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Chapter 1

“Are you sure you want to do this?”

Nicole chuckled without amusement. “Want to? No, no way.” She shook her head and bit her lower lip, and the sight messed me up more than I expected. “I need to, though.”

It had been a week since Lila summoned the brunette back into our world, and I hadn’t seen as much of Nicole as I had expected to. She had been unconscious for a couple of days, making me worry. Lila had assured me it was expected; it was the first time Nicole was facing our side of the divide as something different from what she had been, and it had consequences.

The succubus didn’t need to say it, but I understood it was fairly rare for beings as young as Nicole to be immediately summoned to Earth. Her body had to acclimatize, and her spirit probably as well. Time could flow differently on the other side, but I didn’t think it had been long since Lila reincarnated Nicole. Not only did she have to deal with being a new succubus summoned to our world, but she also had to deal with being a newly made succubus.

I could imagine it would take some getting used to.

Considering everything, that it only took her a couple of days to start moving around was impressive. I didn’t see much of her after that, either. Being in my presence for long meant she might be tempted to feed, and Lila assured me she still wasn’t ready for that. And I didn’t want anything like that to happen, not like this, not when Nicole might not exactly have much of a choice.

Perhaps none of us would have.

I knew Lila was taking care of feeding her fellow succubus, and I tried not to think about that for the most part.

Nicole bit her lower lip again, and I allowed my eyes to move over her. It was Nicole; she looked like the Nicole I had met before, yet there were some differences. Slight ones, minor things most would brush off. Her hair was slightly darker, her skin a bit paler and smoother, and a few of her curves were a bit more well-defined. I didn’t think either she or Lila had changed those purposedly, but Nicole was now a being of lust and desire. It didn’t surprise me that her body shifted slightly to make her better at invoking those things.

Only her green eyes remained precisely the same, possessing the same vividness from before. I had always known there was something about those and that they had survived the transformation without changing…

I didn’t doubt there was more to them than it seemed. They had to be a family trait of some kind. It wasn’t rare in mage clans for something like that to develop over the centuries. Sometimes, these traits improved the family members in some aspect of magic. On other occasions, it just helped identify one of their family members. I wasn’t sure which was the case with those green eyes, but I supposed that was a worry for another time.

I nodded at the brunette and extended my arm out, offering her my phone for her to use. A shudder escaped her body when her fingers brushed against mine as she picked it up, and I couldn’t deny I inhaled a bit more deeply at that. Lila, coughing from the corner of the room, startled us out of that, and I shot the blonde a look. The older succubus only smirked at me, then moved her eyes to Nicole, let me watch her study the brunette from head to toe and back again, and wriggled her eyebrows.

I narrowed my eyes at her, and the blonde chuckled.

Nicole, who had closed her eyes immediately after touching me, breathed in and out, allowed some of the tension to ease out of her, and then looked at me and nodded.

It had only been a couple of days since she spent most of her time up, and she was already managing to keep a lid on her hunger. Without Lila’s help and her ensuring Nicole was fed, I knew it would be impossible for the brunette to manage it, but I couldn’t help but think it was impressive. Lila didn’t say anything about it, yet I was pretty sure how quickly Nicole was settling into her new nature as a succubus was impressing her as well.

The newly turned succubus looked at the phone in her hand and hesitated.

“You don’t need to do this now.” I told her, my tone gentle.

“No, I do.” Nicole shook her head at me, squaring her shoulders. “Everyone at the Magic Book is worried for me; they haven’t heard from me in almost two weeks. No matter how much they might believe you, they deserve better from me.”

I didn’t bother to tell her it wasn’t her fault. She knew that. It wouldn’t stop her from blaming herself for what happened.

And no matter how much I might want to deny it, perhaps part of it was her fault. If she hadn’t messed with things she shouldn’t; if she had told me what lay on her basement…

If I went that way, I could blame myself as well. I should have made her more aware of the risks and tried to make her understand. Much like her, I should know better. Perhaps at the end of the day, the only genuinely guilty party died when I killed the Chorus possessing Nicole, and everything else was just bad luck. It didn’t stop me from feeling guilty, though. I knew it was the same for the brunette.

Still, I wouldn’t have to live with the consequences of it. Nicole had been forever changed by the experience.

After another brief hesitation, Nicole dialed up the number from memory, then smiled when she heard the voice from the other side. “Hey, Marcy!”

I could hear the squeal from the other side of the line from my position and smiled at the smile that grew on Nicole’s lips. I just watched for a bit as the brunette talked to Marcy and then the rest of the staff at her business when Marcy put her on loudspeaker.

A figure pressed against me, arms encircling my frame as Lila pressed her delicious chest against my back, poising her head near my shoulder. “They grow up so quickly, don’t they?” She whispered in an almost mocking tone near my ear, and I shivered at it.

I half turned and raised an eyebrow at the succubus, allowing my eyes to meet her golden orbs. She didn’t hesitate to lean in and kiss my lips, and I couldn’t deny I enjoyed it. Without really thinking about it, I let my hands glide down her frame and cupped her rear, pulling her just a bit tighter against me as our kiss became more heated.

I pulled back from her when I heard Nicole’s voice, gave the brunette a quick glance, and eased a bit when I realized she had been so busy with her call that she hadn’t seen us. The blonde chuckled at that, and I gave her a look.

Still, I found myself going over her words and tilted my head. “Is she growing too quickly?” I asked her, and Lila raised an eyebrow at me. “She seems to be getting used to her new nature a bit too quickly, doesn’t she? Is that normal?”

Frankly, before Lila offered to do this for the other female, I hadn’t even thought someone could reincarnate a free spirit into the body of something other than what they had been, and even that…

That Lila could grab Nicole’s spirit and make a succubus out of her had been a pleasant surprise at the time, but nonetheless, it had been a surprise. It made me wonder how much I knew of summoning and the beings that lived on the other side of the divide. I had always considered myself an expert, after all. I had been trained by the best humanity had to offer. We thought we had the demons all figured out.

Lila showed me there was much I didn’t know.

“It’s not an exact science, you understand?” Lila replied, looking back at the brunette, letting a fond smile take hold of her lips. “But I’ve never seen anyone acclimatize as quickly to the change as she did. Perhaps it is not too surprising, though. She did summon me, after all. Perhaps her spirit was too compatible with mine, allowing her to weather the change far more easily than most.”

“Perhaps.”

Despite the psychic link I shared with the blonde, I was unsure if she was telling me the truth. Our bond wasn’t that strong yet, and perhaps never would be. There were limits to how much spirits could attune to one another, not if the beings that made part of such a link were too different.

I brushed that thought aside, turned back to Nicole, and smiled when I saw how happy she seemed. With everything that had happened, the fact one of the things the brunette was more worried about was how her staff was dealing with everything only endeared me even more to her. The people at the Magic Book hadn’t been working for Nicole for long; it had been close to a year since she came to Greenford, and it had taken her some time to set up her café, but it seemed obvious she cared for them, and they for her.

“I don’t know.” Nicole replied to something from the other side, biting her lower lip again, obviously nervous. “Something happened to me, and I’ve been out of sorts; I didn’t even have enough strength to call you guys. I don’t know when I’ll be able to pass by the café.”

She started pacing a little as she talked to them.

“No, everything is fine now.”

Nicole stilled, and I could see a tear escaping from one of her eyes.

“Don’t worry about me. I…” She trailed off for a while and eventually shook her head. “I’m going to be fine, really. It’s just a matter of time, guys. Don’t worry. I love you all.” She disconnected quickly after that, seemingly overwhelmed by her emotions. It almost seemed like she would sob for a moment, then she ended up tightening her fist just a bit too much around my phone and breaking it into little pieces, and yelped in surprise, more taken about by that than anything.

I took a step towards her and stopped, hesitating. “You didn’t hurt yourself, did you?” I asked her.

She blinked at me, looked at her hand, and back to me. “No. Not at all, I didn’t even feel it.”

I was sure that was the first time she was taking note of her new strength, and it would be too easy for it to overwhelm her, especially when it had come to her in such an emotional moment. Though, really, every moment had been emotional since Nicole got summoned. Lila had warned me that succubae felt more intensely than other beings and that Nicole might be very emotional initially until she started to get a lid on it.

Part of me wanted to let the matter lie, but I also knew Nicole had to become perfectly aware of her new strength before she did anything she might regret.

“You’ve changed, Nicole. Your body and your magic are different now.” I said as I reached for her, slowly, giving her more than enough time to pull back if she wasn’t sure she wanted me to touch her. She didn’t move away, let me take hold of her hand, and I helped her unclench her fingers and cleaned away the debris of my phone, mentally making a note to buy another.

“I’m a freak, you mean.”

“No, you’re not a freak,” I told her, and she looked at me with such hope in her green eyes. It almost hurt to dash it. “You are a demon, though. Somehow, Lila made you into one, but that doesn’t make you a freak, only different from what you were before.”

She swallowed and eventually nodded at me.

“Things have changed for you, and they will keep changing for a while until you get used to your new nature, but everything will work out in the end. You’ll see.”

“What if I never get used to this?” She asked me and Lila in a whisper, her eyes fearful as they looked from me to the other succubus.

Lila stepped forward and showed no hesitation before pulling the other female into a hug. I had to ignore the pang of jealousy as Nicole readily welcomed the hug, sinking into the other female. “You will, my dear. You’re already acclimatizing very well. It will only be a matter of time until we feel confident you’ll be able to deal with the outside, and then we’ll take you to visit your friends.”

Nicole blinked at the other female, then looked at me. “Is that true?”

I nodded. “I don’t want you to get your hopes too high, but yes. We just need you to get used to your new strength and instincts, and it should be possible for you to visit the Magic Book, even if only for a couple of minutes.” The grin that pulled at her lips made a similar one tug at mine, and I let her have her little victory before continuing. “But that’s not all. It’s not just your body and spirit that changed, Nicole. Your magic has also changed, and you must learn to yield it again before getting out of the house.”

Lila nodded at that. “He’s right. You’re not a human mage now, dear. You’re a demon mage, and we tend to be more volatile with our magic than humans.”

Nicole swallowed at that but squared her shoulders once more and nodded. “I won’t fail in that. You can be sure of it.”


Chapter 2

Nicole’s words seemed like a promise, which she definitely fulfilled. Over the following days and weeks, she turned to learning about her new abilities with gusto. Perhaps that was not the best word for it, but she certainly focused on the matter, almost obsessively at that.

Much to my consternation, I wasn’t much help with that. Sure, I could help her with a few focusing exercises once she managed to access her magic without losing control of her new instincts, but for the most part, Lila was the one teaching her.

It was natural, I told myself more than once. The other female was a succubus like Nicole now was, and I could never honestly know what she was going through. Lila could. It still made me feel a bit useless.

To pass my time, I started fixing some things around the place. Since Lila summoned Nicole, we lived in the brunette’s home. It was big enough for all of us without difficulties, and Lila reasoned a familiar place would make things easier on Nicole. I didn’t doubt she was right, just as I didn’t doubt Lila preferred to live in Nicole’s house, which was precisely why she suggested it.

It was certainly more luxurious than my apartment.

I started cleaning up the place while Nicole was busy learning from Lila, exploring some of the titles Nicole had on the bookshelves of her home office. It wouldn’t surprise me if it had been a small library before. Many mage clans had collections of books, and some of those I found were quite old, even if they wouldn’t be as helpful as that. Almost certainly, when the Greenhearts decided to leave that house behind and move, they took the essential titles with them. Those they left before were those considered worthless or simply unimportant.

Between the cleaning, ensuring all the appliances were functioning well, and a quick catalog of Nicole's books, I passed the time reasonably well. Still, it didn’t take long for my mind to turn to something else that could be far more useful overall. The wards.

I had noticed before that they seemed weaker than they should be. Almost certainly, they seemed to have gone decades without any maintenance done on them, and while, for the most part, wards could be self-maintaining, the fact that no one seemed to have lived in the house for a long time weakened them quite a bit. The last years, during whatever time Michael lived in the place and then Nicole, seemed to have done wonders to help them recover; sooner or later, they should be at full strength.

It could take years for that to happen, though. I was pretty sure I could speed up the process quite a bit.

There was a good chance we wouldn’t be leaving Nicole’s house that soon, after all.

With everything that had happened, it was unlikely that Nicole would ever part from Lila, who was unlikely to ever part from me. She was my summon, after all. The two of us were connected, just as the succubae were. It was probable that Nicole would prefer to stay in her ancestral home. Seeing as Lila certainly didn’t have a home on this side of the divide, and I didn’t really care for my apartment, the choice was obvious.

If I was going to be living in Nicole’s house, I needed to make sure it was safe, and the first step to make that a reality was to ensure the wards were better than ever.

It wouldn’t be easy to do something like that, though. Messing around with wards as old as the ones surrounding Nicole’s mansion wasn’t easy, especially if you weren’t connected to them somehow. Nicole would have a much easier time messing around with them, or she would have before she turned into a succubus. Now, I wasn’t sure that she could.

They hadn’t reacted badly to the brunette, but that didn’t mean much – they hadn’t responded to Lila either. For all I knew, they would only react if the brunette tried to do anything the wards frowned upon, and then it might be too late to stop them from killing her.

Granted, now that Nicole was a demon, it would be far more complicated for them to kill her. Unless the wards were able to attack her spirit directly, they might just destroy her body and throw her to the Ether. I wasn't sure what that would do to such a young succubus, and I hoped not to find it. Perhaps it wouldn’t do much; perhaps there would be worse consequences.

Maybe it was something I should talk to Lila about. I didn’t know how much harm Nicole being thrown into the Ether would result in, and there might be some situation where the threat of it might force me to behave in some way or another.

I shook my head and pushed that thought aside. We had been quite unlucky during the last month. I certainly hoped we wouldn’t face anything like it again, but the world had never cared for my wishes before. I didn’t think it would care now.

With all that in mind, I tried to study the wards. The first thing I needed to do about them was figure out precisely what they did, then identify their anchors and what elements might allow me to manipulate them. With wards like these, there was usually a specific procedure to work on them, a way of putting them into a development mode that would allow a mage to change them.

Mage clans could grow to be quite extensive, after all. The clans splitting into smaller clans was also quite common. If being of a bloodline was all that was needed to interact and change some wards, many of the prominent families out there would be far less protected than they were. Some clans had hundreds or even thousands of members all over the globe, some of whom came to hate their leading families. If all those could manipulate the wards that protected that main family, the number of mages worldwide would drop quickly.

Much like working on a computer system, a password of a kind was needed to work on the wards, and while the Greenhearts had abandoned this house in the past, it didn’t mean they had built the wards expecting to leave.

While Lila did her best to lecture Nicole on Succubus 101, I studied the wards, a task I found a bit more fruitless than I liked. It wasn’t surprising, seeing as I had never extensively studied wards, but I always had a knack for sensing things and seeing their true nature. It should have worked on the wards, but the extent of their abilities escaped me.

The anchors didn’t take me long to find; their layout was pretty used. Once I found the first anchor, I only needed a few minutes to find the others connected to it that etched a pentagram. It wasn’t something one could see, not with the naked eye, but it was a standard layout for wards. Nowadays, most mages only bothered with three anchors, laying them out in a triangle – easier to maintain, only slightly less deadly, and the anchors were easier to hide.

With a pentagram layout, the anchors needed to be at the exact same distance from one another. Any three dots would make a triangle if you didn’t put them in a single line.

It was a bit of frustrating work, but I couldn’t say I didn’t enjoy it. I loved magic, always had. With everything it brought me – the good and the bad – perhaps some people would have hated it, but not me. It was heady to hold the power to shape the world around me. I liked to learn everything I could about it and enjoyed the thrill of figuring something out.

Wards I had never cared for and never really needed either, so learning more about them, even if not enough for what I wanted to do, satisfied that itch I had pretty well.

That it helped pass the days didn’t do any harm.

And I did make some progress.

It seemed I wasn’t the only one.

I blinked when Lila accosted me that night and told me what she and Nicole had planned. “Are you sure?”

Lila shrugged. “I’m sure we can stop her should she lose control, and I’m fairly certain that won’t be needed if we don’t linger for long, but her going to her business, seeing her people, interacting with them, will do her good. It will help her center herself and gain better control.”

If it was possible, I certainly wouldn’t mind, though I had to admit to being a bit skeptical that it would go as well as Lila was putting it. The succubus knew how my thoughts were turning; either she could read my face or my emotions – our bond was strong enough for that. Someday, it might become more powerful still.

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure Nicole is quite full when she goes to her friends,” Lila told me, strutting closer, her hips swaying from side to side. She pressed her front against mine, and I couldn’t help but put my hands on her hips, loving the sensation of her warmth against mine. “Though that will mean me having to feed. I do hope you’ll be ready for me tonight.”

With that said, the succubus leaned up, pressed a quick peck to my lips, then turned to leave, making sure to rub her rear against my groin as she did that.

My body reacted to it, and a small groan escaped me, making the blonde laugh.

I watched her leave, unable to stop myself from enjoying the sight of her. And I certainly didn't hold back when she came to me that night. We had shared a bed quite a bit since the first time. It hadn’t been every day, but it wasn’t far from it either, and sex with Lila was becoming better every time. The closer our bond became, the more the pleasure seemed to flow between us, and the better I knew to please her, and she knew how to please me.

When she was satisfied with what we shared, she stretched and pressed against my side, her naked frame almost awakening my lust once more. She was a being of desire and need; it was perfectly normal for her to provoke that reaction in me, though I would still prefer it if she didn’t.

After a few moments of laying against my side, Lila leaned up and stretched, enjoying how the motion made my gaze sharpen, and then got to her feet. She didn’t bother to reach for any of the clothes, only sent me a smirk over her shoulder as she left my room. I knew she would go to Nicole and feed the younger succubus just as she had fed from me, and the images that conjured in my mind made me groan.

I could feel her amusement through the link we shared, and I understood she was perfectly aware of what I was thinking about.

I pushed those thoughts aside, laid down, and tried to sleep, though it came a bit harder than I hoped. The feelings of pleasure that came from the other side of my link to Lila didn’t help. The moans that Nicole released, loud enough to reach me in my room, made everything worse. Eventually, I settled for casting a spell to muffle the noises entering the room. I didn’t think anyone would attack us, and if they did, I should be able to sense Lila’s urgency with our link.

None of that happened, though.

The following day, I got up, showered, and prepared breakfast, reasoning that the succubi would remain in bed longer. I was right. Still, the scent of the food eventually reached them, and once it did, it didn’t take long for them to join me.

And once breakfast was done, we got ready to move out.

“Are you ok?” I asked Nicole when she hesitated to leave the house, not knowing exactly what she was feeling but suspecting it was unbalancing her. Was she worried about leaving the house after weeks without doing so? Was she afraid of seeing her friends? Was she afraid of losing control in front of them?

Frankly, any of those might be going through her mind, and I couldn’t exactly blame her for such thoughts. No matter how much I might want to put myself in her shoes, I couldn’t. A transformation like hers, to have been possessed and suffer from all the consequences, and then to die and be put in a new body, one that wasn’t human…

I had faced many things in my life, but none quite like that. I couldn’t compare any of my experiences to hers, and while I could imagine some of what she was feeling, only she really understood her emotions.

Nicole bit her lower lip and looked at me with uncertainty. I tried to reassure her with a smile, but I wasn’t sure it worked. I squeezed her shoulder. “Everything is going to be fine.” I let my eyes move from her to the blonde following on her heels. “Neither Lila nor I will allow you to lose control, so don’t worry about that.”

It would be better to say we would stop her if she lost control and knock her out before she could do something she might come to regret, but I didn’t think that would help her at the time. Better for her to think we could stop her from losing control right from the start. And who knew, maybe Lila could do something about that. The older succubus seemed utterly unworried about the prospect of Nicole going on a rampage. It didn’t surprise me if she had a way of stopping it.

Somewhat reassured by my words, Nicole straightened and then stepped outside.

We took her car to the Magic Book. The brunette was the one driving, seeing as she was the only one of us with a license, and while I didn’t think we would have any problems convincing the police to let us be if they told us to stop, the less we risked exposing the supernatural world, the better.

What had happened over the last month had been enough. Between the explosion downtown and the mysterious murder of an old couple in their own home, there were already far too many rumblings about strange things going on in the town. My fight with the possessed Michael and my rush toward Nicole afterward certainly didn’t help matters.

Everyone knew it would be only a matter of time until we couldn’t hide anymore.

Sooner or later, humanity would know what our world truly hid. Until then, though, secrecy was paramount.

Fortunately, we got to Nicole’s business without any incident. The newly transformed succubus hesitated when we stood a couple of feet from the entrance, and I reached forward with one hand and squeezed her shoulder once more, giving her the strength to move forward. Several heads turned to the entrance when she stepped past the glass door, and after a brief moment of stillness, the place exploded into motion.

Nicole stayed frozen as Marcy approached her, then quickly put her arms around the other female when the woman crashed against her in a hug. Others followed and joined that impromptu hug, and it only took a moment for Nicole to ease herself into it, hold them back with all her strength, and then sob into the hug. She wasn’t the only one emotional.

That she didn’t lose control right then and there reassured me much.

Lila hadn’t talked to me much about how succubi controlled themselves, but I knew keeping a lid on their emotions was important. An emotion could wake another, longing could turn to desire, sadness to hunger, etc.

Nicole keeping control when faced with this showed she was far more acclimatized to her new nature as a succubus than anything else. It reassured me, I couldn’t lie. It made it unlikely for her to lose control from now on and end up doing something she would regret for the rest of her life.

It didn’t alleviate all my guilt for the fate that befell her, but it helped.

Lost in the companionship of her friends and staff, the brunette seemed to have forgotten about me and Lila, not that either of us minded. I could feel some of the older succubus’s emotions through my link to her, her fondness for the younger woman, and even something I would compare to pride.

Most of the staff disengaged eventually, pulled back, and let Nicole have some space. Marcy remained at her side, and the two women quickly lost themselves in conversation, stepping closer to the bar, seemingly lost in their own little world. I turned to Lila, shrugged, and then waved with one hand to one of the booths closer to the wall. The blonde didn’t hesitate to lace her arm in mine and lead me there.

While Nicole spent time with her friends, Lila and I entertained ourselves with a few pastries and a bit of reading. We didn’t think it would be good for Nicole to stay too long; the longer she remained, the more chances there might be of her losing control of her new nature, but until we saw any signs of her emotions overwhelming her, we could remain.

And so, we stayed there for close to an hour until Lila and I exchanged a look and nodded. I didn’t doubt Nicole would prefer to remain, but I knew she would forever regret it if she lost control in some way. She still seemed fine when I looked at her, but she no longer smiled as widely as at the beginning of her visit and seemed almost melancholic. I couldn’t help but think it was better to end this visit and take her home.

As I was pondering that, I saw someone else enter the Magic Book, and I narrowed my eyes at the figure. Lila raised an eyebrow and looked at me, and I pursed my lips.

There was a chance it was only a coincidence.

Who was I kidding, really?

“Maybe it might be better for you to join Nicole, keep an eye on her, and take her to the car if needed.” I told Lila, and the succubus raised an eyebrow at me, though she eventually nodded.

“And are you going to talk to your… friend?” The blonde asked me as she slowly climbed to her feet. I didn’t know how she managed to make such a motion seductive, but there was no denying that I couldn’t take my eyes away from her for a moment.

I shook my head, trying to get rid of some thoughts creeping up on me. “I wouldn’t call him a friend, but I don’t doubt he wants something.” What Luther might want with me, I had no fucking clue. Well, almost certainly, the one who might want something with me was the one who held his leash, but after how things ended between Bloodfist and me, I didn’t think the vampire wanted anything to do with me. Still, Luther wanted something. From the moment he entered the café, he hadn’t taken his eyes off me, and I knew there must have been a reason for it.

Lila sent Luther a look, then shrugged. “He probably does.” She strutted away then, making sure her motions drew my eyes – and probably the eyes of everyone in sight of her.

I shook my head, ignored the amusement I felt from my link to the succubus, then got to my feet and approached Luther. I didn’t ask him anything before pulling the chair opposite him and sitting down. “Well, then, what do you want?”


Chapter 3

“Or should I ask what your boss wants?”

