour. I’ll be careful.”

“Good girl,” I said, and grinned because her eyes flashed when I said it.

She bared a hint of fang. “Watch it.”

“Oh, I’m watching,” I said.

She laughed, then disappeared into the alley and let the dark swallow her.

I turned and walked for the street with my cap low and my pulse steady.


Chapter 18



I was back at the motel not much later. I hurried up, staying out of sight, and knocked on the door. Khla’s eye checked the crack, and she let me in.

Thessa stood in the middle of the room in a black tank and tight jeans, hair down and eyes hot. Lazy sprawled across the nearest bed with her bare legs kicked up behind her, a magazine upside down on the blanket. Trixie sat on the desk with one thigh crossed over the other, skirt riding high. Varga had the window spot with her hood back, all watch and wolf.

I shut the door and set the chain. “We need to move fast,” I said. “We might have someone who can expose Vorlius.”

That turned every head.

“Who?” Thessa asked.

“Seema,” I said. “Someone I know back from the orphanage in Promise. She ended up working here, and she was at the diner where I followed Vorlius. It’s a place where he meets people. She poured coffee for him and Avinlon.”

“Avinlon,” Khla muttered. “One of those judges for the proceedings.”

“And Vorlius’s daddy-in-law,” Trixie added.

“Exactly. Vorlius told Avinlon to shorten the docket and reject my bond; he pushed an envelope full of cash his way, but there was a healthy sprinkling of fear there, too—it moved Avinlon more than the money. Anyway, Seema saw it. And on his way out, Vorlius made the manager give him her address.”

The room went tight.

Thessa’s tail went still. “He’ll be going after her.”

I nodded. “She’ll testify,” I said. “But we have to go get her right away and keep her here. Otherwise, Vorlius is going after her.”

Khla grunted. “Let’s move, then.”

Thessa’s gaze cut toward the wrapped staff, then back to me. “Or we grab Vorlius now,” she said. “Drag him into daylight by his stupid robe. I’ll burn his tongue out in his own lobby.”

Varga’s ears tipped forward. “Kick his door down. Murder his face.”

Khla folded her arms. “No,” she said, flat. “We don’t kidnap a state officer in his city. That’s the excuse he wants. A credible witness beats a body in a van.”

Trixie lifted a hand, wincing. “I hate agreeing with boring, but—Khla’s right.”

“Hm,” Khla grunted, satisfied.

Thessa shot Trixie a sideways glare. “So boring.”

“I’ll make it up to you,” Trixie chirped. “Promise.”

I raised a palm. “Khla’s right. Seema on the stand wrecks him.”

Lazy pushed up on her elbows, tail flicking. “I love that we’re doing hero stuff,” she said. “I also feel like a tiny baby bug under a big city shoe. Can we please not be stupid while being brave?” She cleared her throat. “And… if we pick up Seema, we should change motels.”

If the catgirl is the adult in the room, it’s time to listen.

I walked to her and brushed a hand down her hair. “Good call,” I said. “Astute. We pick her up, we don’t come back here. Pack now. We’ll roll to a different place by the tire yard. Two rooms again.”

Lazy blinked fast, proud and a little rattled. “Okay. I can pack.”

I looked at Varga. “You’re with me when we pick up Seema.”

One corner of her mouth lifted. “Finally.”

“Khla,” I continued, “you are too.”

She nodded. “Done.”

I shifted to her. “Trixie, you’re on pack and prep with Thessa and Lazy. Strip the room. Nothing tied to us left behind. Carry the staff. The second we come in, you grab the bags and move downstairs. No parading.”

Trixie hopped down, skirt bouncing. “We can be very stealthy,” she said solemnly, then broke into a grin. “I’ll also pack the tiny shampoos!”

“Yaaasssss!” Lazy hummed as she flopped about on the bed.

I pulled my hoodie down and took a breath. “We have forty minutes. We go light and quiet.”

I slipped the orb deeper into my inner pocket and buttoned it. I wrapped the staff tight and handed it to Thessa. “You keep this,” I said. “I’m not bringing it and drawing attention to us.”

She took it and cradled it like a sacred thing.

Meanwhile, Varga pulled her hair into a quick knot, then worked a strip of black cloth around her wrist before tying it. Her tail made a small arc. “How do we run this?”

“We approach with care,” I said. “Varga on point. I’m middle. Khla takes the rear and watches the mouth. We move her fast.”

Khla’s chin dipped. “Copy.”

Lazy tugged Trixie’s sleeve. “We should pre-stage the bags by the door,” she said, very serious. “Then we can sprint.”

“I love your spirit.” Trixie told her. She kissed the tip of Lazy’s nose and then sprang into motion. She started stuffing things into the right duffel with surprising efficiency.

Thessa moved like a storm that had remembered it owned restraint. She rolled shirts, stuffed the toiletries bag with no fuss, grabbed quivers for Trixie, then checked the window again.

We said quick goodbyes, then stepped out. Varga moved first, hood up, shoulders loose. Khla followed, and I closed the door behind me and heard the chain slide into place. Trixie pressed her face to the peephole and gave me a ridiculous thumbs-up.

We took the stairs quiet. Slab waited with its slate paint and honest ugliness. We loaded, buckled, and I turned the key. Slab grumbled to life. I eased us out of the lot like we were going for milk.
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We rolled the van through a knot of side streets, windows cracked to let the city in. Varga sat forward in the passenger seat with her hood down, ears up. Her gum was tucked in her cheek. Khla had the sliding door seat, a duffel at her feet. Her jaw was set.

LA did its ugly-charming song. A corner bodega still had crates out; the clerk smoked and argued with a supplier in two languages at once. Catkin teenagers on scooters shot past, and a badgerkin was doing graffiti in an alley. Three birdgirl couriers skimmed low over an alley. Their feathers flashed. A wiry illusionist worked a spot near the bus bench, throwing up tiny dragons with cantrips that chased each other through loops while his partner held out a hat.

At Varga’s direction, I eased Slab around the corner. The block wore a working-class face. The corner store had a hand-painted menu on plywood and a hot plate out front. Oil popped with something that would make Lazy squeal.

Varga touched my forearm. “There,” she said, and dipped her chin.

Seema’s building was all ribs and iron: a narrow walk-up, paint flaking, iron stairs up the front like an afterthought bolted on. One door down, a boxy dark van idled on the curb. Primer patches dotted its side. It had no logos. The glass was tinted, and its nose pointed out like ours.

I felt heat crawl down my neck. Something about idling vans…

Khla’s eyes went flat. “Bad feeling.”

“Bad van,” Varga grunted. Her ears tipped back a hair, then forward like knives. “Looks like it’s ready to bolt.”

I pulled past slow, like we lived there, then eased Slab into a space with a fire hydrant on one end and a dented pickup on the other. I killed the lights but not the engine.

“Walk me through it,” I said.

Varga scanned. She spoke low and steady. “Front door there, three steps up. Stairwell climbs along the front. Alley to the right between buildings. Back stairs on the far side past the dumpster. Good cover there, bad lighting. Three ways in if we need them. Two ways out fast.”

“She’s on the third floor, back unit,” I said. “Let’s do the back stairs.”

Varga didn’t answer. Her head ticked an inch toward the walk-up. Her ears went perfectly alert. “Door,” she said.

The building’s front door opened fast and hard enough to knock a flyer loose. Two men came out, loud.

They wore plain dark coats, and they held a third person between them. Arms were pinned, feet dragging, a bag over their head cinched tight. The figure twisted and fought. The bag muffled the sound, but the body yelled and kicked anyway.

“Seema,” I said.

The two men hurled her into the dark van and slammed the doors. The engine jumped to life before the latch even seated. Tires chirped. The van lurched from the curb hard enough to bounce a hubcap.

I knew: catch her now or lose her forever.

“Hold on!” I barked at the girls.

I dropped Slab in gear and buried the pedal. The slate-gray nose lifted, and we shot off the line. Varga braced one palm on the dash, seat belt locked. Khla clicked her belt, planted a boot, and gripped the grab strap, calm and ready to break someone in half if she needed to.

The dark van crossed the first intersection with a rolling stop and shouldered into a lane. I took it two heartbeats later, horn blaring to keep the traffic from colliding. A birdgirl courier flared over us at the last second, swore, and pumped for altitude.

“I’m guessing they’ll cut south,” Varga said, low and precise. “Warehouse row is two blocks. Fewer people. More room to run.”

“Copy.”

We threaded a delivery truck and a bus as the kidnappers clipped a mirror on a parked sedan. I matched their path half a lane wider. I was not going to pinball us through traffic with Seema in the back.

They hooked a hard right into a lane that was not really a lane, just a gap between a tire shop and a block of storage units. The chain-link rattled. A pallet jack squealed. Hot in pursuit, we bounced over a pothole and came out behind them in a street where the neighborhood turned to roofs with vents and sunburned signs.

“Warehouse district,” Varga said.

I nodded as their van punched under a hanging gate arm into a lumber yard, past a guy in an orange vest who threw his hands up and then wisely jumped aside. Stacks of palletized boards stood four high in tight alleys. A forklift beeped and backed up blind into our path.

“Shit!” Varga called out.

But I saw it. I swung past, then tracked their tail through a weaving mess of wood and men with surprised faces. The dark van took a quick left between two towers of cedar. It almost clipped a rack. I stayed a hair wider and bled speed to keep our weight under me.

The yard spilled into asphalt lined with white box trailers and faded dock numbers. The kidnappers yanked a handbrake and slid through a tight cut between two parked rigs.

“I could do that,” I muttered, then didn’t. “But I like us alive.”

I took the gap next to it and came out two trailers down, and I was on them again.

They found a lane and floored it, and I could see the frustration in their movements. While that was good, I sure as heck was hoping they wouldn’t crash with Seema inside.

The dark van hopped a curb and spat out onto a feeder road. We hit it a breath later. An old man pushing a handcart stared in horror. The kidnappers blasted a yellow at the next light, too late to stop.

And I couldn’t stop either. I’d lose them if I did.

“Hold on!” I snapped.

To their credit, neither Varga nor Khla lost their cool. These were ice-cold warrior women…

I stayed straight, shot quick looks, knew I’d make it, and trusted the line. Slab’s tires pounded asphalt, and a honk indicated someone punched the brakes.

Sorry… And thanks for paying attention.

I felt a sheen of sweat on my forehead. Not my comfort zone…

“Still on them,” I said.

“Good job,” Khla said. Only the slightest rise in her voice. I was glad I’d chosen her and Varga for this. Thessa would’ve been flinging fireballs at everything, Lazy would’ve flopped all over me in fear, blocking my sight, and Trixie…

I don’t know; she probably would be riding on the hood or something, screaming with glee…

I focused as the road opened for a hundred yards, and I used every inch to make up for the lead their dangerous actions had gotten them. We pulled the gap down to six car lengths.

The dark van fishtailed once under too much throttle, recovered, then cut right through the mouth of a trucking lot. They were getting cocky.

“Watch the jackknives,” Varga warned. “He’ll try a tight right behind the blue rigs.”

Right on cue, the dark van yanked a sharp turn behind a row of backed-in semis, missed a trailer leg by inches, then bounced over a wheel chock and threw dust. I took the lane slower, eyes up. A driver stepped out on a catwalk with a coffee and stared like he was watching a street show. I gave him space and rolled the throttle back in when we had a clean line of sight.

“Left,” Varga said. “Back out to the service road.”

We popped back onto a long stretch behind the warehouses, no storefronts, no foot traffic, just chain-link and sun-bleached pallets. The kidnappers tried to walk us off with raw speed. Slab was not pretty, but Slab ran—as fast as their van, anyway.

Chase of the slugs…

“They’re nervous,” Varga said. “He’s checking mirrors and overcorrecting.”

“Good,” I said. I felt the rhythm now. I lived in it.

The dark van threw another quick zig to test me. I let them have their little trick and took the smoother arc. Our tires hummed. The wheel thrummed under my hands like a growl.

Khla had rolled her shoulders forward, all coiled strength, ready to go through a window if I gave her a hole. “When you box them, do it where I can get a door open,” she said. “No civilians.”

“Up ahead,” Varga said. She pointed with two fingers where the road narrowed into a tunnel of corrugated fences and parked trailers. “Service cut narrows. It is tight and ugly. Nobody goes there unless they want to get robbed. Box them there.”

“I see it.”

The kidnappers saw it as well. They stamped the gas and tried to punch to it, then jerked left around a slow van with a plumbing logo and a cartoon wrench. We threaded the gap they left, inches clean on both mirrors.

“This is it,” Varga said. Her tone dropped low and hot.

The dark van dove into the tunnel at speed, tail twitching under power, then straightened and shot for the first bend. The sound changed. Engines turned to echoes. The world squeezed down to lane, bumper, and steel.

“This is our spot,” I said.

I dropped one gear, felt Slab coil under me, and drove into the throat after them, ready to lay the nose across their line and force the issue where nobody innocent would get clipped.
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The kidnap van cut under a low overpass, shaved a yellow bollard with a bang, and shot into a narrow service lane behind a run of shuttered storefronts. I threw Slab after it, jaw tight and hands light. The rearview filled with corrugated metal and graffiti.

“Exit ahead,” Varga warned, two fingers stabbing the air.

I saw it—a narrow mouth back to the street. The dark van jumped the curb, fishtailed in a shower of grit, and skated behind a nondescript brick building. Bass thumped through the wall in a steady, ugly beat that put a jump in my teeth—some kind of nightclub.

“Look!” Khla growled.

On the right, under a dead streetlamp—the same black sedan from Lombardy—stood parked by a dumpster. It was the car that had been shadowing us.

No time to dwell on that now, though, as the van slammed to a stop behind the brick nightclub. Warehouse doors. One steel door stamped Employees Only. Two men spilled out, yanked Seema from the back with the bag still over her head, and muscled her toward the door. She fought, but one buried a fist in her ribs, mean and fast, and shoved her inside.

I jumped from Slab and snapped a spell. “Charm!”

The nearer man flicked two fingers. He didn’t even look as he shoved Seema through the door and vanished into the beat.

Great. Charm didn’t work.

“Go!” I barked.

We ran. Khla’s long strides ate distance. Varga was already ahead, ears up, tail stiff. I hit the steel door a heartbeat after them and shouldered the push-bar. It swung hard on greasy hinges and banged a new dent into a wall already decorated with them.

Hot air hit us: fry oil, old beer, bleach, sweat. A greasy loading hall ran straight, then doglegged right. Rubber mats slapped under our boots. Liquor crates stacked to my shoulder. The bass was thumping now, and I could hear the sounds of the crowd—talking, dancing, laughing, shouting.

“Left!” Varga snapped, already moving. She dipped her head, sniffed the slipstream they’d left like a scent, and jerked a thumb. “Right here.”

A busboy in a mesh cap pushed through a swing door with a tub of pint glasses. He blinked, ready to shout. Khla palmed his chest and guided him back into the jamb like he weighed nothing. He sat down on a stack of bar mats and blinked as we slid by.

We hit a dogleg. A prep table bit my thigh; I bounced off and kept moving. The hall narrowed at a steel mesh gate. It hung open. PRIVATE, screamed a paper sign in red. We pushed through.

The beat hit harder. Speakers somewhere ahead did low-end damage to organs I wanted to keep. Lights stuttered. Fog leaked down a stair like spilled smoke.

We shoved a taped-up fire door and burst onto a low platform behind the club’s main floor.

Everything went noise and light.

Strobes cut the world into frames. Fog hugged boots. Lasers skated over a crowd packed shoulder to shoulder. The dance floor heaved. Sweat and glitter everywhere. The DJ in a cage above the bar rode the sliders and was completely submerged in his own act.

I saw nothing but bodies and light. Varga jabbed a finger over heads.

“There!” she shouted.

At the back wall, a roped-off corridor cut away—four stanchions and a sagging velvet rope. A red bulb burned over a black door. Two big shapes in too-tight shirts posted at the rope, barrel chests and dead calm faces. Whoever had shoved Seema through here was on the other side of that line. I caught the last flick of a dark coat vanish around the corner beyond the rope.

“After them,” I yelled. “Fast.”

We shouldered into the crowd and aimed at the back wall where the roped corridor was. Varga flowed on my left, hood back, ears up. She found the lanes between people like she had trained in rooms like this. Her black clothes hugged clean lines; sweat on her collarbone turned the club lights into a strip of heat.

Khla took the right, not fast and not slow; she moved with absolute certainty. People felt her coming even when they did not see her and shifted out of the way.

We cut through a knot of dancers, and then we hit the rail.

Two bouncers stepped in. Thick necks, shoulders that looked like they bench-pressed two of me. Matching black. Matching blank stares that said “No.”

“Private,” the nearest one ground out and jutted his chin toward the roped corridor.

I hit him with a fake smile. “We’re looking for our friend,” I said over the beat. “You know, the one they fucking dragged through that hall with a bag over her head? Get out of the way.”

“No entry, punk,” he said. “Back to the floor before we make you.”

Two more bouncers smelled trouble and drifted in, slotting themselves between us and the rope. “Back,” one of them said. He stepped closer until his chest almost touched mine.

“Last chance,” I said. “Get out of our way.”

That was all they needed.

“Fuck you, kid!” the bouncer snarled as he swung a heavy hook for my head.

I saw it coming a mile away, so I ducked as Varga slid in, drove a knee into his thigh, and cracked him with a tight hook across the jaw.

He rocked, then grinned like I’d gifted him dessert. His lips peeled back to show long, pale fangs.

Vampires. Of course, the night shift came with fangs.

Sweat, smoke, and bass rolled over us as I shifted my stance, eyes on all four. Behind me, my girls got ready, as did the other three bouncers. The second one lunged forward, coming at me with both arms to grab me. Khla caught his wrist mid-grab, locked his elbow with her forearm, and slammed down. The joint popped loudly over the bass.

These were the real deal. A vampire wouldn’t give two shits if you broke his arm. They hardly felt pain. Strangely enough, the higher their ranking in that strange system of theirs, the more vulnerable they became—I guess that was the tradeoff for greater powers.

Still, these were bottom-of-the-food-chain guys. Thugs. Which made them perfect for bouncer work—no offense to bouncers worldwide, of course, but hey, being a big block of muscle with no sense of pain and practically immortal would make one perfect for most physical jobs, but the whole sunlight thing… well, that has nightclub bouncer written all over it.

The third bouncer snapped a hand at my chest and hurled a Blood Bolt—crimson streak, fast as a jab. Khla’s palm flashed and her Shield wrapped me; the bolt splashed and hissed off invisible force.

By now, people were catching on. The Blood Bolt especially helped. The room flipped as people began screaming and bodies scattered. As it goes in large crowds, the panic spread like a virus, even to people who had no idea what was going on. Within seconds, everyone wanted out, which opened lanes in the chaos.

I snapped a Command at the vampire who had just tried to fry me with Blood Bolt. “Halt!”

It hit him like a club to the spine. He froze, knees loose. Khla stepped through and shoved him, full body behind it; he toppled over a cocktail table and crashed into chairs and glass, while Varga vaulted the wreck, claws out, and let Shadow Flurry loose on the bouncer who’d first swung at me. Four black slashes landed in a blur, throat, ribs, hip, throat again. He hit the floor and did not get up.

Damn, I love Shadow Flurry.

The two guys still standing rushed me from behind the rope line. They tried to clamp me in. I cut quickly—Enrage on the one with the broken arm, Blind Spot on the other.

The broken-armed brute roared and turned on the nearest thing, his buddy, who lost me completely and grabbed at air, blinking in confusion an instant before his enraged partner’s blow hit him like a truck.

In a heartbeat, they were trading brutal shots. The broken-armed vampire drove two hideous body blows that slammed meat and bone. His buddy staggered sideways, his guard scrambled. His eyes hunted for me and found nothing but Varga with bloodied claws, Khla with a grin, and his other buddy on the floor due to my Command spell.

And it was that guy that Varga went after. She vaulted the wrecked table and fell on him before he could rise. Shadow Flurry flashed again—two cuts to open, one to end it. He sagged dead back to the floor.

Meanwhile, the Enraged vampire, blind with fury and pain, drove a savage hook up under his friend’s ribs and then clubbed him across the temple. The vampire’s legs went out, his head bounced on tile, and he sagged into his friend’s shoulder as if he were hugging him, leaving a smear on black cotton. If he wasn’t dead yet, he would be so now, because the Enraged guy shrieked with fury, grabbed his buddy’s head with his good hand, and slammed it into the wall repeatedly.

I actually saw some brains.

As he went berserk, Varga slid in from the side. She put three clean rakes into the side of his neck and finished with a short thrust of claws under the jaw. He crumpled beside his buddy.

How romantic.

“Alright, well done,” I said, unable to keep a smile of satisfaction from my lips. “Let’s move.”

We turned toward the rope as the crowd’s stampede began to clear.


Chapter 19



We pushed through the rope and left the dance floor behind. The music dropped a few decibels in the back hall, but it still hit through walls and ribcage like someone knocking from the inside. Fog curled at our ankles. A yellow bulb flickered in a caged fixture and washed the corridor in sick light.

We sprinted past a stockroom door propped with a liquor crate. Cases of gin and rum stacked to my shoulder lined both walls. A girl in an apron jabbed her thumb toward the back. “They went that way,” she shouted, eyes wide at the blood on our clothes as she backed out of our way.

Didn’t even need to convince her to talk.

I nodded and kept moving.

Halfway down the corridor, a glass window cut into a wall revealed a cramped office. A safe sat open on a low file cabinet. A man in a button-down crouched in front of it. He scooped currency into a tote with frantic hands. He looked up when he caught us in the glass. Our eyes met. His went huge, then flat in that way men get when they know the mask is off and it’s too late to pull it back up. He yanked a drawer open and grabbed a knife with a shaky grip.

“Don’t,” Khla said through the glass without raising her voice or slowing. “Not our guys.”

She was right. We passed him by and got to a stairwell. It was brick and older than the rest of the club. Mortar lines were cut unevenly. Our boots slapped hard and fast as we went down; there was no other place they could’ve gone. The bass upstairs turned to a drowned heartbeat.

“Seema’s close,” Varga said between breaths. “I can smell her.”

“Good,” I said.

The stairs bottomed into a low basement. Brick swallowed us. The air was fifty degrees colder and carried a smell that had nothing to do with a nightclub. Cold stone. Old wax. It lived in the nose the way old churches do. A line of candles stood dead along a ledge, their wicks cut flat into little black eyes.

At the far wall, an old stone arch rose out of the brickwork like it had been waiting under drywall for years and someone finally pulled the panels down. The center of the arch didn’t hold brick like the wall around it. It shimmered like a heat-waver over asphalt. The sight made my brain tell on itself; walls don’t do that, but the arch did. The hairs on my forearms lifted, and I felt it.

“Portal,” I said.

Varga drifted around the arch in a slow curve, nose working, eyes never leaving the rippling center. She stayed out of the line in front of it like she’d learned that lesson the hard way once. “Cold draft from the other side,” she said. “Their scent goes through. Two men. Seema. One woman. Perfume.”

“Then we go through.”

She tapped her chest and then mine, quickly. “You take point. I take your left.”

Khla came to my right shoulder and nodded. She was ready.

I walked up to the arch until the shimmer rolled across my face, like summer sun on a blacktop. The smell on the other side was colder than the basement by a notch.

“Khla,” I said. “If something hits, Shield me.”

“Done.”

“Varga—take a corner.”

