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    Chapter 1 
 
    Cute! There was no better word to describe Nicole as she nibbled at one of her nails, her reading glasses on her face, her posture all wrong as she leaned forward to gaze into the books in front of her. Her chin was poised in one of her hands, her eyes flitting between the words in front of her. 
 
    She was so lost in her own world that she missed my focus on her, and I preferred it that way. 
 
    Cute was the only word that came to mind when I looked at her. Most normal people would think that too until they got a glimpse of what she was reading, and then they would look at her a bit surprised, not expecting a young woman like her to be reading old books with plenty of gory drawings and symbols most people shied away from, but they would eventually shrug it off. 
 
    Those in the know would think her cute as well at first, but once they saw what she was looking at, they would become far warier. Summoning was not exactly something anyone who lived in the shadows of our world was comfortable with. Most of those who could understand what she looked at were used to being on top of the food chain – remembering that there were all kinds of dangerous monsters out there, all too willing to step into our world… 
 
    No one liked to be reminded they weren’t the biggest fish in the sea, especially not in the supernatural world. To those involved with what went in the shadows, it was often a case of eat or be eaten. Rarely were supernatural beings willing to live and let live; they liked to gain power, which in many cases meant gaining power over people. Knowing there were more powerful beings out there was entirely displeasing. 
 
    Summoning reminded them of that and made those who practiced it prized for their talents and something to be wary of. No monster would refuse to have a summoner on their hands; there was plenty someone who practiced that kind of magic could do for them. It was still something to be cautious of, however. 
 
    I didn’t think Nicole was a summoner. She was studying genuine summoning texts, and I recognized some of them from my own studies, but there wasn’t a hint of summoning to her magic. Once you called your first demon, something changed within you. It was like a scent that clung to your magic. Most wouldn’t notice it, but I was not most people. I would know. 
 
    I could only figure out that Nicole was studying those texts because she was curious or thinking about summoning something, and I didn’t quite know what to do about that. I didn’t think she should be messing with summoning, and I doubted she would enjoy where that would take her. Still, I barely knew her. I had watched her from afar a few times and interacted with her, though never without telling her I knew she was gifted. And there was no doubt about that; I could feel the power pulsing within her, quite substantial compared to most magical humans. 
 
    My doubts about the circumstances made me hesitate. Should I get closer to her and talk about what she was doing? Could it hurt? I didn’t see how it could, and I had been watching her for a while, trying to devise a way of telling her I was part of the supernatural world.  
 
    I tried to tell myself that was all there was to it. 
 
    That she was so goddamned cute didn’t have anything to do with that. 
 
    Nicole was so lost in her studies that she missed me coming to a stop near her, and I peered over her shoulder, taking note of what she was reading. “He’s wrong there, you know,” I said, and Nicole almost jumped in surprise at my presence and turned a startled look on me. “Stevenson. He believed all summoned beings came from the same realm; they just called it different things and obfuscated. By now, everyone knows better. Doesn’t change the fact he’s right about demons lying. They’re not your friends, and one needs to be careful when interacting with them.” 
 
    “I know that. I was just wondering if I had been losing my time reading this text when it spoke about something I knew was wrong.” Then she stilled and looked back at me with wide eyes. “Julian?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her, trying to contain the urge to smile at the look on her face. Somehow, it made her seem even cuter than before. 
 
    “You know about summoning?” She asked, her voice dropping to a whisper, and I smirked at her. 
 
    “A few things, not much.” That wasn’t strictly true, but I didn’t think she needed to know. 
 
    “You’re a mage?” She continued in the same tone of voice from before, her startlement only increasing as the conversation continued. I nodded at her, then gestured for the chair opposite her. When she realized what I was asking her, she nodded, and I took that seat and turned to face her. “Why did you never say anything before?” 
 
    “Never really felt like it was the time for it, I thought.” I shrugged when she narrowed her gaze at me. “Look, I didn’t exactly know how to come to the one cute girl I noticed and tell her I was like her. Felt a bit pretentious.” 
 
    And now she was blushing, and I tried to ignore the thought I told her a bit of a white lie. I wasn’t like her, not really. I was human and could use magic, but there were very few like me. 
 
    “You could have said something.” She snipped at me, taking off her reading glasses for a time and poising them on the table, rubbing at her eyes afterward. I didn’t doubt she had a headache, not if the way she rubbed her forehead said anything. 
 
    “It took me a while to realize you thought I was a normie,” I told her with a shrug. “And then it felt awkward to tell you I wasn’t. Sure, I’m not the only normie frequenting this place, but surely you know most of your clientele belongs to our side of the divide.” 
 
    Nicole gave me a deadpan glare. “I own the place. I kind of figured that, thanks.” 
 