Luther crossed his arms. “I don’t have a boss any longer. You took care of that.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “If it’s an apology you want, I fear I’m right out. I make a habit of never apologizing for ripping heads off. It would make me lose too much time.”

His eyebrows rose, and for a moment, I was almost sure he would ask me if I made much of a habit of doing such a thing, but he held his curiosity back, squared his shoulders, and met my gaze without difficulty. “I meant what I said earlier. I don’t have a boss or a master any longer. I’m…” He paused then, and a small smile took hold of his lips for a moment before he scowled at my raised eyebrow. “A free man.”

“Well, good for you, then.”

I wasn’t exactly sure why I should care about such a thing or why he came to me if Bloodfist wasn’t the one to order him to do so.

I crossed my arms, not really in the mood to deal with mysteries. “What do you want, then?”

Luther didn’t seem happy to be facing me, but then he certainly didn’t have any happy memories of me, yet he still came. “Ingram was the one who controlled most of the servants who belonged to the clan. Bloodfist didn’t deign to lower himself to share his blood with normal humans, and he didn’t like allowing any of the other vampires to have so many people under their control, no matter how little of a threat vampire servants were to him.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Yet he still allowed Ingram to do it?”

Luther shrugged. “Ingram was loyal, at least as vampires can be. Bloodfist trusted him with our leashes and holding power over us. He didn’t trust the others.”

I still didn’t understand what that had anything to do with me. “And so, what? What does it have to do with you coming to me?”

Luther scowled, and I knew he didn’t like whatever he was going to say next, and yet, for some reason, he was still going to do it. “It means that for some of us, after too long under Ingram’s hold, we’re free. There’s no one whispering in the back of our heads; there are no orders to be followed. We’re free, and we would like to remain that way.”

“But Bloodfist has other intentions, doesn’t he?”

Vampires like the so-called master of Greenford didn’t let go of power unless they were forced to do so. Vampire servants might not be a threat to him, but they were still a weapon in his arsenal, something he could use to cow other lesser supernatural beings into behaving or being afraid of him without forcing him to use troops better used elsewhere. And they were expendable. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t make more of them. It would be faster than making more vampires, and vampiric clans worldwide did it every day.

Still, what did his clan’s servants leaving his ranks say to everyone else in town? To the enemies he might have in the shadows? Losing Ingram would have already weakened his position, especially if the news of how it happened spread around. I didn’t doubt he would try to keep it quiet, and he might succeed for a while, but the truth of what happened would eventually spread. Too many people had seen me kill Ingram. If nothing else, some of the vampires under Bloodfist’s control might be wondering if they could further weaken their master, make it so that there might be a chance to knock him down from his perch.

All of that had fascinating implications, and if I hadn’t been so busy worrying about Nicole lately, I probably would have already realized all of that. It wasn’t as if I cared much about the supernatural in Greenford. As long as they left me alone, I didn’t care if the local vampire clan ripped themselves apart in an orgy of blood and gore.

It did make me wonder why Luther came to me.

“So, I can understand Bloodfist will do his utmost to stop you from turning your back on the clan. But what do I have to do with it?”

Luther scowled again. If he wasn’t careful about that, it would become his default appearance sooner or later. “I wasn’t the only one who stepped aside; other servants followed me, which only made Bloodfist even more eager to get us under his control again.” Once more, I raised an eyebrow at him, gesturing with one hand for him to get to the point. He looked down and cursed under his breath, then looked me in the eyes. “We need someone who can keep us safe from him, someone he won’t want to cross.” He scowled. “We need a new master.”

I blinked.

I knew what he was hinting at, but I could admit I was finding it a bit hard to believe. “You’re not joking, are you?” I asked, my tone flat, and his scowl was answer enough. Luther didn’t like me, and I didn’t like him, but it wasn’t as if I thought much about him. I didn’t think about him at all unless I had him in front of me, like now.

He disliked me, though; that had always seemed obvious. Sure, I played my part in that. I did push him hard the first time we met, but then he had been trying to intimidate Nicole, and I wouldn’t allow that to happen.

I leaned back and kept studying him for a while longer.

My first instinct was to refuse out of hand. By killing Ingram, I had already made an enemy out of Bloodfist, and I didn’t doubt he would try to get revenge if he could, but he probably understood that as long as he didn’t bother me, I wouldn’t go after him on purpose. With that in mind, he might prefer to avoid making any move against me, hold back his urge to get revenge, and even eventually bury it deep down and pretend it had never existed.

If he thought I was stealing his servants from under him, though?

He would have to react to that. What his reaction would be, I didn’t know, and it frankly didn’t scare me much. Not as long as he targeted only me. He might try to come after me through the ones I cared about, but there were only two in town, and neither Lila nor Nicole would be easy to harm. Did I really care that Bloodfist might get more pissed at me?

No, I didn’t. Not really. Maybe I could come to regret it later, but I didn’t fear it. I didn’t fear him.

The ones I had reason to fear, the enemies I had made in the past…

Those would be a different story. Much like with Bloodfist, I didn’t fear them in an outright fight. That would play into my strengths, but they knew me; they understood my abilities better than anyone in this town and knew how to get around them. And when they came after me – if they came – they would do so with numbers.

How useful would it be to have a cadre of vampiric servants on my side, then?

It shouldn’t be a game changer, but it was better than nothing. Hadn’t I decided I was tired of running? Sooner or later, they would find me out. Having Lila with me would enhance my chances of winning that conflict. Nicole, if she managed to gain control of her new abilities, would certainly help as well.

A few vampiric servants on top of that?

It wouldn’t exactly be an army, but it might balance the odds stacked against me. With some luck, if I gathered enough allies in Greenford, some of my siblings might feel confident enough to come to me.

And yet, taking Luther under my wing would present some difficulties. There was no doubt about that.

I studied the man opposite me for a while longer, trying to get a sense of who he was as a person, not that I succeeded at it. My first impression of him led me to think he was scum, and maybe he was, but there was a chance he was only acting as Ingram wanted him to. Luther seemed far too happy about his master’s death. Hate like that didn’t come from nowhere.

I didn’t know much about how vampires usually dealt with their servants. I knew they could push their power into them, even possess them if they were powerful enough. What other kinds of manipulation could they lay down on those that consumed their blood, though?

And did Ingram do that? Or was he simply a cruel bastard who took every chance to humiliate those under him?

I supposed it didn’t matter. As long as Luther and the others with him obeyed me without question, I would ensure they didn’t do anything they shouldn’t.

“How many of you are there?” I asked more for the time to think about it better than anything else.

“Nine. Rashid is one of us, and so are a few guys who came with me to jump you.”

I raised an eyebrow at that, surprised he so easily spoke about that. Mentioning that might have angered someone else, but then he and his colleagues ended up suffering for it, so perhaps there was no reason for me to be angry about any of it.

I studied him a while longer, reviewing my options and knowing that any answer I gave him would be rushed. That, more than anything, defined my response. “I need time to think about it,” I told him, watched him open his mouth, and continued before he could interrupt me. “If I accept your offer, Bloodfist will go after me and you. I need to be certain that is something I’m willing to deal with.”

His eyes narrowed at me. “You didn’t seem afraid of him before.”

I chuckled. “And I’m not, but I don’t want unnecessary trouble either. I’ve been dealing with enough stuff already.” He pursed his lips but nodded, not too happy I didn’t accept his offer but understanding there still was a chance – however small – that I would. “Give me your number. I’ll contact you whenever I have an answer for you.”

He did so, and I watched him leave afterward, then got to my feet.

With a nod to Marcy, I returned to the car and didn’t miss the curiosity in both Lila and Nicole once I got there. And so, I told them what happened, what Luther offered me.

“Are you going to do it?” Nicole asked me then, and I shrugged.

“I don’t know.”

She took her eyes off the road and tilted her head at me. “Because it will bring problems with Bloodfist?”

“Bingo.” It shouldn’t surprise me that she saw the problem right away. Nicole might not have much experience with magic for someone who had the potential she had, but she had grown up in a mage clan; I had no doubts about that. One always learned plenty about supernatural politics when being part of such families.

With a nod, she turned her head back to the road, but I could see her biting her lower lip.

She surprised me by speaking of the matter again when we exited the car. “But do you think you should do it?” I raised an eyebrow at her, not entirely understanding at first, and she didn’t hesitate to clarify. “Take them in, become their master. If that will protect them from Bloodfist…”

“Will it?” I asked her, and she blinked at me, confused. “I can’t be everywhere at once. If Bloodfist wants to, he can always try to kill them off while I’m busy with something else. Sure, that would probably end with me going after him and putting an end to him, but it would mean these servants’ deaths. Wouldn’t it be better for them to live under his thumb, then?”

“No, no, it wouldn’t.” She told me, and her tone showed such rage that it surprised me. “To have someone forcing you to do something you don’t want to…”

She trailed off, but I understood. Nicole hadn’t been possessed for long, and most of that time, she had been unconscious, but she had still felt the Chorus taking over her body. It had cost her humanity and might have cost far more if I hadn’t done what I did.

Was it so surprising that she abhorred the thought of anyone forcing another being into their control, even if through intimidation and means other than possession?

She shook her head and entered the house. I looked after her for a time, then at Lila. The succubus shrugged at me and followed inside without saying anything else.

I sighed, feeling like I had made a mistake somewhere.

To my surprise, when I entered the house, Nicole stood there, looking back at me. Part of me wondered if she wanted to continue the conversation and perhaps convince me to take Luther and his companions in. It surprised me; I could be honest about it. Luther had tried to intimidate her into working for Bloodfist before; now, he was the one fleeing from the vampire. It was almost ironic in a way.

I wasn’t prepared for what she asked of me.

“I want you to teach me all you know about summoning.”

I blinked at that. “Why?” I wasn’t the only one curious about it; I could feel Lila’s curiosity through our link, and the blonde perched against one of the doorways, looking so intently at the other female, only confirmed it.

Nicole had previously needed the knowledge about summoning because she believed it would lead her to her brother. We knew what happened to him now, and I couldn’t see a reason for her to touch summoning ever again, especially not as a demon herself. Not when messing around with that stuff had been what led to the transformation that had been forced on her. Sure, it hadn’t been a direct cause, but it was her summoning Lila that had led to the being possessing her brother to come after her and eventually forced me to destroy it and the body it had been possessing at the time – Nicole’s body.

Why would she want to bother with summoning after all that?

She bit her lower lip, hesitated, but eventually gave me an answer. “I want to learn everything you know about summoning, the Ether, and the other side of the divide. I want to become powerful like you are, and I want to do for my brother what Lila did for me.”

I stilled at that and exchanged a look with the blonde succubus responsible for bringing Nicole back. “Nicole…” I started, but she ignored my words and turned to the other female, looking at her mistress.

“Is it possible?”

Lila tilted her head to the side. “That you learn to do what I did to you? Yes, probably, but it might take you centuries or more. I don’t think it will be an option, Nicole.”

“I learn fast; I’ll learn everything you have to teach me, both of you.” She turned to me once more. “Please.”

I hesitated. “Nicole, even if you could do what Lila did to you, reincarnate a spirit into a body, there is no guarantee you would ever be able to reach out to his spirit. It got pushed into the Ether, at the very least. I don’t know what kind of damage it suffered after being under the Chorus’s control for that long, but you must understand it wasn’t something any spirit would just shrug off.”

I didn’t think Michael’s spirit had gotten destroyed. Frankly, it took a lot to destroy a spirit. I could do it, but it was a unique ability that had been granted to me by something I didn’t fully understand. There were other ways of harming a spirit so much it might break, for lack of a better word, and a lengthy possession, with the being possessing the body forcing the original body to suffer, not only physically but spiritually, was one way to do it, but it was quite rare that it reached such a point before the anchor that connected the spirit to the body broke, and the possessed being died.

“If there’s anyone who could reach out to my brother, it’s me,” Nicole replied, and the sheer conviction in her words told me she wouldn’t be dissuaded from the matter. “And I understand how small the chance that I might succeed is. I know his spirit will probably linger in the Ether for a long time until it eventually passes to wherever unclaimed spirits go.” She shook her head, looked at me, and I sighed at the look in her green eyes. “But I have to try.”

I couldn’t blame her for that, could I?

I would have done the same if I were in her position. If one of my siblings was the one who might be suffering a fate worse than death.

Hadn’t I done some things equally as daring before? Perhaps even more?

Without quite meaning to, I shifted my gaze to Lila, raising an eyebrow at the blonde when her golden eyes met mine. I didn’t exactly ask the succubus what she thought about it, though I didn’t doubt that she didn’t much care about Nicole’s self-appointed task. She certainly wouldn’t mind the younger succubus becoming more powerful, though; learning about what she wanted to learn would ensure that happened.

In fact, I didn’t really mind that at all. I trusted Nicole and didn’t think anything would ever occur to put us at odds, so the more powerful she was, the better.

Ever since the whole mess with the Chorus, I had been wondering if I should try to build a base of power and gather allies to use against my enemies when they came after me. Lila had been part of these considerations. Nicole, not so much, but if she kept learning as quickly as she seemingly managed to learn about her new abilities, perhaps it wouldn’t take long for her to possibly be helpful in a fight – not against someone of my caliber or Lila’s, but there were plenty of weaker beings out there, and I knew I wouldn’t have numbers on my side when the end came.

I sighed again and looked into Nicole’s green eyes. Her grin told me she knew exactly what I would say to her. “Fine, you get what you wanted. I’ll teach you about summoning; make sure you don’t make any more foolish mistakes.” She reddened a bit at that, but it didn’t stop her from leaping forward, crashing against me, hugging me with all her strength.

A stillness fell over me for a few moments, and I shivered when she leaned in closer and whispered a thank you near my ear. Then she bounded back, turned on her feet, and left, and I found myself following her with my eyes, perfectly aware of how fast my heart started beating.

“Not a word.” I told Lila, and fortunately, my summon respected me enough to obey me.

It didn’t stop her from laughing at me as I moved away.


Chapter 4

Our first lesson started the following day.

“Let’s start by reviewing the basics.” I told the brunette, and I couldn’t deny I enjoyed how her face dropped at it.

“But I already know about that.” Nicole protested, and I couldn’t help but think there was a bit of a whining quality to it. Her pout made me still in place, and I hesitated a little.

Then I narrowed my gaze. “Are you using your allure on me?”

I didn’t want to think she had managed to affect me without me noticing anything, but how her cheeks reddened told me everything I needed to know, and I turned a look on Lila. She laughed at me. “You didn’t think all I’ve been teaching her is how to keep a lid on her new abilities, did you?”

I grumbled. I shouldn’t have expected something like that, but I didn’t think her warning me about it would have hurt. Still, I couldn’t deny being impressed. I thought all Lila had been focusing on was ensuring Nicole didn’t lose control of her emotions and try to feed on someone she shouldn’t. And that she retained control of her form and showed no hint of her new nature as a succubus – like displaying her tail or wings. If they had moved past that and were now focusing on the emotions Nicole could invoke in others, if it reached a point where she could get me by surprise despite everything, then maybe becoming a succubus wasn’t the worst fate for her.

“Right, back to the basics,” I said again, and Nicole pouted. “Unlike what some people believe, someone with a good knowledge of the basics would have known better than to use an active circle to try to perform any kind of new summoning.” I looked at Nicole at that, and whatever playfulness had been in her face instantly vanished.

I didn’t want to remind her of what happened to her, but I needed to ensure she would take me seriously this time and that she wouldn’t try another foolhardy thing.

The consequences shouldn’t be as grave if it happened, not now that she was a succubus, but one could never know.

“Seeing as you hope to somehow get a hold of your brother’s spirit, let’s start with that. We can break humans into three pieces that make them what they are. The body, the spirit, and the anchor connecting the two of them. If any of the body or the anchor gets damaged enough, a person dies, and their spirit is released into the Ether, either somewhat delicately, in case of a natural death, or not quite so much when something else happens.”

I found myself pacing in front of the seated Nicole and almost felt like a professor of some kind.

Much to my surprise, I didn’t mind teaching. I actually enjoyed it, if I was honest. Even those few lessons I had with Nicole before, when I was preparing her to eventually use summoning.

“If the anchor breaks, the body breaks down, turning into dust. If it gets damaged, like in some cases of possession, then the body might break down bit by bit. Usually, it will seem diseased initially, organs will eventually fail, and the body expires.”

That had been what had happened to Nicole’s brother, and if the forlorn look on her face said anything, she knew it too. We hadn’t talked much about what led to Michael’s death, but I didn’t doubt she connected the dots of it eventually. Once she realized possession had been in play, she would have connected his earlier sickly looks with the cause of his death.

I mean, I was the one who ended up putting an end to it, but by then, Michael had been as close to death as one could get. The beating I gave the Chorus possessing his body only ensured it could no longer keep using that body as a puppet.

“Now, that was the gist of it when it comes to a human being. Care to take a guess as to what makes demons different?” I turned and focused on Nicole, and she blinked at me, then narrowed her eyes.

“None of the texts I studied spoke of how demons are put together.”

I smiled. “Probably because many dislike the fact the demons are not completely divorced from us.” I then paused as I remembered Nicole was now a demon, and her raising an eyebrow at me didn’t help. I chuckled a bit awkwardly. “I mean, demons can be broken down in those three things as well: body, anchor, and spirit. Which of them do you think makes them different from us?”

She blinked. “The body?”

“And the anchor. Funnily enough, the only thing we have similar with the demons is…”

I let her finish the phrase and watched as her eyes widened. “The spirit.”

I nodded. “I mean, it makes sense, right? If not, you wouldn’t be here.” Lila had grabbed Nicole’s spirit and made her into a succubus. That meant she had to create a body and anchor it to Nicole’s spirit. While I could see how the body's creation would have been made, perhaps sheer flesh craft would have been enough, establishing the connection between the spirit and the body I would have thought impossible.

Technically, every time a person was born, a connection between a spirit and a body developed, but to create one for a full-fletched spirit…

It wasn’t anything I had heard about before.

Almost absently, I turned to look at the one who did it, and Lila smirked at me, almost as if she knew exactly what I was thinking about. I had been tempted to ask her before how she did it, but I doubted she would give me that knowledge of her own free will. Lila would want something for it, and I didn’t need it for anything; I only wanted to satisfy my curiosity. Paying whatever price she would ask for it wouldn’t be worth it.

I looked back at Nicole and continued. “And yet, while our spirits are basically the same, there is still something different in them. It is not due to their nature or make but how they grew. You do know spirits grow, don’t you?” She just looked flatly at me, and I chuckled. “Care to take a guess what I’m talking about?”

Nicole tried to come up with something. I saw how she scrounged her eyes and tried to remember anything she might have read that explained what I was talking about, but eventually, she shook her head at me, seemingly unable to figure out what I was talking about.

“Have you ever heard the expression that demons come from chaos?”

“I have. I’ve read some book that mentioned that but didn’t explain.”

“Most don’t; it’s something few tomes go into detail. Usually, whoever is teaching you will be the one speaking about this. When we mention Chaos, we are talking about the demons’ side of the divide. You could say there are three connected universes. There’s ours, we’re living in Order, there’s theirs, Chaos, and then there’s the divide, Ether.”

Nicole blinked at me, trying to process all of that. “So, you could almost say demons are agents of chaos.”

“No, we are,” I replied with a smile, and Nicole simply blinked at me once more. “It’s a matter of balances, see? Ying and Yang, though it has nothing to do with that.” I paused for a moment, trying to put it a little better. “No one knows how it works. There are different theories. Some believe the world just draws the order aspect out of us and uses it to maintain itself. Others think it is in a spirit’s interest to go against the nature of things, and that’s why we’re chaotic, because our universe is not, while the demons are orderly, because their lands are not.”

“But that doesn’t make any sense.” Nicole protested, frowning at me.

“Doesn’t it?”

“Demons are evil.”

“Demons are constrained by their nature. A succubus is a being of desire and will never change. A flesh-eater demon will always crave flesh and will never change. It’s their nature, and they cannot change that as orderly beings.” I replied. “Humans are beings of chaos, and that’s why we can change so much during our lives. A saint can fall in disgrace. An evil man might regret his actions and change.”

I shook my head, knowing I probably wasn’t getting to her.

“We’re chaotic by nature, prone to change. Instead of Order and Chaos, you could call our planes Status Quo and Change if you wish. And the beings living in those push against the nature of their own worlds. Or perhaps we humans and whatever other alien lifeforms exist on our side of the divide just suck the chaos out of our environment while the demons suck the order out of theirs.” I shrugged. “Who knows?”

“But…” Nicole trailed off, then shook her head, probably preferring to think about that later. “Ok, let’s say you’re right. What does that matter when it comes to learning about summoning?”

“I would think that was obvious,” I told her and raised an eyebrow. She crossed her arms and pouted at me, and I smirked. “A summoner needs to understand what they’ll be summoning, Nicole. It might not change the practical aspects of it, but knowing demons don’t change does make you a bit more aware of what they might want from you when you summon them. It also helps explain why demons want to be in our world and why they get more powerful for it. For a spirit aligned with Order to be in the realm of Order, they grow in strength far more quickly; it allows them to become far more powerful.”

“That, I knew. Even if not the reason for it.” Nicole replied.

“If you assume what he told you is the truth.” Lila pointed out from her place, a smirk on her lips.

Both me and Nicole turned to her. I raised an eyebrow at the blonde. “Want to point out what is wrong?” I asked her, and she only let her smirk widen. I sighed and turned back to Nicole. “So, that’s the current belief from the leading experts in summoning. I’m not going to say everything about that is correct.” I shot another look at Lila then. “But that’s what I’ve been told, and very few things I saw made me think these theories break down somewhere. I mean, there are some inconsistencies, but for the most part, I don’t think it’s fully wrong.”

The brunette nodded a bit pensively. “What inconsistencies?”

I stilled, wondering if I should say anything, then decided to proceed. “Well, there’s you for one.” She blinked at me, and then her eyes slowly started to widen. “You’re a demon now, a succubus, and your spirit was human. I can’t say for sure if there’s something making you different from other succubae, and the one who could won’t give us a clear answer on that.” I looked at Lila, who only shrugged at me, obviously amused.

If I could only figure if she was amused because I was totally off-mark or for some other reason…

I shook my head. “I suppose time will allow us to answer that eventually.”

I took a deep breath and looked into Nicole’s particular green eyes.

“To be a master of summoning, you need to know all you can about the beings you’ll be trying to summon but also yourself. In your case, this matters twofold. What makes demons different from us might also make you different and interfere with your magic in some way. And that’s why I want you to pay attention: tell me if something you believed fundamental about you is changing so that we can act accordingly and ensure you learn what you want.”

After a bit, the newly turned succubus nodded at me, and I smiled.

It was all a bit too high theory for a lesson on the basics, but if Nicole ever meant to succeed at summoning her brother’s spirit from the Ether, she would have to know all of that. I didn't know if that could help her achieve her objective, but I suppose time would tell.


Chapter 5

More lessons followed over the following weeks, mostly centered on different kinds of theories, focusing exercises, and meditation.

The last two were the ones that gave Nicole a bit more difficulty. Her magic was different now, no matter how much she wanted to ignore it. She was a demon, and her magic changed accordingly. It forced her to be far calmer when invoking it, lest it provoke her hunger.

I wasn’t sure if that was normal for young succubae or if it was different with Nicole. I supposed it didn’t matter either; it didn’t change what was happening. Nicole would have to start slow and get the hang of her new abilities and urges, and only once I was sure she could control herself thoroughly would I allow her to attempt to summon anything. I didn’t doubt that if she wanted to somehow fish her brother’s spirit out of the Ether, she would have to possess a lot of experience pulling beings into our world.

Despite that, our days were relatively calm. I spent time with the two succubae, felt my link to Lila become more potent with each day that passed, and kept having the blonde on my bed every night. It was a heady thing, and I feared sooner or later, her claws would sink so deeply into me that I couldn’t get rid of them ever again.

Well, with the deal I had made with her, it wasn’t as if I had much of a choice, was it?

To get Nicole back, I had offered myself to Lila on a silver platter, and that she didn’t immediately pluck me out of it didn’t mean she wouldn’t do it in time.

It didn’t matter. It had been worth it.