She nodded, all business. Her tail swayed once.

“We go fast,” I said.

I stepped to the shimmer and put my palm out. My skin tingled like soda on the tongue, only it ran through the bones and tried to take my body hair with it.

I stepped through first, Varga on my heels, Khla last.
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The shimmer grabbed my skin like soda fizz and then dropped me out under a dead-black sky. Cold hit my teeth, and my boots hit stone. I caught myself on a tilted grave marker and breathed air that tasted of iron and old wax. The club’s stink was gone, as if someone had slammed a door on it.

I was standing in a graveyard inside a high fence. Spear-topped bars ran in a tight ring; hedges crouched beneath as if something had sheared them flat with a sword. Stone angels watched with blind eyes. The ground was a quilt of old graves, tilted and sunk, with narrow paths of black slate snaking between them.

Ahead, tall windows cut a spine along a mansion wing. Ironwork balconies clung to steep roofs. Through those windows, a courtyard glowed silver, moonlight bright and clean.

“Different sky,” I said to myself and found that my breath smoked.

Beside me, Varga lifted her head and tasted the air. Her tail hung low and still. “Blood,” she said. She pointed with her chin toward the windows. “We’re on vampire turf.”

Khla planted her boots and scanned like a soldier. Her broad shoulders squared. Her jacket hung open just enough to show the clean cut of her abs. Her hand flexed once, ready for a spell.

“We’ve been doing well,” I said. “Let’s keep it that way.”

The girls nodded.

Movement caught my eye. “Left,” I barked.

We were not alone. Two shadows peeled off a big crypt and faced us. They wore tailored suits and crisp shirts, and they held swords in their hands. Pale faces wore “human” the way some people wear clothes, and their eyes had that wrong shine—like glass over a dark well.

“More vampires,” I muttered.

This time no posturing like with the bouncers. We were invading, and they weren’t going to ask us politely to leave. Which was good, because we sure as heck weren’t leaving.

The suited bloodsuckers circled us on the slate path—one gliding left for me, blade low, while the other rushed Varga with a hungry charge. I held center and let him read me wrong. Then I snapped Minor Illusion and sent another me sprinting wide across the headstones, boots slapping, breath loud. The vampire took the bait and lunged at the fake with perfect form and zero payoff. His steel stabbed only fog. I slid the real me two steps the other way.

Even as I did so, the second vampire reached Varga and chopped for her hip, the edge scraping through Khla’s Shield and biting meat. Varga hissed, legs set, black leather tight over those lethal curves as blood darkened the seam. The vampire flowed through with a second cut that rang on her claws as she parried it.

Khla was on it right away.

“Heal,” she growled, palm out. Varga’s flesh knitted under my eyes, and the pain washed out of her face as her stance smoothed. At that moment, the first vampire realized the fake and whipped around for me. His shoes skated on moss, blade cocked for my throat line. I weaved out of the way, just in time to see Varga pounce.

Shadow Flurry tore out of her like a storm in tight focus—four black-laced rakes. He caught the first on the flat of his blade, but the second went under his chin and ripped hope out of him. Two more followed that opened him from ribs to neck. He staggered, gurgled, and bled dark on the stone, and she finished him with a short, savage cross. Her claws sank through the jaw hinge, and his sword fell with a tired clank. He folded sideways and went still.

Meanwhile, my own enemy pivoted, flashing clean fencing footwork as he came for my heart. That was his last bad mistake. “Halt.” My Command spell hit like a slammed gate. His body locked mid-cut, eyes bright with hate, while his blade hovered in the air.

I nodded at Varga. She slid in from his dead flank, smooth hips, long legs, all predator. One rake across the throat, one under the breastbone—no wasted motion, only kill. The vampire’s sword clanged to the slate as his smile died with him; he slumped at my feet like a cut line.

I scanned the graves. My breath fogged. Nothing moved but candle smoke in a draft and the soft sway of hedges under iron spikes.

“Clear,” I said.

Khla stepped up, eyes hard, hands steady. Varga wiped her claws on a dead man’s jacket and lifted her chin toward the lit windows.

“Clean work,” Khla said.

“We’re not out of the woods yet,” Varga murmured, eyeing the mansion wing and the glow behind the tall panes.

“You’re right,” I said. “Let’s go for a quick in and out, with Seema breathing.”
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I took point toward the wing. Varga ghosted to my left; Khla took the right, watching corners and the sky that had no moon. The tall windows threw silver onto our faces as we advanced. Two corpses down, one enthralled friend to go. Great plan.

The nearest door was unlatched, and it opened into a hallway. We slipped through, breath held. The dim corridor fed us into a long salon lined with portraits that did the judgmental ancestor stare.

A door at the far end hung ajar, and low voices leaked out.

I nodded at the girls, gesturing to keep it down, as I slid to the jamb and glanced in.

A high-ceilinged study with tall windows, a judge-sized desk, and Seema standing rigid by the mantel, eyes glazed. A pale man in a three-piece suit held her gaze like a hook. It had to be some kind of enthralling spell or ability; Seema would never be this docile. In addition, two swordsmen lounged by the bookshelves.

With quick signals, I conveyed the numbers to my women, then told them to get ready.

I tried the easy way first. “Charm,” I whispered, lancing the spell at the pale man. The magic hit him and slid off like rain on oiled stone.

His eyes never blinked as he kept Seema locked. He turned his head a hair, nostrils flaring. “Guests,” he said, cool as ice.

Well, shit.

I chopped a hand forward. Varga flowed past me into the room, low and fast. Khla’s Bless washed over us and hardened every line, and Shield wrapped around Varga a breath later. Varga hit the carpet at a sprint and let Howl of the Black Moon pump out—shadow energy rolled through the study and hammered both thugs; even the boss rocked on his heels.

One of the swordsmen darted in with a clean cut for Varga’s flank. Steel scraped Khla’s Shield but still bit leather. Varga grinned through it and kept moving. I tossed a Minor Illusion; another me broke right behind a wingback chair, and the other swordsman lunged at the fake and slashed the chair clean in half instead of doubling Varga. That saved her another scrape.

I spiked Command at the guy while he recovered from his attack. The word hit and fizzled; A higher-blooded vampire like the other—same problem. My mind-affecting spells didn’t work.

He blinked, turned, and cut for my head. I ducked and kicked the fallen chair under his shins. He stumbled, while Varga raked her enemy with a Shadow Flurry. These vampires were tougher than the goons we’d dropped in the club and outside, and he shoved through the pain with a snarl.

The other vampire drove a thrust for Varga’s belly. Shield caught some of it, but the tip nicked and drew red. “Heal,” Khla hissed, and warmth stitched the cut shut as Varga darted back to create space. The vampire chased, but I shouldered a rolling chair and sent it skidding; it clipped his knee and twisted his stance wide.

Seeing his minions couldn’t deal with it, the boss finally moved. He slid Seema a step like a puppet and drew a slim sword from a cane head with a neat click, never breaking that cold contact with her eyes.

“End them,” he said to the goons, and a wash of dark energy rolled out from him.

Some kind of buff. It seemed to spark the two vampires immediately. One rushed Varga with renewed vigor. She snapped her claws and met his rush head-on, and they locked into blade versus claw.

I had little time to watch, because the other guy came at me. He slashed again, bad angle this time. I gave him Blind Spot—same cold shrug of resistance, spell wasted. Fine.

He slashed again, and I ducked, then stepped in and kicked his butt as he overextended, making him stumble forward. I quickly disengaged, coming up hard on the guy Varga was fighting, and kicked as hard as I could against the back of his knee. With a shriek, he stumbled, and Varga saw the opening and unleashed a full Shadow Flurry. Four clean rips opened the vampire up from hip to collarbone, and he fell dead on the carpet. One down.

The boss growled and drifted a step, keeping Seema between him and the windows.

The last swordsman recovered and darted forward—almost faster than the eye could track—and flicked the blade in a lazy figure-eight, then sent the tip for my ribs. I hopped back and kicked the corner of a heavy rug; it bellied up under his feet and tangled his ankles. Varga sprinted and swung at him. He only just got his blade up; the force of her blow knocked him down and knocked his sword away under the desk.

The boss growled and came on, and I whipped a Minor Illusion of myself breaking right again, and the boss was momentarily tricked. Behind me, Varga sank claws into the remaining vampire swordsman’s chest and dragged him back from the rug like a sack even as he clawed at her leg, opening ribbons.

“Second Wind,” Varga growled under her breath, chest expanding, and the shallow cuts vanished. Then, she hammered him hard—two body shots with claws and a last rake across his throat that left him blowing air. But these guys were tough; they didn’t die that easily.

Meanwhile, the boss saw through my Minor Illusion and came on again. He pressed me with neat, tight fencing moves, trying to get through as I backed away. I hooked a lamp by the cord and flung it at his face. He tilted a fraction to save his eyes, and the lamp shattered against the wall.

I tried one last mind button. “Enrage,” I snapped at the boss.

Nothing.

He smiled with those fine teeth and answered with a riposte that shaved my coat and bit my hoodie’s weave hard enough to sting.

That was at least twenty hit points from one attack.

I staggered back, in pain. But just at that moment, Varga finished off her guy and surged in at the vampire boss’s flank with that sleek, hungry line of hers, claws ready. He gave ground with perfect feet, blade a silver metronome as he parried her attacks. A moment later, Khla’s Heal washed over me, and I gasped as the pain left my body.

The boss took a slash at Varga’s arm and got through Shield just enough to draw a stripe. “Heal,” Khla snapped, catching the blood before it leaked more than an inch. Meanwhile, he growled as he staggered and had to find his footing.

Varga took the chance and rolled in tight. Shadow Flurry bloomed again, all speed and perfect lines—two cuts across ribs, one under the collar, a fourth along the jaw that tore a fang loose. The vampire boss hissed and stabbed; the point penetrated Khla’s Shield; this guy hit like a truck.

Varga growled through it, then smashed her knee into his sword wrist. The blade flicked loose and clattered across the carpet. That did not dissuade him; he unfolded claws of his own and went straight for Varga’s face.

Varga met him with teeth bared and slammed him backward into the mantel. A gilt clock toppled and shattered. She pinned him there, boots planted, muscles hard, and drove four quick rakes into his chest like a signature.

The vampire boss howled, wriggled free, and tried one last reach for Seema’s jaw as if clutching his toy on the way out. But I hammered a leg of one of the broken chairs across his forearm and broke that reach. He staggered back, looking at me in surprise, and that surprise was still there when Varga’s final stroke carved through throat and spine in a neat, brutal finish.

The boss sagged and slid down the stone, eyes empty.

I blinked, then turned to Seema, who still stood motionless by the mantel, eyes fixed and glazed.


Chapter 20



Seema blinked hard, like the world was coming back one color at a time. Her pupils shrank; the glaze cracked. Then her knees buckled. Khla caught her and held her steady like she weighed nothing.

“Wade,” Seema breathed, rough at the edges. She sagged into Khla’s chest and still looked at me. Gratitude and shock tried to run in the same lane. “Th-thank you. Oh… Oh Gods… You got here just in time. They were going…”

I stepped in and brushed my fingers along her jaw. Warm. Real. “We’ve got you.”

Her golden hair had slipped from its braid; lion ears stood high and trembled as the last of that psychic hook let go. She gripped the front of Khla’s jacket like she needed a lifeline, then exhaled until her shoulders dropped.

“Careful,” Khla said, softer than she usually let herself get. She steadied Seema by the hips and checked her eyes like a field medic. “Pupil response is good.”

Seema nodded into that broad orc shoulder, then straightened and wiped the corner of her mouth with the pad of her thumb like she could rub the trance off her tongue.

Varga paced a slow circle and shook blood from her claws. All angles, hips, and quiet fury in black leather, eyes still bright from the fight. She flicked a fast look at Seema to make sure she was whole, then at the dead man in the suit like she wanted to hit him again. I knew that look. It made promises.

“What did he do to you?” I asked.

“Some kind of mind hook,” Seema said, voice steadying. “He grabbed my eyes and pulled. I could still hear, but my body would’ve walked off a roof if he told me to.” She sucked a breath and shivered once. “I know these guys from whispers. They like turning people into blood thralls—feed bags. He was prepping me for that.”

Khla’s hands tightened on Seema’s arms. “Well, he’s done.”

“He is,” Seema agreed, managing a rough smile for Khla. Then she looked at me again. Fire lived under the fear. “You came for me.”

“Of course,” I said. “But let’s talk later; we need to see what we can see and then get out.”

My eye fell on the desk I had shoved at the vampire boss. On its counter, a lacquered box lay open with envelopes spilling out. Beside it, a cluster of frames—pictures. The dead vampire’s face smiled out of one. He shook hands with a man in an expensive suit I knew too well.

Vorlius grinned like a gentleman at a charity auction.

Varga followed my eyes. She snatched the frame and tilted the glass toward me. “Well, well,” she said, low and pleased in the mean way I liked. “Our favorite robe likes shaking hands with vampires.”

I took the frame. Yep, same face. Same smug mouth. Vorlius. A third was a banquet shot—LA donors, a city councilman, and the dead bastard vampire in his suit, eyes bright and hungry, like a scavenger at a junkyard.

Seema rolled her shoulder off Khla and braced a palm on the desk. “That’s Marlow Caine,” she said. She pointed with a finger at the dead vampire’s grin. “People say ‘Mr. Caine’ like it’s a brand. He runs and ‘protects’ lots of west-side clubs and businesses. Vampire mobster.”

I set the Vorlius frame down with a soft tap, next to the spell junk box. The gold caught lamp light. “So, Vorlius is connected. Figures.”

Varga hooked a toe under the cane and flicked it; the sword handle rolled to point at me, like it wanted a rematch. “With vampires, the front man is never the end boss, the true house is bigger,” she said. “He’s the face you can invite to lunch. Somewhere in the dark is a deformed monster several centuries old, cunning beyond measure, that runs the show. It would be the same with House Caine.”

“Sounds great,” I muttered. “I could do with more enemies.”

Seema grimaced. “Marlow is a fixer. The clan behind him is old and proud and full of rules. They don’t like losing their suits.”

“And we just tore lots of holes in their suits,” Varga said.

“Which is why I would very much like to not be here when the rest show up,” Seema said. Her tail lashed once like a whip, then fell still. “Please.”

“We’re not staying,” I said. “Khla?”

“I can hold two more Heals if someone does something stupid,” she said. “I would prefer we do not.”

“Copy.” I set the frame on top of a ledger so the glass wouldn’t crack if the desk got bumped, then flipped the book open. Tidy columns. Notes in a careful hand. Not kiddie codes. Smart ones. Still, you could smell where money slid. “Worth taking.”

I gathered up what I could and stuffed them in my satchel. Then, I nodded at the girls. “Let’s just check the back room. Fast.”

Varga moved without another word. She moved along the paneling. A narrow door stood half-open behind the desk. She shouldered through low. A tarp rasped under her boot.

“What’ve we got?” I asked.

“Crates,” she called back. “Tarps. Smells old.”

I took two steps and peered over her shoulder. Long, mean room. Shelves down one side. Tarps thrown over stacks. Varga snagged a corner and yanked. Damp stink crawled out. The tarp fell to show bricks of powder wrapped in plastic and a neat family of little glass vials that would wreck a neighborhood.

Khla stood in the doorway, unblinking. “Drugs.”

Seema’s mouth went tight. “He could supply half of West Arcadia with this.”

Varga lifted the next tarp, sniffed, and let it fall. “More of the same.”

A scuffed trunk sat on a lower shelf under the last pile, small and old, brass hinges green with neglect. Varga rapped the lid, felt for a tingle, then popped the latch with a claw.

“Oh-ho,” she said, and her voice changed in a way that made Khla step forward despite herself.

I came up beside her and looked down.

Coins filled the little chest—not many, but each one fat. Tannorian gold, stamped with old city marks on the edge. Blazons I’d only seen in Kay’s books. Good in any town.

I whistled under my breath. “That will be useful.”

Seema leaned in, brows up. “He paid the old boys in old money. Cute.”

Varga lifted two coins and clinked them together with a sound that made my hindbrain purr. “We could buy a small city,” she deadpanned, then flicked me a quick grin. “Or at least the motel.”

“Focus,” Khla said, though her eyes did warm. Orcs like gold too.

I shut the chest and set my palm on the lid. “This comes with us. We divide later,” I said. “Not here.”

Khla nodded as she guided Seema with a palm at the small of her back. “We leave.”

“Take this.” I handed the chest to Varga. She tucked it under one arm like it weighed nothing.

“We retrace,” I said. “Straight to the portal. Seema between me and Khla. Varga up front.”

“Got it,” Varga said.

I gave the desk one last glance, then nodded to Varga, and we were gone.
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We retraced our steps fast.

Varga took point. Her chest rose smoothly under her clothes as she checked each corner, tail low, ears high. I followed with my hands free; she had the chest of coins tucked under one arm. Khla kept Seema tucked to her side with a steady palm at the small of her back. The study’s door drifted shut behind us and the portraits watched us go like they never cared who bled on the runner.

“Straight line,” I said. “No sightseeing.”

“I was not planning to admire the drapes,” Varga shot back, mouth twitching even now.

We hit the corridor. Seema kept pace, but her breathing gave away how much was taken out of her. Her tail stayed low and still, the white tuft flicking once when she heard something I didn’t.

“You good?” I asked.

“Better now,” she said, eyes forward. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” I told her. “We still need to get out into the night without more fangs getting ideas.”

We made a turn, shoved through the front door and hit outside. No vampires lay in waiting, so we made our way to the graveyard. The portal was shimmering where we had left it—a lucky thing, since portals could be finicky. We stepped through, Khla and Varga guiding Seema.

The nightclub basement opened cold and close. Behind us was the arch, shimmering like heat over blacktop, and the club stink made its way back to my nostrils.

We moved.

The club was largely empty. Someone had smacked the kill switch on the music, which left the subwoofers groaning like a monster coming down off a high. Lights still pulsed over the dance floor, but now that it was empty, it gave me a creepy vibe.

We moved in a ragged wedge. The dance floor looked like a truck stop at midnight—stools kicked crooked, glasses on the floor, spilled napkins, a smear or two that had no business being that color. The rope hung off one stanchion like the world had ripped the velvet spine out of their little VIP area. No bouncers. The four we met would not be on duty ever again.

“Sirens,” Varga said. Ears up, head cocked.

I heard them a few moments later. Thin and far at first, then getting closer. Not right on us, but definitely coming this way.

“Police,” Seema said. Her mouth went tight. “Half the precinct hates this place, the other half drinks here for free. Flip a coin on which half shows up first and who they answer to.”

“Coin tosses are for other people,” I said. “We’ll be gone before they get their boots out of their cars.”

Khla nodded once. “Agreed.”

We cut around a barback dragging a trash can toward the wreck. He froze when he saw us. He opened his mouth. I lifted my hand an inch and gave him a look that said please don’t. He picked up his can again and dragged it the other way. Smart boy.

“Let’s take the side exit,” Varga said, jerking her chin. “Less line of sight from the alley mouth.”

We followed, and she slid the side door open a foot. She listened. She opened it another foot, then leaned out. Tail still. Ears forward. Nose working.

“Clear,” she said.

We stepped into the alley. Here, Dumpsters stood in a row like fat soldiers. Someone down the block yelled something. I did not see the black sedan where it had sat when we came in.

“Slab is around the corner,” I said.

“What is a Slab?” Seema asked, genuinely thrown.

“Our van,” Varga said. She sighed. “Someone named it.”

We jogged the corner. The van sat under a dead lamp, honest and ugly as ever. I had parked at an angle for a fast exit, and I silently thanked myself. Sirens slid closer now, crisscrossing the blocks around the club.

“Chest,” I said.

“I have it,” Varga said. She set the little Tannorian haul on the floor by the sliding door while Khla opened up and boosted Seema in by her hips. Big orc hands, easy lift. Seema tucked inside, then turned and offered a hand to Khla she did not need. Khla took it anyway, not to climb, but to give her something warm to grip.

Varga handed the chest up, then swung in and planted herself on the bench next to Seema.

I jumped behind the wheel and turned the key. Slab grumbled awake. The sirens got louder.

“Seat belts,” Khla said.

Varga clicked. Seema fumbled for hers with hands that shook. Khla reached over and guided the belt down with careful fingers.

“Okay,” Seema breathed.

I checked both mirrors then slipped Slab into gear and rolled out with a steady foot. No suspect hurry, just enough speed to hit the corner and disappear. The alley dumped us onto a service road. I took a right, then a left, and the club vanished behind a wall of stacked pallets and a brick building with a closed loading bay.

“So,” Seema said, eyes on the warehouse lights sliding by. She sounded steadier as the van moved. “We go where?”

“Our motel,” I said. “But we’ll move to a new one tonight. I don’t want to sleep on a spot anyone already found. We picked up attention earlier on the road in.”

“Sedan,” Varga added. “Black. We saw it outside the club.”

“And a crow,” I said.

“A crow?” Seema asked, half laugh. “Magic?”

“Could be,” I said. “I don’t like guessing.”

“Me neither,” she said softly.

Sirens blared past a block over as we hit a light, and I did a boring full stop. Seema stared at those lights like she was watching a past version of herself walk under them and had no idea what the night would bring.

“You hungry?” I asked.

She blinked. “Maybe,” she said, then shook her head. “I’m just… buzzing.”

“Crash will come,” Khla warned. “Lean on us when it does.”

“I don’t lean,” Seema said, stubborn even now.

“That’s cute,” Varga said.

Seema’s mouth curled. “You’re a bold one, aren’t you?”

“My kind usually are,” Varga said with a grin.

“That and a lot of other things,” Seema muttered.

Yeah, lionkin and wolfkin didn’t always get along.

“Girls,” Khla growled, not angry, just that low bass that kept everyone in their corners. “Later.”

“About court,” Seema said, still looking at the blur, voice lower, a little hoarse. “I’ll definitely do it now. I want it on record. I want him to see me speaking.”

“He will,” I said.

“And he will hate it. Asshole tried to have me turned into a vampire thrall.”

“Good,” I said, and her tail flicked just once at the approving tone in my voice.

She looked at me then—really looked—and for a second the van was full of threads I didn’t have time to follow. Her eyes dropped to my mouth and then to my hands on the wheel, then she flicked her gaze to Varga and Khla. She flushed.

“Stop making eyes in the rearview mirror and drive, Wade,” Khla said without looking at me.

She knew me well.

“I am driving,” I said.

“Sure,” she said.

I chuckled and checked the mirror. The club block slid away, just a stack of dark shapes now and an ugly smear of pink light on brick. I dropped Slab off the service lane and into a darker side street that cut east. Sirens fell behind us and thinned to a whine under the city’s low rumble.
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I swung Slab into the lot and killed the engine. The rail on the second floor held three familiar shapes; they’d already seen us coming in. Trixie waved both arms like a runway marshal. Lazy bounced on her toes and nearly flopped over the railing. Thessa waited in a black tank and jeans that could’ve been spray-on, tail cutting a sharp S behind her.

“Let’s go up,” I said to Seema, Varga, and Khla.

We hustled. Varga took the lead with the coin chest tucked under one arm. Seema stayed tight to my side, coat pulled in, tail low, ears back—probably a little nervous. Khla moved behind with that eternal calm.

When we hit the landing, Lazy threw her arms around me. She purred hard enough to rattle her throat. But her eyes flashed up to Seema.