    Most would think that a business called The Magic Book would be a hint at the obvious, but most didn’t know the supernatural existed, so it fit with the almost overt manner supernatural beings had of interacting with modern society. Most hid behind obvious façades, almost everyone preparing for the day the world irrevocably changed, and they could pretend they had never hidden their presence at all. 
 
    Every one of us knew sooner or later, humanity would discover what had been a hidden world for a long time. They had known about it once, easily letting their knowledge of our world slip away over centuries, but eventually, they would note our presence again, and the supernatural would become far more factual than it had ever been for humanity. 
 
    When that time came, everything would change, and if people believed they knew how that change would come, they were lying. 
 
    For a long time, most of the big shots of the supernatural world had tried everything they could to ensure our presence would never be discovered. I wasn’t exactly sure when these efforts had begun and had wondered more than once if the reason why humanity had forgotten so much about our world was due to their efforts, an attempt at making them more vulnerable against some of the monsters that preyed on them. It really didn’t matter. 
 
    Eventually, they realized their efforts were in vain. With each day that passed, more videos and images of monsters appeared on social media. Most were ignored and passed off as hoaxes, but sooner or later, something would happen that would make it impossible for us to keep hiding afterward. 
 
    When that happened… 
 
    Yeah, I doubted it would be pretty. Between those who would be all too willing to blame any supernatural being for all the ills in the world and the fact some monsters would thrive on the chaos, I knew there would be plenty of conflicts involved, and I doubted anyone would enjoy what would follow. 
 
    It wasn’t as if we were wholly unknown to humanity. There were organizations of utterly normal humans aware of us, and I didn’t doubt some governments were as well. How they would shape matters and news when the first news arrived would matter a lot. If it came to an all-out war, no one would know what would follow, no matter how smart they thought they were. 
 
    Knowing it might be only a matter of time until most were discovered, some supernatural beings had started to name their businesses into something that could only be called overt. Perhaps they’d hoped to pretend in case of discovery that they had never hidden at all or only tentatively tried to. I didn’t think that would change anything, but who knew? 
 
    I wasn’t sure if Nicole had named her bookstore-slash-café because she believed like that or because branding things a certain way became usual amidst supernatural beings. 
 
    The Magic Book was not a bad name for the business. Many who frequented the place read the books while they ate or drank something. Some took those books with them, buying them off, while others just put them back on the shelves. Not many normies frequented the place, but there were some, and none of the supernatural beings that usually spent time there did anything obvious to display their real nature. 
 
    And it wasn’t that well-frequented. Not many clients spent a lot of money there, despite the comfortable setting and the amicable staff. It probably wasn’t a profitable business, but I didn’t think that was something that worried Nicole. That wasn’t rare either for some of the older magical clans. Some families had connections and alliances that stretched back centuries. Power and wealth came with those. 
 
    While there were plenty of unconnected mages out there, I didn’t think Nicole was one of them. She didn’t seem knowledgeable enough to be a main member of some clan, but she certainly possessed wealth and obviously had some connections. Some of the tomes she had in front of her were rare and acquiring them wasn’t only a matter of cash. You needed to know the right people, too. 
 
    Either Nicole knew them, or someone close to her did. It was the only reason for her to have them. 
 
    The brunette shook her head, seemingly brushing aside whatever thoughts were going through her mind and focusing on me. “You didn’t answer me earlier. Do you know anything about summoning?” 
 
    I hesitated then. The almost eagerness in her voice, the hope that shone in her eyes… 
 
    It made me wary. It made me believe there was a specific reason for her to study summoning, that it wasn’t only a matter of curiosity, though perhaps having thought that had been foolish of me. No one went to all this trouble for curiosity and pretending that was what could have happened here was just me trying to see the best in Nicole. Once again, I reminded myself I barely knew her and didn’t know what drove her. 
 
    All I had with her was small interactions during the year I’d been in town, a few greetings, and some small conversations from time to time. She was cute, which drew me to her, but besides that, I knew little about her and what she might want to use summoning for. 
 
    I think my reluctance showed in my face, and she bit her lower lip and pulled slightly back. 
 
    The sight shouldn’t have been as alluring as it was.  
 
    “I know a few things,” I told her, giving her a look. “But I have to admit I’m interested to understand what you’re seeking looking into this kind of stuff.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and pulled further back, looking slightly irritated at me. “What made you look into summoning?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Wasn’t exactly my choice of subject, I can assure you. My… mentor thought it was something I should learn about.” She could take much from that, but I was confident she wouldn’t come close to the truth. The almost apologetic look on her face gave me a hint of what she believed had happened, and her following words only confirmed it. 
 