Those days spent with the two of them allowed my crush on Nicole to develop into something more. For the attraction I felt for Lila to do the same. I didn’t put a name to my feelings for them, fearing it would be too rushed of me to do so, but something had started to change.

What also changed was Greenford, and not for the better.

I knew some of it back then, but I had been pretty isolated living in Nicole’s home with the brunette and Lila.

News of what had happened between me and Bloodfist spread, and the vampire's hold on the city trembled. No one managed to accumulate so much power without making a few enemies on the way, and those enemies started circling around the vampire, wondering if it was the time to strike. Luther and the servants that went with him were just one of the groups that abandoned Bloodfist. A few of the mages and other supernatural beings that had worked for him skipped town.

A few of those that remained were hit and lost their lives.

Bloodfist went to ground with his vampires and the servants under their control and kept whatever lair he used hidden however he could. The rest of his unified clan members were left unprotected, which didn’t exactly endear their master to them, and most broke ranks eventually, though not all.

Everyone feared it would be only a matter of time until all-out war broke in the supernatural underbelly of the city, and I barely knew anything about it, mostly isolated from it all. No one had tried to make a move on me or Nicole or on our interests. The Magic Book was left untouched, though the reasons for that could be varied.

I only found out most of that later, once I started scouring the city. I had no reason to suspect all the changes going on in the town, changes that came back to my actions, to the fact I had killed Bloodfist’s second in command in front of the vampire and turned my back on him and moved away without him doing anything to stop me.

The first hint of the chaos going around only came to me during one of the occasions Lila and I accompanied Nicole to visit the Magic Book.

For the most part, the brunette had left her business in the hands of her staff, focused on improving her control, learning about magic, and everything she could get her hands on that she believed would help her pull her brother’s spirit from wherever it ended on. She was always in contact with someone at the café, mostly Marcy, though usually through the phone. Once or twice a week, we went out and visited the place, allowed Nicole to see her friends, and then stayed for a bit.

Being around crowds pushed her control and forced her to improve rapidly, and we never let it get to a point where she might feel overwhelmed.

That afternoon had been like any other. We got into the café, greeted the staff, and Nicole went with them, while Lila and I took a place at one of the tables and entertained ourselves for a bit. What counted as entertainment was different for me and for the blonde. I didn’t mind just grabbing a book and spending time with it. Lila was more… daring.

She tried to get a raise out of me or out of the other clients, sometimes grabbed a few pastries and moaned as she feasted on them, a moan that could not be called anything else but lewd. If that was all, it might not be the worst, but she could create chaos and destruction with a wink, and I had seen her tempt both men and women, teasing them and then leaving them dry.

She did it to me too, sometimes climbing into my lap and rubbing against me, knowing I had better self-control than to fall for her tricks, yet knowing they unbalanced me, nonetheless. It helped that I knew I could have her when I got home, which I usually did.

I wasn’t sure if she did all that because it amused her or if she could feed on the desire people felt for her without touching them. I was pretty sure she could do that, which was another thing that seemed to indicate she was more dangerous than I had assumed at first. Once more, I wondered which other identities the blonde might possess and what other names had been given to her over the centuries.

I didn’t doubt I would find some of them in time.

Despite Lila’s antics, I thought everything had gone perfectly well that afternoon, and the three of us left the Magic Book with smiles on our faces. The sun would set in another hour and had already started to dim in intensity, and when I looked at Nicole, I saw her happy. It made something inside my chest clench just a little, and when I saw one of the strands of her hair get in front of her face, I reached out and brushed it back.

The impact of something against my arm made me blink, as did the metallic plink of something falling to the floor, and then the loud, echoing sound of a firearm seemingly came from everywhere around us. Screams came from the people nearby when they realized what the sound was, and I didn’t hesitate to put myself in front of Nicole and then push her back the way we came – into the Magic Book.

“Go with her.” I told Lila. With the increased panic of the people around us and Nicole’s own startlement, the brunette might lose control and do something she shouldn’t.

The blonde knew it as well. I felt some hesitation from her link and knew she would prefer to help me find whoever was taking potshots at us, but she was also aware Nicole might lose control without one of us there to support her.

Without hesitation, I leaned down and grabbed the piece of metal on the floor, a golden disc that almost seemed like a coin. It wasn’t. It was simply the bullet that had hit my arm, having flattened completely when it failed to penetrate my skin. Another shot and another hit on my back, and I turned at once.

This time, I wasn’t distracted; I had been waiting for whoever attacked me to take another shot and for it to allow me to find the general area where the attacker was. I started running towards them, moving at human speeds, though fast. Not that it would be strange, not when someone was firing a rifle into what seemed to be a crowd. I don’t think any of the humans around had realized those shots actually hit someone, and hopefully, I could recover the second bullet before the authorities came.

I cast my senses around, sharpened my vision and hearing, and quickly found a hint of the attacker. He was atop a small building, only three stories high, about three hundred yards from the café.

When I felt confident no one had their eyes on me, I pushed myself further, quickly reaching the building where my enemy lay. Inside, I could move even faster, especially because there didn’t seem to be any security cameras out there, and while I was moving up, he moved down, eventually crossing my line of sight. Both of us stopped still.

It was a man, wearing goggles and a balaclava, a coat, and cargo pants, carrying what seemed a box on his back, which I didn’t doubt contained the rifle he had just tried to kill me with. He wasn’t a normal human. I could feel his presence, what almost seemed a rusty smell to him, and I knew he was a vampire servant.

I crossed my arms and stared at him, and he stared back, one hand slowly creeping for the handgun at his waist, the other behind his back, where it had been since the start, seemingly helping to balance the weight of the box.

“I’m going to give you one chance to tell me who ordered you to attack me,” I told him, tone flat. “If I like your answer, I might even let you go with your life. I mean, I might break an arm or two, but I guarantee you that’s not the worst thing that can happen to you.”

“I…” He started, his voice deep, and then something fell to the floor by his feet. I looked down just in time for him to push it closer to me and realized it was some kind of grenade. A smirk took hold of my lips. Wouldn’t he be surprised at the results of that?

Only, I was the one who was surprised because instead of exploding into a fireball, that grenade exploded into a flash of light and sound, and I wasn’t quite ready for it. I grunted as I was forced to close my eyes against the flash, and the loudness of it almost drove me to my feet.

I felt two hits against my chest. I didn’t doubt the gunman had managed to draw his handgun and hit me twice more, but no shots followed those, and I quickly figured he realized it wouldn’t help. Still, the flashbang did its job. By the time my hearing and my sight cleared enough for me to look at my path, the gunman was gone, retreated to somewhere else, and I gritted my teeth at that.

I still tried to find him, obviously, ran through the corridors of the building and its halls, then got outside, but I didn’t get a hint of my attacker.

I was strong and fast, but I was not unbeatable, which I had known for a long time. And yet, I got complacent, allowed what amounted to little more than a human to get the drop on me, and now…

Anger filled me and made me inhale and exhale.

I would give the servant that. This round went to him. I didn’t know who he was, and I doubted I would be able to find him easily, but I would find him and make him pay for this. And then I would make whoever had ordered him to attack me pay for it.


Chapter 6

When I returned to the Magic Book, I didn’t hesitate to drag Nicole and Lila home. I doubted anyone had realized who had been the target of those shots, and while the police were probably en route, they still hadn’t arrived yet. It allowed me to grab the second bullet and get out of there before we could be forced to answer any questions we had no interest in answering.

Lila could probably get us away from that with her allure, but the less attention we drew, the better. Luckily enough, we managed to get away without difficulty and soon got to Nicole’s home.

The blonde succubus turned to me the moment we got in and raised an eyebrow, and I knew what she wanted to ask me. Her curiosity had been evident the whole way, especially for someone who had a link to her mind, as I did. “He got away.”

I didn’t miss her amusement at that. “And how did our attacker manage to do that?”

I scowled. “Bastard managed to get me by surprise. It won’t happen again; I can assure you of that.” I couldn’t help but think I was letting my edge dull a little. The people who had taught my siblings and me were perfectly aware of most of my abilities and knew how to get around them for the most part. For a single vampire servant to almost get the drop on me and make me feel vulnerable for even a moment…

I stilled. Almost right from the start, I had started suspecting Bloodfist of being behind this attempt, but what if he wasn’t? What if my old enemies were playing their games?

No, it couldn’t be them. I didn’t doubt they had every intention of capturing me alive. Though they should have known a rifle wouldn’t have been enough to kill me. And perhaps they did, and this was only a warning of what was to come. Or I might not be the target…

I shook my head. There were far likelier explanations, the most obvious one that Bloodfist decided to make a move against me, though that wasn’t the only possibility. It could also be someone trying to make me think he had been the one behind the attempt, and there was an obvious candidate for that for two reasons: one was that he would have access to vampiric servants. After all, he was one. And another was that he had already tried to reach out to me, hoping to convince me to protect him and his from Bloodfist. From that to putting me in a trajectory against the vampire master, there wasn’t much distance.

I didn’t want to think Luther was foolish enough to try something like this, but I could always ask him directly – I had his number.

I didn’t hesitate to call him and set up a meeting. He answered the phone with some hesitation, though that hesitation vanished when he saw who was talking to him, and his tone became a bit more animated. It didn’t make me think he had anything to do with the attack on us, but maybe he was just a good actor.

Our meeting place wasn’t far from the Magic Book, and I had been tempted to arrange for us to meet at Nicole’s café, but there was a chance the police might still be there, and while I would like to see Luther’s reaction to their presence, I didn’t want to risk them also turning their attention to me. I arranged to meet Luther in a few hours and disconnected the phone.

“Want me to go with?” Lila asked me when I put down the phone. I shook my head.

“No, keep an eye on Nicole.” The brunette had retreated to her room shortly after we got to her home, and I didn’t doubt she would stay in there for a while, meditating and trying to get a hold of herself. That she hadn’t lost control during the panic was impressive, but it seemed to have frayed her hold on her instincts, and she had wanted some time to rest. “I shouldn’t have any difficulties with Luther.”

Having Lila beside me would have made things easier. With the effect she had on most people, she might have been able to get the truth out of Luther if he had anything to do with this. I trusted I could do the same, though, even if I had to involve a bit more violence in the matter.

Lila tilted her head at me, nodded, then turned on her feet and moved upstairs, following a path I was pretty sure would take her to the other succubus. Part of me was tempted to follow her and help her comfort Nicole if it was needed, but I also needed to get to the bottom of this and figure out who had attacked us.

It didn’t take me long to get out of the house and move towards my meeting point with Luther, and when I got there a little early, the man was already inside the diner, waiting for me. My eyes met his frame almost immediately after I got in, and I didn’t hesitate to move his way. I cast my senses out simultaneously and let my eyes move over the place, but I didn’t see anything out of order. Luther seemed to be the only supernatural being inside besides me.

There could be humans with knowledge of the supernatural around me. I couldn’t detect those with my senses, but I wasn’t too worried about them either.

Luther nodded at me when I took the seat opposite him, and I nodded back at him after a moment. A waitress came and asked us what we wanted. I asked for a beer, the same thing Luther did. I focused on him after that. “Did you have anything to do with what happened?” I asked him, and he just blinked confusedly at me. He was either a terrific actor, or he didn’t know what I was talking about.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

I leaned back against my seat, relaxing against it. “Someone tried to kill me today, used a rifle and everything.”

“The public shooting near the Magic Book? That was you?”

“News spread fast, uh? Or did you know it was going to happen before it did?” I asked him.

He sent me an annoyed look. “It’s all over local news. And social media. What the fuck do you think happens when there’s a shooting like this, especially when no one can find a single sign of a hit?”

I shrugged. I didn’t think he had been the one behind it, but it didn’t hurt to pry, did it? And still, even if he had nothing to do with it, it didn’t mean someone working for him couldn’t. Several other servants had left Bloodfist’s service with him. What was stopping one of those from being behind this? It might be true that Luther hated Ingram and was happy his former master was dead, but did all his servants hate him so? Or might there be another one who might hope to get revenge for him? If that was the case, why leave Bloodfist after all?

“I had to ask; I mean, the one who shot me was a vampire servant.”

Luther stilled momentarily but quickly shook his head. “None of mine did that. I can guarantee it. For fuck’s sake, we were hoping to get you on our side, why the hell would we attack you? You should probably blame Bloodfist for that.”

“He would be the logical responsible, wouldn’t he?” I asked rhetorically, but Luther still nodded at me. I smiled, let him see it, and watched as he frowned and thought better about it.

“You think something is trying to make you think Bloodfist was the one that tried to kill you.”

I nodded. “Beings as old as Bloodfist don’t take foolish risks, and he had no guarantee he would be able to kill me. He, more than anyone else who was present when I killed Ingram, understands just how dangerous I can be. He’s old, Luther, he’s seen a lot. Seeing a mage physically overpower a vampire as old as Ingram? I doubt he had seen anything like it before, but I’m certain he understood quite well that means I’m out of his league. Why did you think he let me turn my back on him and leave?”

Luther remained silent as I talked, and it didn’t take me long to realize I had intimidated him. I didn’t know if he had never connected the dots, if he thought that there might have been another reason for Bloodfist to let me show him up in front of his minions, or what, but maybe he was just processing it all now.

And then he squared his shoulders and seemed to overcome whatever fear I made him feel. It made me wonder how someone with his fortitude had gotten involved with vampires. It wasn’t the first time I saw something like that from him. When other people looked at Lila with barely contained desire, he had managed to mostly ignore the succubus’s allure.

“Maybe he was hoping for you to think that?” He pointed out. “Make it so obvious that he could easily deny involvement in the matter, and you would be inclined to believe him.”

“I don’t think he would risk even that. Especially not when I wasn’t the first target.”

“You said the servant shot at you.”

“And he did, the second time. After he had already failed his first target when, by sheer luck, I put my arm on the way. The servant shot me after realizing his bullets did nothing to me. His first target had been Nicole.”

I only made that realization on my way to meet Luther. The first bullet had hit my arm, the arm I moved to brush Nicole’s hair aside and, by sheer luck, blocked the bullet’s path to her. Was that a missed shot, and was I the primary target? That the second bullet hit me right in the back seemed to indicate so, but the more I thought about it, the more the idea of Nicole being the target seemed to take root in my thoughts.

After all, I had proved that I was willing to go to great lengths for her. What would I do if someone I thought Bloodfist sent after me killed her?

I would probably go on a rampage once more, go after the vampire without thinking too much about the situation, believing he had missed his attempt at killing me.

Even if the one behind the situation had gotten what he or she wanted, they would probably be surprised by my reaction. First of all, Nicole probably wouldn’t expire from a bullet unless it hit her in the head. Even then, it wouldn’t harm her spirit; it might kill her current body, freeing her spirit, but there would be nothing stopping Lila from summoning her back as soon as we got home. At least, I didn’t think there would be. I supposed Nicole was a fairly young succubus and might have some difficulty finding her way from the Ether to whatever realm Lila belonged to, but if nothing else, the blonde could help her with that.

Keeping in mind what the mastermind behind this situation probably knew, they must have believed killing Nicole would send me on a rampage, and if they killed her for real, it probably would.

“Are you sure of that?” Luther asked.

“Sure, no. But that the first bullet was moving in her direction, would probably hit her head or her throat, and that the guy who did it was good at his job? That I’m sure of. Only luck made it so that my arm got between the bullet and Nicole.”

“You think someone was trying to make you angry.”

“Angry, sloppy, all of those.”

“Which is why you think it’s a setup against Bloodfist.”

“It’s part of it.” Luther grudgingly nodding told me he thought that was a possibility, though he didn’t like it. If I had reason to go after Bloodfist, things would be much easier for him. “As I said, Bloodfist is old; beings like him don’t get to their age by taking stupid risks, and risking an attack so public, while not being sure it would be enough to kill me, is quite stupid. Unless the real objective was to provoke a fight between me and Bloodfist.”

Luther just crossed his arms and leaned back against his seat.

“I had nothing to do with that.” He reaffirmed.

“Oh, I believe you, but I still want your help to find the one who did it.” I told him.

He blinked at that, surprised, then let that surprise vanish from his face. “And why should I help you?”

“Because if you do, I’ll give you what you want,” I told him, watching his attention sharpen. “Help me figure out who was behind this, and I’ll take you and yours in. Warn those that might want to mess with you that you answer to me now.”

It didn’t take long for him to answer. “I’ll do it.”

I didn’t smirk, but it was a close thing. Frankly, I hadn’t forgotten about his offer of servitude, but I hadn’t thought about it much. Having a few minions of my own could come in handy quite a few times. It would be another card up my sleeve, and it wasn’t as if I would be losing much by accepting their offer. I had been in no hurry, though, still hesitant if I wanted to enter direct conflict with Bloodfist. Part of me felt that was inevitable, but the fact Luther and his little gang managed to survive for as long as they did without vampires getting to them did seem to indicate they were a bit more resourceful than I expected.

Or, for some reason, Bloodfist wasn’t going that hard after them.

“Well, first things first, then, who would want Bloodfist taken out?”

“You’re kidding, right?” Luther asked me, deadpan. “Better to ask who wouldn’t want him taken down. I don’t think there’s a supernatural-adjacent being in this town who wouldn’t press a Kill Bloodfist button in front of them if you guaranteed it would work.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Even the members of his clan?”

“Especially those,” Luther replied. “The vampires under him are always looking to climb the ranks, always trying to take the one above them out. He encourages it; the only one he seemed to trust explicitly was Ingram, and that bastard never tried to challenge Bloodfist even once. Because of that, no one ever tried to challenge Ingram, fearing what Bloodfist would do to them, but under those two? The fighting was constant, and while there weren’t exactly any deaths, it could get pretty vicious.”

“And now Ingram is gone, and Bloodfist will need another second in command.”

“Probably, which would make the fighting under him even more bloody. I don’t doubt he’ll want to stop any deaths from occurring. Weakening the clan further at this time probably won’t help him, but he’ll find it harder than ever to make his vampires behave.”

I tilted my head. “Will he? If he wants stability inside his clan, whoever ends up being his second in command can’t keep being challenged by the other members. It might be better to lose one or two of his if that will calm other challengers somewhat.”

“I mean, maybe,” Luther replied with a shrug. “What do I know.”

I couldn’t help but think he seemed annoyed with my analysis. “Do you think any of them would be eager to climb the ranks even further and become the clan’s master?”

“Well, yeah, without a doubt.” Luther narrowed his eyes at me. “Thinking one of them is responsible for the attack on you?”

“I mean, it’s a possibility, isn’t it?” I asked. “If they figured out they could become second-in-command and if their boss was taken out, they would suddenly be in charge, wouldn’t they? If all of them hate him…”

I didn’t finish, but it wasn’t exactly needed. And Luther didn’t contradict me, so he didn’t think it was that unlikely.

I continued after a few moments. “That is if the attack came from within the clan. What about outside of it? Any particular enemies that would love to see Bloodfist lose his head?”

“There’s plenty of those.” Luther started counting with his fingers. “There’s me, for one, and the ones with me, there’s the Wilkins family, a family of mages that live in the area. Bloodfist has been trying to get them under his control for a long time, but they have been resisting his efforts until now, even if he made them suffer for it. Plenty of unaligned beings exist, from other mages to werewolves and other things. A few small gangs as well. The number of enemies is almost limitless. Hell, it could also be someone from out of town. Have you thought about that? I know Bloodfist worried more about threats that could come from the outside than those in Greenford itself. Maybe one of the clans he fears is trying to muscle in on his territory. They discovered what happened and tried to start hostilities between you and the bastard.”

“Any of those in Greenford have access to vampire servants?”

“You mean besides me?” Luther asked, and I just smiled at him. I didn’t think he was lying; I truly believed he had nothing to do with the attack on me. But someone under him? It was a possibility. And not one I would discard until I met his companions and confirmed the truth of it for myself. “Not that I know about. I mean, I suppose there might be a chance that some of them hired some mercenary to take the hit on you, but besides that…”

I raised one eyebrow. “Know many mercenaries?”

“Just one.”

“And is he a vampire servant?”

Luther huffed, annoyed. “No, he’s human. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t any vampire servants out there that might be mercenaries, right? Plenty of vampires die and leave servants behind. Ingram did it, after all. Why couldn’t one such servant eventually become a mercenary?”

“Speaking of that, any chance of a rogue servant?” I asked, and he frowned at me. “I mean, you got free once Ingram died, right? Is there any chance that one of Ingram’s servants might have gotten free that you haven’t accounted for?”

He started shaking his head, slowly. “I don’t think so. Those that didn’t come with me stayed with the clan. I don’t think Bloodfist would let them stay without having another one of his vampires bind them.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Why wouldn’t he bind them himself?”

“It’s a loss of power, right?” Luther asked, shrugging. “For the vampire to make a servant, he needs to feed them some of his power along with the blood; it weakens them. Not much, from what I understand, not unless they do it many times and repeatedly, but Bloodfist seems unwilling to waste even a sliver of his power.”

I hadn’t known that. I thought vampire blood was all that was needed, but I never studied the matter much. It made sense that there had to be an exchange of power. The blood itself might change the one consuming it, but it would be hard for it alone to create a link to the vampire.

It didn’t matter.

“Any chance Ingram might have a servant away from the clan, someone hidden even from Bloodfist himself?”

Luther shrugged. “I have no idea. Why would they want to provoke you into attacking Bloodfist, though?”

“I suppose I could be mistaken, and I was really the target from the start.” I smiled at him.

He scoffed. “You don’t really think that.”

“No, I don’t. But I suppose that if this servant liked Ingram, it might not be only me he’s angry at, right?” I had given Bloodfist a chance to save his second in command; all he needed to do was plead for it. Granted, I probably wouldn’t have accepted it; I might have killed Ingram nonetheless – I had been quite angry. Those who had been there didn’t know how I would have reacted if Bloodfist had done what I asked. “Or he might believe he couldn’t take me on, and Bloodfist might have a chance if forced into a fight with me.”

“Or it might have been someone on a lark,” Luther replied, his tone snappy, and I raised an eyebrow at him. “What? You’re coming up with more and more unlikely scenarios, trying to treat this all like a big mystery. Most things are far simpler than that.”

I smirked. “You’re right, which is why you and yours were my main suspects. Now, why don’t you take me to meet the rest of your crew?”


Chapter 7

It didn’t take long for Luther to arrange for that to happen. It shouldn’t have surprised me they were all taking refuge together; there was strength in numbers after all, even if there were other risks as well. Should Bloodfist attack them, he would get them all that way.

Still, if he got one of them, it shouldn’t be tough for him to eventually get to the others, so the strength in numbers might still have some appeal.

And Luther, or whoever decided their hiding place, didn’t pick a bad spot. A fairly roomy home in one of the suburbs, with plenty of people living all around and some traffic always near. Bloodfist would be weary of drawing too much attention and might delay attacking the servants who fled from him if that was his intention.

A group as large as the one Luther indicated he spoke for would also draw attention, though, and I could feel eyes burning into our figures when we stepped out of Luther’s car and into the home.

“We’ve been trying to keep a low profile, but sooner or later, we’ll have to move or risk bringing too much attention to ourselves.” He told me when I raised an eyebrow at him. “We don’t have any other spot that’s as safe as this, though.”

Which might explain why he was willing to come to me. For now, he might think they would be able to remain somewhat safe, but that could change with time.

I didn’t exactly want to have a bunch of minions, but I could see some use for them, so I supposed I would get something out of that deal, even if the possibility of an outright war with Bloodfist was something I hoped to avoid. The supernatural got plenty isolated between cities. With all the advances of humanity, that had changed a bit. Still, for most of history, each town or populous area could be its own little supernatural dominion, rarely interacting with the communities outside their lands.

There were exceptions, obviously, but for the most part, communities were isolated. It started to change over the last decades, but some of that insularity remained. I didn’t doubt most of those connected to Greenford knew what had happened between me and Bloodfist, but the ones outside the city shouldn’t. If I took him out, though, whispers and rumors would spread, and some of them might reach the Institute.

I knew a confrontation with my former mentors would occur sooner or later. Over the last months, I had shifted my plans to deal with them from prolonging the time it would take for them to find me to more aggressively preparing for when that day came, but I didn’t want it to happen that quickly, either.