“New girl!” she chirped. “You smell like nightclub.”

Seema laughed once, breathless. “Yeah…”

Trixie leaned around me, blue eyes huge, and aimed a finger-gun at the lion ears. “Hi, you have the best ears! I love you already.”

Seema grinned.

“Alright, let’s head inside for a sec,” I said, “make sure we have everything.”

I hustled the girls inside, and I shut the door behind us. Deadbolt. Chain. Peep. I checked the adjoining door, then tugged the blackout curtain an inch to scan the lot. Clean.

“Tell us,” Thessa said, already pacing a tight line between beds. “Everything.”

I gave them the quick cut, no fluff.

“They grabbed Seema at her building. Two men. Bag over her head. We chased them across the warehouse district. They ran into some kind of vampire nightclub. We wrecked four bouncers and found a portal in the basement that led to some kind of mansion.”

“Ugh, vampire mafia,” Trixie hummed. “They always do cliché shit like that!” She waved her hands around, then pretended her forefingers were fangs and spoke in a fake accent that I guess was maybe supposed to be something Slavic? “Blah! I am vampire, blah! Nightclub front with portal to exaggeratedly Gothic castle or manor, blah! I wear expensive suit or tight leather pants and mesh tops! Blah!”

I laughed. “Yeah, something like that, alright. We killed two more vampires outside. In the study we found the man who planned the grab. He was a local fixer tied to LA crews. He had her in a mind lock, so we killed him. Guess what we found in his office?”

“Pink panties!” Lazy blurted.

“Spare fangs?” Trixie mused.

“Combustibles?” Thessa hummed.

I chuckled and shook my head. “Nope. Photos of the vampire boss with Vorlius and certain LA faces.”

“Vorlius was behind it, then,” Thessa said. Her jaw flexed. “I am going to burn that man until even demons beg me to stop.”

“Yep. We brought Seema out and drove straight here to collect you. Now, we move.”

Silence held a beat. Lazy squeezed Seema’s shoulder and smiled at her, welcoming.

“Vorlius is after her,” I said. “Which is why she’s not leaving our side. She’s with us now.”

Seema looked at me, then at the girls. “I’ll testify during the proceedings.”

“Good,” Thessa said. “Because—” She reached to the table and lifted a folded paper with a wax stamp and a ribbon. Her expression hit a new shade of furious. “While you were out decapitating nightlife, a cloaked man walked into the office and asked for the occupants of six and seven by description. He left this with the clerk.”

She flattened the summons on the bedspread. “We are ordered to present the staff claim tomorrow morning before a three-judge panel.” She tapped the header, then the line that had the motel’s address and room number. “They listed this room.”

The temperature in the room dropped without the AC having anything to do with it.

“Of course they did,” Varga muttered, her tone flat. “They’ve had their eyes on us this whole time. With the senior judge doing his bidding, Vorlius feels confident now to play this out.”

“Of course, he does,” I said. “He’s assuming Seema is serving as a blood thrall in some vampire den. With Avinlon on his payroll, he thinks he’s ready to make his move.” I thought for a second. “But once he hears Seema is gone and his vampire friends are dead, he might try something more radical.”

Trixie pointed at the line with a nail. “And he has our locations…”

Khla said it for all of us. “We clear out now.”

“Agreed,” I said.

Lazy squeezed Seema again. “You can sleep on our bed if you want. We are soft. I am so soft.” She grabbed her own thigh and jiggled it like she was proving softness existed.

Seema smiled. “Uhm, thanks?”

“We also have tiny shampoos!” Trixie chirped. “We took our own and we broke into several vacant rooms to get theirs as well.”

I blinked. “You broke… into… other rooms?”

“It’s a jungle out here, Wade!” Trixie hummed as she struck a stealthy pose. “A gal’s gotta do what a gal’s gotta do to survive.”

“It was rough!” Lazy agreed. “We considered ambushing housekeeping and robbing them!”

“It could’ve gotten bloody,” Trixie agreed, “but we decided not to, since we were keeping a low profile. We did ambush some people who were checking out and demanded they hand us their tiny shampoos!”

“Yes. Way to keep that low profile,” Khla grumbled.

“Thanks!” Lazy beamed.

I chuckled and clapped my hands. “Come on, girls, let’s not linger. We move. And none of this tiny shampoo raiding at the next place, please. Just lock yourselves up and stay inside.”

“I might raid something else if I’m forced to stay inside,” Trixie purred, her big blue lookers on me.

Not a bad idea…

But first.

“Let’s move, girls!” I said.

I crossed to the cheap safe, punched the code, and pulled the staff out. I slid it into the long bag and buckled it.

“Wait,” Trixie said, suddenly all business. “What about this?” She tapped the summons. “It says ‘morning.’ We go on time, right?”

“We do,” I said. “With a witness and a bag full of Vorlius’s dirty laundry. We’ll end this tomorrow!”

Trixie slid up to Seema and lowered her voice. “Do you like pink pajamas?” she whispered, solemn. “Because they’re mandatory.”

Seema’s eyes went to me for help.

I shrugged. “You’ll get used to her.”
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As we drove up to our new motel, the tire yard’s chain-link hummed in the wind, and the smell of rubber hung in the air like a blanket. I rolled us into a low, U-shaped motor court with faded yellow lines and a blue vacancy sign with three letters burned out. We parked and headed in.

The office guy barely looked up. Cash secured us two adjoining rooms upstairs—eight and nine—with a connecting door. He slid the keys across the scratched counter without asking for names. We moved fast.

Inside the first room, I chained the door, checked the window latch, and set the wrapped staff against the wall where my hand could find it in the dark. The orb sat against my ribs under my hoodie, warm and quiet. The second room mirrored the first: two beds, a wobbly table, a loud mini-fridge, and cheap art of a sailing ship at sea. If that painting could talk, it would ask for the incinerator; it was that kind of room. Still, it would have to do for the night.

Varga ducked in there first and slid the little Tannorian coin chest under the farther bed, wrapped it in her spare black hoodie, and looped a cord to the frame, then let the dust ruffle settle.

The girls spread out like water poured into a shape. Thessa crossed to the window and lifted a slat with a red nail. The black tee she’d thrown over that tight body hugged her chest, and the zipper on her jacket sat low. Lazy face-planted on one bed, tail flicking. Her pink shorts rode high over those legs I liked. Trixie tossed her purse on the other bed, braid sliding over her shoulder, short skirt a sin over thighs that could have stopped traffic. Khla took up that steady corner near the door. Leather pants and a crop top made her look like some kind of dangerous mix between runway model and bodybuilder. Seema was still a little nervous. Her lion ears twitched once; her tail slid through the back of the tee and swayed low.

“Alright,” I said. “We set the board, then we sleep.”

They gathered without fuss. We pulled both rooms’ chairs into a crooked circle. Seema sat next to me and tucked a loose bit of hair behind one ear.

I laid it out.

“Here’s how we do this,” I said. “Tomorrow, we bring Seema in disguise. Wig, glasses, blazer. Ears tucked. Tail hidden. She waits quietly until we call her. We don’t want Vorlius knowing who she is until we spring the surprise on him.”

Seema nodded once. “I can do quiet,” she said, dryly. “For one day.”

“We start by keeping it simple,” I went on. “We present the orb and the staff as bound. We stick to the law that protects pair-bonded artifacts. That should be enough, but if we feel Avinlon moving against us, we play the trump card: Seema. We move to recuse Avinlon for corruption.”

I could feel Thessa bristle at the word recuse. She leaned an elbow on her thigh and laced her fingers together. “Are you sure we don’t just open with ‘your robe buddy paid you off’ and let the whole room choke?”

“We try the normal way first. I want the other judges to feel that something’s off about Avinlon. If we come in guns blazing, Avinlon can play innocent. They need to see the evidence of the staff and orb as bound to me, and then they need to see Avinlon moving to ignore all that based on Vorlius’s bogus argument about the artifacts having been in the AZ too long for the notifications to be reliable. They’ll feel something is off, and then we give them the push by demonstrating Avinlon is crooked.”

Trixie wagged a finger, blue eyes bright. “That is smart.”

“Yeah,” Varga agreed. “Build up to it.”

I smiled. “Thanks.”

Lazy raised her hand like a kid in class. “What if the other two judges are crooked too?” She grimaced. “Like, extra crooked. Crooked in the bones. Crooked like that old chair in the corner.”

Trixie shook her head at once. “No. Ugly as LA is, the Magocracy isn’t rotten through and through,” she said. “It would be damn near impossible to get three judges on the payroll, not to mention costly. All he needs is the senior judge.”

Seema rubbed her thumb across her lower lip, thinking. “Agreed. Vorlius told Avinlon he’d have to use his senior vote to overrule the others,” she said. “Those were his words. He won’t lean on the others.”

“Who does the talking?” Varga asked.

“I do,” I said.

Trixie lifted her hand. “Can I do commentary?” she asked, eyes wide. “Like, ‘sustain that burn, your honor’?”

“No,” Khla said without looking.

Trixie pointed at her own chest. “I am very charming.”

“You are very loud,” Khla said without looking.

Lazy scooted closer to Seema until their hips touched. “I’ll be emotional support cat,” she announced, serious. “If anyone looks mean, I will hiss in a very quiet way.”

Seema laughed under her breath and bumped Lazy’s shoulder back. “I’ll take a quiet hiss.”

“I’ll keep an eye on the room,” Varga said to Seema. “If anyone makes a wrong move, I’ll smash them into a wall.”

Seema shot her a look. “Thanks, wolf.”

Varga’s ear flicked. “Varga.”

“Varga,” Seema corrected. She held her gaze. Their eyes ran the slightest duel that ended with a fractional nod. Progress.

“We also bring the ledger and the photographs from Caine’s study,” I added, tapping my courier bag. “A fixer smiling with Vorlius and councilmen is not proof of lawbreaking, but it sets the stage. If the panel wants to see what kind of men float in Vorlius’s orbit, we hand it to them.”

“The relevance is clear,” she said.

I glanced at the clock. “The summons time is early,” I said. “We move an hour ahead of it. No rush. No surprises we didn’t choose.”

“Departure minus ninety,” Khla said. “I’ll have Slab ready before dawn.”

“Slab,” Trixie sighed like it was a love affair. “We should buy him an air freshener. Maybe something citrus. Or bacon.”

“Bacon?” I said, eyebrow raised. “A bacon air freshener?”

“Nothing like the smell of bacon in the morning!” she chirped.

I laughed. “You are terrible.”

Seema rolled her shoulders. “So,” she said. “My disguise? What’s the plan?”

“Fake mustache and glasses!” Lazy suggested.

“Dark wig,” I said. “We can grab one from a novelty store. Thick glasses. Blazer. Tail in your slacks. Ear covers under the wig. You’ll look human.”

Trixie perked up. “I actually have a wig,” she sang.

“You brought a wig?” Khla muttered.

“Yes! They serve so many purposes!”

“Like what?”

“You can wear them. On your head!”

Crickets.

Khla shook her head, confused. “That’s not… many purposes… It’s… I…”

I raised a hand, chuckling. “Alright, let’s just be happy! We have a wig.”

“I, uh, may have brought one, too,” Lazy muttered.

“Alright, we have two!” I said. “And I do not want to know what you two were planning with them.”

“They were for tiny shampoo muggings and raids!” Lazy announced.

“Aaanyway,” Trixie hummed. “I also have a blazer. And a cute pencil skirt if you want to ruin a judge’s life with fashion.”

Seema smiled at her. “You’re a menace.”

“You have no idea,” Thessa muttered, and Trixie flashed her a sunny grin.

I looked around the circle, counted heads, and counted roles. “So. Me talking. Thessa on my right. Khla behind Seema. Varga in the row behind as our eyes. Trixie and Lazy to my left. Seema in a blazer with a wig. We get there early, we sit where the bailiffs can see our hands, and we smile like we pay taxes.”

Lazy raised a finger. “We do not pay taxes.”

“Don’t say that in the courthouse,” Thessa said, amused despite herself.

Seema’s eyes caught mine. “You really think this will work?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said. “We don’t need them to love us. We need two judges to do their job while Avinlon gets exposed.”

The girls all nodded.

Varga looked toward the window at that tire yard glow. “I’ll do a perimeter walk in a minute,” she said. “Twice around.”

“Take someone,” Thessa said.

“I’m fine,” Varga said.

“I know,” Thessa replied, then rolled her eyes at herself like she couldn’t believe she was saying it. “Just say you’ll take me. It’s a script.”

“I’m fine,” Varga said, deadpan, which punched a laugh out of Trixie.

Thessa rolled her eyes even harder.

I pushed up and stretched my back until a vertebra clicked. “Alright,” I said. “Last pass. Anything we missed?”

Lazy’s hand shot up. “Snacks?”

Khla sighed. “After the hearing, we can drown you in sugar.”

Lazy’s tail thumped. “Motivation acquired.”

Trixie tapped her lip. “What if Vorlius brings pop-up theatrics? Like, witnesses, fake papers, a random cleric who swears the orb is, like, secretly a lemon?”

“Then we still do what we do,” I said. “We put the orb in the judges’ hands, and we let the System do the heavy lifting. The System is the ultimate truth, and any judge worth their salt knows that. Vorlius knows his arguments are shit, which is why he’s resorting to violence and corruption.”

Seema’s mouth warmed at that. “You’re good at speeches.”

“Only when I practice,” I said.

Thessa bumped my shoulder with hers. “You got this,” she said, softer.

“I know,” I said back. “And if I don’t, you’ll burn down the place. So I’m good either way.”

Trixie clapped once. “Teamwork!”

We broke it up. Khla went to the bathroom to clean up. Thessa checked the window one more time and locked the adjoining door from our side. Lazy peeled off socks and rolled up into the bed like a cat who owned it. Trixie took Seema into the other room with the promise of wigs.

Varga slipped her hoodie on and glided outside. I watched her step into the night air and roll her shoulders once. My eyes followed her.

She’d been with us for a while now, and the dynamics were settling. I needed to know how she felt about it all, even though I had a suspicion.

Yeah, it was time for a talk.
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I slipped out after Varga and let the door to the motel room click shut behind me. The rail ran along the second floor like a narrow spine. Beyond it, the tire yard lay in dull rows under sodium light, stacks of rubber and chain-link cutting the night into blocks. Cheap neon fizzed over the motel office and painted the stucco a sick pink. Somewhere in the distance a late train blew a long horn that rattled the glass.

Maybe the same train I rode into LA once, fresh-faced out of Oregon, before all of this madness happened…

Varga didn’t look back right away, although she probably knew I was there. She paced to the corner, checked the angles, and came back, light on the balls of her feet. Her black hoodie was zipped to the throat, and her black shorts hugged long, powerful thighs. Her tail slid from the hem and flicked once. Hair down her back like a shadow. Golden eyes caught a slice of neon and went bright.

“Perimeter’s clean,” she said, keeping her voice low. “For now.”

“I figured it would be,” I said. “You still prowl like you hope it won’t be for long.”

Her mouth tugged. “Hunting makes it easier to breathe.”

I rested my forearms on the rail next to her. The metal was cold through the sleeves of my hoodie. “You okay?”

She huffed once and leaned next to me. Our shoulders almost brushed. Her ears tipped forward, then back. “Yeah.” A beat. “Today felt right.”

“How so?”

She chewed that for a second, jaw working. “The run,” she said. “The chase. The fight. The portal. The graveyard. The way we moved in the house.” She tipped her chin, thinking. “My body knew what to do before my head wrote the plan. I knew where my hands should go and when to hit. I knew where you’d stand without looking.” She tapped her sternum with two fingers. “In here it… quieted.”

I didn’t say anything. I let her find the other words she needed.

She kept her eyes on the yard. “You know, since Rohuga died,” she said, voice even, “there’s been a noise in my skull. Like some stray was scratching at a door that won’t open. Rage some days. Stupid guilt on others. Salee’s voice. My own.” Her ears flattened a hair. “With you lot, I hear it less. When I’m working? Almost nothing. It shuts up and lets me move.”

“I noticed,” I said. “You seemed in your place today.”

That earned me a twitch at the corner of her mouth. She straightened a notch, then bumped her shoulder into mine, a quick press like she was testing a wall. “Yeah,” she said, “thanks.”

“For what?”

“For asking me to come because you wanted me,” she said. The words were blunt, like everything she said when it mattered. “Not because Kay needed a map. Not because some instructor drew up a list. Because you decided I was useful.” She lifted her chin, eyes hot and steady. “That was what I needed.”

I watched her for a moment. The neon washed her profile in pink. The wind lifted a piece of black hair at her jaw and laid it back down. I reached out and hooked it behind her fluffy and soft ear without thinking. Her ears tipped toward my fingers, then flattened in a flustered, wolfy twitch. Her tail twitched to match.

“It wasn’t charity,” I said. “You’re good at what you do. If you want it, you being with us doesn’t have to be a cameo. We’d like you to stick around. Think about it.”

Her throat worked. For a second, the tough act loosened, and I saw the girl who was underneath with her own insecurities. Then the heat came back into her eyes, slow and sure. She put her forearms on the rail again and leaned into them, shoulder touching mine this time and staying there.

“I want it,” she said. “I don’t need to think about it.”

“I like you enthusiastic,” I said.

“I’m not enthusiastic,” she said. “I’m possessive.”

I laughed under my breath. “You’ll fit in well.”

We were quiet for a while. The neon buzzed. A truck coughed on the street, then fell away. The yard lights hummed. In the room behind us, I heard Lazy laugh at something Trixie said and Khla answer with a dry line that made them both quiet. The kind of normal I wanted for the rest of my life.

Varga’s tail brushed my calf, once, lightly, then settled. She wasn’t fidgeting. She was working herself up to something.

“I pushed you around at Krysfelt,” she said, eyes still on the yard. “I pushed everyone. Easy target. New boy. Wrong Class. Pretty boy the Headmistress brought home like a stray.” She breathed once. “I picked at you like I wanted to see if you’d break. If you broke, then I could call you weak and put you back in the box in my mind where everyone else lives.”

“You tried,” I said.

She snorted. “You didn’t break. I hated that.”

“You and several others.”

She gave the smallest nod. She turned her head and looked at me directly now. Her eyes weren’t just hot. They were hungry. “I did it because I wanted you.”

The air got hotter.

She didn’t flinch. “From the day Kay walked you under the arch,” she said. “The way you talk. The way you hold the room without shouting. The way your hands move when you cast. Those are… good hands.” Her gaze dropped to my mouth and back to my eyes without hiding it. “I wanted to see what you’d do if I put my teeth in you. So I baited. I made it about status so I didn’t have to say I liked your face.”

“You tried to bully your way into not having a crush,” I said.

She bared her teeth. “Don’t call it a crush.”

“What should I call it?”

“A problem,” she said, then ruined the bite with a quick smile. “One I’m done pretending I don’t have.” She rolled her shoulders like she was shedding an old jacket. “So that’s me telling the truth.”

I took that in. She didn’t do soft very often… or particularly well. But that only made me appreciate the effort more.

I put my knuckles under her chin and tilted her face toward me. Heat lived there. Pride. A little fear that I knew not to touch. I ran a thumb along the edge of her jaw. No tremble. Just breath. My eyes took a slow pass down her hoodie zipper and the long, clean line of her hips in those black shorts. Lean muscle. Strong waist. Predatory grace.

Dangerous woman.

“You know,” I said. “Trixie is right: you are feral and hot, and that does devastating things to my focus.”

Her ears perked. “Say that again.”

“Feral and hot.”

She made a low sound in her throat that wasn’t a laugh and wasn’t a growl. Her tail lifted a finger’s width, then fell, as if she disciplined it before it gave her away more than it already did. “Just don’t call me ‘cute,’” she said.

“I didn’t.”

“So what about it, then?” she asked, hunger blazing in her eyes.

“I’m applying myself here,” I said, and it was the truth. I really wanted to kiss her. I wanted to trace those clean lines of her toned body with my damn tongue. “But I want clean air first.”

She watched me, eyes narrowing with interest, not anger. “You mean the girls.”

“My girls,” I said. “Lazy. Thessa. Trixie. Khla. History with you exists. Some of it is ugly. You’ve been showing your true self, but you need to close the gap the rest of the way.”

“I get it,” she said. “You don’t want drama. With Thessa.”

“I don’t want to watch people I love snipe at each other because I was impatient,” I said. “Consent and comfort, not just heat. Thessa needs to trust you. The others will feel it too.”

She took all that and didn’t flinch. “Fair.” She glanced at the door and back. “But how?”

“Same way you’ve been doing it?”

“Kill fools?”

I barked a laugh. “That about covers it.” I grinned. “But for real, just be there to see this through, and Thessa will come around. She is already coming around. The rest is just not being an asshole. At least, not too much.”

That got me a real smile. Small. Bright. For a moment, the tough mask fell off and what lived under it was stupidly pretty. Full mouth. Sharp cheekbones. Heat in her eyes that was there just for me.

Perfect.

“Wade,” she said, tilting her head. “I am very good at being an asshole.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s part of why I like you.”

She leaned into the rail again and bumped my shoulder with hers. “I like that you say it to my face,” she said. Then she sobered. “I meant what I said in there. In that court, if something comes at you, I will eat it. I don’t believe Vorlius will let this go without a fight.”

I nodded. “If we expose him as corrupt, he certainly won’t go down without a fight. He doesn’t seem the type to enjoy jail time.”

“I’ll be there to kick his ass,” she growled.

“I’m counting on it,” I said. “You have a serious gift for making men regret the first swing.”

“Compliment accepted,” she said. She let the silence sit for a breath. Then she looked up at me from under her lashes, and there was nothing cute about it. It was a smolder that said she’d already pictured me on the floor and her knees on either side of my hips. “You know this is hard for me,” she said. “Not chasing a thing when I want it.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s hard for me too.”

She lifted a brow. “Yeah?”

“Have you looked in a mirror?” I asked with a laugh.

She breathed out through her nose, pleased. “Good. I don’t want to be the only one who suffers.” She looked back out at the yard and let the wind slide under her hoodie. “And after tomorrow,” she added, “after the judges, after the fighting, after your new friend says the thing, we talk again.”

“Deal,” I said.

I pushed off the rail and set my hand at the small of her back for one step. She didn’t move away. She leaned into it, tail lifting a touch before she made it behave. The heat of her bled through the fabric. I let my palm fall.

“Come on,” I said. “Before the pillow fights begin inside and Khla rolls her eyes so hard they might pop up.”

Her mouth curved, wicked. “You think they didn’t start already?”

“Fair point,” I said. “Let’s head back in.”


Chapter 23



Early light hung over the street when I eased Slab to the curb a block from the High Court. We sat with the engine clicking as it cooled, watching our breath fog and fade.

Seema sat between Khla and Varga in the second row of seats. She wore a disguise that didn’t pull eyes. Dark bob wig. Freckles penciled across her nose. Thick glasses. Tail tucked into her slacks in a way that had to hurt. She wore a plain blazer over a black blouse. Her hands were steady in her lap, but I saw tension in her throat.

Varga reached over and adjusted the wig a hair. “Hold still,” she muttered, then sat back, satisfied.

Seema exhaled. “I feel ridiculous.”

“You look like a tax clerk,” Trixie whispered, delighted. “It’s perfect.”

Thessa leaned over the seat and slid two fingers under my collar to straighten it, because she could not help herself. “You look good, Seema.”