    “Family can be the worst, can’t they?” She replied, and her face dropped slightly. For a time, she seemed lost in thought, and it wasn’t hard to guess she didn’t have good experiences with her family. 
 
    I shrugged again, not answering her, or saying anything to contradict her thoughts about me and my situation. My family wasn’t behind what happened, quite the opposite. Those who I considered family had been right there beside me. Whoever birthed me didn’t matter. 
 
    She bit her lower lip again and gazed at me, hesitating. Her eyes were a startling green and had made me gape the first time I saw them. The effect they had on me hadn’t changed since then. I felt something warm in me when she looked at me with those eyes, and I knew I wanted her to keep looking at me like that. 
 
    “These books belong to my brother.” She continued eventually, her words slowly coming out of her mouth, her reluctance vanishing a little as she continued. “And he’s missing. He’s been missing for almost a year.” 
 
    I nodded. I didn’t tell her the obvious, that when someone vanished for that long in our world, it was either because they were dead or because they didn’t want to be found. I didn’t doubt she had heard all of that before and was probably sick of it. 
 
    “And what are you hoping with this?” I said, gesturing towards the books before her, not taking my eyes off her. “Honoring him? Learning what interested him? What, exactly?” 
 
    I had suspicions and didn’t think it was a good idea, but her words only confirmed my fears. 
 
    “He was dabbling in summoning when he disappeared.” She told me, squaring her shoulders and looking right into my eyes. “I know something must have happened. I’d hoped that if I could learn the same things he did and if I studied his notes, I might be able to figure out what happened to him, find him if need be.” 
 
    “You want to risk messing with the same stuff you fear got to your brother.” I told her, and she flinched. 
 
    Then she seemed to breathe deeply, tilted her head up, and met my gaze once again. “Someone has to. None of the experts in my family care about it, telling me that if he got himself taken away, it’s his fault.” I watched as her hands tightened into fists, her anger making them almost shake. “I can’t exactly go to the police with this, and I know no one else that knew enough to help me. It was either learning about it myself or forgetting about possibly finding Michael again. I won’t do that.” 
 
    I looked at her, ignoring the gazes that came our way from other tables. Nicole had allowed her anger to overwhelm her, had gotten to her feet at the end of her tirade, and even now, she was breathing hard, looking down at me with something I recognized in her green eyes. Determination. 
 
    She wouldn’t stop until she figured out what happened to her brother, even if she ended up putting herself in danger to do it.  
 
    If nothing else, I could understand that. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t done before, after all. 
 
    I sighed and looked back at her, and a small smile slowly grew on her lips as she realized I would help her. I certainly wouldn’t teach her all that I knew, and I would try to make her realize how dangerous messing around with certain stuff was, but I couldn’t let her continue walking blindly around when messing around with this. If she wasn’t careful, she would condemn herself to a fate worse than death. 
 
    Before I could tell her that, I watched as her smile wilted and her eyes moved from me to someone at the entrance. I followed her line of sight to find two men looking back at her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    They were human; I could feel that, yet there was a hint of something else to them. A scent clung to their frames, something like rust, and I felt like I should know what it was, but I wasn’t making the right connections inside my head. 
 
    Nicole seemed to know who they were, though. I looked at her, raised an eyebrow, and she glanced at me momentarily. “They work for Bloodfist.” 
 
    That explained what I felt in them. 
 
    Bloodfist was the self-appointed ruler of the city, master of the supernatural of Greenford. A vampire, and quite a powerful one from what I’ve heard about him. Unlike many of his kind, he was quite content with having other supernatural beings under his direct command and not as enemies to be taken down. 
 
    The hundreds of supernatural beings under his command in Greenford showed his success, and his power had grown to the point where no one contested his self-decreed rule of the city. 
 
    It didn’t surprise me that someone like him might have some interest in Nicole. Her business had become a meeting place for some of the more vulnerable supernatural types in the city and the humans who knew about us. They were not the kind of people someone like Bloodfist would usually care about, but in enough numbers and with enough connections between them, they could grow to something that might present problems later. 
 
    Better to nip such a thing in the beginning, and what better than to ensure the owner of such an establishment was on his side? If everyone knew Nicole was under Bloodfist’s control, those who might want to conspire against his interests would have to become far more careful about what they said around her place and those who worked for her. 
 
    At least, that was what I thought was behind this approach by some of his minions. 
 
    Perhaps she had already worked for the vampire and had displeased him somehow, or he wanted something from her, which was what was scaring her. 
 
    I turned my focus to the two men quickly approaching our table. The one in the lead was middle-aged, with short hair and a tattoo on his neck. Pale, with sunken eyes that made his pale face stand out even more, he half-looked like a vampire already, though I knew he was human. They both were. That didn’t mean they couldn’t be far more dangerous than an average human. 
 