Luther and his crew might be a weapon I could wield when the time came. I doubted the Institute could field a mage as powerful as I was, but they certainly didn’t lack for numbers, and it wasn’t only mages they had under their command. A bunch of vampire servants could come in handy. Nicole and Lila were another possible weapon at my disposal, even if I hated to think about the brunette in such terms. Still, I couldn’t discount them.

Luther didn’t hesitate to open the door into the house and led me to some kind of living room. The rest of his little gang seemed to be there, and I cast my eyes over them. I did more than just look at them, though. I also spread my senses around, felt the hint of vampire blood in all of them, and noticed how it had changed them. Luther was the one of them more obviously changed by it, noticeably more than the others.

Almost certainly, that meant he had consumed far more blood than the others, and part of me wondered why Ingram did it. It seemed obvious the servant had hated his former master, and I didn’t doubt Ingram had known it. So why make him stronger? More blood meant more power had to be pushed into the man, forging a more robust link.

Was that the answer?

Did Ingram want to ensure Luther was under his hold without a chance of escape?

I recognized some of the other servants from the attempt to beat the crap out of me that Luther led a few months back, though the only one I knew by name was Rashid. He gulped when my eyes settled on his, and I smirked a little before looking at the others.

I didn’t recognize anyone else, not even by the hint of their power.

It made me realize something.

“Was everyone here made into a servant by Ingram?” I asked, and Luther confirmed my suspicion with a nod. I sighed. “Then the one that attacked me wasn’t. There’s a slight difference in the power within you and the one within him.”

That crossed Luther’s little group off my list of suspects, and I imagined quite a few more servants.

I turned my back on them and started moving out. “I’ve seen enough.”

Luther spoke something to the rest of the group, but I was too busy with my thoughts to pay too much attention to it. Did I really expect one of Ingram’s former servants to be the one that attacked me?

I hadn’t worried about it before and didn’t think it mattered, but knowing the servant who did it wasn’t one of Ingram’s changed some things. Luther’s crew wasn’t the only one I could cross off my list; the possibility that it was one of Ingram’s former servants disgruntled with something was also put aside. Unless the moment another vampire bound them, the hint of power in them changed somehow, but if that happened, their new master would be aware of their actions, and it just meant that one was the puppeteer…

Lost in thought, I almost missed Luther reaching my side. I raised my eyebrows at him.

“See, I told you, none of mine was involved.” Luther told me, looking quite satisfied.

“No reason to be smug about it.” I told him under my breath, sighing when he just smirked at me.

Why was I making this so complicated? There was a puppeteer, I didn’t have any doubts about it, someone who sent the servant after me and mine, and I still suspected it was an attempt to unleash me on Bloodfist, but I would never be able to guess who it was by sheer luck.

No, I had to do the obvious, which perhaps I should have focused more on from the start. I needed to find the puppet first and follow the strings holding him together back to the one puppeteering him. That was how I would get the one behind this all.

“I’m making this more complicated than I need to,” I told Luther, and he raised an eyebrow at me. “I won’t be able to find who set this up unless I get fortunate. What I might be able to do is get to the servant who attacked me and perhaps from him to his master.” I shook my head. “Tell me, were there many servants besides Ingram’s in the clan?”

“No,” Luther replied, shaking his head. “And none of those were fighters. Pets, for the most part. Men and women that the vampires who fed them their blood liked for some reason but were either unwilling to turn them into vampires themselves or hadn’t gotten Bloodfist’s permission to do it. Not that they could make them servants without his permission either, but he sometimes allowed one and not the other.”

“Are you sure none of them could fight?”

“Fight? Maybe. Experience with a rifle, able to snipe from a distance, even if it wasn’t that big? No, none of them would be able to do that. Hell, none of mine could do that either, or me. Frankly, I only know one person in town who might do that.”

“Oh? And who is that?” Perhaps instead of focusing on the vampire servant part, I should have focused on the training the one who attacked me needed to possess. Greenford was big enough that there were plenty of ex-military around or people with enough training for the earlier attack on me, but how many of those were aware of the supernatural world? It might be a shorter number than the one of vampire servants around, which might give me another avenue to finding my target.

“The mercenary I spoke about earlier, Williams.” Luther shrugged. “I saw him once or twice. Ingram and Bloodfist had a few dealings with him. Don’t know where to find him, but I might be able to get to someone who could.”

“Do that, then,” I said, starting to get another idea of how to find my target. “Perhaps he’ll know who else has the experience to snipe someone in our area, or he might be able to know someone who will be able to trace the bullets the servant hit me with.”

Luther raised an eyebrow at that and let his eyes move over my frame.

I smirked. “They flattened against my skin.” At first, I was pretty sure Luther thought I was joking, but I got to watch his face as he slowly realized I was telling the truth and how wide his eyes got.

He swallowed.

“I’ll get in contact with some people. I might be able to get them to help us get to the bottom of this.” He said, and I raised an eyebrow.

“Really, why would they?”

“You killed Ingram in front of Bloodfist and got to stride away without anything happening to you.” Luther’s reply was flat in tone. “People tend to connect the dots when something like that happens; realize Bloodfist is scared of you. Plenty of them had been quite scared of the vampire, in some cases, for decades. Seeing someone else waltzing in and putting Bloodfist in his place like that…”

I didn’t exactly like that I drew so much attention with my little stunt, but I should have known better.

Would it have changed anything? Probably not. I had been quite angry when I ripped Ingram’s head off.

Luther hesitated, then continued. “It might not hurt to have some of the other people of this town interact with you; let them see for themselves you’re not another Bloodfist, only here to step on them as he did.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think I’m not?”

He shrugged and didn’t answer.

I sighed. “Fine, do that if you think it will help us find our culprit.” I could admit that having other contacts in the city might come in handy, and if I wanted allies, I might need to make friends. “Call me when you have arranged everything; you know my number now.” I had called him earlier, after all.

I turned my back on him and left without another word, and he didn’t bother to try to say his goodbyes either.

I walked home. We weren’t that far from Nicole’s house, and if I genuinely felt the need for speed, I could always jog for a while, but unless something happened, I could take my time with a leisure stroll.

A quick check on my link with Lila reassured me everything was going fine with the succubi, and I could just focus on walking for a while, trying to clear my thoughts, trying to come up with anything that would help me lead to the one behind the attack during the afternoon.

Nothing really came to mind, nothing but worries, at least. That I had managed to cross Luther’s people off my list was something, but I didn’t doubt I would take them under my wing, even if the servant didn’t manage to do much to help me catch the one who attacked me. That would probably create more friction with Bloodfist, but it wasn’t as if I hadn’t declared myself his enemy when I decapitated his second-in-command. Sooner or later, he would want revenge.

Perhaps he already wanted it but doubted he could get it. I didn’t doubt he would try to find some way to get at me, rid himself of me if he could. I didn’t think he would manage that, but maybe he would convince himself he could and make a move.

This attack didn’t seem like him.

Perhaps I was overestimating him, and he thought a single sniper would be enough to take me out. There was some chance of that, but I didn’t find it likely.

No, the more I thought about it, the more confident I was it had someone else behind this, someone who thought they could use me against Bloodfist. Or perhaps one against the other. Something Luther said about how the other people in Greenford looked at me struck a chord with my thoughts. Showing I was not another Bloodfist would help…

Was that what people thought of me?

Did they think I wanted to call myself master of the city and try to force my will on them? Frankly, even if the idea appealed to some part of me – which it didn’t – it would have been far too much work. While that kind of power might help me against my enemies somewhat, it would also hinder me in other ways. No, most of the benefits of holding that much power could come from alliances, making friendships, and collecting favors.

Trying to rule over people was a good way of finding new enemies to fight with and eroding other profitable alliances.

I wouldn’t bother losing my time with that.

It didn’t mean the supernatural beings that made Greenford their home knew that. For all intents and purposes, I was an unknown to them, someone who had lived in the area for a year without showing my cards, and suddenly hit at the heart of Bloodfist’s power and killed his second in command.

That would make many weary. If the news of what I faced before, when I killed the Chorus that had possessed Michael, spread as well…

I could understand the reason for some of these beings to be wary.

Yet, there was an opportunity there. If I showed myself to be on their side, that they could count on me as an ally…

Well, there were very few allies as good as those that terrified your enemies and perhaps terrified you in the past. If I got them to believe in me, I should be able to find myself with some allies in my corner. I didn’t know much about the beings that lived in Greenford. Luther’s brief mentions of some of the interested parties didn’t clarify much, but for them to have been able to resist Bloodfist’s presence for so long indicated they wouldn’t exactly be worthless.

Time would tell.

By the time I got home, I could almost feel the boredom that had invaded Lila’s thoughts, and it didn’t surprise me to find her pouting visage on the other side of the door once I opened it. I raised an eyebrow at her; she looked at me and stretched, thrusting her chest forward at the same time and letting me feast on the sight for a while.

“I thought you would never come back.” She complained, despite knowing she was perfectly aware of where I had been the entire time – just like I knew where she was at all times. “I’m hungry.”

“You could always make something to eat.” I told her and gave her a smirk when she rolled her eyes.

Always wanting to have the last word, she smirked back. “Not that kind of hungry.” Before I could answer her, she opened her tight blouse and let it fall. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath it, and her breasts bounced free with the motion, making me purse my lips just slightly.

A moan slipped from her lips when she cupped those orbs, caressing them, playing with her own nipples for a few moments, then letting her digits glide down over her stomach and her belly, slowly reaching for the jeans she was wearing.

When I spoke, my voice came out a bit rougher than I wished it for. “Nicole?”

“In her room, asleep,” Lila replied, slowly unbuttoning the buttons that tighten her jeans around her waist. “Poor dear was exhausted after everything that happened, called her friends, and assured everyone was alright, then she got hungry.” The blonde shrugged then, which did something quite alluring to her chest. “So, I fed her, but now I’m the one that’s hungry.”

As she spoke those words, she bombarded our link with her need, and I closed my eyes, trying to process it all for a time. I opened them just quickly enough to see her jeans slowly gliding down her frame, her panties following soon after, and then she turned her back on me and started moving upstairs, her buttocks almost bouncing with the motion.

I considered myself able to resist her effect on me, but there were limits.

I didn’t waste any time before following after her, heard her giggle as she listened to my steps coming closer, and soon we were in my room, and I was pulling her closer, kissing her, letting my hands move over her naked frame at the same time. Her moans made me want even more, and I saw no reason to hold back.

The rest of the night ended up being quite fun, I couldn’t deny.


Chapter 8

I woke up to Lila’s naked warmth against my side, and I let my eyes move over her frame for a while, feasting on the sight of her. The blonde was exquisite.

It wasn’t surprising, seeing as she was a succubus, a being made to both desire and be desired, but the sight of her naked frame almost always managed to take my breath away.

A part of my body stirred at the sight of her, and I allowed one of my digits to wander over her frame, moving from her collarbone to one of her breasts, featherlight. Before I could reach her nipple, Lila shifted against me, arching forward with a moan and forcing her entire breast against my hand.

“Good day.” There was a smile on her lips and an amused glint in her golden eyes.

“You were awake, weren’t you?”

“Kind of hard to be asleep when something hard pokes you in the belly.” She said, reaching for my cock without hesitation and cupping my balls. I groaned at that, leaning forward at the same time. She met my lips in a kiss, moaned into it, and her hand ended around my rod, starting to pump me.

It made me want even more if that was possible.

When she maneuvered herself into my lap, I let her do it, just enjoyed as she pumped me for a while longer, then directed the tip of me against her slickness. With a grin, she let herself drop, impaled her body on my rod, and then rode me. I held her throughout it, enjoying her as I had always enjoyed her, shifting my hips towards her when I felt I was close to the edge, knowing it was only a matter of time until I came and claimed her once more.

I felt her pleasure mount through our link, just as I knew she felt my own.

It would only be a matter of time until the both of us came as one, and I didn’t fight her when her hands grabbed onto my head, forced me to tilt up, and then her lips crashed against mine once more. A few more thrusts and we came like that, our bodies wholly entwined, our mouths in a furious kiss.

She pulled back from me only when our pleasure was coming down, and there was a large grin on her lips. I had one on mine as well.

Part of me was tempted to do more as she slowly pulled back from me, disengaging, but I just watched her instead, let my eyes move over her frame as she slowly stretched to her full height, took note of every line of her body, every curve. Obviously, Lila knew what I was doing and didn’t miss the chance to tease me a bit more, then eventually winked at me, turned on her feet, and strutted away.

I sighed, resisted the temptation to lay back in the bed for a while longer, and eventually gathered my clothes and dressed.

Lila seemed to have used the opportunity to take a shower, and while I wouldn’t mind one either, I knew how long she could take. Better to eat breakfast before that.

Nicole was in the kitchen when I arrived, and I smiled at her. She looked back at me with a bit of a blush, and I didn’t doubt she heard me and Lila. Perhaps we had even been the ones to wake her, and I stilled for a moment, then decided to continue as if nothing happened.

“Hi!” I greeted her, trying to make things as normal as possible.

She nodded back at me, letting her eyes linger on my face for a while. Maybe it was just me, but it almost seemed like she was hungry.

We hadn’t talked about that yet nor acted on it, but I suspected it would only be a matter of time until it happened. Nicole was a succubus now. So far, Lila had been keeping her fed, using her energy to sustain the younger succubus, but Nicole might want more sooner or later. And I was basically the only one in a position to help her with that.

I didn’t quite know how that made me feel. I had a crush on Nicole; it led to this entire mess, but I didn’t want to have anything with her simply because she felt like she had no choice.

I liked to think that the way she looked at me before might imply she could be interested in more, but she had changed now and became a succubus. Wanting people was in her nature; desiring me wouldn’t be strange for her. Could I accept that the changes she went through might be the ones that prompted her to act on any kind of romantic feelings between us? Or that now she might just want me for how tasty I could be?

It felt awkward to think about it.

I wanted Nicole; I wouldn’t fool myself and say I didn’t. And that she wanted me, I didn’t doubt. But did she want me simply because she was now a succubus, and I was food? Had her new nature changed her that much? Or did she want me because she was now freer with her emotions, had fewer hesitations, and felt more wanton? It might not seem like much, but there was a bit of a difference to those.

Lost in those thoughts, I moved around her and tried to fix my own breakfast, and whatever awkwardness had lingered inside the kitchen seemed to vanish as the two of us moved in tandem. Feeling a hint of something from my link with Lila, I started fixing the blonde something to eat as well, knowing she wouldn’t take long.

A few minutes later, the older succubus strode into the kitchen wearing only a fluffy robe, one she didn’t even bother to close. I feasted on the sight of her for a few moments, pulled my gaze away, and saw that the sight had entranced Nicole just as much as it had me.

The brunette blushed when she pulled her eyes away, and her gaze met mine. Lila chuckled, loving the effect she had on both of us.

Before I could tell the blonde anything, my phone rang, and I didn’t hesitate to answer it when I saw it was Luther. “What’s up?”

“I got us a meeting with some people who might be able to help us. At two o’clock, downtown. I’ll send you the details later.”

With that said, he disconnected, and I just blinked at the phone. “Rude.”

Shaking my head, I looked at the watch on the wall. Ten o’clock. More than enough time to get ready and get downtown, but I couldn’t wait for long to start doing so. I sighed.

“I figure there won’t be any lessons today?” Nicole asked me, crossing her arms.

“There might if Luther's arranged meeting doesn’t take that long.” I had no idea who we would meet or how long such a meeting might take. Maybe I could ask him, but it wouldn’t change anything. “If not, I’ll try to make it up to you some other day.” I told the brunette, and she smiled at me.

“You better.”

I smiled back, watched her leave the kitchen, and sighed.

Lila didn’t miss the chance to move and press against my side, and I raised an eyebrow at her. She pouted at me. “You’re not going to leave me behind, will you? It gets boring in here.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Really?” I knew she was joking, but I didn’t mind the opportunity to prod her. “Should I tell Nicole that?”

“Hum,” Lila made a sound, then tilted her head. “Maybe you should. With a bit of luck, I might piss her off enough for her to dare give me a spanking. I dared her before, but she’s too shy for that.”

My mouth got a little too dry at the images she was putting in my mind, and I glared at her when I realized she was doing it on purpose. Lila smirked, and I gave her a glare for a few moments before sighing. “I would prefer that you stay home. I’m pretty sure the attack was meant to provoke a confrontation with Bloodfist, and I don’t know if the one that did it would dare to try again now that they’ve done it, but I prefer not to take any risks. That no one attempted to attack us at home means the wards are doing their job. I would prefer not to put Nicole at risk, and you know she would want to come if you did.”

The brunette had been a good sport about it, but I knew she chafed at spending so much time inside the house. Even I did, and I was an antisocial little shit most of the time. Still, until her control improved a bit more, she needed to be very careful, and so did we. There was a reason why I always tried to keep Lila close to Nicole. She would be the one who could better help the younger succubus regain control if something happened.

Lila knew it, too. “Fine, I’ll stay behind and behave, but it will cost you, master.” There was a particular heat to the last word, and she winked at me as she strode away.

I sighed, got to my feet, moved towards the bathroom, and showered.

I stepped out of the house a few minutes later, moving downtown.

It took a while. I moved leisurely, still unsure where our meeting point was and knowing I would have to wait for Luther to get back to me. When he did, I quickly found my way to the bar where he had arranged for the meeting. Or perhaps someone had arranged the meeting with him.

There were wards around the place. They weren’t particularly powerful, and I didn’t think they had been there long, but they were there nonetheless, and it meant the one who put them up had to be a mage. That didn’t mean the one who owned the place was a mage, but whoever it was almost certainly had to be a supernatural being. Or he knew about our world and had enough contacts to get someone to put up a ward around the place.

When I got closer, I saw Luther standing outside, and I didn’t hesitate to move his way. He seemed jittery, repeatedly tapping his foot against the ground as he looked into the bar, and I didn’t miss the pairs of eyes that looked at him from inside the place.

He relaxed slightly when he saw me, and I raised an eyebrow at him.

“What’s this place?” I asked him, taking another glance at the bar. The attention that had previously been on him now turned to me, and there was almost a literal weight to it. I cast my senses out and felt the energies of the beings inside. It was a varied mix; there was no denying that. At least a mage, several werewolves, and other beings I wasn’t entirely sure what they were. There were nine supernatural beings inside.

“Welcome to the White Clover, where we’ll be meeting two possible allies.”

“Two?” I asked, tilted my head. “It’s not much.”

“Yeah, well, it’s more than good enough in such a short time. And these people might be able to get you in contact with others in town.” Luther’s annoyance came through loud and clear. “As you can imagine, for someone who used to work as one of Bloodfist’s enforcers, most people don’t want to see my face.”

“Yet you still managed to arrange this…” I pointed out.

He shrugged.

Once more, I found myself wondering about him. Frankly, he didn’t fit my first image of him. He had seemed like a thug, and he behaved like one, and yet, since Ingram was gone, he seemed to have changed. I knew the vampire master could have some effect over his servants, influence their thoughts and disposition, but had Ingram really bothered doing that with Luther?

I wondered why.

Luther must have been a servant for a long time; his appearance seemed almost vampiric, indicating he had consumed large quantities of vampire blood over the years. Why waste all that power in a servant you would force to behave as a thug?

“And who is it we will be meeting, exactly?”

“Brad Wilkins. The youngest adult member of the Wilkins family. And Elena.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “And who is that?”

“The most dangerous being in town, after Bloodfist.” He looked at me and shrugged. “And I suppose you as well.”

“And what is she?”

“Most folks think she’s a werewolf, but…” He shrugged again as if he wasn’t sure of the answer, and I could admit it made me curious.

If outside the bar we had drawn attention, once inside, it was even worse. Almost all the eyes turned to us, and the people weren’t shy about staring. There might have been around twenty living beings inside, and I didn’t doubt every single one of them had some connection to the supernatural and knew exactly who we were.

Some of them glared at Luther, who just tilted his chin up and ignored their stares. Most of them looked at me, and I saw the wariness in their eyes, how their gazes shifted away from mine when I looked at them.

It didn’t take me long to figure out who was Elena. For one, there were very few women inside the place, only three of whom I could see. And, well, there was something about her. I started to understand why Luther said most thought she was a werewolf. There was something bestial about the power that danced over her skin, something wild and untamed, much like most werewolves possessed, yet…

There was something different as well. It was a power close to that of a werewolf, though I could admit I hadn’t met many before, and yet more in a sense. The fact the people around the place gave her table a wide berth told me they either respected her or were intimidated by her, but when I saw the gazes thrown her way, I became sure it was the first.

“What is this place?” I asked Luther in a low tone of voice.

It wasn’t the vampire servant who answered me. Elena herself did.

“This is a place where a few friends gather to have a drink, obviously.” She replied, even though she was almost twenty feet away from me.

“Is that so?” Elena was quite a gorgeous woman; there was no denying that. Blonde, blue-eyed, tall, and muscled. She had the face of a fairytale princess and the body of an amazon, and I didn’t doubt she was dangerous. She looked back at me without fear, her blue eyes meeting my brown ones without hesitation. “Does that mean we’re here to become friends?”

She shrugged at me. “Perhaps, if we like what we hear.”

It wasn’t hard to realize she seemed to be speaking for everyone inside the bar, and I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me too much that for her to have lasted so long around Bloodfist, she had support of some kind. If she had been alone, he could have overwhelmed her with numbers. If he didn’t make a move against her, it meant she was more trouble than it was worth, and he ultimately decided to let her be.

A supernatural being couldn’t just come into a city and declare himself or herself ruler without getting enemies. That Bloodfist succeeded in doing so proved how dangerous he was, but it didn’t mean he squashed all the opposition in the city. Other groups always remained; beings that had previously been enemies gathered together to fight their new would-be overlord.

It didn’t surprise me that there was some kind of resistance against Bloodfist, or at the least, a group that worked together to protect themselves from him. It made sense. These groups always needed leaders; the stronger they were, the better.

The fact Elena seemed to lead them spoke to the power she possessed over them, and I could admit she might be an interesting ally to have.

She gestured for the seats around the table when we got close enough. “Take a seat. We’ll have one more guest, but he hasn’t arrived yet.”

Slowly, I pulled my chair back and settled in it, and it was just in time, too.

The bar door opened again, and another man stepped in. Well, I was tempted to call him a kid. Twenty, or twenty-one at the most, with brown eyes and hair not too dissimilar to mine. His eyes found us almost immediately, and he strode our way confidently.

I couldn’t help but think it was a façade of a kind. I could feel his power, his strength as a mage. He had some potential, but nothing that would make him feel as confident as he tried to project, not when he faced someone he believed had intimidated the vampire that had given the other supernatural beings of Greenford so much trouble.

“I apologize for arriving late.”

Elena raised an eyebrow at him. “You got here just in time, kid. Take a seat.”

I would almost think he would bristle at being called a kid, but he only grinned, did as the blonde said, and then looked at me. “And you must be the one who scared the pants off of Bloodfist.” He didn’t hesitate to extend a hand to me.

“Well, I wouldn’t put it like that,” I said as I shook his hand. “You could say we reached an understanding. I knew I could turn my back on him and leave, and he knew he couldn’t stop me if he wanted. No pants needed to be taken.”

Brad Wilkins chuckled at that, and he was amused, but there was more to it than that. A kind of jitters, a nervousness that permeated his reaction. And I could understand that. It was easy to think that for most of his life, Bloodfist was the monster hovering in the shadows, the creature ready to leap at him if he or any of his family members misbehaved.

I doubted Bloodfist had seemed a generous ruler to those he didn’t directly control. He might not have made any overt moves against all the other supernatural elements in the city, but even those that escaped his direct attention must have suffered.

To see him on the back foot for once…

It must have been pleasing. Still, it was worrying as well. If Bloodfist had given them so many troubles over the years, and now someone else arrived and put the vampire in his place…

I could see how some could be wary of me. And perhaps hopeful. After all, Bloodfist remained alive. He was a bit weakened with the death of his second in command, the loss of the servants that had answered to him before, and the others that left his side, but not so much that he couldn’t recover. The damage to his reputation was more significant, making his enemies feel more confident about their chances now that they knew the vampire could be defeated, but it didn’t mean they could do it.