Lazy wormed both hands into mine from the bench behind, squeezed, then pressed her cheek to my shoulder. “Do you want gum? I have peach gum for luck.”

“I’m good,” I said, and kissed her knuckles.

Khla watched the courthouse through the windshield like a general reading a field. “We go in and sit tight. We don’t talk unless Wade says so.”

Thessa made a sound like a protesting kettle, then nodded.

“Positions,” I said. “Thessa on my right. Trixie and Lazy on my left. Khla behind Seema. Varga behind us, left aisle.”

Varga’s eyes were bright and flat. “Copy.”

I slung the staff case over my shoulder, felt the orb warm against my ribs under the hoodie, and opened the van door. Cold bit my face. The High Court rose up a block away, stone and steel layered together like a show of force. The banners hung still. The steps wore a shine from a thousand shoes.

We walked. The girls fell into shape without a word. Khla’s stride said she would move anyone who got in our way. Varga’s head turned a degree at a time, clocking angles and faces. Thessa walked so close my sleeve brushed her hip. Seema stayed quiet, hands in her blazer pockets. Her wig bobbed when she breathed.

Inside, the lobby was all quiet authority. A desk ran along the left under a sign that said Registry and Process in polite letters. I slid the stamped summons to the clerk with the tired face. He took one look, stamped a corner, and pointed down the corridor. “Hearing Room Three,” he said. “Second door on the right. You’re early.”

“Hate to be late,” I said.

We passed under a metal arch in the hallway and came to Hearing Room Three. A bailiff’s eyes dipped to the long case on my shoulder and then to the summons in my hand. I handed the summons over and he gave a small nod.

“Twenty minutes,” he said. “Take a seat.”

Those twenty minutes took a very long time. We sat scattered, like Seema wasn’t part of our group, and we waited. Finally, the bailiff rose and beckoned us all, then swung open the double doors to the hearing room.

Hearing Room Three was half court, half lecture hall. Benches at the back. A rail. A lectern. Three high benches up front with the Magocracy seal behind them.

Vorlius was already there.

He sat to the right with two aides in tidy suits and the kind of faces that always say yes even when they should say no. He gave me a thin smile that did not touch his eyes. The burn scars on the left side of his face stood out under the overhead lights.

He looked very pleased with himself.

Trixie leaned to my ear. “I want to kick him in the shin.”

“You might get a chance to do that later,” I said.

We took the second bench behind the rail. Khla angled Seema into the corner seat and took the aisle beside her, broad and immovable. Varga slid into the last seat and planted her elbows on her knees, head lowered like a predator resting while it listens. Lazy and Trixie sat to my left, flanking me, both trying to look like they were not vibrating with energy. Thessa pressed to my right and threaded her fingers through mine under the bench. You could have boiled water on her palm.

A bailiff rapped a baton on the door frame. “All rise.”

The doors behind the bench opened, and the judges stepped out and took their seats.

There were three of them. At the center sat Avinlon, his near-white eyes sharp and his thin silver hair combed flat. His face was a mask set into stern lines. To his left, Judge Rhee—an elder elven man, black-haired, clean. To the right sat Judge Castell, the only human, gray hair cut down.

We stood, then sat when the bailiff nodded.

“Welcome,” Avinlon muttered as he lifted a sheet and read with the slow rhythm of someone who needed the ritual to steady himself. “Hearing Room Three now in session,” he said. “The matter is the claim and verification petition of Wade Aurelius regarding an artifact or artifacts known as the Staff of Mastery and the Orb of the Summoner King.”

He set the paper down and looked over the rail at me with pale eyes that skipped to Vorlius and back. “For the court, I am Presiding Judge Avinlon.” He gestured to the others. “Judge Rhee. Judge Castell.”

Vorlius nodded at them like a man nods at a waiter when the food arrives on time. Castell gave a single slow blink. Rhee did not move.

“Appearances?” Avinlon asked.

Vorlius rose, smooth as butter. “Lord Vorlius Theran, Reclamation Officer, with two aides.”

Eyes shifted to me, and I stood. “Wade Aurelius. With leave of the court, I will proceed pro se.”

Avinlon’s eyes flicked to my girls, then to the back benches. He lingered a half-second on Seema’s wig. His jaw tightened. “This is a hearing, not a trial. You may proceed without counsel.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Avinlon folded his hands. “The court recognizes that a petition has been filed for verification. The object is to confirm the nature of any claimed bond, any conflicting claims, and whether the artifact or artifacts are subject to custodial doctrine pending potential appeal.” He looked at me again, like he was daring me to misstep. “State your claim.”

I stepped to the lectern. It was polished by a thousand palms. The wood felt slick and old. I set the staff case on the table beside it and unzipped it halfway so the bronze spiral gleamed. Then I reached into my hoodie and pulled the orb. The gold filaments inside glowed the way they always did when the room cared.

“My claim is simple,” I said. “The Staff of Mastery and the Orb of the Summoner King are a paired set that binds only to the bloodline of Taelath. I hold both. They are bound to me. The orb verifies the bond when touched.”

“Nonsense,” Vorlius grumbled. “The thing is corrupted. The notifications can’t be trusted.”

Avinlon raised a hand. “Let him speak.”

It was all show. Still, I needed to convince the other judges for what was to come next. I set the orb on the lectern with two hands and stepped back.

Castell’s face softened a degree. Rhee watched me, then the orb. Avinlon looked at the ball like it had insulted him. He nodded once at the bailiff.

Judge Rhee stood first. He crossed the floor without wasting a step, reached out, and set two fingers on the orb like he had done it before. The gold thread brightened. A clean chime ran through my ribs. Rhee’s expression did not change, but his eyes sharpened.

Castell stepped down next and set his palm flat, like a man testing a loaf of bread. The gold flared. For a second his absent smile caught an ember. He nodded to himself.

Avinlon was last. He hesitated a heartbeat, then reached out like he was touching a snake he hated. His fingertips grazed the glass. The filaments shone for him too, and the hum rolled through the room. Something fragile moved in his mouth line. He took his hand away like the ball bit him, then went back to his chair fast.

I unzipped the staff case the rest of the way and lifted the Staff of Mastery so no one could miss it. Scorched wood. Bronze spiral. Emerald flecks. It looked like a trophy and a weapon and a sentence all at once.

“The pair,” I said.

Castell leaned toward Rhee a fraction, as if to ask a question. Rhee kept his eyes on me.

Avinlon cleared his throat and picked up a pen. The tip clicked once on his pad. He set the pen down. “The court acknowledges that the orb responded.”

Vorlius rose again like he was in a play he had rehearsed. “And the court also knows anomalies distort readings,” he said. “Los Angeles has entire guidelines about it. This boy retrieved his bauble in the California Zone and then spent more time tramping through it. Exposure like that interferes with System outputs. Any verification taken after such exposure is unreliable.” He turned his head to look at me. “And he has no proof of heritage. None. Not a register entry. No family tree. No surviving ancestor. A story and a ball are not enough.”

Thessa’s nails bit my wrist. Trixie whispered a very rude word that would get us ejected if she said it louder. Lazy’s tail thumped once and then went still. Khla did not move at all.

I let him have the floor for one heartbeat, two, then looked up at the bench. “The orb is a pre-Upheaval artifact built to be the proof,” I said. “It binds to blood. It verifies the pair. There is no cleaner test. You touched it. It responded. And Code Twelve exempts pre-Upheaval pair-bindings from custodial doctrine except in cases of fraud or duress. There is no allegation of fraud or duress here.”

Vorlius made a sound that passed for a laugh in rooms where people didn’t know him. “Listen to the boy pretending to be a lawyer! We all know this thing is giving false notifications. Either that, or it responded to a forged imprint learned from scraps in a ruin,” he said. “Who knows what tricks he picked up in that wild little zone. The court must weigh public risk. The staff is a strategic asset. It must be secured for the Magocracy.”

Avinlon tipped his chin in a curt nod toward Vorlius. “This court recognizes the risk,” he said. “The System is not sacrosanct when drenched in anomaly. We cannot accept a single test at face value just because a ball glows bright. Reclamation doctrine exists for a reason. Custody may be proper pending a deeper review by Reclamation Office experts.”

Castell’s pen paused on his notes. Rhee’s eyes narrowed a hair, but he stayed silent. It was clear this was not what either of them expected.

Good.

I blew out slow and felt Thessa’s fingers tighten on my hand again. She wanted to climb the rail. I squeezed back. Then I turned my face to Avinlon.

“Before we go any further,” I said, “I move for your recusal, Presiding Judge. You are Vorlius’s father-in-law. That is a conflict. You cannot sit on this panel.”

Avinlon blinked. His face went red so fast it looked painful. “That is.” He pulled in a breath and forced his tone flat. “That is vexatious,” he said, smug, as if the word itself would bounce me out of the room. “This court will not indulge personal attacks dressed up as motions, Mister Aurelius. Refrain from slander.”

“It isn’t slander,” I said. “It’s public knowledge. You share a family table. You dine together. He is family. The appearance of impropriety alone is enough to require recusal.”

Avinlon leaned forward over the bench and jabbed a finger at me, pale eyes hot now. “You will not instruct this panel,” he snapped. “You will show respect. One more word suggesting impropriety and I will hold you in contempt.”

“An in-law relationship is not grounds for recusal, Mr. Aurelius,” Vorlius added, holding his cool better than Avinlon. “Only direct blood relations.”

Avinlon’s lip curled. “The record will reflect your motion, and the court denied it. Sit down, Mister Aurelius. I will not warn you again about contempt.”

Vorlius rose smooth as oil and folded his hands on the rail.

“Your Honors,” he said in a careful tone, “the motion is a stall. There is no direct family tie here in the sense that matters to the bench. Consanguinity is the measure, not affinity. I am not of the judge’s blood. He has shown no bias on record. He is a senior judge in good standing.” He tipped his chin my way. “Mister Aurelius plays to the gallery. He hopes to delay a proper custodial ruling. The law does not bend just because a boy with a stick shouts ‘bias’.”

It’s a staff, but by all means keep underestimating me.

Avinlon seized the line Vorlius had thrown him. He smoothed his robe front with both palms and nodded, too hard to be casual. “Indeed,” he said. “Affinity is not the same as blood. The motion is a stalling tactic and is denied. We proceed.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “This will not be in your favor.”

Judge Rhee didn’t speak. He watched Avinlon’s face like it was a paragraph that needed a correction. Castell’s pen paused, then scratched two words I couldn’t read. He looked confused more than anything else, like a man who tried to reconcile the claim that water wasn’t wet.

Thessa leaned into my shoulder, hot and ready. I felt the room like a wire. That was my cue. If I let Vorlius lock cadence, we would be back in his cage.

I stepped back to the lectern. “If family ties aren’t enough for the court,” I said in an even tone, “then I offer cleaner ground. I have conclusive evidence that Lord Vorlius threatened and bribed the presiding judge regarding this claim.”

For a blink the room forgot how to breathe.

Avinlon turned a color that would have stopped a clock. “Outrage!” he barked, loud enough to echo. His hand slammed the bench. “Bailiffs, remove this boy at once. I warned him. Contempt. I will not have—”

“Not so hasty,” Judge Rhee said. “Let’s not do anything rash.” He did not raise his tone, but it cut through the room like a sword point. He had turned away from looking confused at the senior judge and now narrowed his eyes at me—curious.

Perfect… The seed of doubt had done its work, and I knew I had taken the right angle. If I’d played this card at the start, Judges Rhee and Castell might not have been piqued enough to follow my reasoning.

Avinlon’s mouth opened and shut. He looked to Vorlius. Vorlius did an awful job of looking calm. His stare burned into me, two neat holes of hate.

“I don’t see why…” Avinlon sputtered. “With all due respect, you are the junior judge. And I… well, I wish to hear no such slander!”

Judge Rhee pushed his glasses up his nose with two fingers and looked right at Avinlon. “This is a court. People speak. Then we test the words. That is how this works. If they are slander, the boy will suffer the consequences.”

Castell nodded. “We should hear him out,” he said to Avinlon, mild on the surface. “Even if it might be ridiculous.”

Avinlon pulled in a breath that failed to steady him. He swallowed. He looked at Vorlius again. Vorlius had stopped pretending to smile. Panic edged the whites of his eyes before he nailed it down. He shot Avinlon a look that would have blistered paint.

Avinlon tugged at his cuffs and nodded once, jerky. “Proceed,” he said, the word sour. He slouched a hair in his chair.

He had nothing else to say.

Judge Rhee turned his gaze back to me. “What proof do you have to support this claim?”

“A witness,” I said. “Firsthand. She is in this room.”

Judge Castell tilted his head. “Will they testify in open session?”

“Yes,” I said. “She is here and ready.”

Avinlon pressed his fingertips together and tapped them against his lip. Sweat beaded at his hairline. The white in his eyes looked too bright. “This is improper,” he tried one more time. “We are not a gossip pit. This is a verification. He drags in hearsay to smear me.”

Rhee didn’t even look at him this time. “We will test admissibility after we hear the name,” he said to me. “Bailiff,” he added, a tiny nod toward the aisle, “bring the witness to the front. Clear one chair.”

Vorlius moved at last. He snapped up out of his seat. “Your Honors, the Reclamation Office objects to this circus,” he said. The careful tone bled off his words and left something raw. “We came to talk about an artifact that represents a strategic risk to the Magocracy. This sidetrack is childish.” He spread his hands like a sermon and made the mistake of looking at the benches. Insecurity shone in his eyes despite the confidence in his voice.

Rhee looked at Vorlius until the man’s hands fell. “Sit down, Lord Vorlius,” Judge Rhee said. “You will get your turn.”

Vorlius sat. The thin smile tried to reattach to his face and failed halfway.

“Bring your witness,” Judge Castell said.

I looked over my shoulder and nodded at Seema. “It’s her. Seema Longmane.”

The bailiff came up. He had watched the room the way a good bailiff did. He stopped at Seema’s end, looked at her wig and glasses, and raised a brow a hair.

Seema stood. Her blazer hid the line of her waist, but the way she held herself told the truth. Strong spine. Strong legs under the soft clothes. The bob wig dulled her pretty ears and the glasses covered the gold in her eyes. Her hands shook once when she set her palms on the rail for balance and stepped down, then the tremor stopped. She breathed and did not look at Vorlius.

Trixie squeezed Seema’s wrist as she passed. “You got this,” she whispered. Lazy reached out and brushed Seema’s sleeve with two fingers, small and warm. Varga flowed out of the row and stood behind Seema as far as the bailiff would allow.

Seema walked up the center aisle. Vorlius tracked her steps with that precise stare. He recognized her now, despite her disguise, and his skin turned pale when he realized his vampire allies had failed. Avinlon did not watch her at all. He looked at the seal on the wall and swallowed again. He was ghostly white by now.

Seema reached the lectern and stood beside me. Without the apron and the black shirt, with the wig and the blazer, she looked like a clerk who used to be a gymnast. The lines of her calves caught my eye even with the slacks. Strong.

Judge Rhee rose. He stepped down with a thin oath codex stamped with the court seal and set it on the rail. He cleared his throat and kept his eyes on Seema’s face. Respect. I liked him more for it.

“Name for the record,” he said.

“Seema Longmane,” she said. She spoke clearly. Not loud.

Avinlon flinched at the name like it had teeth. Vorlius didn’t. He smiled at her like a snake smiles at a rabbit and then gave a tiny shake of his head, slow, almost paternal, a warning.

It made me want to hit him.

Judge Rhee gestured. “Raise your right hand.”

She did. The wig hid her tufted ear. Her hand shook once and went still.

“Do you swear to tell the truth,” Judge Rhee said, “the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, under penalty of law?”

“I do,” she said.

Judge Rhee nodded. Then he looked back at the bench.

“State, briefly, the nature of your testimony,” he said to me.

“Firsthand observation,” I said. “Yesterday. A restaurant three blocks from this building. Lord Vorlius threatened the presiding judge and pushed an envelope of cash under the table in exchange for a ruling on this claim. The witness poured their coffee while they did it.”

You could have heard a pin drop.

Avinlon sat very still. Sweat ran from his temple down to the hinge of his jaw. He did not wipe it. His hand gripped the arm of his chair so hard the knuckles went white. He looked at nothing. Which told me he saw everything.

Vorlius shot to his feet again. “This is—”

“Sit, Lord Theran,” Judge Rhee said.

He sat.

Judge Castell tilted his head and looked at Seema, like a reader trying to decide if a page is real or a good forgery. “Miss Longmane,” he asked, a gentle test, “are you willing to give dates, faces, and exact quotations where you can remember them?”

“Yes,” she said.

Judge Rhee lifted a hand. “We will hear her.” He turned to Avinlon without a flinch. “Presiding, if you wish to call a recess, say it now. If you sit the bench through this, you know the rules as well as we do: you must not interrupt the witness.”

Avinlon swallowed. Twice. His eyes flicked to the side door like he had considered walking out. He had to see what it would do to him if he did. He straightened a hair and tried to pull the robe of office up over the mess inside the man. “Proceed,” he said. The word broke at the end. He coughed and tacked on, “We will dispense with theatrics and accept what is offered. Then the court will rule on admissibility.”

Judge Rhee’s mouth tipped by a millimeter. “Good,” he said. He nodded at me. “Mister Aurelius, ask concise questions. Then stand aside and let the witness speak. No speeches.”

“I understand,” I said.

Vorlius couldn’t hold it. “This is an outrage,” he hissed. “A girl in a wig from some alley speaks, and you let her smear a judge. Are we all mad? Where is the weight of this room? Where is…”

Judge Rhee didn’t look at him. “You are warned, Lord Theran,” he said. “One more interruption and I will hold you in contempt.”

The smile sliced off Vorlius’s mouth. He sat down like someone had dropped rocks into his lap.

Good. Judge Rhee didn’t like Vorlius. There was probably some kind of power dynamic here that I was unaware of, but Judge Rhee was eager to see if this was the stick he could beat Vorlius over the head with for some reason.

Maybe Judge Rhee was just one of the many that Vorlius kicked or pulled down on his way up the ladder…

I turned back to Seema. I stepped aside an inch from the lectern and nodded. “Please tell the judges what you saw and heard yesterday.”


Chapter 24



Seema squared her shoulders. The ugly glasses and the wig couldn’t hide how strong she was built, and she remained confident even under the scrutiny of Judges Rhee and Castell, let alone the scowl of Vorlius and the mix of fear and threat in Avinlon’s eyes.

“I work the lunch shift at the River House on Ninth,” she began. “Yesterday, just after noon, Lord Vorlius sat in the back booth. A few minutes later, Judge Avinlon came in through the side door. I poured their drinks. I stayed close because I had two tables at the counter and the coffee station is five steps from their booth.”

She kept her eyes on the judges, not on me, which was good. “After small talk, Lord Vorlius told Judge Avinlon to hear a claim they had spoken of earlier on a shortened docket. And he said, word for word, ‘when it is heard, there will be no acknowledgment of the bond. None. You will not recognize the staff as bound to the boy. You will not accept that ridiculous orb reading as dispositive.’ He also said the System verification couldn’t be trusted because ‘prolonged exposure to the California Zone has corrupted System verification,’ and that on that basis custody would pass to the state.”

“Oh, she’s just parroting what we’ve said in here!” Vorlius objected. “This is an affront!”

“Silence, please,” Judge Rhee said before looking at Seema again. “Go on.”

“He said the staff and the orb would be held in custody pending appeal, and that Wade would ‘disappear’ during that time.”

Avinlon nervously licked his lips. Vorlius was fuming, fighting to stay still.

“What else?” Judge Rhee prompted her.

“He also told Avinlon to overrule the other judges with his senior vote.”

“Indeed?” Judge Castell said, eyebrow raised.

“Preposterous!” Vorlius muttered.

“Then,” Seema continued. “Lord Vorlius pushed an envelope across the table under the edge. I watched it go from his fingers to Judge Avinlon’s.”

Color slid out of Avinlon’s face. His knuckles went white on the arm of his chair.

Seema didn’t slow. “To his credit, Judge Avinlon tried to warn me off by lifting a hand. He probably knew it was dangerous to overhear too much.”

“Conjecture!” Vorlius shrieked. “She doesn’t know what he thinks! She knows very little by the looks of things! A dumb—”

Judge Castell raised a hand. “Enough, Lord Theran.” He looked at Seema. “Please don’t speculate. Stick to the facts.”

She nodded. “Lord Vorlius then said to Judge Avinlon, ‘Move the proceedings up as far as you can. You rule against the boy. Regardless of evidence, the staff goes to the state. The orb, too.’ And just at that moment, I set the coffee down, and that’s when Lord Vorlius saw me. He looked at me and said, ‘Lovely timing.’”

Vorlius came half out of his chair. The tight smile was gone. “This is a story from a plant,” he snapped. “A waitress in a wig crawls out of an alley with a script and you lap it up because it flatters your bias. This is—”

“Sit,” Judge Rhee said without raising his volume.

Judge Castell lifted a palm. “Sit, Lord Theran. You’ll have your turn.”

Vorlius sat. He stared at Seema like he could burn a hole through her with spite alone. I’d seen friendlier looks on ogres, and I’d seen my share of those.

Judge Rhee nodded to Seema. “Go on.”

“After the judge left,” Seema said, “Lord Vorlius stopped at the register. He pressed my manager for my address so he could ‘expedite filings’ for me. My manager stammered. Lord Vorlius told him, ‘You will consult your administration,’ and then said, quote, ‘Such intricate and detailed legislation… almost impossible to comply with fully. I do believe there has never been an audit here. Has there?’ My manager wrote my address on a slip and handed it over.”

Seema’s tone stayed steady. “That evening, two men attacked me in my home. They kicked in the door, put a bag over my head, and threw me in a van. They took me to a mansion by means of a portal in a nightclub, where Marlow Caine attempted to turn me into a blood thrall.”

“Marlow Caine?” Judge Castell muttered. “The vampire?”

“The same,” she said. “Marlow Cain kept a framed photo on his desk. It showed him shaking hands with Lord Vorlius. We have that frame. Wade Aurelius and two of his companions saved me.”

I tapped my courier bag with two fingers. “The photo is available if the court wishes to admit it.”

Judge Rhee nodded for a bailiff to come get it. Avinlon’s breath rasped once. Sweat beaded at his hairline.

Judge Rhee stepped off the bench again and came down to the rail. “Miss Longmane, I’m going to pin some detail. Answer clearly.”

“Alright,” she said.

“How far from the booth did you stand?”

“Three paces,” she said. “Sometimes two.”

“Music?”

“None. The house doesn’t run it at lunch.”

“How loud were they?”

“Low.” She lifted a shoulder. “But I have good ears.”

“Imaginative ears,” Vorlius snapped.

“Lord Theran,” Judge Castell warned him.

“You said Lord Theran told Judge Avinlon to use his senior vote,” Judge Rhee began. “Do you remember the exact words?”

She nodded. “He said, ‘You are senior. Use your vote to control them and kindly have those balls of wax you call colleagues walk in line. Castell hates heat. Rhee hates chaos. Give them both. Tell them chaos comes if we do not settle this.’”

“Indeed?” Judge Rhee said.

“Those were the words.”

“And ‘no acknowledgment of the bond’?”

“Yes.”

Rhee let a breath out slow. “Any bias you want to declare related to Mr. Aurelius?”

Seema nodded once. “Years ago, I worked at a home in Promise, Oregon. He lived there. I hadn’t seen him since he left for Krysfelt. I didn’t recognize him at the restaurant until after the judge left. He came in later and sat at the counter. I met him on my break in the alley. He asked me to testify.”