    The hint of vampire blood in them told me what they were – vampire servants. 
 
    People who had fed on the blood of a vampire, who accepted a vampire’s influence over their mind to get the benefits that came from consuming vampiric blood. They would be stronger than a normal human, faster, would have better healing and senses. If the vampire that gave them blood was powerful enough, they might even work as a conduit to that vampire’s spirit, allowing them to basically be possessed by their master, though that was a rare thing. 
 
    They stopped beside the table, and the one in the lead spoke. “Miss Greenheart, I trust you’ve thought about the proposal you’ve received?” 
 
    “I…” Nicole started, hesitating, looking from the man to me and back again. I raised an eyebrow at her, even as I tried to think about where I’d heard her surname. Greenheart, Greenheart… 
 
    I knew I recognized her family name from somewhere, even if I couldn’t tell in what context. Had I heard about them in some book? Had their name come up in some conversation? 
 
    The half-dead-looking man continued before Nicole could answer him. 
 
    “Time is running out, lady. Our masters are getting impatient, and you don’t want to mess with the powers in this city. Better to give them what they want.” 
 
    I was supposed to be lying low. Keep my head down, live my life without drawing attention to myself, use that time to research and try to find a hint of what I needed, and be ready to move out at the first sign of real danger. 
 
    I tried to keep all that in mind. 
 
    It all went out of the window the moment I looked at Nicole’s face and saw the fear and hesitation there, and I knew I wouldn’t allow this to happen. 
 
    “Are you an idiot?” I asked the servant, turning to him with a smile. He blinked at me, opened his mouth, and closed it again, glaring. “I mean, you look like a half-dead raccoon with those eyes and that face, but you sound like an idiot, so I’m struggling to wonder which of those I should focus on.” I shrugged. “Trying to figure out what I should call you, really. I suppose I’ll call you one, and I’ll call you two.” I gazed at the younger servant at that, and I didn’t know what he saw in my face, but he stepped back somewhat. 
 
    While I sensed the same hint of vampiric power from him, it was not as intense as the one in number one, probably a sign he hadn’t consumed nowhere near enough vampire blood as his friend had. 
 
    Number one glared at me. “Who do you…” 
 
    I didn’t let him finish. “Who do you think I am?” I asked him flatly, echoing the question he would have asked me before he could do it, then crossed my arms as I looked at him, leaning back against my seat, completely relaxed. 
 
    One hesitated there, wondering if he had put himself in some mess, looking from me to Nicole, trying to see if she would give him a hint. She didn’t, obviously. At the end of the day, we barely knew one another, and she only really understood I was a supernatural being a few minutes previously. If she thought about it, the fact I seemed to know a good deal about summoning would certainly indicate I was dangerous and that I had been instructed in magic, but there was a broad range of levels of threat I could represent. 
 
    She couldn’t know which one I belonged to. Neither could the two servants accosting us. 
 
    “We work for the right hand of the ruler of the city, pal.” One continued once he recovered his bravado, crossing his arms and glaring at me. “Don’t think to intimidate us.” 
 
    “Oh, ruler of the city? What is that?” I asked mockingly, a smirk taking hold of my lips. His gaze narrowed. “See, you don’t know anything about me. For all you knew, I could have been a normie, and you started talking about shit you shouldn’t in the middle of a crowded place. Not only are you drawing attention to us, but you’ve also risked opening your mouth about things you should have kept quiet in a place like this.” 
 
    He paled at that. Just because everyone knew the inevitable would happen sooner or later didn’t mean anyone was in a rush to make it happen now. And the idiot in front of me hadn’t thought about that before opening his big mouth. 
 
    “I don’t think your boss will be pleased about that, will he?” I turned away from them and looked at Nicole. “Now, scram, I have business with Lady Greenheart; you might conduct your business with her some other time and day. And at least be smart enough not to come out here when normies might be watching.” 
 
    I hadn’t been lying earlier, after all. Some of the clients at other tables looked at us with side glances, some probably fearing a fight would break out, others seemingly trying to figure out what was happening. 
 
    If number one had any sense, he would probably realize that and back down, leave the place, and return some other time. It meant I didn’t save Nicole from them, only gave her a reprieve, but until I figured out exactly what was happening there, it was the best I could do. Not if I didn’t wish to involve myself far more in the matter. 
 
    “Luther, come on.” Number two reached out and grabbed the first servant’s arm, trying to pull him back, but the vampiric minion didn’t let him do it, kept glaring at me, and I wondered when he would try to make a move. 
 
    Should I let him? 
 
    If he attacked me, I would have all the right in the world to defend myself, and not even the so-called master of the city would be able to argue otherwise. It would still put me on his radar, but as a last recourse, I could always move away if I felt it was truly needed. It wouldn’t be difficult for me. I had nothing truly keeping me in town. 
 