Most believed I could, though, and for good reason. If I could just finish the job, so to say…

I had been so busy wondering how to get these people to help me that I hadn’t thought about what they might want from me. Realizing there was something they might wish for made me feel a bit better about my chances, even if I wasn’t really in the mood to make a move against Bloodfist. Not yet. If I could avoid doing it forever, so much the better, even if I feared that boat had sailed already.

I could feel Elena’s blue eyes on me, and I turned to look at her and raised an eyebrow. “What do you want?” She asked me without hesitation. “You had Luther reach out to us in your name; there must have been a reason for it.”

Something about how she said Luther’s name made me think she knew him, but I figured it wasn’t the time to interrogate him about that.

“Yesterday, someone fired a rifle at me and the people with me in broad daylight, just outside the Magic Book. When I got to the man who did it, I realized he was a vampire servant. Unfortunately, he surprised me and fled before I could catch him. I was hoping to locate him with some help.”

She raised an eyebrow at me. “I would think him to be a better lead when it comes to finding a vampire servant.” She told me, pointing her finger at Luther.

“Oh, I already confirmed that none of the servants that left Bloodfist with Luther are responsible for it. More than that, I can tell that the servant who attacked me wasn’t made into what he is by Ingram, which Luther tells me lowers the possible number of vampire servants in town by quite a bit. He also tells me that none of the other servants that remain should have the skills the one I faced possessed.” I shrugged. “Maybe it’s someone new, maybe it’s someone from out of town. I do need to find him.”

“I would assume finding Bloodfist would get you all the answers you wish.”

“It’s made to seem that way, doesn’t it?” I asked, and she narrowed her eyes. Brad looked from one of us to the other, not quite understanding.

“Why do you say that?” He eventually asked, and I smiled at him.

“It’s too obvious. Yes, perhaps the obvious solution is sometimes the right one, but in this case…” I shook my head. “This whole situation stinks. I think someone was trying to provoke me into going after Bloodfist, and I don’t know about you, but I don’t like being made a fool by anyone. Or being shot at, no matter how little that damages me.”

He blinked at me, opened his mouth, then closed it when he realized I wasn’t kidding about bullets not harming me. His gulp was quite audible.

Elena’s eyes had sharpened at my words, almost as if she was trying to ensure I was telling the truth. She must not have found any hint of lying, eventually nodding at me. “Fear can make anyone behave foolish, especially those who don’t usually have cause to feel it. How certain are you that Bloodfist wasn’t the one behind this attempt on your life?”

I was pretty sure it hadn’t been an attempt on my life, seeing as Nicole had been the first target, but I didn’t bother with that. “Bloodfist is a cautious being, all the old vampires are. He saw me catch his second-in-command when he moved to attack me, watched me as I forced Ingram to his knees before he could do anything to stop me, and then stayed still as I closed my fingers around Ingram’s throat and decapitated him. He understands what that level of physicality implies, knows I am much tougher than any human being as a right to be.” And he didn’t know all, seeing as he didn’t know about the shield I always had wrapped around me. “If nothing else, he wouldn’t just try with a simple sniper; he would know that might not have been enough.”

I didn’t bother saying more about it.

It had been enough.

Brad Wilkins gulped again, and Elena nodded once more. “What do you want from us? To keep an eye out for any vampire servant no one has seen before?”

“It’s mostly that. Obviously, whatever information you could find that will be useful would be appreciated.” I smiled at them, trying to seem as unthreatening as possible. I found my eyes drifting towards Luther afterward and remembered why he was doing this. “And perhaps there’s something else we could help each other with. I don’t fear Bloodfist, but I know that’s not true for all of you here.” None of the people at the table seemed happy with me for mentioning that, but they didn’t deny it either. “We could work together to curtail his power.”

Elena leaned back into her chair, crossing her arms. “And how would we do that?”

“We could start by working together on this and other useful projects. I don’t have anything in mind, but if Luther’s crew could be seen with yours, Bloodfist might understand the winds are shifting. Neither of us wants these servants back with his clan, right?”

“That’s easier said than done.” Elena shook her head.

“Oh? Why is that?”

“Because most of these servants were the ones Bloodfist used to harass our people, make some of them pay protection money, or even beat them within inches of their lives when their vampire master believed they had crossed a line of some kind.”

I supposed that would be a pretty good reason for people to dislike them, and I found myself looking at Luther at that.

He seemed to know the attention had shifted his way and straightened just a bit. “Not all of Ingram’s servants had a choice in their fate.”

“Perhaps not,” Brad replied, shaking his head. “My father mentioned you once; I know the two of you knew each other back in the day. But some of those who went to Ingram did so voluntarily. Either by greed or fear, but they did.”

“You are young, kid, and you had a nice home and family. Some aren’t that lucky.” Luther replied, shaking his head. “Some people make mistakes; they see what seems like an opportunity before them and don’t really think before taking a leap. Some got in too deep and were too scared to back off; others tried and paid the price. Ingram was very good at making people fall for his words.”

“There must be a reckoning of some kind.”

“I wouldn’t think that would be hard to arrange.” I interceded, and they turned to me. I shrugged again. “You could probably blame Ingram for most of what his servants have done, and he’s dead. Hell, blame Bloodfist as well; I doubt Ingram made many decisions without his master’s input. Have the servants fulfill some kind of community duty and try to make it up to those they hurt. Don’t be foolish enough to turn your back on them, though. The fewer options they have, the bigger the chance Bloodfist might get control of them once more, and that won’t help any of us.”

It wouldn’t hinder me much either, but I didn’t think they needed to know that.

Having a bunch of minions might come in handy, but I had easily dealt with the group that tried to attack me before, and even if they came after me with intentions to kill instead of wounding, their fate would be the same.

Elena tilted her head at me. “Does that mean Luther is not under your command?”

“Not yet, no, but he has offered to swear his crew to me, and he’s working with me on this matter. If he helps me get to the bottom of this, I promised him that I would accept his oath.” I replied. “It doesn’t mean that easing the relationship between Ingram’s former servants and everyone else shouldn’t be something to be considered, don’t you think?”

Elena pursed her lips but didn’t contradict me. “I suppose there might be some benefit to that.”

“Glad you agree.”

We didn’t linger there for long. Enough to settle some details and for Luther to arrange for some of his people to go with some of the people Elena could put into the pursuit of whatever vampire servant had attacked me. There were a limited number of supernatural hangouts in the city, and they were pretty confident they could visit them all in a couple of days. It didn’t mean they would find anything, but maybe someone, somewhere, had gotten a glimpse of the man I was hunting.

And if they didn’t, I could cross a few more possibilities off my list of suspects.

Once all that was done, Luther and I got to our feet and exited the bar. The gazes of everyone inside hadn’t drifted away from us during the conversation we had with Elena and the Wilkins kid, and they didn’t drift away as we moved outside the bar. The gazes weren’t as unwelcome as before but weren’t friendly either.

Despite not really being threatened by those, I breathed out a bit more freely once I was outside.

When I looked at Luther, I found him fidgeting, looking back at me, opening his mouth, and closing it.

“Thank you.” I just raised an eyebrow at him, and he exhaled. “For that back there.”

I shrugged. I was pretty sure I would end up helping them up. If they swore themselves to me, it would be to my benefit for them to not have enemies that might get us into more messes. I didn’t think old grudges would be settled so quickly, but I did believe it would be possible to mend some bridges.

“I’m glad that pleased you because what I’m going to ask next certainly won’t.”

He narrowed his eyes at me, and I couldn’t help but smirk.

“There’s someone else that might be interested to get to the bottom of this, someone who might be interested in someone trying to provoke me into the action they did.”

“No,” Luther started shaking his head, his skin paling. “No way in hell.”

I just chuckled as I moved away.


Chapter 9

“How the fuck did I let you convince me to do this?”

Luther was quite jittery, but I didn’t blame him, really. That he didn’t tell me to fuck myself and arranged this just because I asked it of him showed his fortitude once more, even if he had all the reasons in the world to avoid this confrontation.

It was close to ten pm, the sun had set more than two hours before, and we were about to enter one of the busiest malls in the city. Bloodfist went to a lot of trouble to pick a location where there would be no chance of a fight breaking out between us, and that told me and everyone else everything that was needed to know about how good he believed his odds were against me: not that good.

If there was a chance he could surprise me and take me out, the vampire wouldn’t have picked such a public place, would have arranged for a meeting where he might be able to attack me without drawing attention – if he figured he could take me out.

He didn’t bother to try. Instead, he used the populace as a cover for himself, ensuring I wouldn’t make a move either.

Refusing to have met me would have displayed his fear even more, and I didn’t doubt he was curious about why I had Luther reach out to his people. Having gone to ground with most of his, he might not be as quick on the uptake as before and might not know what happened outside the Magic Book. Or there was a chance he knew and just would pretend he didn’t. I hadn’t forgotten that I thought there might be a spy of some kind in Nicole’s staff. If there was, they certainly knew what had happened.

Unless the spy didn’t work for Bloodfist.

Or unless there was no spy at all.

There was always a chance that Bloodfist might have found some other way to learn the things I believed one of the staff might have spoken about.

I suppose I would see if he knew anything about it in a few moments.

It didn’t take me long to find Bloodfist. I felt his eyes burning into my figure, looked up, and saw him leaning against the second-floor railing. He wasn’t the only vampire around, either. There was one past the main doors, whose eyes burned into me immediately when I walked past, and there were others spread here and there.

There were also servants and a few other supernatural beings spread everywhere. It could have been a sheer coincidence for them to be there, at least some of them, but they moved in tandem with me. The closer Luther and I got to Bloodfist, the closer they moved, circling around us, there to intervene should their master believe there was a reason to.

I smirked, confident. Luther certainly didn’t feel as I did, and I reached out, put a hand on his shoulder, and squeezed, trying to reassure him. He just glared at me in response, probably blaming me for putting him in this situation, and I chuckled in reply.

Bloodfist wouldn’t make a move, not in a place like this, not in front of this many people. He was cautious, I could almost say scared, but he didn’t try to show it, even if he ended up displaying it nonetheless by dragging what must have been a significant portion of his forces into this little meeting.

“Long time no see.” I told Bloodfist when I reached his side, putting my back against the railing and relaxing into it, entirely at ease. He narrowed his gaze at me.

“Julian.”

“Bloody,” I smirked, especially when I saw how his hands tightened on the railing, then sighed. Getting a raise out of him might amuse me somewhat, but it wasn’t what I was there for. “So, did you have anything to do with it?”

His right eyebrow climbed up, and he didn’t say anything, but I was sure he was implying he didn’t know what I was talking about.

Yeah, I figured that would be his response. Even if he had been behind the attack, he would pretend he didn’t know about it, so it wasn’t as if I was expecting anything else from him.

“Someone tried to kill Nicole yesterday, shot at her with a sniper rifle outside the Magic Book.” Bloodfist became very still all of a sudden. “Thankfully, I interfered, caught the bullet, but then the guy shot at me, you know? Didn’t do anything, but the whole situation pissed me quite a bit.”

His blue eyes looked into mine as if trying to figure out what I was there for and what response I wanted from him.

“I would assume you dealt with the assassin.”

I tutted. “That’s the thing, he got away. Not before I almost caught up to him, figured out he was a vampire servant, but he got away.”

“I had nothing to do with this.”

“No?” I asked, tilting my head to the side. “Are there many vampire servants roaming around that aren’t under your control?”

The blonde vampire didn’t hesitate to gesture at Luther. “Well, there is one, and those that went with him.”

“Oh, don’t worry about Luther,” I said, looking at said servant, who pursed his lips at me. “He works for me now. He and the rest of his crew. I accepted their offer of fealty.”

Luther’s eyes widened slightly, and he gave me a slight nod, understanding what I was giving him and not displaying any other hint that this surprised him.

“It couldn’t be any of those working for Luther. They belong to me now. Which only really leaves you, doesn’t it?” I asked and shrugged. “All the vampires in town belong to you, after all.”

“And why should I believe you about this supposed servant?” Bloodfist replied, crossing his arms. Maybe that was a sign of some kind because I felt his minions shifting closer to us. One of them even dared come to a stop a few feet behind him.

She was a redhead. A vampire, obviously. Her paleness and the hint of rust scent from her displayed it just as easily as her fangs when she smiled at me, her eyes moving over my frame.

That Bloodfist didn’t move to send her back or dismiss her made me think she might be his new second in command.

“You have every reason to undermine my power.” The vampire master continued, and I tilted my head when I looked back at him.

“What power?” A certain stillness fell over all of us. Most of his minions were vampires, with senses far sharper than those of a human, far sharper than mine if I didn’t enhance them. I didn’t doubt they could hear most of our conversation without difficulty. “Do you want us to pretend that I couldn’t kill you where you stand?” I shook my head. “Frankly, I’m pretty sure this attack was an attempt at getting me to remove you.”

“What makes you think that?” No matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t entirely hide the anger that tainted his voice. It was doubtful many had dared to challenge him over the last decades; few less might have implied they could be stronger than him.

I had done just that; worse than that, I had done it and basically screamed it into the heavens. By now, everyone in the city knew there was a bigger bad than Bloodfist out there, and that must have been eating at him. And the worst of it all was that he knew it was the truth. He knew he couldn’t beat me, and I just reminded him of it in front of his minions. Again.

“Well, they targeted Nicole at first, not me. The guy only really shot at me when I put my arm in front of her, and the bullet flattened against my skin.” I didn’t bother to explain the bullet flattened because of the properties of my shield. If it hadn’t been there, if the bullet had hit my skin, it wouldn’t have penetrated either. My skin was tougher than that, but the bullet would have ricocheted and might have harmed someone else. “Why would a vampire servant target her?”

“Perhaps you should ask her that.”

I just gave him an annoyed look, knowing he understood what I was hinting at and refusing to accept it.

“Or whoever ordered him to do it wanted me too pissed off to really think about what I was doing. Care to imagine what I might have done if they had succeeded in killing Nicole?”

He didn’t answer, but it wasn’t really needed. Not that the assassin would have been that lucky, not now that Nicole had become a succubus, but no one needed to know that. If whoever was out there playing these games believed Nicole was still a human mage, so much the better.

I sighed and pulled back. “I figured you might be interested in doing something about that.” I pulled one of the flattened bullets from my pocket and threw it at him. “Here is one of the bullets the would-be assassin shot at me. Maybe you know someone who can do something with it.”

He said nothing as I turned my back on him, starting to move with Luther at my side. Despite how jittery I noticed he was, the servant managed to remain silent for most of the way out of the mall. I raised an eyebrow at him once we were outside, and I was pretty sure Bloodfist didn’t have anyone near us.

It was always possible he was surveilling us through some other means or that one of the humans moving around us worked for him, but I could do little about that.

“Did you mean it?” Luther asked without hesitation. “Will you let us swear ourselves to you?”

I sighed. “Yeah, I meant it. Though maybe you shouldn’t be looking as happy as that, you know? I have enemies out there, people far more dangerous than Bloodfist.”

He crossed his arms and seemed unbothered. “I know how dangerous this world can be. Frankly, I’m not scared of dying, but there are worse things than death out there. Being under Bloodfist’s control would be one of them.”

“If you’re sure about that…” I shrugged. I tried to give him fair warning; if he ignored it, he couldn’t complain to me about it later.

We kept silent for a few moments until he gathered himself enough to talk again. “What are you going to do now?”

“What about?”

He gave me a flat look in response. “About this vampire servant, what did you think I was talking about?” I shrugged. “You got help trying to track him down now. Perhaps, if Bloodfist is rattled enough, he might even try himself. What now?”

Frankly, I had no idea. Perhaps the normie authorities might say something about the world-be assassin, between camera footage or some means, but there wasn’t much I could do to access those. Bloodfist might, which was one of the reasons why I had prodded the vampire and lit a fire under his ass, but I didn’t think he would be very willing to share if he did find anything. Granted, if he did catch the culprits, he might deal with them himself, sparing me the trouble, and I didn’t doubt he would let me know later, and yet, I couldn’t be sure that he would have better luck than I did.

“Now, the only thing we might be able to do is wait. Unless the assassin makes another try.” I doubted it.

If Bloodfist was behind it all, the vampire wouldn’t be foolish enough to try again and risk being discovered. If it had been one of his underlings, the same.

Unfortunately, I feared the servant who attacked me might not be alive any longer. I certainly would have removed him from the occasion in a situation like this, though sending him out of town might have been good enough. Gambling him staying where I could catch up to him would be too risky for whoever his master was.

Unless the man truly came from out of town, had only been here for long enough to make his attempt, and then skedaddled.

If that happened, whatever hopes of finding the servant had vanished, and all I could do was try to guess who might have been the puppeteer behind the attack, which presented its own complications. Far too many were interested in seeing Bloodfist removed – from his own underlings to other supernatural powers in town. Unless something changed, it would be tough for me to discover who had been behind it.

And yet, could I let this go?

An attempt like the one on my life and Nicole’s had to be answered somehow. To do otherwise was to invite further ones when people figured they might get a chance to take a shot at me without suffering any consequences.

If nothing else, that might force me to go after Bloodfist. At the very least, I could pretend he was the one behind the attempt, kill him, and most of the others would settle down slightly. Sure, a few might still think my theory held some water, that someone else arranged for it all, and one of them might know for sure, but at least it wouldn’t make me look weak. Not as much as not doing anything in response to the attack.

Luther grunted, not exactly pleased with my response.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t much I could do about the matter.

“Tell me, who was the redhead hovering over Bloodfist’s shoulder?”

“That was Ophelia. She’s a bitch.”

“Aren’t all vampires? Even the male ones?”

Luther chuckled at that, amused. “Yes, but she’s extra bitchy. Treats everyone below her in the clan like crap, especially those who aren’t vampires. She still seems to be smarting from how the clan was when Bloodfist took over and how it is now, and she takes it off on those she can. Bloodfist and Ingram usually ensured she didn’t go too overboard, but she probably behaves even worse now that Ingram’s gone and Bloodfist is weakened.”

I tilted my head. “How was the clan before?”

“It’s a bit before my time. Bloodfist had been leading the clan for a while when I got turned, but it was more traditional before. No mages, no other beings. Only vampires and their servants. And they treated everyone else in town as food. Made plenty of enemies in the process, which was why they weren’t exactly in a position to stop Bloodfist from taking over, and he was powerful enough to shape them as he wished afterward. Ingram came with him and assumed the position of second in command from the start.”

“And Ophelia was their leader before?” I asked, wondering how much such a vampire might resent losing their power to a newcomer and then being forced to serve under them. Enough to want their new master murdered? Almost certainly.

“No, actually. That was Ezra. Lost his life in the transition of power.”

“Was she Ezra’s second in command?” I asked.

“Nope, Echo was, and she’s still in the clan but much lower in rank than before.” He shrugged. “I don’t know everything there, but from what I’ve heard over the years, Echo and Ezra had been lovers, and that was why she was the second in command of the clan back then. She doesn’t seem to be a powerful vampire.”

It seemed Luther had been right before; even inside his clan, Bloodfist would have plenty who would be more than pleased to see his death.

That was a problem, too – it was too many of them. If one or two had reasons to want him dead, it might be possible to investigate them and figure something out. There were so many possible candidates that I would never figure out unless someone made a move and showed more than they should.

I sighed. “You should get home and rest for a bit. Call me if anyone figures out anything about our assassin.”

With a nod, Luther started moving away, and I watched him for a while before starting my own trek home.


Chapter 10

The following days, life regained a bit of normalcy. Obviously, I didn’t forget about the attack and still had people searching for the vampire servant. I still went out to meet with these people and used the chance to make a few more connections, but there wasn’t much I could contribute overall.

Luther had managed to put me in contact with some a firearms specialist, one that knew of our world, but there was very little he could tell us about the bullet I showed him – it was simply too damaged for anything to be done with it.

With all that in mind, there was little I could do about everything. Keep moving on with my life, keep attention to anything out of place, and try to build alliances.

It bothered me, really.

I already had enough enemies out there, knowing the Institute would eventually come after me. Bloodfist was another, which I felt would be only a matter of time until some kind of showdown would occur between us. And now there was this…

Deep down, I still believed it was a hit against Bloodfist and not me, but it wasn’t something I wanted to leave unpunished. I tried not to think much about it, devoted my time to Nicole’s lessons, and helped her as I could. The brunette was getting increasingly used to her new nature, and I knew it surprised Lila how easily she managed it.

And we had been exchanging a few heated looks. It had started the morning after I came from my first meeting with Luther when I made a deal for his help. Since then, Nicole didn’t hold back from showing her desire occasionally, and it didn’t help that Lila helped her put up a show sometimes. Part of me wondered if the blonde had put her up to it, and perhaps she had, but Nicole was going along with it, and I couldn’t deny it made my heart warm up just a little.

That was what I had been thinking of that morning when Lila interrupted my thoughts. “Thinking about our attacker?” The blonde asked me, leaning forward and pressing against my back, most of her frame bare. I almost told her the truth, but Nicole followed on her heels, her lingerie on display, and my thoughts trailed off for a bit.

“Something close to that, yes.” I told the blonde once I recovered some of my senses, though the amusement that reached me from our link told me she knew exactly what the sight of Nicole had done to my thoughts.

Lila smirked. “Then allow us to distract you a bit from that.” She said, leaning closer, then poising her head on my shoulder. Nicole said nothing, but she sashayed closer to me, and I narrowed my eyes at that.

Neither of them was using their allure, but they didn’t really need it to make my body answer to them. Between Lila’s warmth against my back, her almost naked frame, and Nicole’s lingerie-clad frame, they didn’t need to. One glance at Nicole’s face told me she was a bit hesitant about what they were doing, but she still went along with whatever Lila planned.

I half-turned my head and looked at the blonde. “What do you want?” There must have been a reason for this little show of hers.

“Me? What makes you think I want anything?”

I narrowed my gaze further, but she smirked at me, letting her eyes flit in Nicole’s direction. I blinked, then looked at the younger brunette. “You’re the one that wants something?” I asked, my eyebrow slowly climbing up.

Nicole gave Lila an annoyed glance but nodded when she looked back at my face. “I want to visit the folks at the Magic Book again.”

“Nicole,” I started, shaking my head, but then her hip cocked to the side; she took a step closer to me, and I found my mouth slowly drying. Whatever hesitations Nicole had been feeling seemed to vanish, and she straightened just a bit more, let confidence fill her, and it had an effect.

She seemed all the more alluring from one moment to the next, and I couldn’t take my eyes away from her frame as she approached. She didn’t seem to appear any different from how I had seen her before, and I didn’t think she was trying to influence my emotions directly, but just that hint of confidence in her motions made her seem even more beautiful than before, and my thoughts trailed off.

Lila didn’t help. The blonde appreciated the sight in front of us just as much as I did and made sure to share her appreciation through our link, which made my own enjoyment of Nicole’s figure increase in potency.

No matter how well I understood how much Nicole had changed since she became a succubus, I hadn’t ever really seen her as one. She looked too much like before; she was still a bit awkward, and a part of me had always thought she would be like that forever, that she would be the worst succubus in existence. And yet, as she slowly closed the distance between us, I saw the being she could become.

A gorgeous creature with green eyes and dark hair, a soft smile on her face, pulling you in with that smile and making you lose yourself.

When she slowly leaned down and put her face in front of mine, with barely two inches between our lips, I swallowed. “I want to go to my friends for a while. I think I deserve that, don’t I?”

I was too out of it to answer her at first, only watched as her lips twitched into a smirk. Only then did I feel a hint of her ability as a succubus; only then did I manage to close my eyes, focus, and regain some amount of control. She blinked at me when I opened my eyes, grabbed hold of her arms, and then made her retreat a few inches, allowing me to breathe a little more freely.

“Was this little show really necessary?” I asked the two of them, still unable to take my eyes away from Nicole.

She smiled at me, and it was softer than before, less seductive. It was more like her actual smile, and it still affected me, making my heart skip a beat. “Well, not really, but Lila wanted me to practice.” She licked her lips. “And I wanted to see what effect I could have on you.”

Lila chuckled at that, pressed even more harshly against my back, and I felt a hand glide down my sides. I only realized what her objective was when her hand was already over my groin, and there was no stopping her then. “Well, seeing how hard he got at the sight of you, I would say you were quite effective.”