“And why are you here now?” he asked.

“Because I don’t want to live in a city where this is how judges get told what to do,” she said. Her voice didn’t shake. “Because Lord Vorlius asked my manager for my address and then men with fangs put a bag over my head. Because if I don’t speak, he does this to other girls and to other cases. I would like to stop it.”

Castell cleared his throat softly. “Can you identify the judge you named?”

Seema turned her head. She raised one arm and pointed straight at Avinlon. “Him.”

Avinlon stared past her at the seal. Only his eyes moved, bright with wet. He knew it was all up.

Judge Castell scratched a clean note, then set his pen down. He looked at me. “Your account, please?” he said.

I was quick to tell the story from my perspective. As I did so, they each studied the photograph of Vorlius shaking hands with Marlow Caine. I told him of Vorlius’s behavior at Krysfelt Academy and of the earlier ambush, as well as what happened with the police officers.

Judge Rhee heard it all. Vorlius’s eyes were already darting toward the exit. Finally, both judges looked at me, then at Seema, then toward Vorlius. “For purposes of recusal,” he said, “the witness is credible.”

Judge Castell nodded. “Agreed.”

Avinlon found his voice, thin and high around the edges. “You cannot—”

Rhee’s stare cut across him. “Presiding Judge Avinlon is excluded from this panel. The referral to internal formal inquiry is entered. Bailiff.”

The bailiff stepped to the side door and murmured to the clerk. A second bailiff came to the end of the bench and waited. They didn’t touch Avinlon, but they stood where he had to go. Avinlon rose on unsteady legs and walked out, small in his own robe. He was defeated, and he would go easily.

But would the same be true of Vorlius?

A low wash of whispering ran through the gallery. I caught my girls in the corner of my eye. Thessa smiled like a storm had finally found the right house. Trixie squeezed Lazy’s hand and mouthed something I couldn’t read. Varga breathed once and let her shoulders drop a notch. Seema held the rail. She drew a deep breath.

Rhee faced the room, and the quiet landed. He inclined his head a fraction to Judge Castell. “With the chair recused, we proceed as a panel of two under temporary duty. Under Magocracy procedural statute, a ruling can be made if the temporary panel is unanimous.”

Unspoken agreement passed between them, and Judge Castell folded his hands. “We recognize the pair of artifacts as presented,” he said. “The orb verified under touch before the panel. Heritage pair-bond protections apply under Code Twelve. There is no sworn evidence of fraud or duress. On that basis, the court finds that the Staff of Mastery and the Orb of the Summoner King are bound to Wade Aurelius of the Bloodline of Taelath.”

“You can’t be serious!” Vorlius shouted, rising.

“We are rarely anything but serious, Lord Theran,” Judge Castell said. “As for you, these proceedings have given us enough—”

“Silence, you old fool!” Vorlius shrieked, making his aides wince. He slammed his palm flat on his table and barked, “In here—now.”

The rear entry blew open, and four Mage-Knights came hard through the gap in a line, halberds forward, purple-sheened plate bright under the lights.

“What is this?!” Judge Castell demanded.

Judge Rhee rose so fast his chair rocked. “This is a house of law,” he said, voice like a whip. “Lower those weapons.”

I exchanged a look with my girls. Battle-ready, immediately, all of them.

“You think I will allow a washed-up fool like you to tell me what is law and what isn’t?!” Vorlius shrieked, waving his men forward. “I’ll have you fed to the crows, you cowardly traitors!”

Judge Castell’s eyes widened. “Stand down. Now.”

Instead, the Mage-Knights spread out and approached the bench…
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As the Mage-Knights came on, Judge Rhee surged up from the bench and barked, “Mage-Knights, disarm and stand down!”

But they weren’t loyal to him. They were not even loyal to the Magocracy.

They served Vorlius.

“Kill them,” Vorlius said, with pure glee at his power rising in his voice. “KILL THEM ALL!”

“Bailiff!” Judge Castell shouted, his voice rising in panic.

Credit where credit’s due, the bailiff blocked their path. Not an easy choice for an underpaid and unarmed man facing some of the finer troops of the Magocracy, but he didn’t flinch.

Still, it did nothing.

The lead knight shouldered him so hard the man pinwheeled into the rail, then snapped a hand and flung a lightning bolt straight up the aisle. The strike punched Castell in the chest; he arched, smoke lifting from his jacket, and toppled backward off the bench.

Damn… So much for due process.

A moment later, the room exploded. Benches scraped, people screamed, Vorlius scowled, and the other three Mage-Knights fanned from the rear door with halberds up.

I had the presence of mind to quickly scoop up the Staff of Mastery. Then, I threw, “Halt!” at the lead knight who had just blasted Judge Castell.

The word hit like a fist; the lead knight froze mid-step, halberd half raised. Varga vaulted the rail in a black blur, slammed her shoulder under his throat, and ripped the halberd free with a wrench that tore his grip loose. Armor rang as she spun the polearm away and kicked it behind her toward the front rows.

But the others came on. The Mage-Knight in the left aisle lowered his halberd and charged straight for the front, blade up to carve Seema up.

“Shield!” Khla barked, flinging a shimmering ward over Seema as she shoved through the gate.

Trixie lunged, grabbed Seema’s blazer by the lapel, and yanked her down behind the rail with us as steel screamed across the wood where Seema’s head had been. The cut might have punched through the Shield if it had landed cleanly.

Thessa met the left-aisle knight a heartbeat later. She snapped a Firebolt into his gorget; the hit bloomed orange and sent him a step back, cloak smoking. He threw an elbow up to ward the heat and chopped blind; sparks flew as the blade skated across the post.

“Back Seema up!” I shouted. “Keep her safe!”

Trixie muscled Seema deeper into our row, then popped up over the rail, eyes bright. “Mark!” She tagged the simmering Mage-Knight with a shimmer, then drew and loosed Rapid Shot—four tight shafts thudded low into greaves and thighs.

The Mage-Knight grunted and rocked as the impacts forced him to widen his stance; he gave ground two steps, boots screeching on tile. These were tough guys—Rapid Shot was usually a quick finisher, especially if the damage was amplified by Mark.

Lazy sighted the knight coming down the center. “Time for nightmares,” she purred, wand already up. Phantasm cracked out and hit the advancing Mage-Knight. He staggered as he clawed at a horror only he could see. With a breathless shriek, he reeled and slashed at empty air twice. That bought us heartbeats.

“Get them, you fools!” Vorlius shrieked. “No witnesses!”

“This is an outrage!” Judge Rhee roared, then choked as death reached for him; Khla’s Shield only just saved him from a lightning bolt that Vorlius himself hurled, all fury and contempt.

I focused back on the lead Mage-Knight as Command wore off. He snarled wordlessly under the hood, snatched a dagger from his belt, and slammed his shoulder into Varga. She hip-tossed him over a bench end and leveled the stolen halberd across his chest, pinning him to the flooring by weight and leverage.

The Mage-Knight at the right wall vaulted a bench and drove for the rail on our right. I flicked a Minor Illusion of an armored bailiff stepping into his lane with a raised hand; he chopped through the fake and lost his footing when his halberd met no resistance. With a girlish, almost comical yelp, he toppled forward, and Thessa laughed and punished him with a Firebolt to the pauldron. It forced him to duck even lower and stay on the floor.

“Khla!” I called out. “Check Judge Castell!”

She nodded and sprinted for the bench, boots hard and fast, and slid behind Judge Castell’s fallen body. She set both palms to his ruined chest. “Heal!” Light flooded from her hands, then guttered to nothing against a body that would not answer. She looked up once, jaw tight. “Dead.”

“This is madness! Disarm and drop those weapons!” Rhee thundered at the rear, fury in it now.

One Mage-Knight answered with a crackling thrust of his halberd—lightning jumped from the head and blew a chunk out of the rail in front of Trixie, showering her with splinters.

“Rude!” she yelped. She rolled left in a neat tumble, then came up kneeling and planted an Explosive Shot in his chest plate that whoomped and shoved him back a step. Now truly pissed, she followed up with several consecutive Rapid Shots, faster than the eye could follow, and for a moment it seemed Hearing Room Three had arrows instead of oxygen. They landed on the Mage-Knights, who screamed and clawed at the shafts.

“Yay! Porcupines!” Lazy squealed.

Still, these guys were hard. Level 20 at least, and they lived through that crazy barrage.

“The boy!” Vorlius shrieked, calling his men into focus after Trixie’s maelstrom of arrows. “Kill him!”

Under his master’s order, the Mage-Knight Lazy had targeted shook the nightmare and ran at me.

“Back!” I snapped, jabbing the staff tip toward his throat line as I slammed a Command into him. The word bit; he rocked a half-step, and Lazy painted him again—Phantasm. He howled and slashed around in fury at nothing.

A moment later, a second bolt slammed into me from the aisle. A familiar golden shimmer soaked the worst of it. I met Vorlius’s eyes across the chaos as the last snarl of his lightning faded, then glanced to Khla. Her Shield had saved me—again.

We needed to wrap this up and get to Vorlius before any of us would get really hurt.

One of the Mage-Knights vaulted a bench and drove his halberd down for Thessa’s shoulder.

“Not today,” Trixie sang, and her Explosive Shot snapped past my ear, hit the ground at his feet, and kicked a hard concussion under him that knocked his timing to hell—his cut skated off the rail post, not Thessa’s spine.

Thessa bared her teeth and jammed a Firebolt straight into his hood at knife range; heat rolled off his faceplate and he cursed as he staggered back, dazed.

I tried a Charm on him, but he somehow shook it off.

“Damn,” I muttered, throwing Varga a look.

She still had the lead Mage-Knight pinned. He hammered her shin with the pommel of his dagger. She snarled and fed him the haft of his own halberd across his throat, pinning him again. “Stay… down,” she growled, eyes blazing.

Another bolt slammed into me—from one of the Mage-Knights. My robe bled the worst of it, but it set my nerves on fire.

“Bless,” Khla said from the dais; a surge ran through my limbs, and through the girls too, iron in the veins and clarity in the head.

I leveled the staff at the knight who had just fired and snapped, “Halt!” He froze mid-step again. Even as he did, Varga ripped the halberd on her foe free with one hand, pivoted like a dancer, and smashed the butt into the other Mage-Knight’s weapon—a clean strike that knocked his blade off line and into the aisle, not quite free of his hands but down enough to break his rhythm.

The Mage-Knight who had come down the center now rose again, halberd ready. But Thessa saw him. Her glove flashed, and she lanced a Firebolt through his vambrace and cooked the meat under it. He howled and staggered, while Trixie skipped back and turned in one motion—Lightning Shot cracked from her bow and crawled up the haft into his hood.

This time, he went down, dead as a doornail. Lightning still crackled through his armor as he lay dead.

“Nice shot!” I said with a grin.

“By the Gods!” Vorlius shrieked. “Must I do everything myself?!”

With a roar of hate, he flung crackling bolts of Chain Lightning our way, and I pushed Seema down and ducked with her among the benches. Burned wood and ozone filled my nostrils as chips of rail pattered around me. Vorlius packed real firepower.

“Finish these guys!” I called out.

Varga was still pinning her Mage-Knight. She unleashed a Shadow Flurry, four black rakes across the Mage-Knight’s chest and throat—and he went limp, the dagger he had been stabbing her with clattering from his fist. She rolled her shoulder like she wanted more, barely noticing the blood along her side.

Yeah, wolfgirls.

Luckily, Khla saw. “Heal,” she called from the dais, palms out. Warmth slid across Varga’s ribs; the gash sealed and her breathing evened.

Two left… and Vorlius, of course.

“Thessa!” I pointed at the back. “The door.”

She knew what I meant. She leveled a hand and threw a low Wall of Fire across the rear threshold. It burned knee-high, mean, and hungry, then she threw another arcing splash of flame that forced the last two knights apart. She laughed with a pyromaniac’s pure joy as the fire reared and split them.

Somewhere, Vorlius shouted orders, but the roar of flame and panic swallowed the words.

I pointed at one of the Mage-Knights as he staggered away from the flames. “Charm.” This time, the spell hit; the fight drained from him and his grip went slack.

Trixie vaulted the rail like a gymnast, planted a boot on his halberd, and kicked it under the benches. “Bad boy,” she chirped, eyes bright. “No treats.”

Only one of the Mage-Knights was still standing, and Judge Rhee rose from cover. “Enough!” he roared, white with fury. “Vorlius Theran, you are under arrest!”

“Oh, please spare me the righteous theatrics, you demented fool!” Vorlius snapped. He cut behind the dais with one aide who had gone the color of milk. Smoke, heat, and screams covered his retreat as he shoved a service door and vanished into the hall.

The other aide lacked the will to move; he just lay still on the floor, hoping the storm would pass over him.

The remaining knight took one look at his charmed buddy and the fire line, then broke for the side aisle in a full retreat, following his master. But Varga launched, two strides, a leap, and she hit him high. Shadow Flurry ripped across helm and neck; he crumpled under her like a sack and stopped moving.

“On me!” I shouted, grabbing the staff and vaulting over the rail to chase Vorlius.

Thessa cut the Wall of Fire at the door with a flick and fell in at my right. Lazy and Trixie clattered behind, and Khla pulled Seema with her as Varga sprinted to catch up. We shot for the open service door and the corridor beyond, heat skimming our backs.
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Alarms hit us in the teeth the second we blew through the service door. Red strobes washed the concrete hall. A cart of mail tubs rattled sideways as a clerk shoved it to the wall and bolted. A man in a gray vest dropped a stack of folders and scrambled to scoop them up, then froze when he saw the staff in my hand and the women with me.

“Move!” I shouted.

He did, skittering into a doorway.

Vorlius and his one aide were already halfway down the corridor. He looked back. His robe flared. His eyes were hot with hate. He snapped a hand and threw a crackling bolt down the hall.

“Shield!” Khla barked.

The blast ripped ceiling tile and carved a burn across the cinderblock. Heat slapped my face, but the spell broke on Khla’s ward and scattered across the wall in a white flash.

“Let’s go!” Thessa rasped, tail lashing. “I want him.”

We ran. The corridor pinched around us with doors every ten yards and racks of supplies slotted between them. Varga flowed ahead of me, black shorts and hoodie tight on lean muscle. Her ears tracked echoes. Trixie kept to my left, braid bouncing. Her legs flashed under her skirt as she took the distance like she owned it. Lazy glued herself to my hip, wand up, eyes wide and bright. Khla stayed between Seema and the danger even here, stride long and sure.

Vorlius cut left through a door marked RECORDS. The aide glanced back once, ferret face, nervous mouth—in too deep and realizing he was expendable—then yanked the door closed.

I hit it with my shoulder. The latch blew.

Inside, aisles of thin metal shelves ran like a maze, stuffed with boxes and thick file books. A rolling ladder listed sideways. Stamps sat stacked in tins. Cardboard tabs made a forest of names. Ahead, the aide swore ahead and pulled at random things on shelves; a box tipped and spilled invoices across the floor.

“Right lane,” Varga called, already veering.

We sprinted. As we did so, Trixie palmed a ladder and vaulted it with elven grace, then fired a Rapid Shot mid-air. Unfortunately, Vorlius threw up a ward, and the arrows ricocheted off it.

Still, bonus points for badassery.

Lazy ducked a dangling chain with feline agility, while Thessa muscled a cart aside without looking. Khla shouldered a swinging gate and let it bang a wall. I took Varga’s line through the gap she found between two banks of binders.

A paperwork maze: boss-fight level design by a bureaucrat.

We burst out into a long hall that fed the building’s guts. Air tasted like dust and paper.

“Ugh,” Lazy grimaced mid-run. “My nose hates office flavor.”

The aide shoved a crash bar at the far end. Exit light. Sun tried to push through the narrow glass. An exit to the streets.

Swift as I could, I threw a Minor Illusion right in the doorway: a Mage-Knight of the Council Guard—one that would not be loyal to Vorlius—braced with palm out, lightning crackling across his halberd. These guys were level 40 at least, the elite of the elite.

Vorlius checked hard. Instinct beat pride for a second. He cut left, eyes knifing over the scene, picked the stairwell door, wrenched it open, and took the stairs up.

He cursed as he ran, probably realizing I had funneled him. There was no conceivable reason why a man of the Council Guard would stand guard at the High Court, but he had had only a split second, no time to rationalize. Now, there was no turning back to the street exit; we stood there now.

The only way for him was up.

The door slammed shut behind him and his aide.

Khla hit the bar with me. The stairwell suck pulled air past my face. Concrete. Painted rails.

“Up!” I shouted.

We took the stairs two at a time. Thessa ran tight to my right, eager for the kill she had been wanting for quite a while now. Varga bounded three steps at a time like a black wolf on a hunt. Trixie kept sleek form even here; the way her top bounced dragged at my focus for exactly one step—I filed it for later. Lazy dug in with a low sound, pulling herself up by the handrail to skip stairs with cat-like bounds. Khla came heavy and last but solid as a hammer, keeping Seema in front of her and safe.

“I did not agree to cardio,” Trixie puffed, but she never broke pace.

“You never seem to object to the other kind of cardio,” Khla said, not winded.

“Oh!” Trixie hummed, somehow managing to strike a twirling pose without losing speed. “Green Mommy makes dirty jokes! A glorious day!”

“I’ll Green Mommy you until you fit in your own purse, she-elf,” Khla growled.

“Yay!” Trixie beamed, like the prospect was the best ever.

“Keep going, you two!” Thessa snarled. “I want to burn this guy’s stupid face!”

We rounded a landing. Doors banged on our level and above as staff scattered. A woman in a pencil skirt pushed out, saw us charging up, and plastered herself to a wall. A bailiff stepped from a different landing, then decided this was above his pay grade and stayed clear of our line.

“There he is,” Varga snapped. “Two corners up.”

I caught a flick of black robe past the switchback above. He ran like a man whose pride had never let him work a day of real sweat. He was fast anyway. Rage powered him.

He hit the next landing, spun in a flash of sleeve, and turned back to the well. Mana crackled around his hand, a tight ball of lightning growing bright in his palm. He aimed down. His smile was ugly.

“Brace!” I yelled and kept climbing.

Lightning slammed just as Khla threw up her Shield. There was burn as I lost some hit points when the lightning penetrated the Shield, but I didn’t care.

I wanted him dead. Him or us.

Vorlius hit the next switchback ahead of us. His aide threw a satchel down the stairs after he ripped it open. Files rained out. Paper fanned over the treads.

“Watch your feet!” I yelled.

Varga did not slow. She drove through the mess like a wolf hunting on shale. Her thighs bunched; she vaulted a stack of binders, landed hard, and kept climbing.

Sometimes, the beast races’ advantages were a little unfair. Just a little.

In the confusion, Khla overtook me. Lazy, Trixie, and Thessa were behind me with Seema.

As Varga ran on, a side door blew open right in her face. A Mage-Knight came out tight to the wall with a short saber. He was already chopping. He was one of Vorlius’s men. He slashed for Varga’s arm.

The blade bit. Blood striped her bicep.

She snarled, turned inside his reach, and went to work. Shadow Flurry burst out of her in a clean chain. Four rips across ribs and throat, then a short inside cut that drove her claws under his jaw. He gurgled and folded against the doorframe. His saber clanged down the stairs, skipped paper, and spun when it hit tile.

He staggered as Varga ran on and continued the pursuit—the guy hadn’t stopped her for more than a second. And when he opened his eyes, he was looking straight at Khla.

He made a weird little yelp as the orcess simply picked him up and pushed him over the railing, letting him tumble down the well about ten floors.

Ouch.

Do not mess with an orcess. You could even make that rhyme if you got creative on pronunciation…

We ran on as Khla caught up with Varga, saw the cut, and slapped a hand to Varga’s arm on the run. “Heal. Keep moving.”

She waited for me at the landing and did me next. We hit the next one healed and proper.

Vorlius’s aide had hung back, and he threw a bin down the stairs. Clutter exploded down the well and over the steps. Then he grabbed the rail and sprinted.

“Enough,” I said. I planted my foot on a tread, raised the staff, and barked my Command spell up the well. “Halt.”

The word snapped like a trap. The aide locked mid-step. One hand froze on the rail. One foot hung off the lip of the next stair, toe catching paper. His mouth opened. No sound came out.

“Now!” I shouted.

Trixie slid past me like a showpiece at speed. She kicked a loose binder aside, planted a foot on the outer wall to push off, and hopped onto the railing in one smooth line.

It was a wall jump. Like some crazy sexy elf chick ninja move.

She landed on the railing—perfect balance, perfect poise, completely frozen in a way a human could never be—and she aimed up the well at the running aide. In that insane moment, her skirt rode up her thighs and, Gods help me, my eyes were more interested in her pink ELF HNTR thong than the shot.

She loosed.

The arrow punched into the aide’s armpit. He wheezed and went slack, tipped over sideways, and tumbled down the flight in a bloody mess of limbs and paper. The satchel followed him and smacked his head on the last step.

“Yay!” Trixie hummed casually as she hopped down from the railing with a twirl.

“SO GOOD!” Lazy squealed from behind.

At that moment, a crack split the air above us. Vorlius threw a blind bolt over the rail from two landings up.

“Down!” I yelled.

The blast tore the banister two steps ahead and chewed a hole into the stone wall. Splinters and chips peppered my face. Heat washed my cheek.

Thessa grabbed my collar and hauled me under the rail lip as another spark chewed a scar in the post where my head had been. Her eyes burned. “I’m gonna kill him.”

I was the first on my feet and in the lead now, with Thessa close behind. We ran past the dead aide as Vorlius reached the final landing. He flung the door bar with his shoulder and shoved into light. Wind noise spilled down the shaft.

“Let’s go!” I barked.

Thessa hit the last run beside me, boots drumming each step. We slammed the bar together, and the door flew open on a blast of cold air.
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We burst out into cold wind and open sky. The city ran in every direction, a grid of light, glass, and concrete. A maintenance shed sat to the left with a humming vent and a red beacon that blinked slowly. Gravel crunched under my boots as I stepped out onto the roof, and the wind buffeted me.

Vorlius stood by the shed, robe scorched at the hem, hair perfect anyway, eyes lit with hate.

I planted my feet and pointed the staff. “It’s over, Vorlius.”

The girls fanned behind me without a word. Thessa slid to my right. Lazy padded up on my left, wand already in her hand. Trixie angled to a flank, braid over one shoulder, short skirt high, bow ready to loose death. Khla took the center with me, wide shoulders steady at my side as always. Varga prowled left, ear tips forward, eyes burning with eagerness for the call.

Seema wasn’t here; Khla had told her to wait in the stairwell. That was the right call; unlike us, she wasn’t trained.

“Idiot boy,” Vorlius snapped at me. “You ruined it all!”

“Ruined what, Vorlius?” I said, stepping forward. “How about you tell me what this was all about before we hand you over to the authorities?”

He scoffed. “You expect a master villain monologue?”

“It’d be nice,” I said.

“I’ll give you a monologue,” he growled, “when your body is cooling on the ground and those whores of yours are in chains, you BASTARD ORPHAN!” He shrieked those last words as he flung lightning at me.

“Shield!” Khla barked.

Her ward wrapped me and took the blast head-on. Heat punched my chest; the spell guttered off the barrier in a spit of sparks and scorched air. Ozone bit my nose.