    If need be, I could eliminate Bloodfist. 
 
    Knowing a fight breaking out wouldn’t help me or Nicole, I sighed, turned to face minion number one again, and looked into his eyes. I didn’t do anything else, didn’t pull at my power, or use any trick. I just looked him in the eyes and showed him he didn’t scare me in the least, that his boss and his boss’s master didn’t scare me, and I basically dared him to make a move. 
 
    He blinked instead and took a step back. 
 
    People usually say the eyes are the windows to the soul. If he got a glimpse of mine, I didn’t blame him for pulling back. 
 
    Once he showed the first sign of hesitation, it didn’t take him long to display a few more, and he took another step back, shook his head, and looked away from me and to Nicole. “This isn’t over, lady.” He said nothing else before turning on his feet and leaving the area. His companion followed him, throwing a few glances my way over his shoulder, eventually moving just a bit faster when his eyes met mine. 
 
    I watched them leave, and only once they were out of the Magic Book did I turn to Nicole and raise an eyebrow at her. She fidgeted and tried to ignore the look I was giving her until my annoyance was clear, and she sighed. “Bloodfist wants me to work for him.” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Whatever little magic I know.” She said with a shrug. “Look, I don’t know exactly why he wants me. I think he had some dealings with my brother in the past, and I think he hopes I can do what my brother did for him, but he never was very clear in what he wanted from me.” 
 
    I narrowed my gaze at that. “Do you think he had anything to do with your brother’s disappearance?” 
 
    Nicole shook her head. “I thought so at first, that maybe Michael pissed him off somehow or something, but no. Whatever my brother was doing for him seemed important. His disappearance seemed to have made Bloodfist quite jittery, and I don’t think he would have been so lenient in his attempts to recruit me if he had done something to Michael. He rules this city; if he truly wanted to force me to work for him, there was very little I could do about it.” 
 
    That was true, especially if it had been a while since he was trying to make Nicole work for him. And that did make me curious. I didn’t know all Nicole could do, but I never saw anything indicating she had great magical knowledge. I didn’t doubt she had some potential; I could feel that in her, but I didn’t think she had that much experience with magic. Perhaps a bit rare for the child of a clan like she seemed to be, but not unheard of. 
 
    Bloodfist had plenty of mages under his employ, however. Some of them were far more experienced than Nicole, and even if none had her potential, their practical experience certainly would outweigh any advantage sheer power or potential would give her. So why did he want her on his side enough to have his men harassing her like this? From what she said, it was easy to discern it wasn’t the first time people working for him came to her. Why did he want her? Was it just because of whose sister she was? Was there another reason? 
 
    It was a mystery, and perhaps Nicole could answer, even if she pretended she couldn’t. Or she might genuinely not know, in which case, maybe the vampire knew something she didn’t. Perhaps even about her brother. 
 
    I didn’t push her about it. Perhaps she truly didn’t know. Maybe she did, but in the end, I had little to do with the situation. Sure, I had intervened and ensured the two servants left her alone now, but I had no connection with the situation. 
 
    Nicole was cute, and I hated seeing people attempting to bully or intimidate others, but I stopped their attempts and bought the brunette more time. Now, it would be with her. 
 
    I said nothing while I was lost in thought, allowing her to recompose herself and focus. I did see how her eyes narrowed at me, and I raised an eyebrow at her, silently wondering what that was about. “Something you told them did make me wonder,” She started, tilting her head to the side as she studied me. “Who are you, Julian?” 
 
    “Just some guy.” I told her in response, shrugging. 
 
    “Right, just some guy who knows summoning. Just some guy willing to put himself between me and those representing one of the most dangerous creatures in the region.” 
 
    I let my eyes comically widen. “Really?” 
 
    It surprised her, then made a smile tug at her lips for a moment before she regained control of herself. “No joking, please. Who are you?” 
 
    I shrugged. It wasn’t as if I could tell her anything close to the truth, even if I really wanted to, which I didn’t. Not yet. Perhaps one day, I might feel the need to tell her some of it, but I didn’t know her well enough for now. “I’m no one important, Nicole.” It wasn’t hard to guess she didn’t believe me – the way her lips pursed indicated she wanted to call me out on it. “Still, I can do something for you.” 
 
    She blinked, not quite understanding, and I gestured for the books before her. 
 
    When she figured out what I meant, her eyes widened, and a smile appeared on her lips. Whatever doubts or suspicions she was having about me seemingly vanished in a moment, and perhaps I should have felt a bit guilty about using her desire to discover what happened to her brother to distract her. Still, it worked, and it would give her something she wanted. 
 