Nicole reddened slightly at that, but she didn’t pull back much and even allowed her eyes to dip down to gaze at what Lila’s hand was doing, cupping me over my pants, showing just how big my bulge was.

I pulled away from the two of them before I lost control. I wanted Nicole and felt drawn in by her. I desired Lila as I had never believed I could desire anyone. If they continued like that, I would lose myself in them and let them do whatever they wanted.

I paced for a while, trying to recover some control, and shook my head at Nicole when I did it. “Look, I understand you want to meet with your friends…”

“And that she’s bored, we both are,” Lila said from her place, slowly getting closer to Nicole. She easily leaned against the younger succubus, putting her arms around Nicole’s frame. What surprised me was how easily the brunette leaned back against her, how she didn’t protest when Lila’s hands settled against her belly, just inches over her panties. Lila pressed a kiss to the nape of Nicole’s neck, and the brunette leaned back onto that caress as well.

Well, it surprised me, but perhaps it shouldn’t have. Nicole had been having sex with Lila from basically the day she had been summoned, just a few days later after the Chorus possessed her. How many times had they had sex together? Fifty, sixty? More than enough to grow to be very comfortable with one another, especially when sex got to be quite pleasurable with a succubus.

And they were two succubae having sex with one another.

Did that enhance the act even more?

My thoughts drifted too much over the matter; my want grew just a little, and Lila threw me a smirk, quite aware of what my mind was drifting to.

“It’s dangerous.” I replied.

“Is it?” Nicole asked, tilting her head at me. “You said that this is a ploy for someone to have you take a go at Bloodfist. If that’s it, they surely know they’ve failed by now, and you don’t seem worried they will make another attempt.”

I didn’t think it was likely, no, but it didn’t mean there wasn’t a chance of that.

“And even if they do, you’re tougher than that. Hell, I’m tougher than that.”

I looked at Nicole’s face, saw how she tilted her chin up a bit, almost in challenge, and sighed. “You’re right.” She blinked at that and became as awkward as I usually saw her. “I might have been worrying too much about you, perhaps more than I should. I’m sorry.”

She blinked again, then tried to project more self-confidence. “Well, good. Then I suppose there will be no complaints about me visiting my staff?”

I smiled at her and felt my heart skip a beat when she smiled back. “No, there won’t be. Though we will be going later, once your lessons for the day are done. Something tells me I might have to increase the difficulty of some of them.”

That made her wince.

Still, she got what she wanted from me. We spent most of the afternoon practicing drawing certain types of runes, powering them, mixing them, and seeing their effects.

By the end of it, Nicole had been quite jittery, looking at the watch and waiting for the time for us to go, and I nodded eventually at her and watched her move towards the stairs, knowing she was probably going for a shower before we got to leave.

I chuckled as I watched her move away and got to my feet. A bit of relaxation at the Magic Book might not be a bad idea.

And when we did get there, a smile quickly took hold of my lips. I liked to see the sheer happiness that took hold of Nicole’s face when she put her eyes on top of her friends and staff and how happy they were to see her.

Lila and I found a place to sit and relax for a while, and it didn’t take long for Marcy to appear near us with a plate full of pastries. I wasn’t sure what the staff believed our relationship with Nicole was, though a few side glances made us think they believed it was romantic. And I suppose that was halfway true. Lila was sleeping with Nicole, and there might be something romantic brewing between the two of us.

What that would end as only time would tell.

The two of us entertained ourselves for a bit, me with a book in hand, though rarely paying attention to it, seeing how Lila was trying to distract me.

I glanced at her when she pushed me to the point of no return. She smirked at me, and I leaned in and kissed her hard. Perhaps a bit too hard for a public place like the Magic Book, but no one complained. I was pretty sure the way Lila entranced anyone who looked in her direction had something to do with that.

And yet, there was someone who interrupted us.

There was a cough, and I blinked, then pulled back from the blonde and looked to see who was there. Then I blinked again when I realized I didn’t recognize the man. “Yes?”

“My mistress bid me to entreat you with this.” He said and extended an old-style envelope to me. It was black, closed with a piece of string, and I looked from it to the man for a time and eventually reached out and took it. I didn’t feel anything from the envelope itself, and while I suppose it could be poisoned somehow, the man holding it did it with bare hands.

That didn’t mean much. Whoever sent him might just not care for his life, but I didn’t think that if someone wanted to kill me, they would be so obvious about the attempt. No, this was someone who wanted to meet me, and I couldn’t deny I was curious about it.

Not that I got much of an answer when I opened the envelope and saw what was there. A place and a time, nothing else, and I raised an eyebrow at the man who brought it to me. He swallowed. “I was told my mistress wishes to meet with you.”

I pursed my lips.

I was starting to get some suspicions about who this might be. The fact that the time picked was midnight made me believe it was someone who could only come at night, and I had only met one female vampire over the last few days. Well, met might be a bit of an exaggeration; at the most, we exchanged a glance, and yet, who else could it be?

Granted, I might have been jumping to conclusions. Many people might prefer to meet at night instead of during the day, especially in the supernatural world, but I was pretty sure a vampire was behind this. The old-style invitation, the sending a minion to do their bidding…

Yeah, it fit with their better-than-you attitude.

The man before me might not be a vampire servant, but it didn’t mean much.

“Tell your mistress I’ll be there.”

I watched him leave the café, didn’t take my eyes away from him. “And what is this?” Lila asked me, raising an eyebrow at me. “Rendezvousing with someone behind my back? Why, Julian, I never thought you might betray my confidence like this.”

“Laugh it up.” I told her, and she did so.

Her eyes narrowed slightly when her amusement passed. “Joking aside, what is this?”

I fingered the invitation for a few moments. “I think someone is playing games, and I’m in the mood to see exactly what game they are playing.”

Ophelia was one of my suspects, after all. Seeing as she was Bloodfist’s new second in command, if something, or in this case, someone, happened to him, she might have a chance to ascend to his throne. Granted, there was always the danger that if I attacked them, I wouldn’t be content going just after Bloodfist, but if one of his was behind this whole mess, they seemed to like their chances.

I found my eyes drifting to the invitation once more. I supposed I would see what this mistress I would be meeting wanted and figure out what I would do from there.

Lila wanted to go with me, but I shook my head and asked her to stay beside Nicole. The chance that this was something targeted at the brunette was slim, and inside her home, with the wards up, there was very little chance of anything managing to get to her, but better to be safe than sorry. I was confident that very few things could threaten me, and if one of them came after me, having Lila there probably wouldn’t help.

At midnight, I was already at the arranged meeting place and cast my eyes around, exploring my surroundings. It was one of the local parks, utterly empty at such an hour, and a good place for an ambush. I didn’t think that was happening, but I could always be mistaken.

I let myself linger there for a while, tilting my head towards the sky. The city lights blocked most of the night sky, but I could still make some of the stars above, allowed my eyes to roam over them.

“You can come out whenever you want, you know?” I said out loud, then turned and focused on the shadows amidst a small group of trees. “I know you’re there.”

I wasn’t surprised when I saw Ophelia glide out from those shadows, her hips swaying from side to side, her eyes glinting with amusement. At least, that was what it looked like. I was pretty sure there was also something like hunger in them, a hunger unlike the one I could see in Lila’s eyes, but hunger, nonetheless. In her case, I didn’t doubt it was hunger for my blood.

“Ophelia, right?”

“I see your new servant informed you of who I am.” She smiled as she approached me, stopping only a few feet away. She was a gorgeous female; there was no denying that, and the dress she had picked only enhanced her frame. It didn’t show anything it shouldn’t, but it molded itself quite well to her curves, displaying them without difficulty. The cleavage was perhaps a bit too daring, and I could admit I looked down at it, but besides acknowledging that this vampire was quite attractive, I didn’t react otherwise.

Living with a succubus like Lila had prepared me for gorgeous and alluring women who did everything they could to make me do whatever they wanted.

“Yes, and of how far you seem to have climbed. Ingram’s death seems to have allowed you to become Bloodfist’s second in command.”

“It has, and I suppose I have you to thank for that, don’t I?” She took another step closer, and I shrugged.

“I didn’t do it for you.”

“No, you didn’t, but I benefitted from it nonetheless. I feel that is something worth rewarding you for.”

“Oh? And what reward might you be interested in giving me?” I asked, and let my eyes clearly move over her frame. Perhaps playing her little game would allow me to get closer to the truth, and it wasn’t as if it was that hard. She was a gorgeous female, desirable, and looked at me as if I was a morsel she wanted to devour.

I didn’t doubt that was true, even if, in her case, all she might wish was to sink her teeth into me and drink deep from my blood.

She swayed her hips as she closed the distance between us, reached out, and tapped my chest with a finger. “I believe it might be better if you pick your reward.” She said, leaning just a bit closer, arching her back minutely, which drew a bit more attention to her cleavage.

It was a pretty sight, I could admit, and I was tempted to play along a little longer, maybe put my hands on her hips and pretend that her charm was getting to me. I was a bit too impatient.

“Well, if you really want to reward me, you could cut the crap.” She stilled, and I narrowed my eyes. I did move my hands forward and put them at her hips, but there was a threatening element to it, and she didn’t try to do anything else. “What do you want?”

She looked back at me. “What makes you think I want anything?”

My grip tightened just slightly, perhaps enough to bruise a human woman. It wouldn’t have such an effect on her, but she could still feel it nonetheless and understood the implied threat.

“Bloodfist is your enemy. You understand that, right?”

“I do,” I replied, tilting my head. “Is this what this is about? Warning me about him?”

She didn’t reply, probably noticing how my tone had gotten.

“Perhaps you hope I might do as I did before, give you a chance to climb further up the ranks.” I continued, leaning in closer. She tilted her head up so that if I wanted to claim her lips, I could do it easily, and I narrowed my gaze at her.

“The thought did cross my mind.” She told me, trying to etch a smile. She didn’t quite manage it.

“And what else did you do in this attempt?”

“Nothing.”

“Really?”

She smirked. “I had nothing to do with your would-be assassin; I can assure you of that.” I didn’t see any sign that she was lying, but I certainly didn’t expect to. I didn’t know how old Ophelia was, but for her to become Bloodfist’s second in command, she had to be old, and beings learned all kinds of things over that timeframe, especially when they were part of a vampire clan. Learning to act and to lie was just one of those things.

“How can I trust that? When you come to me basically asking me to do what the assassin was there to provoke?”

“Because you gave me this idea.” I frowned. She chuckled at me. “When you told Dorian you believed someone was trying to use you against him, he didn’t deny the possibility. That was when I realized how that might benefit me.”

“You hadn’t thought of killing Bloodfist before?” I asked, and it wasn’t hard to hear the incredulity in my voice.

She shrugged. “I had, obviously. But to think the solution was so close at hand…” The redhead looked at me once more, let her eyes feast on the sight of me, and didn’t try to hide a sliver of her hunger. Not that it was a hunger for me or my body, perhaps some of it for my blood. It was a hunger for my power – that I had no doubt about. With a certain languidness, she pulled against my grip, not to get away but to get closer.

I let her press her front against mine, let her cleavage draw a bit more of my attention for a moment. It helped sell the fact that she seemed to be getting what she wanted.

And, ok, I could admit the sight was quite alluring. I liked Lila’s cleavage better, liked the succubus better without doubt, but despite the paleness of Ophelia’s skin, she was pretty alluring nonetheless, and looking at her didn’t hurt.

“Why should I want you as ruler of the local vampires instead of Bloodfist?” I asked her, letting one of my hands move from her sides to her lower back, wondering for a moment if I should push more than deciding to let it stay where it was.

“Bloodfist is an enemy, and I’m all too willing to be your friend.”

“A friend, huh?”

Did I buy what she was selling? She was one of the most interested in Bloodfist’s death, so she could very well be behind the attack on me and Nicole, but I couldn’t be sure. That she was willing to go to great lengths to get rid of Bloodfist was evident, especially if Luther was right, and she scorned all those who weren’t vampires and now stood here, throwing herself at me like this, but that might just be good business. If she got what she wanted, she would rule the local clan. Even if I remained around and she had to pretend to be my friend, vampires could live for a long time. Humans, not so much. Sooner or later, she would be rid of me and could continue as she wished.

She wouldn’t have to worry about doing anything to ensure my demise, let time do it.

Was her becoming the leader of Bloodfist’s clan worth that? Probably. Vampires were always willing to play the long game.

Would she dare to come to me if she had been the one behind the attack on us? Again, maybe. I couldn’t say for sure. She was taking a pretty significant risk coming to me like this; it might mean her position wasn’t as strong as she might make it seem. Ingram had been Bloodfist’s man, his trusted right hand. She only took his place because I killed him. What happened if Bloodfist found another he trusted more? What would happen to Ophelia then?

Was it worth it to risk herself in such a gamble? For all she knew, I might just turn around and tell Bloodfist about this. Sure, he was an enemy; I wouldn’t fool myself about that, but it wasn’t as if Ophelia was a friend. I didn’t trust her, knew that if I did what she wanted, sooner or later, she might do to me the same thing that she was doing to him, and I had enemies out there who might be all too willing to help her do that.

At the same time, Bloodfist was an enemy and more powerful than her. Eliminating him while allowing his second in command to step into his place would weaken the local pack, probably ensure I gained other allies in the city, and strengthen my position overall.

There were other possibilities there.

And there was something else I could use her for.

“Perhaps we can arrange something,” I told her, watching as her eyes almost shone with greed. “Though there will be a price to pay.”

She let her eyes move down my frame suggestively. “And what would be that price exactly?”

“You swear yourself to me.”

She stilled, and I was the one who smirked now.

“Don’t worry. I won’t have you do anything that goes against your nature or anything, but if I do this, you will be answering to me. I have no interest in vampire games and politics, so you can lead your clan however you like, but if I call for you, you come.” I shrugged. “Obviously, if my help was needed, I would be willing to give it to you as well.”

There was a flash of interest in her eyes at that, as I knew it would be. With all the upheaval that had been going on in the clan, there was a big chance that another of the vampires, or even an outsider, might challenge her for the position. I didn’t think she was confident enough to take all comers, and my help would help her greatly with that.

If the clan members knew I supported her and that they couldn’t do anything against me, they wouldn’t have much of a choice but to keep their heads down and obey her. And Ophelia knew that. Against an outsider, my help would be even more precious. Bloodfist had come from elsewhere and had taken their clan over once. What was stopping some other vampire from doing the same?

“I might be willing to entertain that notion.” She told me, starting to smile a little.

“You would have to do more than entertain it; you would have to swear yourself to me before I went ahead and took Bloodfist’s head off. But for that to happen, you’ll have to do something else.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “And what is that, exactly?”

“Help me catch the assassin.”

It was the same offer that I had given Luther, basically. Work with me, help me do what needed to be done, and I would give them what they wanted. Granted, I ended up giving Luther what he wanted before he fulfilled his part of the bargain, but I couldn’t exactly complain about it – he was doing his best to help me.

I wondered if Ophelia would be willing to do the same.

More than that, I wondered if the assassin would miraculously appear once she was helping me. Perhaps it was a bit of a transparent trap. After all, if she suddenly appeared with the man, that would almost certainly point at her as the one behind his attempt, yet…

“And how am I supposed to do that?” She asked, and there was a bit of a snarl to her tone. She didn’t miss the trap, not that I thought she would. If she was innocent, she would find it incredibly hard to find the man where everyone else had failed. If she was guilty, she would have to risk playing a game that might end in her death.

I mean, with a fitting punishment, so to say, I might be willing to overlook her attempt at pointing me at Bloodfist, especially if I ended with her under my thumb. It would be foolish to ignore how useful it would be to have the local vampire clan on my corner, especially if I was the one calling the shots.

Bloodfist would die, crossing one of my enemies off my list, and I would keep Ophelia under a tight watch, but it might work for the better than the current situation.

“That will be up to you, obviously.” I shrugged, then decided to extend a bit of an olive branch as well. “It doesn’t mean it will be the only way you get me to take care of Bloodfist for you,” I told her, and she stilled once more and considered me a little longer. “Perhaps, in the future, I might take you on your offer even if you fail to find me the assassin. Now, though, he’s the one worrying me. Get me what I want, and I’ll give you what you want.”


Chapter 11

Nothing really changed over the next day. After our deal, Ophelia and I exchanged numbers and parted ways. When I woke up in the morning, Nicole and Lila were already up, and soon after breakfast, we turned to more lessons in magic.

Soon enough, Nicole would be ready to start summoning some minor demons, where her lessons would shift to negotiation and what traps demons were fond of to trick their callers.

I didn’t doubt Lila would play a big part in that; almost certainly, she knew far more of them than I did.

Everything kicked into high gear the day after that, though not because of Ophelia, as I might have expected. It was Luther who called me. “I might have found something.” He told me the moment I picked up the phone.

“Something I should go to you for?” I asked, already getting to my feet, pretty sure I knew the answer by the urgency in his voice.

“Yes. Do you remember the mercenary I mentioned before?”

I frowned. “A bit, perhaps.”

“Well, supposedly he’s out of town on a job, it’s what he told some people close to him, yet a few days ago, someone saw him buying supplies.”

“Could it be that he came back without telling anyone?” I had to admit it might be a bit suspicious, especially in our current situation. Very few trained snipers were aware of the supernatural, and to have one of the few in town when he supposedly shouldn’t be seemed like a red flag.

Granted, the man wasn’t supposed to be a servant, but that was something any vampire could easily change.

“Maybe, but I had some of his drinking buddies calling him, and none of them managed to get in contact with him. Not that strange if he’s working, but seeing as his work was supposedly out of town…”

He didn’t finish; it wasn’t exactly needed.

“Where should we meet?”

About an hour later, I was stepping up to our meeting place, and he nodded at me. “I managed to contact the guy he bought supplies from. It was mostly food, a few blankets, and a fishing rod.”

I blinked. “How does that help us?”

“Some of his friends say he has a cabin in the woods.” Luther continued.

“And you think he’s been hiding out there.” It made sense. I had thought that if I was the vampire that made him into a servant, I would try to get rid of my pet before my enemies managed to track him down. Getting out of town was perhaps not as effective as killing him and hiding the body, but it always left you the option to use your servant later if you felt you needed it. “Do you know where the cabin is, exactly?”

Luther shook his head. “Not the precise location, but the rough area of it. And there aren’t that many cabins in the area we’re going to. Seeing as this is the wrong time of the year for most people to go to their cabins, I doubt we’ll see too many people around.”

“Well, then, what are we waiting for?”

The answer was nothing. Luther gestured for me to follow and enter his car and set out almost immediately. It took a while for us to get out of Greenford itself; the city was always a little hectic when it came to traffic, but soon after, we were moving onto secondary roads, traveling to the hills. Reception was terrible, and Luther had to stop the car more than once and check that we hadn’t taken a wrong turn with his phone, which was a bit more complicated with the spotty reception. Still, eventually, we reached the area where the mercenary – Williams – was supposed to be.

I found myself blowing air into my hands, trying to warm them. Winter was coming to an end, but it was still plenty cold. I could have used magic to warm myself, but I didn’t want to risk it. There was a chance this mercenary had been the one that attacked me, but it wasn’t a certainty. I didn’t know how good he was, but he seemed to be able to make a living while working in the supernatural world, and that was when he was a human. It meant he was competent.

I didn’t know if he had become a servant of his own volition or if it was forced on him in some way, and I supposed at the moment it didn’t matter, but I also didn’t know precisely what he had up his sleeve. Being a normal human didn’t mean he couldn’t be dangerous or have some magic tricks to surprise us with.

There was magic that could be used by those without magic of their own. Usually, those were enchanted trinkets, magic wands with prepared spells, weapons, etc.

He hadn’t used any of those against me before, but then I wasn’t sure he expected to face me directly. I doubted he expected me to be able to locate and face him, and while all he used against me had been human weapons, it didn’t mean he couldn’t have some trick up his sleeve.

Not that I thought any such trick would work out all that great for him, but I had to be aware of the possibility.

We knew Williams had a truck but didn’t see it at our destination. We were either on the wrong place or he had another path to reach the area. That wouldn’t surprise me much, and if he meant to be hiding, that we got any sighting of him at all had been lucky.

It made me wonder if this was another trap of a kind, especially so soon after my talk with Ophelia, but then the supply guy seemingly had seen Williams four days before. Perhaps it had just been lucky; maybe we had finally knocked at the right door.

Luther didn’t know much about the man, but what he discovered from his drinking buddies made him think Williams hadn’t volunteered to be turned into a vampire servant. Perhaps that wasn’t too surprising.

I wasn’t a tracker, but I didn’t see anything that might indicate that anyone had been in the area in a while. No visible footprints, no broken branches – though, even if there had been, a thousand different things could have provoked those.

Still, bit by bit, we encountered different cabins in our path, all empty and without any sign of nearby presence. And then I saw something that made me reach out and touch Luther, and I pointed out the smoke to him. It was quite a bit further ahead of our position, but I was sure it was smoke from a fire or a small chimney.

Luther shrugged at me, and the two of us kept moving forward.

The cabin we were searching for was quite well hidden, against a small hill, with large trees covering it from a distance, stopping someone from seeing it clearly from afar. If it wasn’t for the smoke, we probably wouldn’t have found it, and even then, it had primarily been luck that led us in that direction.

“Let me take point,” I told Luther, then tilted my head and thought better about it. “You know what? Better for you to stay back here; keep an eye out. I don’t think he’ll be able to get me by surprise this time, but if it happens, you could be my ace up my sleeve.”

Luther didn’t seem very pleased about that, but then he rarely did about anything. He didn’t protest, and that was all that mattered. I slowly crept closer to the cabin, passing by the trees and getting closer and closer. I cast my senses out and didn’t find anything out of place, which gave me the confidence to continue as I was, slowly closing the distance towards my objective.

And then I hit something with my foot, looking down to see what seemed to be a bit of broken rope. “Oh, hell…”

Something exploded to the right of me, hard. Hard enough to hit me with what almost felt like a pressure wave and throw me to the side, even if it didn’t damage me exactly. The noise and brightness of it were the worst. They were not as bad as the flashbang the mercenary tricked me with before, but they still dazed me for a moment or two.

I shook my head and got to my feet, pissed, and looked at the cabin. And from the door of it, the mercenary looked back at me. At least, I assumed that was who he was. The man certainly had a similar frame to the one that shot at me before, and when I cast my senses his way, I became sure he was the one.

I grinned. Yeah, getting my clothes all dirty hadn’t exactly been in my plans, but that was all his little trap managed to do. My shield and natural resistance had taken care of the rest, and now nothing stopped me from getting to him.

He stepped back into the cabin and closed the door behind him, and I leisurely got up and beat the dust out of my frame, starting to move forward without hesitation. There would be no escape for him this time unless he had some magic way to get out of his cabin.

Well…

I stopped playing around and rushed in, accelerating so much that for an instant I might have become a blur to those who watched me, and I slowed immediately when reaching the door and opened it. I could have just crashed through it, but then I risked turning it into a bazillion wooden projectiles that might end up hitting my target and stopping me from dragging the truth out of him.

Which would have been what happened if I hadn’t stopped playing around. The moment I looked inside his cabin, I found him with a pistol in hand, slowly turning it towards himself. His eyes were wide, almost bloodshot, and his hand was trembling. It wasn’t hard to figure out he didn’t really want to do this, that something was compelling him to do it, and I didn’t hesitate to rush towards him, grabbed his hand and pulled the pistol away from him, then forced him against the ground, held him there until Luther reached us.

“What’s going on?” He asked me when he saw how I pressed Williams against the ground and how the mercenary seemed to be trying to claw his way toward the pistol.

“He was trying to kill himself.” Luther blinked, then cursed.

“He was compelled?”

The now free vampire servant asked as he kneeled beside us, hesitating in how he could help.

“Find me something to tie his hands with.” I told him, and he scrambled to his feet and then tried to do what I asked. It wasn’t as if I had to struggle to keep Williams contained. The fact he kept struggling to obey whatever order he was given meant he wouldn’t stop until I managed to break the compulsion taking over him, and if I didn’t break it quickly, it could damage his mind.