“The door,” Thessa snapped, already turning. She flicked her wrist and threw a low Wall of Fire across the stairwell door. Flame rolled knee-high and mean. The stairs vanished behind a crawling band of heat. No more Mage-Knights. No more surprises. No more escape routes.

Vorlius drew again. Lazy’s wand lifted. Her eyes went cat-wide. “Phantasm.”

The spell hit him. He saw something ugly that wasn’t there and flinched. His next bolt skated wide and cooked gravel.

“My turn, you piece of shit!” I roared as I ran forward.

As I did so, I snapped Minor Illusion and created a perfect me, staff up, charging for him in a curve, while the real me held back.

Vorlius screamed like a kettle and pivoted to face the charging copy. His mouth split in a grin, thinking he had me. He dumped power into the fake. Lightning ripped through my double and blew a black scar across the roof. The copy popped like soap film, and he stood with his flank to us.

“Now,” I said.

Varga launched. Two long strides, then a leap, and she hit him in the ribs like a thrown door and drove him down hard. He met the gravel. He grunted—more anger than pain. She straddled his hips and reached for his throat with black nails.

But he was fast. Much faster than a dusty old bureaucrat had any right to be.

He braced a heel against her stomach, kicked, tore free, and rolled. Gravel sprayed up around him. He scrambled to the ledge with a kind of elven grace. He hopped up on the lip and balanced a foot from a seven-story fall. Wind clawed his robe. He laughed over it.

“Fools,” he spat. “You think this is the end?” He bent his knees and sprang out into empty air.

Before gravity could claim him, wings unfurled. A pair of dark mana constructs snapped wide from his shoulders with a flare of glyphs, long and neat as a hawk’s. He banked, caught the wind, and looked back at us with a bright, cruel smile.

Oh, but there was a way to deal with that…

I nodded at Lazy.

She lit up. “Oh, yeah!” She flicked her wand and sang the word. “Polymorph, you smelly bastard!”

The spell took him mid-glide. One breath, he was floating on his wings, satisfied and smug as we knew him. The next breath, he puffed and shrank. Wings winked out, and his shape changed.

He turned into a seal.

A seal with ridiculous flippers and startled marble eyes. Vorlius became little more than a fat gray torpedo, headed for the ground floor a lot faster than his ascent up the Magocracy’s ladder to the top had been.

“Adios, shitbag,” I muttered under the wind.

We watched him drop like a sack of meat. He flailed his useless flippers, let out a strangled bark, and vanished from sight as he fell behind the lip. I heard the splat. Cars honked. Even a few screams drifted up.

Silence hit us for half a heartbeat.

Lazy tucked her wand behind her ear and puffed her cheeks. “He was such a bastard,” she said, nose wrinkled. “Even his seal version wasn’t cute.”


Chapter 27



Security pounded up through the stairwell a minute after Vorlius had fallen. By then, the Wall of Fire had faded. The door blew open and four men in gray vests fanned wide. Judge Rhee came behind them, face set and ashen, hair a black line in the wind. A bailiff guided Seema up behind him.

“Freeze,” the front guard shouted, a little too enthusiastic.

I raised an eyebrow at him, then nodded at Judge Rhee. “He’s done for,” I said.

Rhee exhaled. “Stand down,” he told his men. His tone was steady again. “What happened?”

“He grew wings and tried to fly off,” I said. “We used Polymorph to turn him into a seal, and he fell, flopping his flippers.”

One of the bailiffs actually chuckled.

Judge Rhee just nodded. “Well, it is unfortunate that we will not be able to try him and punish him in accordance with the law, but he called this upon himself.” He nodded at the bailiffs. “Secure the scene. Lock down this level.” His gaze cut to me and then to my girls. “All of you, Aurelius, your five companions, and Miss Longmane, please do not move off this roof until I say.”

Lazy lifted her wand hand like a schoolgirl, cheeks still pink from the chase. “We won’t. Promise.”

Judge Rhee didn’t smile. He looked ten years older than he had an hour ago.

“Report from the yard, Your Honor,” a sergeant called up from the door. “There’s a body in the streets. ID confirmed as Lord Vorlius Theran, although he’s… a mess. One of his aides deceased in the stairwell. One knight alive in the hearing room, disarmed. The other aide is there as well, in custody.”

“Catalog the dead,” Judge Rhee said. “Names, ranks, units. And Castell?”

“Judge Castell is deceased, Your Honor.”

Judge Rhee nodded and turned back to us. “You seven are my primary witnesses. You will answer to my desk. Please do not leave the city until I give permission.”

“Alright,” I said. My throat felt raw. I wasn’t in the mood to stay in LA a second longer than I needed to, but chances were that if we dealt with this right, the Magocracy would back off and leave me in peace at Krysfelt Academy with my artifacts, and it was worth some of my time to never have to see another Reclamation Officer again.

Seema looked at Judge Rhee. “What about Judge Avinlon?”

“He is in custody, and he will face an internal inquiry as well as criminal prosecution. I doubt he will hold a gavel again, and chances are he will never leave prison. Magocracy statute considers bribery high treason for high-placed officials like Judge Avinlon. High treason carries a life penalty.” A wry smile curled his lips. “In such a case, Judge Avinlon will find that elven longevity can be quite the curse.” He turned to me. “Now, if you please, a full report.”

I walked him through it all. He didn’t interrupt me. Then he asked the same of the girls. Thessa, who still vibrated with leftover heat, answered like a soldier. Varga spoke short and clean. Trixie seemed to have already forgotten a lot of the details and recalled mostly things about outfits and that she didn’t like how drab the stairwell had been. Lazy couldn’t stop talking about the Polymorph, and it took considerable effort from Judge Rhee to get her to focus. Khla stood like steel and gave answers in complete sentences. Seema answered last—truthfully and obviously more than a little done with courts and officials.

He closed the pad when he had enough. “We’re done on the roof,” he told his men. “Lock it.” Then, to us, “With me. You’ll sit in a waiting room until we can move you to interviews. We’ll keep you fed and provide you with beds for the nights. This may take a few days.”

“Great,” I grumbled.

We filed down past the taped-off hatch as a tech wheeled up fresh tape. Heat still clung to the metal. Lazy looked over the edge only once and made a face. At the bottom lay the Mage-Knight Khla had thrown down, and he was not looking so hot. “Ew. I’m not peeking again,” she muttered as she began to peek again.

“Then don’t,” Khla said, pulling her back.

We took the stairs past the point where the aide lay, then all the way to the bottom. Down in the service hall, a bailiff led us to a narrow room with a window that showed the tops of trees and a slice of street. Beige chairs lined three walls. A metal table sat in the middle with a sweating jug of water on it. When I saw it, I suddenly realized how thirsty I was.

We flopped down. Lazy threaded herself under my arm and pressed into my side. The others relaxed, and we began to share out glasses of water.

“So,” I said. “I leveled up off the back of that. Did any of you?”

And the liveliness was back, just like that. It turned out that everyone had leveled except Trixie on account of her being level 31 already. Truth be told, it was likely we wouldn’t have made it without her wearing down the Mage-Knights and Vorlius. The other girls had all hit level 9, while Varga was just one level behind, having hit 8 now. As for me, I was level 12 now. That meant a new ability slot—for me and for the girls who had hit level 9.

Our chatter faded as each of us began distributing points. For me, it wasn’t complex; I just tossed it all in Mens for that delicious Spell Power to overcome resistances and boost my own resistance. In addition, two of my spells had leveled—Command and Minor Illusion—meaning they’d cost less Mana to cast. After distributing my points, I inspected my sheet.

Wade Aurelius
Level 12 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Vita: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Mens: 91 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 106
Anima: 31 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 46

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Corpus: 19) = 39
Defense: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Corpus: 19) = 44
Spell power: (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Mens: 106) = 126
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Ring of Clarity: 20) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Mens: 106) = 151
Hit points: (Ring of Health: 10) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Vita x 5: 95) = 125
Mana: (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Anima x 5: 230) = 250

Abilities
Slot 1: Enrage (Journeyman) [Cause one target to attack nearest creature for 1 minute, 9 mana]
Slot 2: Blind Spot (Journeyman) [Turn invisible for one target for 1 minute or until you attack the target, 9 mana]
Slot 3: Command (Adept) [Take control of a single creature (but not bosses) for a short action, 8 mana]
Slot 4: Charm (Journeyman) [Win the allegiance of a single creature (but not bosses) for 1 minute, 14 mana]
Slot 5: Minor Illusion (Adept) [Create an illusion no greater than a human with sound and sight but not tactile elements for 1 minute, 8 mana]
Slot 6: Empty
Slot 7: Empty

Okay, it was definitely time to get some new abilities. I would make that the focus of my next personal project once I’d gotten back to Krysfelt. After finishing up, we all talked about the level increase until Lazy gave an impatient yawn and stretched and put her chin on my shoulder.

“I’m bored,” she whined. “It’s a very hard feeling.”

“I know,” I said.

“We can nap on each other like a cat pile,” Trixie offered. She was already drifting toward Lazy’s lap. “Science says it helps.”

Khla folded arms across her ribs. “Make naps quick. I don’t want to be here longer than necessary.”

“Bossy,” Trixie sang, and curled up anyway.

We gave more statements later that afternoon. Separate rooms. Fluorescent lights. A clerk with small glasses and a mouth that never smiled. They asked the same questions three ways to see if the answers shifted. They didn’t. When I was done, they pushed two forms at me and pointed at boxes. Judge Rhee’s signature already sat across the bottom of the order that said we would be available for recall.

In the evening, they parked us in a hotel and even drove us there. The amenities were minimal, but the beds were good. We rested up but remained watchful.

More statements the next day, only this time with a city attaché and a dry man from the Reclamation Office. Luckily, he wasn’t like Vorlius. He didn’t seem to give two hoots about the staff and whose property it was—mine, by the way, thanks to Judges Rhee and Castell’s ruling, which had been Castell’s last. Instead, they just wanted to know exactly what Vorlius pulled.

The third day they walked us through a reenactment of sorts. They put yellow cones where the knights had stood and asked us to shift the cones around and narrate the action. Trixie tried to pose on a cone because of course she did. Khla took her by the back of the shirt and set her down like a misbehaving kitten. Lazy fell asleep several times, Thessa burned one of the cones, and Seema was getting cranky like only lionkin can be until everyone avoided her.

Still, regardless of temper, bailiffs took Seema and sat her down for a long interview of her own that day. When she came back to our row, she looked like she had been wrung out and hung on a line. I stood and she folded into me for a much-needed hug. No one made a joke. Even Trixie kept quiet. Seema’s tail slid under her coat, then out again, then in, like it couldn’t decide what to do. She was done, and so were we.

On day four, things eased up. There were fewer questions. We caught sight of Avinlon that day—just briefly. He was led past our room into one across from us with two men and a woman at a table. He seemed thirty years older. His mouth was thin and white. I almost felt sorry for him. Almost. Moments later, a bailiff brought in a brown bag and said “donuts,” which is how I learned that Judge Rhee was going easier on us. Lazy ate one like a prayer. Trixie took two.

Then, on day five, Kay arrived. She didn’t come in with trumpets, and nobody had told us she was coming. We only saw her for a minute when she visited us briefly. She kissed Lazy on the forehead, squeezed Khla’s shoulder, and tucked a strand of blonde behind Trixie’s ear, which made Trixie beam like a kid on a birthday morning. She gave Thessa a nod that was respectful, and she tilted her head at Varga and said, “Well done.” Varga went bright under the eyes. Then Kay’s gaze landed on Seema. She looked her up and down like a headmistress looks at a new student before she looked back at me. There was something admonishing in her expression.

“Well, here we are,” she said matter-of-factly.

I grinned and gave her a shrug. “How else did you expect this whole thing would end?”

She laughed then, and when she was done, she shot me a warm look that was less headmistress and more woman. “I guess I should’ve seen it coming.”

“There was no other way for this to go.” I nodded at her. “So, what brings you here?”

“Judge Rhee,” she said. “You’re my students, and he needs to clear some things with Krysfelt before he can release you. Also, he wants my account of Vorlius’s behavior at the academy.” She tucked a ginger lock behind her ear. “You guys will not have noticed in here, but this is turning into quite the public spectacle. You’re making waves.”

“Good waves?” I asked.

She wagged a hand. “Let’s just say waves.”

“We can go surfing,” Trixie hummed.

Kay chuckled. “You certainly can.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Look, I’m on a tight schedule, but I’m doing what I can to speed up this whole administrative chapter of your lives. I don’t think you’ll have to stay much longer.”

I nodded. “Good. Because I have beastgirls who are getting very close to wrecking this place.”

She laughed again, then nodded. “We’ll talk after this, alright?”

With that, she left us. The bailiffs brought us to a new room that evening, and we finally had access to news. We found out the city had gone nuts. Apparently, Vorlius’s death had triggered a domino effect of toppling corrupt bureaucrats, with one arrest leading to another as Vorlius’s entire network was being scrutinized. Apparently, the picture of Marlow Caine with Vorlius had also been a starting point. Officials who had at some point been seen with the vampire lord came under investigation, and a lot of them were crooked, even if they weren’t connected to Vorlius. Mobsters, mafia, illegal artifact dealers, thugs—many were in on it. A lot of CEOs were sweating too as their business with the Magocracy facilitated by Vorlius became exposed. There had been cajoling, bribery, conflicts of interest, and so on.

As it turned out, Vorlius had been well on the way to turning the Magocracy into some horrible oligarchy where only he and those who did exactly what he said, when he said, would do well.

So, power-hungry bastard. However, I couldn’t quite figure out his interest in my artifacts, and that kinda vexed me.

On the seventh day, the interviews stopped stacking. We were told we had one more appearance in a hearing room with Judge Rhee and two replacements. It took a long time, and it was harrowing, but it was the last time.

We left the courthouse as the sun slid behind the high-rise and made long orange ribs in the sky. Back at the motel, Lazy flopped face-down across the bed and made a sound like a dying accordion. “I signed my name so many times,” she groaned. “I think I forgot how to spell it.”

“That assumes you knew in the first place,” Khla said.

“Rude,” Lazy said into the blanket, voice muffled.

The next morning, we were finally released. A bailiff at the counter presented several writs with Judge Rhee’s name stamped across the bottom. There was also a declaration of good behavior on white, and Kay’s signature cut across the bottom like a line of lightning.

We went through the documents—they were transcripts of the interviews, a handover of our group, including Seema, to Krysfelt Academy’s jurisdiction, and also a copy of the ruling that confirmed the artifacts were bound to me. There was some administrative stuff about my Bloodline too, since I was the first known member of it since the War of Brothers. There were some declarations that had me abandon any claims to the Summoner King’s holdings.

Those, I did not sign.

When we were done, Judge Rhee showed up and inspected the documents. He saw I hadn’t signed the claim waivers, and he frowned at me.

I shrugged. “I didn’t agree to that.”

He nodded slowly. “True,” he said. “But I included them for your sake. Life will not become… easier now that you are an established descendant of the Summoner King. Relinquishing any claims will make you less of a… less of a…”

“Target?” Thessa tried.

He gave a reluctant nod, then looked back at me. “I wish you all the best, Wade, I truly do. That is why these waivers are here.”

“If I have any claims, I’m not relinquishing them,” I said. “And if someone has a problem with that, they can come talk to me at Krysfelt.”

His jaw worked, then he smiled. “I like the cut of your jib, Wade,” he said. “I suspect we’ll be hearing more from you here in Los Angeles in due time.”

I smiled back. “Maybe. And thanks for hearing us out at the proceedings. I’m aware they would’ve gone differently if it hadn’t been for you and Judge Castell.”

He nodded slowly, letting something softer slip into his eyes for a blink, then buttoned it down. “I was doing my job… and so was Castell. Now, you will be escorted to collect your things after we finish here.”

And that was that.

We didn’t get swarmed on the way out. It was a quiet walk. As was the case in big cities, the news was moving on, although the whole corruption proceedings would drag on for some time. Also, Judge Rhee had respected our privacy; our names had not been disclosed to the press.

Still, somehow, I got the feeling people in LA might find out soon enough who we were…

As we left, we paused under the marble overhang. The roofline watched us from the corner of my eye. The spot where Vorlius had jumped sat high above us. I let my gaze hit it for a second. Then I let it go.

We said our goodbyes to Seema there, at least for the coming two days. She and Kay had talked in private, and she would come to the academy on her own terms, since she still had to take care of some things. With Vorlius gone, the threat was gone too, and we knew she’d be safe. Still, Kay had contacted one of the academy’s graduates living in LA to keep an eye on her.

We’d see her back at the academy…

Lazy pressed her cheek to my shoulder. “So… tacos for the road?”

Thessa groaned. “We are leaving. We are not stopping to feed your food addiction every eight minutes.”

“Six minutes,” Lazy said. “Be accurate.”

“Pack first,” Khla said. “Leave the jokes for the van.”

Trixie flicked my ear. “Oh, we have plenty of jokes for the van. Also a playlist.”

Varga’s mouth tugged. “Threat or promise?”

Trixie beamed. “Yes!”

We went back to the motel where we had left Slab and loaded the van up. The manager didn’t seem to care that we had left the van there for a week.

“I’m taking back left,” Khla said as she tossed bags in. “Fuel in Kettle Flats. Food in Haffsford.”

“Alright,” I said with a chuckle.

Trixie leaned on my shoulder to peer at the map. Her delicious décolleté did disgraceful things to my focus. “I volunteer to fiddle with the radio and be pretty.”

“You are pretty without the radio,” I said.

She preened, then bumped Lazy with a hip. “Playlist rights. Rock-paper-scissors. Best of five.”

Lazy held up a solemn hand. “Catkin claws beat everything.”

“That’s not how it works,” Trixie protested.

“It does if I scratch you.”

Trixie gasped. “Violence. I won’t abide it!”

I laughed. “You two can share the first hour and not melt the speakers.”

Lazy pouted. “Fine. I get nap beats for the second hour. Slow and dreamy.”

I put a hand on her hip and squeezed. The leather squeaked in a way that gave me ideas for when we weren’t under a buzzing motel sign. Her tail flicked and draped across my forearm on purpose.

Varga hefted her pack and tossed it into the back, grinning at the antics and banter. She seemed a lot more at ease. She even exchanged eye rolls with Thessa at Lazy’s antics.

Progress. I liked it when my women decided to like one another.

We got in.

“Seatbelts,” Khla said.

“Ugh,” Lazy complained, already climbing over Trixie to sprawl across the bench. Trixie sprawled right back, because she only knew one way to be. Thessa slid into the front and rested her boot against the dash like she owned it.

Slab grumbled awake. I eased us out of the lot and pointed the nose toward the on-ramp. The city rolled by in blocks of glass and brick. Freight cranes cut their ugly shapes against the sky.

Lazy elbowed Trixie. “First song?”


Chapter 28



Midday light washed the highway when we finally cut west off the interior artery. After a long half day of hills and freight lanes and quiet company towns, the road tilted toward the coast. A silver stripe opened to our left between cedar tops: the ocean. Salt slipped in over the dash to shove out the diesel and dust.

By now, the girls were getting suspicious. This wasn’t how we’d come to town.

“What’s going on?” Thessa said, eyes narrowed.

“Yeah!” Lazy chirped from the back. “This isn’t the yellow-bricked road to the academy!”

I laughed. “Just you wait…”

It was a little something I’d set up for us in between all the stress. It had taken some effort, but a friendly bailiff had helped out. I spent the next half hour ignoring questions and Lazy and Trixie flopping about in the back and trying to entice me to spill the beans. At some point, Khla had to physically restrain Trixie from giving me a blowjob to get me to reveal the secret.

But we made it, and I finally eased Slab onto a narrow lane lined with cedar. The van hummed under my hands, and the smell changed again—salt to sap, road to woodsmoke from some hidden cabin. The lane climbed to a hillside lodge grown into the slope. Living trellises held it like green ribs, and the glass roofs wore vines that had taken ownership a long time ago.

Here, a wooden placard swung on iron hooks: Willowbridge Springs.

“Surprise,” I said.

Lazy sat bolt upright on the bench and pressed her face to my shoulder. “Spa day?”

“Truant day,” I said. “We can afford one. Kay will let us get away with it. If not, I’ll take the heat and tell her I forced you to relax.”

Trixie launched forward between the seats, braid bouncing. “Ohmygods, yes. I am a tired beauty in dire need of soaking.” She pressed her hands to her cheeks, eyes wide. “I want to be a dumpling.”

Thessa’s mouth curved. “Steam and hot water? Fine. You picked something good, Wade.”

Khla rolled her shoulders and eyed the lodge with approval. “My back will forgive you for all that running.”

Varga leaned into the window and breathed in. Her ears tipped forward. “Wood. Clean water. Hmm… I can live with this.”

I parked under a cedar. Cool shade slid over the windshield. For once, no bailiffs, no Mage-Knights, no sedans or crows. Just the hush of trees and the low sound of water somewhere behind the vines.

We piled out. Lazy stretched like a cat and then draped herself along my side with zero shame. “I expect spa-themed snacks, though,” she said.

“You expect snacks everywhere,” Khla said, deadpan.

“Because I am a visionary.” Lazy propped a hand on my chest as her eyes turned to the horizon, the other hand making a sweeping gesture. “I can see the future. It is rich in pastries.”

“Let’s get the day passes,” I said with a grin before those two recreated their favorite vaudeville routine in the parking lot.

We took the flagged path up to the lodge. Thick ropes of vine ran up to the glass and across it. They split the sun into soft bars below. Doors stood open to cool air. A fountain played inside somewhere, low and steady.

A woman stepped out from behind a counter. Her skin had the grain and glow of polished bark. A strand of hair had grown into a leaf behind one ear.

A dryad, like Willow at the academy.

When she smiled, the lines at the corners of her eyes were fine like growth rings.

“Welcome,” she said, low and warm. “You’re just in time for the midday quiet.”

“Day passes for six,” I said. “We’re looking to soak and pretend the world is at peace.”

She laughed as her gaze took in the crew without a single flinch: tiefling with a smile that promised fires, catgirl in shorts who was already looking around for a bowl of complimentary sweets, an orc who could have folded the desk in two, a wide-eyed elf who was humming as she struck a pose like she had a personal theme song, a wolfgirl with a predator’s glare, and me.

Yeah, we were quite the company.

“Colorful group! Well, you came to the right place,” she said, amused. “Please be nice, love your neighbor, and keep magic to a minimum. Some of our guests startle easily.”

“Understood,” I said.

She nodded at the long bag. “We have a secure cradle for weapons and artifacts.”

She led me two steps to a wall rack grown from the trellis itself—wicker-tight vines cupped a series of cradles. I slid the staff in, felt the wood catch and hold, and she looped a living tendril through the bag strap with a practiced flick, then cast a quick ward. She handed me a carved token. It had a tiny carved staff. “Claim token. The vines will keep it until you bring this back.”

I tucked the token into my pocket and returned to the counter.

“Day passes,” she said, handing us ours. “Lockers are that way. Robes inside. The east atrium opens to the lower pools. Water is hottest at the top tiers. Cold plunge is down the stairs and to the left. Try not to run; it can be slippery.”

Trixie leaned forward and gave the tokens a reverent look—they were made of wood as if they had grown that way. “These are so cute. Do we get to keep them?”

The dryad tilted her head. “Unfortunately, they need to be close to our ley magic here, or else they wither.”