    I didn’t doubt she would prefer that over finding the truth of my existence. 
 
    “You’ll teach me?” 
 
    Her tone held a certain wonder, and it made me sigh. “The basics, nothing else. Enough for you not to make dangerous mistakes, but not enough to get in trouble. This knowledge…” 
 
    I gestured for the books, not quite having the words to describe how dangerous it could be. 
 
    “I understand the risks.” Nicole replied, shaking her head. 
 
    “You don’t, you really don’t,” I told her. Then I sighed again. “But I fear the risk will not keep you from doing something foolish. Perhaps understanding those risks will. So, I’ll teach you some basics, tell you what you can never do, and hopefully, you might reconsider this in time. If not, I hope what I can give you will keep you alive.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful.” She told me, and I wanted to believe her; I really did. Unfortunately, I didn’t. 
 
    I had been where she was once. I had wanted to protect those closest to me, protect my family, and I didn’t hold back when it came to that. The rest was history. 
 
    “You think you will. Hopefully, you will be.” Time would tell. “The first thing you should be aware of…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    I met with Nicole twice the following week and was surprised at how quickly she advanced. It seemed that while she hadn’t understood everything she had read from her brother’s notes, she had gotten far more out of it than I had assumed, and what I expected to take a few weeks at the least was going along far quicker. 
 
    It worried me. I had expected to have almost a month to get her wary of the dangers she could face by summoning. She always brushed off my warnings, and there was little more I could teach her without starting to get into practical matters, which would quickly mean starting to summon otherworldly beings. Sure, there were some focusing exercises I needed to make her work on first; she needed to keep a tight leash on her magic when trying to summon anything, but it shouldn’t take her long to get a hold of them. 
 
    Nicole was talented; there was no doubt about that. It surprised me how much. 
 
    If she restrained herself, she could be great. Unfortunately, I didn’t doubt she would rush ahead and try anything she could think of to find her brother, and I couldn’t blame her for it either. 
 
    I might be able to help her, though. That presented its own can of worms, but if I wanted to ensure that Nicole didn’t kill herself, being there with her for whatever summoning she attempted might be the only solution left to me. 
 
    Was it worth it? 
 
    I liked Nicole; she was smart and could be funny when feeling more relaxed. She was also quite cute, and I didn’t ignore the fact that my attraction to her drew me into this mess, but I couldn’t let it overwhelm me. There were limits to what I could and should do for her. 
 
    There were risks I couldn’t take for her, not when my life wouldn’t be the only thing at stake. 
 
    And now, I was on my way to the Magic Book, ready to meet her again. That I had gotten her to wait until now before starting to do anything she shouldn’t – that I had even got her to agree to a few more lessons on the basics – already seemed like a win. If I was truthful, she had already been ready for more after the first two lessons. Only knowing I couldn’t stop her after that kept me from pushing her that far. 
 
    I wouldn’t be able to drag this forever, though. There were only so many theoretical facts I could cram into her head before she went out and tried something on her own, which might end up being worse. 
 
    It would force me into a choice I didn’t want to make. 
 
    Worse than that, it wouldn’t be something I could take care of today. Not when I was being followed. 
 
    They weren’t being obvious about it. I hadn’t gotten a glimpse of the ones following me yet, so I didn’t doubt they were doing it from afar, probably using technology to do it. They might even have some pure humans assisting them, but I could still feel the hint of a rusted smell, the whiff of vampiric blood. There were vampire servants after me, and I didn’t doubt the two I met before were part of it. They weren’t the only ones, however. 
 
    I frowned. What did they want, exactly? Had I drawn too much attention to myself with my little stunt the last time we met? Was clown number one trying to get back at me somehow and had gathered his friends to do so? How would I play this out if it was? 
 
    Teaching him a lesson might not be a bad idea, but it certainly wouldn’t help me keep attention away from me. Verbally harassing one of their minions, especially when they were being idiots, probably wouldn’t make their vampire masters care. If I beat the crap out of a group of their servants, though… 
 
    That they would notice. 
 
    Allowing myself to seem intimidated didn’t really fit with me, though. I liked to teach bullies a lesson. I always had. And clown number one seemed like a guy that needed such a lesson. Just because they worked for the big bad in town didn’t mean they could do whatever they liked. 
 
    How to go about it, though? Keep going to the Magic Book and wait for them to make a move? Would they try to make a move before I got there, or would they wait until I got into the building and then make a mess of things? I doubted Nicole would appreciate it if I dragged trouble into her business, and I certainly didn’t want her to be on the crosshairs of the vampiric big boss, though it seemed she already was. 
 