After going through Williams’s stuff, Luther returned with a pair of zip ties in hand and lacking anything better it had to do. Once the mercenary had his hands bound behind his back, I had Luther pull him to his knees and told him to keep holding tight. I didn’t know how strong the zip ties were, but servants were stronger than normal humans. Williams might be able to break free if we let him pull at his leisure, and I didn’t want any distractions as I delved into his mind.

“Try to hold him as still as you can. This will already be hard enough otherwise.”

Luther did as I asked of him, and I kneeled in front of the mercenary, reached out, took hold of his face, and tried to keep it steady. The eyes were the windows to the soul. A saying with some truth to it. Not the part about the soul, no, but it allowed easier access to the mind, allowed a mage or a supernatural being to use all the optic nerves to carry their power to the mind of the one they were gazing at.

It wasn’t something I was terribly good at, but it wasn’t as if I had much of a choice. I hated messing with minds. It was dangerous not only for the one being worked on but also for the one trying to do the invasion, even if not in a physical manner. When you invaded someone’s mind, you forced a connection between the two, and there was sometimes backlash of a kind. Some of the mildest I’d heard of was changing tastes after the fact. People who disliked something eventually found themselves craving it after messing around with other people’s minds too much.

Others had become raging psychopaths because of it.

I would never have entered Williams’s mind if I could, but it was needed. The fact that I was only threading through paths someone had followed before made it easier and less likely for any backlash to occur, especially when I only meant to fix something in his mind.

A person’s mind was autonomous enough to understand when something was wrong and fight against it. Everyone always displayed some amount of resistance against compulsion, and the fact Williams seemed to be tougher than most helped with that. With discipline, came a certain stiffness to the mind, which made it harder to be swayed.

Whoever had put this compulsion on his mind had been good enough to overcome those natural defenses, good enough to even force him to kill himself when it seemed he was going to be caught, but Williams fought against the compulsion all the time.

And it was that resistance I looked to, that I tried to reinforce.

I searched for the hints of vampire power in his mind and tried to cleanse it, which slightly helped. Unfortunately, whoever had turned him into a servant was far better with the mind arts than I was – not too surprising. All vampires could mess with someone’s mind, though some were better than others.

Still, I did my best, pulled back from his mind with a sigh, and while I couldn’t completely erase the compulsion from his mind, I weakened it. And then I put him to sleep.

Luther hadn’t been expecting that and almost lost his balance when Williams slumped forward, kept his hold on the other man at the last moment, and then looked at me. “Is it done?”

“No, not fully.” I shook my head, got to my feet and stretched. While I was in Williams’s mind, it seemed only moments had passed, but I knew it had been longer. The aching in my knees told me that. Not that strange. It was just another reason why I hated messing around in minds. Time seemed to lose all meaning. “I eased it. Putting him asleep should stop his mind from ripping itself trying to resist the compulsion, but we’re going to need someone else to finish the job.”

The problem was who.

Lila almost immediately came to mind. Succubae didn’t exactly mess around with someone’s mind – not like this. There were layers to a person’s mind, and succubae messed around with the one connected to emotions. And with the spirit. And with the body as well. Resisting a succubus was hard because everything about them was crafted to make one want and desire. They were gorgeous, provoking a perfectly normal attraction to them. Their voices were alluring, their gazes inviting. For many, that would be enough for them to seduce their target.

They still had other weapons at their disposal. Their allure provoked a longing for them, a need which could be both subtle and not. Nicole had shown it to me before, how she almost managed to mess with my mind without me noticing it. It made me wonder if Lila had done the same with far more success; she was far more experienced, but that didn’t matter.

Some also believed that a succubus could appeal to the spirit and that being around one made one’s spirits more attuned to theirs, leading to greater attraction. I didn’t know if there was any truth to that. In my case, that probably occurred, but it was due to me having summoned the other female.

So, there was no guarantee that Lila could fix whatever was wrong with Williams’s mind, though I didn’t doubt she might know far more about this type of magic than I did.

There was someone else I could call, though.

Someone who had intimate experience with this kind of magic and probably used it plenty of times before. Someone who part of me suspected might have been the one to lay it on Williams, and it made me curious how she would react if I called her.

Luther raised an eyebrow at me. “And who are you going to call for help?”

Knowing he wouldn’t like it, I smirked at him, and he swore.


Chapter 12

Luther’s swears only increased in intensity once I told him exactly who I would call.

“That bitch?”

I shrugged. “It’s either her or Bloodfist. Which would you prefer?”

He swore again, finished laying down Williams on his bed, and then started pacing inside the small cabin. Once he calmed down slightly, he turned to face me again. “How the fuck did you even get her number?”

“She came to me.” I shrugged. “Made me an offer she was pretty sure I wouldn’t resist.”

“Let me guess, she threw herself at you and asked you to take care of Bloodfist.”

“Is she that obvious?”

Now Luther was the one who shrugged. “She has always been willing to use her body to get what she wants, if that’s what you mean. Didn’t have much luck with either Ingram or Bloodfist. Obviously, they knew better, but she managed to get one over some of the others in the clan that way. Tell me you sent her packing.”

“I made her a counteroffer. Similar to the one I made you. Help me catch the would-be assassin; help me get to the one behind this mess, and I might make her the ruler of her vampire clan.”

Luther seemed to consider that for a moment. “She’s not as dangerous as Bloodfist. Less personal power, much worse diplomat, and treats those lesser than her like crap.”

I shrugged. “I don’t really care for the vampires in the city, but I don’t exactly want to slaughter them all. In that case, someone to keep order is needed, and if that someone depends on me to remain in power…”

Luther stared at me flatly. “You want to make her a puppet.”

“No, I want her to be very careful with what she does because, deep down, she knows she needs me to help her remain in power. She’ll play ball. Vampires are very long-lived; she’ll know sooner or later, I’ll croak, and she’ll be free to rule however she wants. Until then, she can use my protection, become more powerful over the years, and perhaps gather some allies that she feels will be useful.”

“Which might become a problem in the future.”

“Yeah, so can anyone else. You never know what will happen tomorrow, Luther. Sometimes, it’s not worth worrying about it.” I shook my head. “Still, I did tell you I have enemies, have I not? Sooner or later, they might come after me, and having the clan at my side will be useful. Just as your crew is.”

He pursed his lips. “I suppose the clan will be far less dangerous under her control than under Bloodfist’s. She’ll drive away all those that aren’t vampires sooner or later.”

“Yeah, there’s only one problem,” I told him, and he tilted his head at me. I gestured through the window. “It’s still the middle of the day, and I can’t get in contact with her until sundown. It’s going to be a boring wait.”

He swore at that as well.

And unfortunately, I wasn’t wrong. It was quite a tedious wait. Fortunately, Williams remained unconscious the entire time, so we didn’t have to worry about him, but we also couldn’t just leave because that could change at any time, and I didn’t want him to struggle against his bounds. There was a chance he might break them; there was a chance he might end up bleeding to death if he tried that.

We might have entertained ourselves with our phones if we had decent reception, but that was impossible.

It was almost like torture. I supposed I could always entertain myself by practicing magic, but I ended up doing something else. I opened my link with Lila and basically threw my boredom at her. From her side came a questioning sensation and then some kind of amusement, and I tried to figure out how I could call her a bitch through our link, eventually sending something like outrage at her.

That only seemed to amuse her even more, and I eventually blocked the connection between us, knowing she would keep teasing me if we continued like that.

Fortunately, no matter how slow it moved, time passed.

The days were still relatively short, and as soon as the sun dipped down, I got outside for a few moments, tried to find a spot where the reception would allow me to make a call, and called Ophelia.

She didn’t answer the first time, and I wondered if she needed a bit more time to get up. When I called her the second time, she answered almost immediately. “I didn’t expect to hear from you so quickly?”

“I’m sure you hoped for it.”

She chuckled. “Someone seems too convinced of his worth.”

There was no time to waste. “Look, I might have a chance for you to fulfill the deal I offered you. Are you interested?”

“What do you need?” She asked almost immediately, and if that didn’t display her interest…

“I’m going to send you a location. Meet me there, and I’ll explain what I need from you.”

She agreed; I disconnected the call, sent her the location, and returned to the cabin. Part of me was tempted to stay outside until she came. If something needed to be done about her, it would be easier there, but that would imply leaving Williams alone with Luther, and I was unwilling to do it.

I didn’t know how strong his link to the vampire that made him a servant was. For all I knew, the one who turned him and had him come after me might already know he was captured and be prepared to skip town.

The sooner the man was free of the compulsion, and we might wake him without the danger of him trying to kill himself, the faster I might interrogate him and figure out who was behind the attack on me and mine.

And yet, if we carried him to the car, there was a risk of someone seeing us and creating a mess. It wasn’t likely; there didn’t seem to be anyone living in these cabins at this time of the year, but I didn’t want to leave things to chance.

Luther didn’t seem very pleased when I sent him to get Ophelia, and I understood that. If the vampire attacked him for some reason, there was very little he could do to defend himself against her, but I didn’t want to leave Williams alone. The mercenary could wake and start trashing, or his master could come for him. I wasn’t sure if the one who turned him knew where he was or if they had simply ordered him to hide and hadn’t bothered with the details.

Better for me to stay with him and ensure nothing happened to the mercenary before we got the truth out of him.

Grumbling, the servant left to get Ophelia, and he took a long time to return. More than once, I was tempted to call him and see if everything was alright with him. That would have meant me moving away from Williams, though, unless I dragged the mercenary with me.

That wouldn’t be that hard. I could easily carry him over a shoulder, so it might be worth doing it.

There was always the chance everything was well, and Luther was just delayed for a perfectly normal reason. Or that Ophelia hadn’t arrived yet, and the servant was just in the cold, waiting for the vampire to make her appearance.

I hadn’t forgotten my earlier suspicions about her, after all. There was a chance she was the one behind the attack on me and mine and that, suspecting why I called her, she might have used the time I gave her to skip town and flee. I suppose that would give me my answer, even if it might force me to go after her in some way later.

Letting someone escape after they got one over you was never a good idea – not in the supernatural world, where something like that would be a sign of weakness.

I waited a few more minutes, looked at the time, thought it too late, and prepared to grab Williams and carry him out. That was precisely when I heard steps outside, and Luther opened the door to the cabin to find me halfway into putting Williams on my shoulder. I let the mercenary drop down to the bed almost immediately, though not quickly enough to stop Ophelia from seeing me. She raised an eyebrow at that.

“Good, you’re here. Then we can start.”

I gestured for Williams, and she looked from me to him and back again. “What do you want me to do exactly?”

“This one here is the assassin I spoke of before,” I said, and her attention sharpened. “I was given to understand you might know him.”

“I know Ingram and Dorian had business with him more than once, though I believed he was purely human.” She said, slowly moving closer to the mercenary. “What exactly do you want me to do? I might be able to taste his blood and tell you who made him into a servant that way, but there’s no guarantee of that.”

That that could be done was nice to know, but it wasn’t what I needed from her. “No, whoever turned him seemed to compel him to do his best not to reveal any information. When he realized he wasn’t getting away, he turned his handgun on himself and was going to blow his brains out. I want you to clear that compulsion and free him. I doubt he’ll be too resistant in telling us who was it that turned him – not after something like that.”

Ophelia smirked, seemingly pleased. “And if I manage to get the information out of him, that makes it so that I’ve fulfilled my part of the bargain, doesn’t it?”

I sighed. “It does. Get me the name, tell me who tried to use me against Bloodfist, and I’ll kill him for you, pave the way for you to become the clan master.” I did point a finger at her. “As long as you understand you ultimately answer to me.”

She looked back at me for a few moments, then nodded.

“Then one of you better wake him and then prop him up. If I have to get rid of his compulsion, I’ll need to look deep into his eyes.”

I looked at Luther, who rolled his eyes but stepped forward, climbed into the bed and crossed to the other side of the mercenary, then propped him up. I reached forward and gave the man a bit of a jolt with magic, and he woke with a jump. He almost immediately started trying to pull away from the grip Luther had on him and break the zip ties at the same time.

And then Ophelia caught his gaze, and he stilled in place.

The two of them remained still for a long time, enough for me to wonder if all she was doing was breaking the compulsion laid over him, but I shook my head. Breaking such a compulsion was hard, especially when the one doing it needed to keep the mind intact, and I didn’t doubt Ophelia was being extra careful to do that. She needed it intact for me to get the name, and she needed me to get her throne.

Unless she was behind everything, I didn’t think she was foolish enough to play that game. If she had been behind everything, she would probably have skipped town the moment I called her. No, she was just a backstabber, greedy vampire. A chance appeared for her to become second-in-command, and she took it. Then, there was the possibility of her becoming ruler, and she played her cards and came to me, hoping for some kind of deal.

She had been more than willing to give herself to have it happen if that was what was needed.

Now, all she needed to do was get me a name, free the mind of the vampire servant in front of her, have him tell me what I wanted, and I would give her the clan.

She would be as thorough as necessary to ensure that happened.

After about ten minutes, she pulled back with a sigh, and Williams slumped back into Luther, though unlike before, he was awake. He was breathing hard, and his eyes were wide, especially when they looked from me to the vampire and back again, but he was awake, and he wasn’t trying to kill himself. Progress!

“Well?” I turned to Williams, crossed my arms, and asked. “I don’t know exactly how much you’ve been aware of, but I don’t doubt you know what I’m here for, do you?”

“I shot you.” The man replied eventually, nervous.

“Yes, you did, but that can be water under the bridge if you tell me who ordered you to do that.”

He licked his lips. “I don’t know her name. She got me by surprise, then all I could see were her eyes.”

“Give us her description,” Ophelia told him, and he looked at her, then away from her eyes as quickly as he could. I raised an eyebrow at her. “There aren’t that many female vampires in the clan, perhaps three dozen of us, and most frankly, aren’t powerful enough to compel someone like he was. Even if I can’t tell you who it is exactly, I can narrow the search quite a bit for you.”

Williams licked his lips, hesitating again, but then seemed to realize his only alternative was to talk and talk fast. “She was short, petite. Brown hair, brown eyes until they started glowing.” Then he slowly moved his hands and motioned as if to cup his chest. “And a pretty big rack.”

I blinked at that, and so did Ophelia, though in her case, a small smile took hold of her lips. “Well, well, I didn’t think she had it in her.”

I narrowed my gaze at her. “You know who did this.”

“I do.”

“So do I.” Luther replied from behind Williams, slowly maneuvering himself out of the bed, even as Ophelia shot him an annoyed look.

“You’re both pretty, girls. Now, someone tell me who the fuck do I have to kill.”

“It’s Echo.” Ophelia replied before Luther could.

I blinked, trying to think where I’d heard the name. “You mean the second in command to the previous leader of the clan?” The one that Luther told me had been his lover.

I suppose that alone might be reason enough to want revenge on Bloodfist, though it had been an awfully long time since her lover had been killed. And yet, hadn’t I thought many times before how patient some vampires could be? If Echo hadn’t had the strength to go against Bloodfist and knew it, she might have preferred to keep her head down and wait for a chance to get her revenge. And it seemed she thought she had gotten her chance with me.

Could I blame her for it?

Not really. If she had truly loved their former master and had then lost him to the invading Bloodfist…

I could understand that. Not enough to forgive her for trying to play me, and certainly not enough to forgive her over her attempt at killing Nicole – because now, more than ever, I was confident that was what she meant to do.

She seemed to know the pain of losing a loved one and meant to use that against me, making me angry enough that I didn’t question the matter before I took my revenge on Bloodfist. If not for a stroke of luck and the fact that now Nicole was a succubus, it might have worked as well.

Ophelia and Luther nodded as one, then sent each other annoyed glances.

“Yes, that’s the one,” Ophelia said, tilting her head to the side. “I really didn’t think she had it in her; she's behaved so meekly since Ezra died.” She chuckled at that. “She fooled us all.”

The redhead’s head turned suddenly towards the entrance of the cabin, and I didn’t get to ask her what was going on before she rushed out, moving fast. I had no difficulty catching up to her and quickly saw what had drawn her attention. Ahead of us, another vampire rushed forward, his shoulders broad, his skin dark. With barely an effort, I overtook Ophelia, reached the male vampire, and kicked his legs from under him.

He crashed down, slid through the earth for a while, and came to a stop against a tree. The tree shook with the impact, and leaves fell a bit all over him; he tried to get to his feet, but he stilled when he saw Ophelia and me stop a few feet away. How he looked from me to her told me all he thought about his chances of escape.

“Jamil.” Ophelia said, crossing her arms.

“Ophelia.”

I looked at the redhead, and she shrugged at me. “I heard a noise and realized someone was spying on us.”

“So, he’s not with you?”

“No,” Ophelia replied, and it was easy to see she wasn’t pleased. “Bloodfist must have sent him after me.”

“Well?” I asked, turning to the vampire. “Did he?”

He hesitated momentarily, probably contemplating where his most significant chances of survival stood. Seeing as he was in front of me and Bloodfist was quite away from us, the answer to that was quite obvious. “Yes.”

I looked at Ophelia. “Seems your master doesn’t trust you much, does he?”

She pursed her lips. “I don’t know how he found out about our deal.”

“He didn’t,” Jamil replied, shrugging when we looked at him. “Not until I sent him a message. He gave me a list of some of the clan members I should keep an eye on, and when I saw you leave in a hurry…” He shrugged again.

“What else did you tell Bloodfist?” I asked, and in reply, he passed me his phone and let me see the messages he sent his master. “Everything, then.”

“We don’t have time to lose.” Ophelia turned to me, her eyes wide. “If he knows I betrayed him…”

“Oh, don’t worry, I’ll deal with Bloodfist. Just as I’ll have to deal with this Echo.”


Chapter 13

There was no time to be lost. I didn’t trust Jamil to remain near Luther without attempting anything, so I warned him he would be coming with us, and he knew better than to complain.

After certifying that he wouldn’t try to give Ophelia the slip as I moved away, I ran back to where Luther was, warned him about what was going on, told him to grab Williams, and retreat to his safe house. I wasn’t sure that I trusted the mercenary, if he had genuinely been under Echo’s control, or if she had only compelled him after he failed his task, but I didn’t think he would manage to get one over Luther while he remained bound.

The older of the two servants nodded at me and told me that as soon as he got to an area with better reception, he would call some of his crew to help him, and they would ensure Williams didn’t escape until I talked to him again.

With that done, I retreated back to Ophelia and Jamil, nodded at the female vampire, and she didn’t hesitate to lead us to her car. Then, we faced another problem. It was a sports car and only had room for two people, which made us all exchange a few glances. Ophelia smirked at me. “Perhaps one of you should spend the voyage in the other’s lap.” Her amusement was evident, and I gave her a lot. She strutted closer to me. “Or if Jamil is confident that he can drive my car, I think I could bear being on your lap for a while.”

“I can drive it.” Jamil replied promptly and shrugged when I looked at him.

“You’re being awfully helpful for someone who had been spying on us just minutes earlier.”

He looked from me to Ophelia and back again. “I would prefer to say I’m not eager to lose my life, and that might very well happen should I keep supporting Bloodfist, doesn’t it?” He directed the question at Ophelia, who shrugged at him. “I’m smart enough to know when things are changing, and perhaps it’s time for our clan to have a new mistress, if you would have me.”

Ophelia smirked at that, obviously pleased. “Why, yes, I’ll be more than happy to have you swear fealty to me.”

And why wouldn’t she? The easier the transition of power occurred, the better for her. If every single vampire under Bloodfist swore themselves to her, so much the better.

“We don’t really have any time to lose, people.” I reminded them, and Jamil caught the keys the redhead threw at him, opened her car, and then got in. Ophelia smirked at me, and I rolled my eyes before getting in, then pulled her after me and helped her settle over my lap.

She made herself… comfortable. It involved her rubbing her ass all over my groin until it seemed she found a position she was happy with. I had little choice but to put my arms around her unless I wanted her to shift all over the place when Jamil started driving, but after a bit of teasing on her part at the beginning, she didn’t try anything else.

“Where does Bloodfist have his lair nowadays?”

“A mansion on the outskirts.” Jamil promptly replied, and once more, he should his helpfulness. I did see Ophelia purse her lips, so I realized she had wanted to be the one to answer, and seeing as the male vampire had been faster than she was, she ended up leaning back against me and rubbing a little more against my groin.

I gave her a look; she smirked in reply.

“Out of the way?” It would have made sense, especially if he was in hiding.

“Not exactly, but it isn’t needed. The grounds are quite extensive, and when Jamil said mansion, he meant it. The place has nearly eighty rooms, enough for every vampire in the clan and the others Dorian might want close.”

The almost scorn on her face told me what she thought of that, and once more, I remembered what Luther had said to me of her earlier, how she scorned those that weren’t vampires. She hadn’t tried scorn on me, but then she wanted something from me. A bit hypocritical of her, but then which vampire wasn’t?

“I won’t need to hold back, then.” If the mansion was far enough from any normie, I didn’t need to worry about being seen doing something I shouldn’t. “Will he try to stand his ground there or escape to another lair?”

Neither of the two vampires with me could tell me that, and I just leaned back against my seat, tried to ignore the redhead on my lap, and focused. Opening my link with Lila, I sent her a warning of a kind, hoping she would be able to interpret what I was telling her.

I doubted Bloodfist would try to go for Nicole; he should know better, but he might try something of the kind if he felt desperate enough. Not that I thought he would have much of a chance. Between the wards and Lila, his odds weren’t that great, especially not seeing as he would have to be careful not to arouse normie attention.

Still, he might lose his mind and do something he shouldn’t.

No need to worry about that.

I was already doing what I could about it, moving towards his position. If something happened, I didn’t doubt Lila would reach through our link, warn me about it, and I would act accordingly.

Despite those worries, we quickly reached our destination, and Jamil started slowing down the car as we approached the gates to a mansion I could see in the distance, though it quickly became apparent the gates were open. “Is that normal?” I asked the two vampires with me, nodding towards the gates, and both shook their heads.

“No, but then Dorian knows we’re coming,” Ophelia said, shrugging. “Perhaps he didn’t bother hoping the gate would delay us much.”

Well, it might have delayed us if I had intended for Jamil to take the car right to the mansion’s door, but moving inside a vehicle would make us too vulnerable to an ambush, no matter how quickly the vampire drove.

“We’ll get out right here,” I said, opening the door. Ophelia lingered for a moment on my lap before getting out. I turned to look at Jamil before following her. “You stay here and wait for us.”

He nodded, though I didn’t doubt he would change his coat if Bloodfist appeared in the meanwhile. Still, I certainly didn’t want him at my back during a fight. Ophelia, I trusted would work with me. After all I would be going against Bloodfist for her, and she had a throne to gain. All Jamil had to gain was his life, and if Bloodfist got to him, the older vampire would be the one with it in his hands.

Ophelia pursed her lips at that but didn’t protest. It seemed apparent she might have told Jamil something else, or perhaps she was pissed that I ordered him to do something without bothering to get her input. She knew better than to say anything about that.

Glancing at the mansion in the distance, I started moving fast. Ophelia struggled to keep up with me, and I slowed down slightly, making it easier on her. Fortunately, she seemed to have anticipated the need for appropriate clothing. The leather pants and the coat hugged her frame and didn’t hinder her as we rushed ahead.

I could only imagine the image she would present if she tried that in a dress. Or skirts.

We stopped near the door, and I glanced one way and the other, surprised that no one tried interrupting our charge forward. “No guards?”

Ophelia shrugged. “He probably knows they couldn’t stop you, not out here. I don’t know inside, though.”

I tilted my head to the side, tried to focus, and cast my senses forward. All I could find was a whole lot of nothing. “No wards on the building?”

“Too many people coming in and out.” The redhead shook her head. “They would be basically worthless, and the one who cast them might be able to turn them against him somehow. He didn’t bother putting any.”

That wasn’t exactly a bad call. It was one thing to trust wards you cast, quite another to trust wards others cast for you. And someone like Bloodfist always had to be wary about possible enemies getting close.

We got inside, and I could only call the sensation inside the place eerie. The lack of movement around, the seemingly empty place…

Death had stalked those walls.

“I smell blood,” Ophelia said, tilting her head up and scenting the air. “Quite a bit of it.”