“Like I need to be close to snacks!” Lazy whimpered, almost flopping over the counter. “I’m withering, Wade!”

I laughed. “Alright, alright,” I said. “Let’s head on in!”

We followed a hall that smelled of clean linen and mineral water. Someone had planted a citrus tree in a pot big as a bathtub; glossy leaves brushed Trixie’s arm and she squeaked like the tree had pinched her. Lazy darted a fingertip at one of the oranges, then thought better of stealing fruit from a walking plant’s house and put both hands behind her back with an angel face that fooled no one.

Lockers lined the changing room. They had been sanded by a hand that liked wood. Robes hung in alcoves, soft and white.

“Okay,” Trixie announced the second the door swung shut behind us, “ground rules: nobody wears a robe!”

“It’s mandatory,” Khla said, pointing at a sign. She took a robe and tested the weight with a critical palm.

“Ugh!” Trixie complained.

Lazy opened three lockers at once, then frowned like a tiny general. “We need to cluster. Emotional support lockers. Tandem run twenty-five!” And she ran down the aisle and began opening random lockers.

“Those words don’t mean anything,” Khla said. “What are you doing?!”

“Recon!” she squealed, pulling at a bunch of robes.

“Yes!” Trixie agreed, and she joined in.

“Gods, the chaos,” Khla growled.

I laughed as I undressed to my shorts, took a robe, and shrugged into it. We’d brought no swimwear, so underwear would have to do. The cotton hit my skin with a softness that made me feel more relaxed instantly. The room had a long mirror in an oak frame. I caught Varga watching me undress in the mirror, her cheeks a lovely pink, and I shot her a grin.

Thessa changed out in the open, revealing sexy black lingerie, and tied her robe loose, letting a glimpse of delicious neckline show because of course she did. She eyed my reflection with a wicked little smile. “You look very arrestable in white.”

“Do not arrest him,” Trixie said while rummaging around somewhere out of sight. “We just got him out of bureaucrat jail.”

“That was not a jail,” Khla said.

“It had boring things,” Trixie shouted back. “It was a jail.”

Varga took her robe in both hands and held it out like she was checking a pelt. She looked at it for three seconds and then she got out of sight to change.

Shame… Wouldn’t have objected to seeing her do that.

“So, when do we nap!?” Lazy called out from somewhere unseen. A loud clatter followed the question.

I waited until the noise subsided. “Swim first,” I said. “Then soak. Then nap.”

Trixie returned, bouncy and bubbly as ever, and clasped her hands, eyes bright. “Yes. Yes to all of that.” She hopped out of her skirt—shameless as always and in a cute white ELF HNTR thong. She had a sports bra underneath, and she wrapped all of that jiggly elven deliciousness in robe. Khla followed suit, always a little more self-conscious, and Lazy was last after having rummaged around a lot.

The dryad matron met us at the end of the locker hall and handed us baskets with towels rolled so tightly they might have been folded by magic. She passed me a folded card with a drawn map of the grounds.

With that, we were set loose. We stepped into the atrium and forgot to talk for a breath. The roof soared over us, glass webbed in vine. Light fell in easy, broken shafts. Tiered mineral pools stepped down the hillside like a temple to lazy afternoons, each one steaming gently. The deck had been laid in a wood that stayed cool underfoot even in sun. Redwoods stood like old kings around the far edge. The steam lifted in thin veils and drifted toward the upper vents.

Lazy sighed like a soul leaving a body. “I can live here.”

Trixie did a little twirl, then laughed. “I want to die here. I want my funeral here.”

“Stop,” Khla said, but she grinned despite herself.

A short stair ran down to the first pool. A chalk board by the rail listed temperatures in neat numbers. The top pool was the hottest. Ledges had been carved into the stone for sitting at different depths. I looked at those benches and knew that my back would forgive me every dumb choice of the last week if I sank into four feet of hot water and did not speak for a while.

Varga sniffed the steam again, eyes half-lidded. “No chlorine,” she said, approval front and center.

“We’re not in a city gym,” Khla said. “Try to relax.”

Varga glanced at her. “Psh. Said the orc. You relax.”

“After I check exits,” Khla said without missing a beat. She looked up at the vines, then at the doors, then at the deck. She cracked her neck and looked satisfied. “Now I relax.”

Thessa stepped to the rail. Her tail wrote a long curve in the air. She looked over her shoulder at me and lowered her voice. “Thank you, Wade,” she said. “This was a good call.”

I kissed her temple. “We earned it.”

Lazy draped herself along my other side and bumped our shoulders together. “You know what I earned?”

“Food?”

She brightened. “Yes. But first, I want to float and make purring noises until the dryad tells me I’m bothering the other clients.”

Trixie tucked herself under my arm from the other side, impossibly soft through the robe. “We should do a slow lap first before we soak. Get our mermaid energy right.”

Khla huffed. “The water is not a racetrack.”

“It is today,” Trixie said.

Varga rested her hands on the rail and watched the lowest pool like a cat studying a sun patch. “I will lap you all.”

“Oh, I bet you would,” Trixie hummed, then stuck out her tongue and wagged it with a wink.

Yep, that was enough to turn Varga beet red and shut her up for a few minutes.

We moved along the walkway that hugged the pools. Others had shown better timing and were still eating lunch. We had the water to ourselves for the moment. A redwood shadow cut across the far edge.

We followed a path to the lower edge. The water looked blue with a hint of milk, minerals suspended in it. Steps eased into the pool slope, and there were hooks for robes. The atrium beyond had a low hum from the vents. Water spilled from one tier to the next. It was peaceful and beautiful.

I watched the steam rise and thought of Judge Rhee’s face when he swore Seema in, Vorlius’s expression when he knew we had him, Kay’s smile when she spoke to us, and Varga’s claws punching through a vampire’s throat. The grind of the week fell into the pools like dirt into a river.

“You’re thinking again,” Trixie said softly.

“Occupational hazard,” I said.

She bumped her hip into mine. “Timebox it,” she said. “A few more minutes of thinking, then you belong to the water.”

I smiled and nodded and took a seat in one of the stretchers. I relaxed. It wasn’t easy at first, but to the backdrop of the gentle talk of my girls, the calm sounds of the water, and the delicious aromas that hung around here, all the noise faded, and I managed to finally push all the madness of the past few days to the background.
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I had actually slipped away for a bit—a short nap that restored me in that way only a brief moment of shuteye can do. When I opened my eyes again, we had the atrium to ourselves. Steam drifted off the pools. The redwoods stood quiet. The only sounds were the spill from one tier to the next and the soft sweep of water against stone.

“You were gone for a sec,” Trixie said, plunging in to stretch beside me.

I chuckled and rubbed my eyes. “I guess so, yeah.”

“Well, that’s a sign of true relaxation,” Thessa commented. “But now…” She glanced at Trixie, who nodded.

“Okay,” Trixie said, and dropped her robe like a stage cue.

My brain stopped for a second. Trixie had a body that could sell sin on all continents: full breasts with hard nipples poking at her sports bra that begged for my mouth, a narrow waist, and hips that asked to be held and shaken. That thong was just too hot on her too, clinging to all the right places. Her hair fell in glossy gold down her back, stopping right above her perfect butt, and framed all that soft skin. She put a hand on one hip and smiled at me because she knew exactly what she did to me.

“Swim time!”

“Yay!” Lazy chirped as she untied her belt and let her robe fall. She tossed it on the hook and stretched like a cat.

And what a body she had. Soft and delicious. Her full chest bounced with every motion. A trim middle flowed into cushiony hips. Her tail swayed slowly behind her. She gave me that wide yellow-eyed look and bit her lip. She wore the cutest pair of pink panties and—somehow—a bikini top. No idea where she got that, but considering the size of her bags, she probably had mountaineering gear in there as well.

Beside her, Thessa unwrapped herself without a word. She rolled her shoulders and her horns cut a proud line over hair that poured to the middle of her back. Her skin drank the light. Her breasts sat round and bold on her chest, barely concealed by a crop top she had kept on. The curve of her hip ran into a long thigh, and she wore a black thong that kissed a delicious camel toe and ran sharp between two perfect butt cheeks. The spade on her tail drew shapes in the steam, and she gave me a look that promised sinful delight.

Khla did not make a show. She hung her robe, revealing tight white lingerie, and stepped into the water with a small hiss of pleasure. She had the body of a champion: shoulders cut like armor, a deep chest that looked strong and still made my hands ache, hard abs, and long legs. She had her hair back and her jaw calm.

Varga set her robe on the hook and paused. She folded an arm across her chest. Her ears tipped back, then forward. She stood there and fought herself for a heartbeat. Then she squared her shoulders and let her arm drop.

It was worth the wait. Varga was clean lines and trouble of the good kind. A taut stomach with a small line down the middle. Hips and an ass that begged to be gripped and rammed hard. A runner’s thighs and the soft weight of her breasts, her nipples already tight under her thin sports bra. She wore tiny panties, and a pretty trail of dark hair disappeared where I wanted to be. She looked at me through black bangs, cheeks hot. “Do not stare so hard,” she said, not angry.

“No promises,” I said.

She snorted and stepped down into the nearest pool. The water took her to the top of the thigh and then to the waist. She made a face, then she smiled. Her tail settled.

I slid in last and let heat climb into me. Every muscle took that and sighed.

We drifted between pools to test the heat. The top tier punched warmth into bone. The lower one was cold. The middle gave me a place to watch my women and be a very lucky man.

Trixie pushed off the wall and cut a lane with clean kicks. She swam slowly on purpose so I could watch everything that should move, move. Every now and then she flipped to her back and glided, breasts up, nipples hard, eyes on me, grin wide.

Varga, meanwhile, tested the edge and then went for it. She shot off the bench and sliced the length like a knife with a tail—fast, with clean form. She hit the wall, flipped, and cut the return.

Trixie let out a bright laugh. “She is a speed-wolf.”

Khla lifted her head. “Agreed. That was quick.”

Varga wiped water off her face and slicked her hair back. “We had bad bathhouses back home,” she said. “Cold water and cubs fighting. You learn to move fast.”

Trixie slid next to her and bumped shoulders, eyebrows doing aerobics. She did not bother with shame; her breasts pressed to Varga’s arm. “Do a race.”

“I don’t race for free,” Varga said, but the smile gave her away. “What’s the wager?”

“Bragging rights,” Trixie said. “We will post a scoreboard. With stickers.”

Khla chuckled. “She will beat you.”

“I know,” Trixie said. “I like bets I can lose with style.”

Varga laughed. It had a rough cut to it, not like Trixie’s bubbly sounds. It was good to hear it. She went again just to do it, a long pull, hips working, back tight. She touched the far wall before Trixie hit the middle. Trixie fanned herself and clapped. “And that, children, is why you never try to race a wolfgirl unless you have a head start.”

I looked for Thessa and did not see her in the water. I found her on a bench near the top tier. She sat with one leg tucked under the other. Steam licked her skin. She had her chin on her knuckles. She watched the others.

I walked over and sat beside her. Heat from the pool rolled up under the cedar rail. Her thigh pressed my hip.

“What is going on in your head?” I asked.

“Varga,” she said softly.

I smiled. “Tell me.”

She sighed, but she didn’t dodge the issue. “I know I was unfair to her,” she said. “I had reasons once. There are not many of those reasons left.” She breathed through her nose. “Now I just… keep her at bay because I drew a line at some point. That’s stubborn, and I know it.”

I nodded. “You protect us from the threats you see, Thessa. I love that about you. But we also need to grow where it helps us. She is trying. You are trying. You don’t need to fight.”

She watched the others again. Lazy had Varga backed to the wall while she did a lazy float and tried to keep her tail up. Trixie laughed, and Khla shook her head.

Thessa bit the inside of her lip. “I don’t hate her,” she said. “I just… ugh. The way she looks at you.”

I put my hand on her thigh. I felt the small jump under her skin. “You have me,” I said. “You don’t mind when the others look at me like that.”

She huffed. “Yeah.”

“So, what’s holding you back now?”

“Nothing,” she said. “Just… feels like admitting I was wrong.” She shot me a fiery look. “I don’t like being wrong.”

“Yeah, but you weren’t wrong. You were careful. You had reason to.”

She thought for a moment, then blinked. “Hm…”

“Don’t take it personally when, looking back, you were overly careful about something. Heck, that’s the best kind of careful!”

She laughed. “Yeah… Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

“So, time to let it go?”

She looked at me and smiled, softer than she usually presented herself. “Yeah… Time to let it go.”

I stood and offered a hand. “Come on.”

She took it. We walked to the middle pool. Water lapped our thighs and then our hips. The others looked over when we came up.

Varga met my eyes and then looked at Thessa. Her ears tipped up, and she waited.

Thessa stopped in front of her. She lifted her chin. “So, uh, sorry I rode your ass all the time. I was just being careful.”

Varga nodded. “Can’t blame you for that.”

Thessa grinned. “So… We cool?”

Varga grinned right back. “Yeah.”

I loved it. This was the world of beastgirls and tieflings. They were both like this. Not a lot of words needed.

“Awwwwww!” Trixie purred, overly dramatic. “Now kiss and make up!”

What followed were two flashes of speed that even a level 31 Arcane Archer would struggle to dodge, although I liked to think Trixie let them grab her on purpose. Within seconds, they had pushed the bubbly elf girl under, and she broke free laughing and grabbing a mouthful of air, then splashing her two adversaries with the speed and agility that only her level and elven nature could combine into.

The rest of us laughed and watched the horseplay. Trixie eventually surrendered, and the two let her go. She pushed to the far edge and hung on the lip to gather her breath. She kicked once, then turned to us with wide eyes. “Okay,” she said, bright again. “Now I need to chill… Sauna next?”


Chapter 29



We toweled off, left the pools, and stepped into the cedar room. Robes and towels went on the pegs by the door, and then we climbed the benches and let the heat take us.

It sank into my bones and loosened everything that had been knotted since LA. The walls were tight slats, honey-gold, and they threw the scent of resin with every hiss from the stones. A bucket sat on the lower step, ladle across the rim. I sat back on the top bench and let the heat do the talking.

Thessa liked it best. Of course she did. She sat across from me with one knee up and her arm draped over it like a queen in a painting. Horns caught the low light. Her black hair stuck to her neck. Red eyes half-lidded. Heat turned her skin into a lure. When she caught me looking, she smiled with that slow, wicked curve.

Meanwhile, Lazy melted beside my thigh. She tucked her feet under her and leaned into me like a tired cat who had found the warmest rock in the desert. Sweat jeweled her collarbone and ran down her deliciously plunging neckline. Her ears drooped with pleasure. Her tail lay across my lap like a striped scarf. Every thirty seconds she whispered, “Hot… so hot,” and then sighed.

Trixie sprawled on the lower bench with a towel under her and one leg straight out. She wiggled her toes, nails neatly polished, and I wondered how she kept those in such tip-top shape while fighting and adventuring.

Elf girl secrets…

She fanned herself with her hand and still found the air to talk. Her blonde braid was a wet rope over one shoulder. Cheeks rosy. Eyes bright. The heat made her chest rise slow and proud. Every time she laughed, it bounced and caught my eye.

Khla sat near the door. She looked like a statue that had decided to try a vacation. Big shoulders relaxed. Head tipped back. Every breath showed off the ridges of her midsection. Droplets of sweat gleamed on toned skin, while little rivulets of it ran between corded muscle and ab lines.

Varga stretched out on the bench opposite me, one arm behind her head. She’d tied her hair up messily high, and stray strands clung to her temples. Her wolf ears flattened, then eased up, then flattened again as the steam hit them. She watched the ceiling for a while, then watched me. That turned into a small smile she tried to hide by closing her eyes. The heat kissed her from throat to stomach. The little line down her midsection led my eyes where they wanted to go. I let them.

“Okay,” Trixie announced loudly. “Scale of one to ten? This place is an eleven.”

Lazy rolled her head on my shoulder and groaned. “I am the soup.”

Thessa grinned at that. “You would taste like sugar.”

“Correct.” Lazy lifted the ladle without leaving my side and held it over the rocks.

Khla cracked one eye. “Careful with that. Can’t have too much steam.”

“Trust me.” Lazy poured. The stones hissed like a nest of snakes. The heat jumped. Lazy’s eyes rolled to the ceiling. “Oh Gods, more.”

“You are going to pass out,” Khla said.

“Then you can pick me up and carry me,” Lazy murmured. “That also sounds good.”

Varga breathed in slow. “This heat is nice,” she said. “It makes you relax.”

“Exactly,” I said.

Thessa hummed as steam rolled across her shoulders. “What if spa day becomes a weekly thing?”

Khla snorted. “In LA? No. But when we get home… hm.”

“Kay will approve,” Trixie said. “She looks like a spa girl.”

“I bet she is,” I said. “I bet she can out-sauna all of you.”

“Those are fighting words,” Lazy purred cutely as she nestled against me, half bunting me with her head.

Trixie pretended to be shocked. “None can out-sauna me, Wade!”

Lazy perked up. “Kay should come with us next time. Girls’ day. Wade can be the towel boy.”

“That,” Thessa said, smiling at me, “I would enjoy.”

I raised both hands. “I can be a towel boy. I’ll forget the damn towels, though, and you’ll all just have to be naked.”

“Obviously,” Thessa said with a chuckle.

Trixie clapped once. “Yes. Did you know in elven tradition, towel boys need to be naked, too?”

“You’re making that up,” Varga grunted.

“Uhm, excuse me? I don’t see any other elves around here? Elven culture is what I say it is!” Trixie stuck out her tongue.

Khla made a long, martyred sound, then smiled because the image entertained her against her will. “You are all idiots.”

“Happy idiots,” Trixie said.

A beat of quiet followed. Heat filled it until Lazy spoke. “So… about my awesome Polymorph. When did everyone know that was how we were going to take Vorlius out?”

Thessa laughed. “The second he sprouted those smug wings.”

Varga lifted two fingers, then lowered one. “As soon as he ran for the edge. That told me all I needed to know. He was going to do a cheap wing trick and hop over, and I knew how we would deal with that.”

“Trixie?” Lazy asked.

“The moment Wade looked at Lazy,” Trixie said. She winked at me. “He made the face. The ‘do the thing’ face.”

“I have a face for that?” I asked.

“You do,” they all said at the same time.

I laughed.

Khla folded her arms and gave me a look that managed to be soft and stern. “All of this ended well,” she said. “For the legal portion of it, we have Judge Rhee to thank. We may have a friend in him going forward.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Still, I don’t plan on visiting his hearing rooms again any time soon.”

“Good,” she said.

Trixie tilted her head. “We should still send Judge Rhee a fruit basket. And a note. And a tiny, cute seal plush wearing a little robe.”

Thessa’s laugh came out like smoke. “Do it.”

“I will,” Trixie said, already planning.

Varga rolled to her side and propped her head on her fist. “Seema,” she said. “That was brave.”

“Yeah,” I said. I felt that in my chest. “She could have just split.”

“She isn’t built that way,” Thessa said. That held a note of respect that didn’t appear often.

“She will thrive at Krysfelt,” Khla said.

“She will,” Trixie agreed. “She likes Wade. And us. She laughed at our tiny shampoo crimes.”

Lazy pointed the ladle at her. “We did not commit crimes. We performed acquisition.”

“Semantics,” Trixie said, giggling.

Thessa finally pushed off. She stood and stretched in a long line. “I need some cold,” she said.

Lazy made a faint, tragic sound. “No cold.”

“Cold,” Khla said, standing, big and sure.

Varga stood and flicked her ear to clear a bead of sweat, then looked at me with heat of a different sort. “Yeah,” she agreed. “Time for some fresh air.”

We filed out, Lazy complaining. The corridor felt soft after that heat. Cool air kissed my face. The cold plunge sat in a shadowed nook, water like glass. Trixie stuck one foot in and yelped, slapped the water, and then jumped in on a gasp that turned into a laugh.

Lazy made a run at it, got to the edge, changed her mind, and wrapped her arms around my waist from behind like a koala. “Carry me,” she whispered. “Please.”

I pulled us both forward and went down the steps. She shrieked and climbed me like a tree, then let go and dunked all the way under with a huge splash. She popped up, hair slick, eyes huge. “I hate you,” she breathed. Then she grabbed my face and kissed me quick. “I love you.”

Thessa eased in like a goddess who had decided to tolerate ice as a joke. She hissed, then smiled when it hit. Khla went down fast and came up with a gasp like she had been punched and then relaxed with a little nod. Varga slipped under like a knife and glided past my knees with a smug look. She bumped my thigh with hers and let the chill eat the heat out of her skin. It made goosebumps race across her arms. I wanted to put my hands there.

We climbed out and padded along the deck to the cooling benches where towels waited. The dryad had left fruit water in pitchers. Trixie drained half a cup and sighed.

“I feel like new,” she said.

“You look like new,” I said.

She flashed me a heavy look. “Are you sure? Is a closer inspection warranted?”

I laughed and winked at her as she did an outrageous little wiggle for me.

Footsteps drew my attention, soft and calm, and I looked up to see the matron drift around the corner with a patient smile. She looked us over like a gardener looks over a bed that finally has the sun it needs.

“Enjoying yourselves?” she said.

“Definitely,” Thessa said. Her voice was lazy now.

“Good,” the dryad said. “More guests will be coming soon, but another group has vacated the private area. If you wish it, I can open it for you. It’s a small pool under the glasshouse. Private.”

Lazy sat up like someone had stuck a fork in her. “Private?”

The matron smiled. “Private.”

Trixie’s eyes glittered. “Yes.”

Varga looked at me and then at Thessa. The corner of her mouth moved. “Yes,” she said.

Khla gave a single nod. “We’ll take it.”

Well, no need to cast a vote.

I smiled at the matron. “Lead the way.”


Chapter 30



The dryad led us through a short hall and unlatched a door. The panel had grown from living wood.

A smaller glass room opened beyond, warm and foggy, with a low pool that steamed like a private spring. The glass roof let soft light down in pale bands. Ferns crowded the corners. A raised bench ran the inside curve of the pool so you could sit and let the water cover your chest.

It was cozy and quiet, with the soft burble of a little spout at one end.

She set a carved token on a hook and smiled. “Ring for tea if you want it,” she said, and left us to it.

We hung our robes. We were still in the same minimal swim we had thrown on in the main atrium: Trixie in her sports bra, Lazy in a bikini top and pink panties, Thessa in a black thong and a cropped top, Khla in simple white, Varga in tiny black panties and a sports top.

The air kissed bare skin, all goosebumps and drops of water. I took the lead, and hot water took me at the thighs and then the waist. I settled on the bench with a grateful breath. The others slid in around me in an imperfect circle of perfect shapes, skin slick, hair damp, arrows of steam trailing off shoulders.

Trixie folded her arms on the ledge across from me. Her round breasts floated up, mouth soft with mischief. Lazy draped herself to my right with a sound like a cat crawling into a sun patch. Thessa took my left and laid a hand over my knee like she owned it, which she kinda did. Khla sank in near the spout and let the water pound her shoulder. Varga chose the far end at first, half in shadow, ears high, tail trailing along the surface like ink.

We let the quiet sit a few breaths. Steam curled. The spout gurgled. A finch landed on a vine outside the glass and flicked away again.

“Okay,” Trixie said in a voice that was sugar and planning. “Group business. The wolfgirl is a member now—officially, in every way… except one.”

Varga’s ears went flat. Color rushed up her throat and hit her cheeks. She looked away, jaw tight. Drops chased down her collarbone and gathered in her cleavage. She pulled her knees up a notch, then grinned, defiant and shy in the same breath.