    I sighed. Better to get this over with, acknowledge I would be late to the meeting, and hope Nicole didn’t give me much sass over it in the future. With that in mind, I turned to the left instead of the right and moved to an area of Greenford with plenty of abandoned buildings and warehouses. Night had fallen about an hour before, and by now, only bums, addicts, and odder persons would be in the area. 
 
    I turned into what seemed to be an alley without exit, reached the end of it, and nodded to myself. It was as good a place as any for what needed to follow. 
 
    I turned to face the entrance and waited. 
 
    It didn’t take long for my guests to arrive. Clown number one was in front of the seven servants who came to face me, carrying a baseball bat. I raised an eyebrow at that, looking from the bat to his face and back again. “Compensating for something?” I couldn’t help myself, really. Deep down, I knew it was better to try to de-escalate matters, perhaps try to pretend to be scared and let them play their little game. 
 
    As long as they didn’t attack me, maybe I could have played my cards close to my chest and got them to leave me alone without any kind of violence occurring. 
 
    Ah, no matter. Number one needed to be taught a lesson, after all. 
 
    I had tried to warn him before – he didn’t know who I was. 
 
    “You’re not going to joke that much once I rip your teeth out of your mouth.” He said, taking a step forward, a grin gaining hold of his lips. It made him look almost cadaveric, and that alone might scare some people. I’d seen worse. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate to step forward and keep swaggering close to me without a care in the world. 
 
    I let a smile take hold of my lips. Was he really this dumb? Couldn’t he see my lack of fear, that I wasn’t shaking in my boots as he expected me to? Number two got that. 
 
    He looked at my face, saw the amusement in it, saw my small smile, and he lingered back, even retreated slightly. His older companion didn’t see any of that, too consumed by his anger and rage, too foolish to understand the danger he was in. 
 
    How was I going to do this? 
 
    I wasn’t going to kill them, obviously. Most of these I didn’t know, and the one I did seem an idiot and a bully and had probably killed before but killing him would draw too much attention to me. Well, what I was going to do was already going to be drawing attention, but it was one thing to beat the crap out of a vampire servant, and it was another to kill them. 
 
    There weren’t hard rules regarding diplomacy in the supernatural world, but everyone tried to be chill. There was usually reciprocity. If you killed one of mine, I killed one of yours. You could ignore a beating, especially if the one getting beaten was the one to start the fight. A death, not so much. 
 
    It wasn’t as if Bloodfist could complain much if I killed these servants; they were the ones that ambushed me after all, but that wouldn’t be helping me much either. If I beat the crap out of them, he could complain somewhat or be impressed, but he might try the carrot instead of the stick. If I made him lose assets permanently, he might try to get revenge. 
 
    He didn’t scare me, but once he figured he probably couldn’t take me down, he might try to get revenge some other way and go after those I cared about. The only one who fit that definition in this place was Nicole, and he seemed to have his own hang-ups about her; I wasn’t sure it would be enough to protect her if he wanted to use her to hurt me. 
 
    So, I wouldn’t kill his servants. A beating it was. But how? How much power should I use? What abilities? Should I make it seem like a fight, or should I make it effortless? Which would suit me better? Which would get him to back down or not be as drawn in by me? Most supernatural creatures would be wary of a powerful opponent and would be careful not to make an enemy of someone they didn’t know. However, Bloodfist had been ruling this city for decades without any real challenge. He might be too full of himself. 
 
    Bah, I wouldn’t be playing games. I wanted to beat the crap out of number one. I wanted to make him realize how little of a threat he represented to me. Whatever came after, I would deal with it. 
 
    How should I do it, though? Beat the crap out of them with my bare hands? It would certainly be impressive, especially for a mage like me – so few of us focused on the physical prowess magic could give you. Better not. Better play to the stereotypes and use obvious magic as they might expect from a mage. It would be all the better to surprise them later if needed. 
 
    Mages didn’t really need gestures to use magic. It was all a matter of focus and commitment, putting enough power into the motions, twisting the magic in just the right way, and you would get the results you expected from it. Gestures made it easier mentally. They were a crutch that could be used to help further a spell, like a tick you developed if you trained yourself hard enough for it. Start biting your nails just for fun, and you might find yourself doing it even when you don’t expect to. The brain had a way of memorizing certain motions that we rarely understood at times. 
 
    Many mages trained themselves to use certain gestures that way; maybe it made one of their spells easier, or perhaps they had memorized the components of the spell and tied it all together with the gesture in their minds. 
 
    The ones who taught me ensured I didn’t make such mistakes. Still, most expected mages to gesture with their hands or other powerful instruments, even believing that if the mage couldn’t use their hands, they would be vulnerable. Obfuscating that fact to these clowns wouldn’t hurt. Not that I thought they would ever be in a situation where they might take advantage of such a supposed weakness, but I learned long ago to always plan for the worst. 
 