“Lead the way, then.” When it came to Blood, there wasn’t a better nose than that of a vampire. Ophelia seemed to hesitate slightly, probably preferring me to take point, but if she wanted a throne, she might have to put herself at risk just a bit.

Not that I intended to let anything happen to her, and unless something surprised me a great deal, she shouldn’t be in any danger. And the further we moved into the house, the less danger we seemed to be in, even if the unsettling nature of the place kept increasing somehow. As, it seemed, the scent of blood did.

Ophelia seemed to tense as we moved deeper, probably wondering what had spilled so much blood.

And then we entered what seemed to be a ballroom…

A massacre had occurred there.

I could see bodies strewn all over the place, painting every surface of the room in blood. Even the curtains seemed soaked with it, and some of the bodies I could see looked like meat at a butcher’s shop.

The redhead stilled utterly. “Ophelia?” I called out again when she remained still. “Ophelia!”

She jolted and whirled in place to face me; her eyes were wide. They were bluer than ever, almost glowing with her power, and that, more than anything, told me exactly how the sight around us had unbalanced her. Frankly, I wasn’t too happy about it, but there was one difference between me and Ophelia. I didn’t know these people. She obviously did.

“Who are they?” I asked, my voice gentle.

“The clan.” She replied faintly, slowly swiveling her head away from me and looking at the bodies strewn around. “These are all clan members…”

I found myself looking at the bodies once more. Well, that was a way to end things…

If Bloodfist couldn’t have the throne, no one could. I didn’t think the bodies there were all the members of the clan. Almost certainly, there had to be other vampires that survived out there, perhaps some that had been away from their lair for some reason, but there had to be about thirty bodies inside, which, if they were all vampires, was quite a nice chunk of the clan Bloodfist had ruled.

“He’s fleeing,” I told Ophelia, though I was pretty sure she would reach that conclusion on her own. It was the only way that massacre made any logical sense. He knew I would remove him to make way for Ophelia and realized it was better to leave the city behind. Yet he was unwilling to let Ophelia have what he built up.

The redhead seemed in shock. It wouldn’t surprise me if she was.

A coughing sound came from deeper into the room, and we both whirled to face it. I didn’t hesitate to take the lead this time, and after a moment, Ophelia followed me. What I eventually found gave me pause.

The sight…

Amidst the tables in the middle of the room, there was a woman impaled on a spear. She knelt on the floor, probably forced into that position by her attacker, and the spear traveled through the length of her body, from her nether regions to her mouth. It was angled in such a way that the tip of the spear was shoved out of the woman’s mouth, forcing her head back at the same time.

Worst of all was that the female was still alive.

I stilled at the sight, not having expected anything so gruesome.

Ophelia stilled beside me. “Echo.”

I blinked at the woman who had started this entire mess, who had tried to use me to kill Bloodfist, and who I had every intention of killing. And yet, now that I looked at her like this, I could only feel pity.

As she was, she would almost certainly die. Vampires could be pretty tough, but there were limits to their physical limits. Perhaps she could recover from these wounds if she was fed blood powerful enough, but was I interested in doing that? Not really, even if the sight in front of me made me pity the woman.

Hesitation seemed to fill me and Ophelia, and none of us moved to do what we knew needed to be done. Eventually, I took a step forward, but Ophelia grabbed my arm and shook her head at me. “I’ll do it.”

I nodded at her, pulled back, and let her step forward.

Ophelia seemed to freeze once she stood inches away from the other female, eventually reaching out to the brunette. Something like a croak escaped from the impaled female, and she tried to shift. Part of me wondered if it was her attempt at asking for mercy and what mercy she might mean, but her moving like that allowed her skirts to shift just a little, showing what else lay under her.

I had enough time to process what the red blinking light meant before reaching out to Ophelia and trying to pull the redhead back. I was quick, far more so than most vampires, and pulled the female vampire back before she could do anything to stop me. It was still too late to stop the bomb under Echo from exploding. It was too late to stop those flames from reaching the redhead’s face, even if I pulled her back almost as quickly as they deflagrated.

And when the flames kept going, I allowed my shield to spread, made it cover the vampire, pulled as hard as I could, and rushed back without looking at the direction in which I was moving. I couldn’t, not at those speeds. Pushing my body to such limits was one thing; it was an application of magic that most wouldn’t be capable of, but one I trained before. But I was moving too fast for my mind to process the sights; moving that fast was only useful to flee from an attack such as the one in a situation like this.

We crashed onto a wall and through it, and the explosion rushed after us. It forced me to push myself to the limit, to dig deep into my power, but we managed to outrace the explosion, even if only for inches at a time, at least until we hit the walls that led outside and blew through them, and the flames rushed upwards after that.

The wave of pressure from the explosion sent us flying further back, and only then did I loosen my grip on Ophelia. I crashed down hard, slid through the earth, coming to a stop forty feet later, and then blinked as I laid on my back, somewhat dazed.

One glance at the mansion showed it to be a burning wreck, and I swore as I got to my feet. It seemed Bloodfist wasn’t willing to go without a parting gift.

I would have to make him choke on it eventually.

A croak made me blink and look around in search of Ophelia, and when I did…

I might have pulled her away from most of the explosion, but the first flames had done enough damage on their own. Half the redhead’s face and parts of her body were scorched. If that was all, she might have been able to recover in time, but there were gashes on her body, which I figured out could only have come from how I pulled her through those walls in my rush to get away from the explosion.

No matter how hard I tried, the shield I used to protect me lost its efficiency the further away it got from my skin. It helped protect those I covered with it, but it wasn’t as effective as it was for me. It meant Ophelia ended up with great rends against her flesh, and one of her feet was mangled.

She would die like this if I didn’t do anything to stop her.

For a moment, I wondered if I should.

Bloodfist was gone. He wouldn’t do this if he intended to stay in Greenford. He decided to pack his bags and go, though he made sure to break his toys before doing so. If it remained, the vampire clan would lose most of their power and, with it, their usefulness.

And Ophelia was not a nice person. Someone I might have been willing to work with, someone I might use, but she was not a nice person. Neither was I, but I didn’t try to harm anyone who didn’t make a move against me first.

Ophelia was a vampire. She would prey on humanity to her final death.

Perhaps it was better for her to die.

All those thoughts and considerations only lasted a moment inside my head, then I sighed, kneeled beside her, and reached out with my wrist. “Drink.” I told her, though I doubted she was in any state to understand me. Still, she was a vampire. Instinct would make her react when I pressed my wrist against her lips, and as long as I allowed her fangs to pierce my skin…

A grunt escaped me when that happened. There was nothing sexy about what happened between the two of us. Only a desperate feeding, a wounded predator latching onto her only lifeline with all of her strength, her lips pulling at my blood, knowing it was salvation.

And it worked.

Not enough to heal Ophelia completely, no, but most of her gashes closed, and those that didn’t became far smaller and stopped bleeding. Her scorched flesh became a bit pinker, not healthy, but far better-looking. Her foot was the one that didn’t change that much, but a crack still came from it eventually, and I figured at least some bones had regained their correct form.

Ophelia’s blue eyes were wide when I forced her to let go, and the way she looked at me…

Before she could say anything, Jamil slid Ophelia’s car to a stop beside us, got out, and looked with wide eyes. “What happened?”

“Bloodfist is a sore loser.”


Chapter 14

The rest of the night was spent trying to control the damage.

An explosion like that would draw too much normie attention, so we didn’t have time to waste. Jamil climbed back into the car, and I climbed into the passenger seat, pulling Ophelia in with me and making her settle atop my lap.

It seemed obvious she wasn’t fully healthy yet, physically and mentally. She poised her head on one of my shoulders, hiding her disfigured face and only showing her good side up, almost as if she was ashamed of it, even if she would heal in time.

I didn’t hesitate to call Luther, told him what happened, and asked him to spread the word around. There might be other vampires in the city that didn’t have a clue of what had gone at their main lair, and while I doubted Bloodfist would bother going after them, there was a chance it could happen. They could also lash out against the normies if they got too scared, which couldn’t happen.

For good or ill, if any vampire remained, they needed to be contained. Peacefully, if it was possible, telling them what happened. But violently if there was no other choice.

There was a risk that the other factions in the city could use this chance to rid themselves of their enemies once and for all, and exposing the vampires' vulnerability only increased that risk, but knowing the vampire clan was in ruins might stop them. I didn’t know if most of the other beings’ hate was for the vampires themselves or Bloodfist. If it was for the former, knowing the vulnerability the bloodsuckers were in would only spur them forward.

My influence might be the only thing that might make them hesitate.

Now, more than ever, we needed to hide, put grudges behind us, and work so that the normies didn’t figure out what was happening. What Bloodfist had done was already bad enough.

Much to my surprise, mostly everything worked all right. Some vampires were located and warned without conflict. They eventually got in contact with the others still in town, and for protection, they gathered once more at their former lair.

It seemed there were a few vampires that had gone with Bloodfist as well.

Once he realized I was going after him, he selected a few handpicked ones that he trusted to be loyal above all, slaughtered the rest with their help, and then skipped town. And it wasn’t just vampires, either. Most of the other supernatural beings he had recruited had gone with him. The ones that told him no ended up dead.

After midnight, I delivered Ophelia to the lair under Red Night and left her in the hands of the other vampires, warning them to ensure she recovered.

An hour later, I was meeting with some of the other factions in the city, coordinating a response to what happened. Some of them had contacts embedded within the authorities, even if Bloodfist had been the one with most of them. Still, even some of those contacts might be reached, especially if the vampires knew who they were.

I doubted any of those humans were actually loyal to Bloodfist. Probably, they just took bribes, and hopefully, the vampires could keep doing the same.

Thankfully, the explosion was powerful enough to seemingly erase any hint of what happened in the building. Almost certainly, the authorities would never think it an accident, and it would probably pass as some kind of terrorist attack, which would draw a bit too much attention to the supernatural community of Greenford. Still, it shouldn’t be that difficult to hide.

There weren’t many links from the other groups to the vampires, so there was no reason for the authorities to make any connections there. Towards the vampires that remained alive, though…

Some of them had legal identities. Fake, for the most part, with only one or two still young enough to be able to use their actual identity, but some could have been seen frequenting the mansion, and if they were, there was a chance that someone would try to investigate them and find something they shouldn’t.

It worried the supernatural community for more than a week.

And then suddenly, the case was closed – so to say.

Technically, it probably remained open, but those who had been going around asking questions left one day to never return. The place of the explosion was cordoned off but seemingly forgotten, and no matter how useful and reassuring that was to most of those who lived in Greenford, I didn’t feel that happy about it.

There were very few factions with enough power to interfere with human authorities like that, and most of those had connections to the Institute.

One should always look a gift horse in the mouth, but I feared I didn’t have much of an option in this case. No one strange seemed to come to town, so I allowed myself to relax afterward. If someone from the Institute figured out where I was, they would probably have been there already. Perhaps Bloodfist had contact with someone with power over human authorities and arranged for the investigation to die. Maybe someone in the government realized supernatural factions were involved and covered everything up.

Frankly, I doubted I would get an answer and didn’t care. Not as long as we didn’t get discovered.

When the possibility of us getting discovered passed, everyone focused on establishing a new status quo. Ophelia took control of the remaining vampires, though there weren’t many. Between the vampires and vampire servants she had at her command, the clan was less than twenty members. Most had died to Bloodfist, others had fled from the city when they realized what happened, probably searching for a better life elsewhere, and some had followed the former master of the clan.

It made the Greenford clan weaker than it had been in decades; some even whispered in centuries. It made Ophelia vulnerable, not only to the other groups in town but also to another foreign vampire that might want to come and usurp her place.

With all that in mind, it wasn’t too surprising that she didn’t mind swearing herself to me. I didn’t know what the other vampires of the clan thought about it, though if all of them felt like Jamil did, perhaps they were somewhat reassured. After losing so many of theirs, especially to their former master, most wanted peace and time to recover.

I had never considered the vampires as anything other than monsters, but perhaps they weren’t as inhuman as I thought them to be.

Representatives from other factions in the city were there to see Ophelia kneel before me and understood what that meant. The vampires were under my protection and would be my weapon if I felt the need.

It cemented my position amidst them.

I made it obvious over the following days. I didn’t care for their allegiance, though I wouldn’t say no to an alliance. I wanted nothing from them but for them not to work against me, and at the same time, I would make sure the vampires wouldn’t behave as they had before.

Most were all too happy with that and didn’t mind the threat I might possibly represent in the future. Some were still somewhat wary of me – like Elena and those she represented – but they also acknowledged I had kept my word, and as long as I didn’t make any move to try to gain more influence over them, they seemed happy with things as they were.

There were a few negotiations over some matters, a few people trying to learn about people Bloodfist had made disappear in the past and if any of his former vampires might know anything about them.

Overall, several meetings occurred over weeks, which took a great deal of my time and didn’t give me much chance to relax, but they were necessary. And then, once all the politics were sorted out, there was one last meeting, though that one had a more partying vibe to it.

It occurred on Red Night, with the place closed for our private party. Thankfully, there was no god-awful music, only people eating, drinking, and dancing. Even some of Ophelia’s vampires started mingling with the other guests, though they were eyed with a bit of caution.

I brought Lila and Nicole with me, danced with them, and then entertained myself by watching them dance together for a time.

“There is something different about your girlfriend.” Ophelia told me, and I raised an eyebrow at her.

“What do you mean?”

“Nicole. What happened to her?” If Ophelia could tell there was something off about the brunette, then probably others could as well. I would need to be careful about that and figure out if there was a way to hide what had made her different from before. Or help her do it.

“She’s not my girlfriend.” I replied and didn’t bother answering the rest. The redhead huffed, then pouted, swaying her hips as she moved closer to me. The dress she was wearing left quite a bit of her cleavage on display, and I was tempted to look down at it for a moment but resisted the temptation.

“Well, if you don’t belong to her, maybe we could have a little fun…” Her tone got suggestive, and I saw the hunger in her eyes.

It wasn’t just sex Ophelia wanted, though. Ever since I let her feed off my blood, she had been desiring more, as I feared it might happen. She knew better than to come out and say it outright, but if she wanted to feed from me before, now that she tasted my blood, she wanted it even more.

The more powerful a mage, the better they tasted to vampires. I had known this could happen when I allowed Ophelia to feed from me. Fortunately, she had enough restraint not to try to push the matter, not that it would help her, and she knew that.

“Maybe some other day.” I told her, and she huffed again but eventually moved to the dance floor again. Most gave her a wide berth, but there seemed some were daring enough to dance with her, especially the youngest. Foolish of them, but then, that was part of being young.

“Allying with you proved to be the right choice, for now.” I had felt Elena moving closer, probably trying to spy on my conversation with Ophelia.

“And I hope you’ll be able to keep thinking like that for a long time.” I told her, and she pursed her lips, then nodded at me. I didn’t fool myself. She wasn’t my friend. Maybe, with time, that could change, but at the moment, she was wary of me. Bloodfist had been powerful enough to make all these people cower. Most ended up bending their knees to him one way or another.

Elena hadn’t, but it didn’t seem like she had managed to do much else against him either. Shortly after I had made my presence in the city known, Bloodfist was on the run, and much of what he had built was in flames.

Did she think I planned for all that? If she did, she kept that thought hidden deep down. But even if she thought I had gotten fortunate with everything that had happened, my sheer personal power should intimidate her, and now I had the vampires under my control, all the vampire servants as well. And there was Nicole and Lila.

I didn’t think I would ever find out what Elena honestly thought of me, but it wasn’t hard to guess she would keep an eye out for me. If I stepped an inch out of line, she wouldn’t hesitate to tell the other groups, and they might very well band against me.

Good thing I didn’t intend to make any waves.

After a while, she gave me a nod and moved away, though to talk with a few members of the Wilkins family.

When I looked around the place, I saw someone leaving, and I didn’t hesitate to move in their direction, following them outside. I caught up to Luther when he was about to light a cigarette, and the man looked from it to me and raised an eyebrow. I shrugged. It didn’t bother me if he wanted to smoke, and it would feel a bit too spiteful to deny him that when he had stepped outside to satisfy that urge.

“Your crew is safe now.” I told him.

“For as long as whatever trouble seems to be following you doesn’t come, right?” Luther said, and I raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t forgotten about you warning me about your enemies.”

I didn’t say anything about that. What could I say, really? I didn’t know when they would come.

A sigh escaped me. They would come eventually; there was no doubt about that. How long that would take, I couldn’t say, but it was only a matter of time until they found out I was here and then…

Well, I suppose that was what I had been preparing for, wasn’t it?

Gathering allies, trying to make friends with some of the other groups in town…

A few vampires and some servants wouldn’t mean much for the kind of enemies I might face, but it was better than nothing. Nicole and Lila could be further help. If the other groups supported me, I would have better odds against those who might come to me. If I had enough forewarning, my siblings might join me, and we would have a fighting chance.

“Thank you,” Luther told me eventually, and I blinked at him, a bit confused and startled. “For helping me keep the rest of the crew safe. And for killing Ingram.”

I looked at his face for a few moments, wondering if I should ask him the question burning on my tongue, then decided to. “Why did you become his servant?”

“Are you assuming I had a choice about it?”

“Vampires don’t usually force people into becoming their servants; too much effort to give someone power that they might turn against them.”

“Well, you said it all, usually.” Luther shrugged. “Not so in my case. I was a hunter; I knew about the supernatural, especially vampires, and I managed to kill a couple of them. Gave old Bloodfist some problems, but it didn’t last.”

“They caught you.”

“They did, but not before capturing my pregnant wife. Ingram offered me a choice then: become his servant or watch her die.”

“Did he keep his word?”

“It was the only thing that bastard was good for. When he gave his word, he meant it. My wife was let go, and I watched her leave, knowing I would probably never see her again. And I stayed behind, became Ingram’s servant, and…”

He chuckled, and there was something bitter about it.

“He didn’t torture me physically, but there are other ways of doing it. I only really realized the hold he had over my mind the day you killed him and put a stop to his influence. I was always so angry, so hurt, and I only realized he was making me feel like that when his head was taken off his body. I thought I had changed and was a shadow of the man I had been before…”

“Well, now you’re free,” I told him, then hesitated. “Your family?”

He shook his head, and I understood. He hadn’t seen them yet. If it was his choice or he simply didn’t know where his wife had ended, I didn’t know, and I didn’t pry. I certainly didn’t regret having ended Ingram’s life, especially not after hearing Luther’s story.

We stayed in silence for a while longer. Luther enjoyed his cigarette, and I looked up at the night sky.

It took us a while to return to the party inside.


Chapter 15

After that, life seemed to return to normal. I knew better. Everything had changed, and it would only change more over the weeks and months that followed, but things settled down for a time, and I found myself spending my days with Lila and Nicole again.

During one of those nights, Nicole came to me, biting her lower lip.

I raised an eyebrow at her. “I thought you would be with Lila.”

The succubus had pulled Nicole upstairs with her, and they had been in Nicole’s room for a while. I didn’t expect to see either of them until morning, so having Nicole come to me…

It took me a few moments to notice what she was wearing, how her oversized t-shirt stopped beneath her thighs, and I started breathing a little harder. The brunette raised her eyes and peered into mine. “Lila thinks it’s time for me to learn to feed from someone other than her.”

“Oh!” I swallowed, opened my mouth to say anything, and closed it without saying anything. Nicole bit her lower lip, then slowly moved forward, her hands clutching the hem of her t-shirt, playing with it. Somehow, I managed to gather myself just slightly. “And do you want to feed from anyone else?” I asked her.

We both knew what I meant by the question. I didn’t want the brunette to feel forced into this, no matter how much a part of me could enjoy it.

I wanted Nicole, and I knew it was foolish to deny it, yet just because I wanted her didn’t mean I was willing to let her do something she felt forced to do in some manner. Nicole bit her lower lip again and didn’t answer me with words.

She pulled her t-shirt up, threw it aside, and showed me her lingerie. The sight almost made me drool, and I couldn’t stop from letting my eyes move over her chest, her bare stomach, then lower.

Nicole’s curves seemed a bit more well-defined than I remembered them, her chest larger, and I wondered if it was because the body Lila made for her was a bit more generous with the curves or if it was a matter of Nicole’s own abilities as a succubus trying to make her frame more alluring. Most succubae could shapeshift, though I couldn’t tell if all of them had the same limits in ability, but minor things, like a bigger or smaller bust or a more rounded rear? That was quite easy for them.

I supposed it didn’t matter.

Nicole’s chest was quite alluring, as was the almost shy look on her face. Her cheeks were red with her blush, and her eyes seemed even more startling than usual. I stayed where I was, let her close the distance between us at her leisure, though I didn’t hold back the moment she pressed against me.

Without hesitation, I kissed her, hard. It was the first kiss we shared, and it was perfect. Her lips parted with a small moan, her head tilted to the side, and our tongues met each other with abandon. It almost felt as if I had kissed her a thousand times before, and I let my hands wander freely down her back, feeling her skin, loving its warmth.

She pulled at my shirt, ripped it off, leaned in, and kissed me even harder afterward.

When she pulled back for a moment, I saw the hunger in her eyes and knew she was at the edge of her control, but it didn’t scare me. Lila wouldn’t have let her come to me if she thought Nicole was dangerous. I had more than enough power to feed her without difficulty, and I intended to do just that.

I let her keep baring me, even helped her, then I paid her in kind, took off her lingerie, and bared her completely. I made sure to be careful with it. I liked how the black lace looked on her, and I wouldn’t mind seeing her with it again.

And once she was fully naked…

I pulled back, appreciated the sight for a few moments, pulled her into the bed, and made her lie atop it. I kissed her lips, her collarbone, her breasts, slowly moving down her frame and trying to make her enjoy as much as I could.

I didn’t need to say anything for her to part her lips and display herself to me, and I kissed her there as well, touched and caressed her, and made her writhe. The moment I thought she was ready, I started using my tongue, tasting her for the first time.

Her moans made sure I didn’t stop. Parting her nether lips with my tongue, I tried to give her as much pleasure as I could, eventually sliding my tongue into her and swirling it around. Her hips jerked towards me, offering her body for me to feast on, and I was far more than willing to.

When she reached the limit, she came with a scream, and I helped prolong her pleasure by focusing on her clit, teasing the little bud for a while.

And then I moved up her frame, kissing back the way I came, stopping when I stood face to face with her. She was the one who leaned up and kissed me, then wrapped her legs around my waist, ensuring I wouldn’t leave her like that.

I didn’t. With one hand, I guided my rod into her and then let go. All the pent-up want I had felt for Nicole, all that I desired of her…

I let it all go, pushed and slid into her, and when she moaned, I pulled back and thrust myself forward once more, and I kept doing it, harder and faster over the moments that followed, until the both of us lost themselves to those motions.

It didn’t surprise me that I soon came. It certainly didn’t surprise me that Nicole came with me. Her nature as a succubus would make her far more vulnerable to the pleasure of those she was with, and I certainly loved to come with her.

And our night didn’t end there either.


Epilogue

After that night, Lila, Nicole, and I spent most of our nights together.

It was lovely. My bond with the blonde had grown too much for me to think I only felt lust for her, even if I wouldn’t say I loved her, and with Nicole…

Things were great. Maybe it would change in time, but as it was, I wanted to keep exploring our new relationship and learn more about her, and perhaps, in the end, the sky would be the limit. Only time would tell.

On the supernatural side of things, Greenford had calmed down considerably after those hectic days after Bloodfist’s rampage. Ophelia established herself as the new ruler of the vampire clan and seemed to be trying to build alliances with some of the other factions, though not with much luck. Still, with me at her side, she didn’t need to fear anyone making a move against them, and she seemed to be trying for diplomacy and was taking the brunt of some of the hate the other factions had always felt for the vampires.

I managed to make some inroads with the others, and while I wouldn’t say I made any friends, it might be just a matter of opportunity until that happened.

Time would tell.

A relative calm fell over the city. Everyone seemed to know everything could change at any moment, but they were content enough to enjoy the peace for a while before starting to play games of power once more.

For a time, I could live in peace and enjoy what I had with Lila and Nicole.

I knew it wouldn’t last forever, though…

To be Continued…
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