“Trixie,” I warned, but I didn’t put a lot of heat into it. We were all thinking it.

Trixie giggled. “I’m just saying what everyone is thinking.”

I laughed at her guessing my exact thoughts. I loved the confidence in her voice. Trixie might struggle to focus longer than a minute on most things, but her social intelligence was off the charts.

Varga chuckled too, and that prompted Thessa to turn her head, red eyes hot and cool at the same time. Her tail shifted under the water. “Well?” she hummed.

Varga’s gaze cut to Thessa, then to me, then to the water.

Khla’s rumble cut the air. “Give the girl some space,” she said. “No cornering. She showed up. She fought. She stays. That’s enough talk.”

Trixie pressed a hand to her chest, contrite for a beat. “I meant no harm.” She smiled at Varga. “Sorry, honey. I forget people get shy.” She tilted her head and looked Varga over like a friend, not a tease. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Varga looked at me, then at Thessa again. I held her eyes. There was heat and something like hunger there, but also that fight she kept on a short chain. She set her forearms on her thighs. Water lapped her skin. “Thanks,” she said.

Lazy pushed off her ledge and drifted to Varga, hair slicked back, tail drawing lazy stripes behind her. She took Varga’s hand without ceremony. “Sometimes it’s better to do than to talk,” she said. “Words are scary. Doing is fun.”

Trixie nodded vigorously. “That is, like, so true.”

Thessa’s mouth ticked. “For once, the cat is right.”

Lazy grinned at her. “Stop me if you don’t want to.”

Varga didn’t stop her. She licked her lips, her eyes darting over to me. Excitement built deep within me, and I held that smoldering look.

Lazy tugged Varga’s palm and brought her across the arc to me. That close, the heat coming off her was a living thing. Water ran down the line of her neck and across the fine bones of her collar, then down between firm breasts.

Lazy brought her to a few inches in front of me, and I could tell the heat had her not breathing quite right, eyes on me under black lashes. The wolf scent, wild and female, punched a hole through the steam. Her tail tipped, then stilled.

Lazy smiled, her hand on Varga’s back. “It’s okay,” she hummed. “You can go to him.”

She sank her teeth in her lower lip, looked at Thessa once more. The tiefling didn’t say a word. She just gave Varga a slow nod. Trixie bounced in place and clasped her hands under her chin, eyes shining. Khla leaned back and smiled. Lazy floated behind Varga and planted both palms low on her back to push her toward me like I was a throne.

She stepped in.

Water lifted as she slid across my thighs, facing me. God, the feeling of her skin against mine was like an explosion of delight, and my cock responded immediately by hardening.

She breathed hard as she settled in. Heat along heat. She straddled me and set her knees against the bench on either side. The pool hid us from belly down, but there was no hiding the rest. Her weight settled into me. It made my breath catch because everything about her was built for murder… and now it pinned me.

Her hair fell forward and draped my shoulder in a dark sheet that smelled like the enticing wilderness. Her tail drifted along the side of my thigh, then curled there like it had always belonged.

“You’re beautiful,” I muttered as my hands found her hips.

Tight. Hard lines. Thumbs at the shelf of bone, fingers on the curve where hip turned to ass under the water.

She made a sound at the contact—relief that we were finally crossing this line—and her hands slid up my shoulders and locked behind my neck. Her nails scratched once at my nape. Not enough to hurt. Enough to claim.

“Careful,” Thessa said as she scooted closer, but her voice was more smoke than steel. Her palm settled on my ribs like she wanted to feel any change in my breath.

“I am being very careful,” Varga said, not looking away from me. Her eyes burned. “Ask me again.”

“Do you want this?” I asked.

“Yes.” The word left her like she meant it, no dodging. She leaned in. Our cheeks almost touched. Heat slurred the edges of my thoughts. Steam crawled along my chest, then was gone when her body pressed the water away. Her breasts met my chest and flattened sweet and tight against me. Her stomach slid to my stomach and made me swear inside my head.

Lazy pressed in at my shoulder and tucked her chin on Varga’s other one like she wanted to frame the whole thing with purr and grin. “Good girl,” she whispered.

Varga huffed. “Do NOT call me a good girl.”

“Yikes,” Lazy meeped. “I meant it in a nice way.” She rubbed her cheek along Varga’s shoulder in a slow bunting that made the wolfgirl blow air through her nose, half irritated, half flattered.

Trixie floated closer and propped her chin on her fist at the edge, one leg kicked up behind her like a pinup, blue eyes wide and sparkling. “My heart is exploding,” she whispered. “In a romantic way.”

Khla snorted. “If you squeal, I will dunk you.”

“I squeal under water too,” Trixie said back, then clapped both hands over her mouth, doing exactly nothing to hide her grin.

Varga shifted on my thighs. The slide was a sin. My fingers tightened at her waist. She caught that and smiled like she liked my lack of control as much as I liked losing it. The smile pulled a little of the fight out of her mouth and put heat there instead. She leaned forward that last inch, forehead to mine. Nose to my nose.

“Still want to play it slow?” she asked, air moving between our lips.

“No,” I said.

She laughed once, breathless. The lines at the corners of her eyes softened in a way I had not seen often.

Her hands left my neck and ran up into my hair. She fisted it and tugged once, testing. I let her. She read my face and tugged again, a notch harder, then gripped and held. Her body eased a fraction at that, like something inside her clicked into place. Her tail brushed my thigh in a long stroke that said trust more than any speech.

My thumbs slid from her hipbones to her waist and then up her flanks, tracing the hard line under the skin. I stopped at the bottom of her ribs and looked up at her. Eyes told more than words, and hers told me plenty. They went heavy-lidded when I thumbed the dip at her spine. She bent into it like a cat.

“Wade,” she said, low.

“Varga,” I answered.

We closed the last distance, and our mouths met.

It was slow at first. Heat and a clean, hungry pressure. She gave a sound in her throat that was pure wolf, and it went straight through me. Her lips were soft and firm together, not tentative. She kissed like she fought: decisive, no wasted motion, all in. Her tongue brushed mine, then retreated, then came back to test again.

My hands moved on their own. One slid up her back, got a handful of wet hair, the other curved around her waist and pulled, so she slotted into me more completely. She growled with satisfaction as I pulled her hair slightly.

Lazy squeaked behind her hands and kicked water. Trixie sighed like a girl at a theater and fanned herself with her own fingers. Thessa leaned in and sank her teeth into my shoulder, gentle, possessive, while she watched the kiss at inches. Khla’s mouth softened, and her coal-black eyes got that darkness to them that they usually only got in the bedroom.

Varga broke it just long enough to rest her forehead to mine and breathe me in. “Finally,” she said against my mouth. The words came out rough enough to make my head feel light.

I grinned and nodded. “Finally,” I echoed.

She kissed me again, deeper, slower. Her nails made little crescents at my nape. My thumbs dragged slowly along the notches of her spine.

Lazy squealed into her hands, then clapped once. “Ohmygods, look at you two. This is so hot.”

Trixie propped her chin on the ledge. Her cleavage floated and her eyes shone. “Hmmm. I want to watch her melt.”

Varga’s breath warmed my lips. The kiss went ragged, needful. Then she broke from it with a low laugh that rumbled through her large breasts and against my chest. Her ears tipped forward, then back. Heat lit her golden eyes.

“Mine,” she murmured in a rough tone.

“Ours,” Thessa corrected.

She nodded, then slid down my lap. Her hands found the waistline of my soaked boxers, and her eyes were on me as she tugged them off my hips and let them sink to the tiles by the bench.

My cock, hard as stone, sprang free.

“Sit higher,” she hummed. “I don’t want to drown.”

I chuckled and sat on the edge, planting my feet on the seat instead. That made my cock rise above the water. The other girls watched with naughty smiles on their lips, hungry for it, but deciding to give Varga her moment.

Warm water lapped my thighs as she knelt between them on the submerged seat. Her big breasts rose above the water, and their gentle swaying damn near hypnotized me. Her hands pressed the outsides of my legs, hard and sure, then slid in to grab hold of my cock.

A groan of delight escaped me at the touch, and she smiled up at me.

Then, she nuzzled the base with her nose—wolf and woman both—and dragged a slow breath along my length. Her tail swayed once behind her, a low sweep that sent ripples across the surface.

“Good girl,” Lazy whispered, almost singing it.

Varga bared a fang at Lazy without looking up, then closed her mouth around my cock.

Fuck…

My spine arched as Varga took me in her mouth in a way that told me she’d thought about this—had practiced on the shape in her mind until she knew every angle. She stroked me with her lips and tongue in a slow pull, then eased back, sucked again, and pushed deeper. She set both hands around my hips to steady me and built a rhythm that made my knees jitter.

“Look at that!” Trixie whispered. “Oh, she sucks a good cock! We might need a contest at some point!”

Lazy chirped happily. “Yes! Contests!”

I grinned as I looked down at Varga. Her eyes never left mine. Every time I twitched in her warm mouth, her lashes fluttered and the corner of her mouth curved like she’d won a small fight.

She slid down farther, throat opening as she relaxed into it, and I felt the tight flex, then the soft give. She was careful of her fangs, not timid, as she used the flat of her tongue to cradle the underside of my cock when she took me deep, and a slow spiral when she surfaced to breathe.

She knew exactly what she was doing to me… A low growl vibrated in me and rolled through my hips.

“Show-off,” Thessa said, heat in every word, as she watched us with that hunger of hers. Black hair fell over her shoulder, and her horns glistened wetly from the dip earlier. She watched Varga’s mouth for one slow pass, then leaned in and kissed the head just as Varga let it slip free. Their tongues brushed, and slick spit stringed between them, then Thessa took me in and fed me down her throat with greedy ease.

Damn…

Heat slammed my spine. My hips tried to chase, but Varga’s hands pinned me to the bench and made me take what they gave in the rhythm they set… Damn teases. She stroked the base of my cock, her thumb rolling the vein, then eased Thessa off and took me back with a low laugh.

“Hmm,” Khla rasped in a deep tone. Her palm dragged across one broad nipple. The other hand vanished under the water. Her jaw flexed and then she rolled her neck, and she never looked away from where Varga’s lips stretched around me.

Trixie giggled. “Ohhh… Khla is being naughty.”

“You’re one to talk,” Khla growled, “your hand has been in your panties since the start.”

Trixie licked her lips. “Maybeeee…”

Lazy slid closer, skin slick and hot. “Don’t I get a reward for bringing her to you?” she purred hungrily as she removed her top with a simple pull at the knot. Delicious breasts bounced free and hypnotized me.

“She should get a reward,” Varga agreed before her soft tongue rolled along the length of my twitching cock.

“She should,” Thessa hummed before licking the other side, their tongues meeting for a moment again. “You should eat her pussy…”

Lazy mewled and nodded eagerly. “Pleeeease,” she said, high and spoiled, her tail twitching like a metronome.

I beckoned her closer, trying to fight off the desire to cum all over the faces of those two down there, wanting to last a little longer.

Lazy stepped over me, planted a knee on each side of my ribs. She looked down at me with wide yellow eyes and a pleading tilt of her head.

I hooked my hands under her thighs and brought her forward. Then, I took the first light lap. Lazy made a purr like a cable humming. She rolled her hips to my mouth.

“That’s it,” Thessa said in a throaty tone. “Eat your little cat while the wolf eats you.”

Varga ducked lower, cheek kissing the water, and took me to the root until her nose bumped my stomach. She held, then pulled back slow, lips tight, tongue dragging me in a low, dirty sound. With one hand, she cupped my balls and rolled gently, matching the suck with a twitch of her wrist.

It wasn’t fair.

Lazy shuddered and ground down. I flattened my tongue and gave her long, slow strokes that rolled over her clit, then flicked fast. I sealed my mouth around her and pulled, and she went soft and heavy for a second, then wild. She pushed my face, fingers in my hair, needy and trusting.

“Pretty,” Trixie said, eyes glassy. “So pretty.” Her hand was working hard under water, and she had pulled her sports bra down to let those big tits of hers bounce nice and free—just the way I liked them.

Khla dragged her lower lip between her teeth as she watched Varga work, one hand idly playing with a freed green tit, the other playing under the water.

Meanwhile, Thessa slid off the ledge with a ripple and knelt beside Varga. “Share nice,” she said when she made my cock pop out of her mouth.

“Oh, I’m sharing,” Varga said, breathless now, and their mouths met around my cock. One tongue was at my crown, the other at the slit, then both down the shaft in slow opposite strokes that trapped me between them. One took the head and sucked hard while the other suckled low. Then they switched and repeated it with tiny changes that had me right at the edge of begging. Thessa let spit run out of the corner of her mouth on purpose and looked up at me through her lashes in a way that drove me mad. Varga smirked around me and then swallowed until her nose hit my skin again.

As they sucked me off, Lazy’s thighs trembled against my face. She mewled and rolled her pussy, wet and swollen, under my tongue. I slid a finger inside her and then a second, slow, palm up, and pressed the spot that made her melt. She let a little sob break loose and then slapped a hand over her own mouth and giggled, shaking. Her tail slashed around like a whip, then wrapped my forearm with the tip, possessive even while she begged with her hips.

“Wade—yes—keep doing that,” she gasped. “That—right there—don’t stop.”

I kept at it, lapping faster and faster, and her muscles tightened.

“Nyyaaa,” she hummed, hands digging into my hair, and then she came… hard. Tremors wracked her delicious body, and she barely kept to her feet as every inch of her perfect body bounced. Then, satisfied, she slid off my face, boneless and smiling, and sprawled along my side.

“That… was too good,” she mewled.

Trixie had both hands between her thighs now, one playing fast at her clit, the other curling inside. Her nipples stood proud, begging for teeth. She watched my cock disappear and reappear between mouths and lost her rhythm for a second, then caught it and went at herself harder. “So pretty,” she hummed. “If only every day could be like this…”

Varga pulled off with a wet pop and wiped the back of her wrist across her mouth. Her chest rose and fell like she’d sprinted a field. Her eyes burned. “I need to feel you inside of me,” she said softly.

Too hot…

Thessa licked me slowly one last time, lazy and mean, then kissed the head and nodded. “Do it.”

Varga climbed up me in a single smooth slide. Water spilled down her stomach and mine. I gripped her delicious hips hard and kept my eyes on her. She bit her lip as she caught the head of my cock in her hand and pressed it to her entrance and stopped, just that first contact—the hard heat.

Then, she hooked a thumb under the seam of her tiny black panties, dragged them aside, and impaled herself on my cock.

It was too good… Tight and hot, a glove made of heat. She went slow at first, breath steady, then rolled her hips and took more. She let the first stretch crest and then pushed through it, small bite on her lower lip, eyes half-lidded and fierce. The wolf in her liked that rough pleasure, and I grabbed a handful of hair and yanked hard.

She growled and snapped at me, turning it into a nibble on my neck as she rose and slammed herself down hard on my thick rod, sending every curve of herself bouncing.

Trixie pushed back to the ledge and watched with her mouth open, hand a blur. The other cupped a breast and kneaded as if she were milking herself. “Ride him,” she moaned. “Ride him so hard.”

Khla had one hand braced on the spout, water pounding her forearm. The other was buried between corded thighs. She stroked slow and mean. She chased the razor edge she liked, eyes heavy, breath steady and low.

Thessa moved to stand behind Varga and cupped her breasts from behind with both hands. Her thumbs played with her harem sister’s nipples. “Go hard,” she told her in a warm tone. “Take all of him.”

Varga didn’t need to be told twice. She rose and went down until her ass met my thighs and our hips kissed in a wet clap. She stilled there, her full weight on me, walls of her tight pussy squeezing. Then, she rose an inch and sank again, and again.

She moaned and rode me faster, shorter strokes that rubbed her in a way that made her eyes go wide and then slit. I dug my thumbs into the curve of her hips and pulled her down each time she tried to float away from the heat, and she made a sound in the back of her throat that came out like a death threat and a plea.

“So good,” she said with a grin full of teeth.

“Jealous,” Thessa said, but it came out fond. She lowered herself in the water behind Varga, and her hands rolled Varga’s nipples between her fingers until the wolfgirl’s head tipped back against her shoulder and she showed her throat for a beat. Pure trust.

I leaned and closed my mouth over that pulse point and bit, soft, then harder. Varga’s whole body clamped on me. She swore, then laughed, then swore again.

Then, she rode me harder. Water slapped. Heat rose. Her breasts bounced in Thessa’s hands. My fingers slid on slick skin at her waist and I held her through it, let her set the pace and then nudged it a notch faster. She dug her nails into my shoulders and pushed back onto me—every downward slam saying ‘mine’ as loud as any howl.

At the sight of that, Trixie made a high sound and rocked her hips against her own hand like a girl riding a wave. “I’m— I’m—ohmygods—” Her eyes rolled up and she squealed as she came hard, trembling in a way that made her perfect curves jiggle.

That broke the others. Khla hummed with delight as she began shaking, an orgasm rocking her powerful frame hard. And even as she came, Varga stiffened on me. Her rhythm broke into a stutter. She tried to breathe and only managed a sharp inhale and a broken laugh.

“Wade!” she gasped.

“Do it!” I growled. “Cum for me!” And I snapped my hips up into her hard.

She cried out as she locked around me—hot and tight—and came with a sound that made every hair on my arms stand up. Her tail slapped the surface and sent a sheet of water into Thessa’s face, and Thessa only laughed.

“Yesss…” Varga gasped, eyes wild.

“That’s it,” I said. “Cum for me.”

She shuddered and slid down the length of me, a pulsing clamp that milked me shamelessly—hips circling, small cries, and broken words. “Inside,” she cried, the word cracked with need. “Cum inside me. Give it to me.”

I pulled her down hard and thrust up once, twice, and the last one landed like a hammer. Heat tore loose low in my stomach and climbed my spine, and then there was nothing but release. I buried my cock deep, held it there, and let it pump my cum into her delight of a body until my hands shook on her hips.

Varga’s eyes went wide and wild and then soft as I filled her up. She let out a low, satisfied sound that sounded like triumph. She ground down and held me in the deepest place while I filled her.

Then, it slowed by inches. Varga stayed on me, tight and full, and small shivers ran up and down her back like aftershocks. She swallowed and tried to speak and laughed instead, breathless, then nipped my lower lip for the fun of it.

“Finally,” she said in a wrecked, smug tone.

Trixie flopped backward on the ledge like a happy corpse and fanned herself weakly. “I have to write a poem about this,” she said to the glass roof.

“Didn’t know you could write,” Khla muttered, still recovering from her orgasm.

“I’ll have to dictate a poem about this,” Trixie corrected herself.

We all laughed at that as we collapsed. I had Varga under one arm and Thessa under the other, both allowing themselves a moment of vulnerability as they nuzzled close.

It felt good—even more complete than we had been before. I smiled and surrendered to the feeling. The next surprise for my girls was that we would spend the night here, pampered by the dryads, but I wouldn’t spill those beans until we were done here.

And then, perhaps, tonight in our luxurious suite, we could do the whole thing over again…


Chapter 31



The next morning, the dryads fed us like patient aunts and then tried to pack us for a week. Breakfast was delicious, with fresh eggs, fruit that snapped sweet, and bread I did not want to stop eating. When we paid, the matron pressed a neat parcel of wrapped tea cakes into my hands with that quiet smile that said she had already decided to do it and my protest would be ignored. A slip of green ribbon held them shut. They smelled like honey, lemon, and something I couldn’t name.

“Road sweetness,” she said. “Be kind to each other.”

“We will,” I said.

Then we were out under the trees again with the air cool on our faces, a little high from steam, cedar, sleep, and damn good sex.

We returned the claim token and took the staff from its vine cradle. The tendril unwound like a living ribbon and let the strap slide free. I slung the long bag into Slab and set the orb back against my ribs. Slab groaned when I turned the key, then settled into its nice ugly hum.

“Shotgun,” Varga called, already circling the nose.

Thessa opened her mouth, closed it, then grinned. “Fine,” she said. “It belongs to you today.”

Varga slid in tall and lazy and clicked her belt with a little snap. Then she set her hand on my thigh midway between knee and hip like it had always fit there and tapped a slow beat only she heard.

In the back, Trixie and Lazy settled in, already on about the music.

“My mix first,” she announced. “We start cute.”

Lazy flopped across the bench and pillowed her head on Thessa’s lap like a pampered cat, which, well… “No,” she said, eyes huge. “Nap beats.”

“Sugar pop,” Trixie argued.

“Ambience,” Lazy declared, already half-yawning.

Khla clicked her belt and crossed one long leg over the other. She rested the map on her knee and traced our route with one finger like she was teaching the paper a lesson. “One hour of something that doesn’t make me hate the world,” she said. “Then quiet.”

Trixie gasped like a wounded dove. “You are so dramatic,” she told her. Then she hit play.

We dropped under redwoods and then slid out into open country. The road rolled.

“Tea cake?” Trixie said ten minutes into the first playlist, which was exceptional for her attention span. She wriggled up between the seats like a blonde otter and tried to grab the parcel.

“Hands,” I warned. “You’re going to drop them.”

“Correct.” She grinned and moved slower.

The paper parted and the smell hit like a soft punch—lemon, honey, a ghost of cinnamon. I took a cake without taking my eyes off the road. Lazy made a tiny happy sound and bit. Crumbs dusted her lip. She licked them off.

“Yum,” she said around a mouthful. She tilted her head back and let Thessa feed her a piece like a noble in a painting. “I am the queen of snacks.”

Thessa’s mouth curved. “I crown you.”

Varga kept her hand where it was and tore her cake with her free one. A sugar crystal caught on the edge of her mouth. I should not have watched her tongue chase it. She didn’t break eye contact when she caught me. She wiped her thumb on my jeans and pressed down just hard enough to make me rock the wheel.

“Watch the road,” she said, amused.

“Hard to,” I answered.

She stroked once and withdrew. “Good.”

Trixie made ecstatic noises next to my ear. “Ohmygods, these are sinful.” She took a bite, then tried to feed me.

I leaned in and took it, maybe nipping her finger on purpose. She shot me a scandalized smile and kept humming as she retreated to her bench.

The day folded open and relaxed. Sun rode our hood. Hills rolled. Pines broke and returned. I drove, and all the women I loved filled my mirror like a painting I could stare at forever.

The playlist war flickered back on after a while.

“My mix,” Lazy said. She woke mid-track and pushed a sleepy hand up. “It’s time.”

Trixie scrunched her nose. “That was four songs ago.”

“Time is an illusion,” Lazy said. She rolled to her back and pressed her calves down into the bench. She pointed at the ceiling like she’d made a point. “Nap beats.”

Khla plucked the cord and passed it. She didn’t look as she passed it. “One more song. Then silence.”

Lazy made a small cheer, stabbed at the player, and a wash of soft and slow music filled the van like warm rain. She sighed like a priest at worship and went back to half asleep with a smile.

Finally, the world around us grew more familiar.

The academy.

Sleepy Lombardy lay at the foot of Krysfelt’s towers—gothic bones that cut the sky, library like a church, dorms solid and square. It sat there like… well, like home.

“Pretty,” Trixie said, and I had to agree.

We rolled through the sleepy town, then ascended Krysfelt Road, switchbacks up the hill that would take us home.

I was happy to see it. So happy that I only barely caught the black shape cutting across the light, high overhead.

The sight of it made me frown.

A crow…
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