    I raised one hand, let my magic reach out to the shadows all over the alley around us, and smiled when those shadows coalesced into what almost seemed to be something physical. Seven shadows to face seven vampire servants. 
 
    The men hesitated and took steps back. Number one scoffed, made to brush the shadow standing tall beside him with a motion of his bat, almost as if it could be dispersed like a bit of mist. He swallowed audibly when the shadow reached out and grabbed hold of that bat, gripping tight. 
 
    I had to give him credit. When the servant realized the danger he was in, he quickly stopped playing around and used all of his strength to try to pull the bat away, but it was for naught. The shadows wouldn’t let go, not until I willed it to. 
 
    Most of the other servants with him quickly attacked the shadows, though a couple had a bit more sense and stepped back, wary. I let the shadows close to those disperse, almost as if they were living beings that had done their job. The others… 
 
    Well, they weren’t that lucky. Number One – Luther, if I remembered correctly – was the first hit when the shadows holding onto his bat batted it back until it hit his nose, breaking it and making him release a huff of surprise, blood flowing down his face. The other shadows quickly fought against the men attacking them, hitting them with legs and fists made of darkness that were only truly there when it came to hitting their enemies. Otherwise, they were like shadows, and the attacks of the servants passed through them without doing anything. 
 
    For all the men in front of me could guess, I had just summoned some kind of shadow warriors without difficulty, and now they were working to defend me. 
 
    The truth was both more straightforward and more complex. Simpler in that none of the shadows in front of me had any autonomy. I was manipulating them directly, making them do what I wished. It was more complex because making them do that would be far more complicated than summoning a being made of shadow that might do roughly what I was doing with them. That would have required preparation and a deal, and I didn’t really need it. Not for something like this. 
 
    I watched as the shadows in front of me beat the crap out of those servants, directed them, and even found myself chuckling slightly at some of the things I saw. When Luther tried to hit another of the shadows from behind with his bat, hoping the supposed creature he was facing was distracted, his bat passed right through the shadows and hit one of his companions right in the face, and the man dropped unconscious. While Luther blinked at that, the shadow he meant to hit turned around and hit him on his broken nose, and the scream of pain that escaped him made me laugh. 
 
    The other servants didn’t have any more luck. Kicks, punches, knives… 
 
    One even tried grappling the shadow when it grabbed his hand, almost like it would do something. It didn’t. Their hits always failed to connect, and my shadows beat the crap out of them in response. It was a slow process. I could have made it fast; I could have made those shadows hit them hard enough to paste their bodies into a slurry. I didn’t. I let myself have a bit of fun at their expense, feeling that was what they deserved. 
 
    The two servants who didn’t make a move had retreated to the mouth of the alley, and maybe they had even thought about leaving their companions behind, but the two shadows I molded behind them, barring their way, stopped them from doing that. 
 
    That they didn’t try to fight stopped them from getting a beating, but that didn’t mean I would lose the chance to intimidate them a little. Make them reflect better when they thought of beating someone who challenged them. 
 
    Bit by bit, all the servants fell, all but Luther. I had to give the servant that – he was resilient. How much was his own nature, and how much was it the blood he had consumed over the years? None of the other servants looked so close to a vampire as he did, which probably meant he had drunk far more vampiric blood than they did. 
 
    I let him have a bit of a win, let his bat connect with the head of one of the shadows, and let him think he had succeeded and might have a chance. The shadow’s head dropped as if that hit had done something, and a small smile appeared on Luther’s lips. Only for the shadow to straighten, grow in size, and seem all the more intimidating. Luther glared at it. 
 
    The shadow punched him in the face hard enough to throw him against one of the walls, and the vampire servant went down for the count. 
 
    With another gesture, I dismissed the shadows around the unconscious men and took a step toward those waiting near the alley's entrance. That was when I noticed something else: a more substantial presence nearby. I raised my eyes and looked upwards towards one of the buildings around. Clapping came from above, and I narrowed my eyes at the man I saw seated on the edge of one of those buildings. 
 
    “Bravo!” The vampire said, allowing himself to drop down to the alley afterward. His knees didn’t even bend when he reached the ground, though it didn’t surprise me. Vampires had a bit of a loose relationship with gravity. They couldn’t fly, or if they could, it was rare enough amidst them, but many could glide in the air and jump far more than the sheer muscle power they possessed should allow them to. “What a show. It seems my servants hadn’t lied to me after all; you do seem like the dangerous sort.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him but didn’t say anything, just waiting for him to make a move. 
 
    I should have sensed him before; only the fact I hadn’t really been focusing allowed me to miss his presence. I didn’t think he had been there since the beginning of the fight; I would almost certainly have noticed him then, but he had arrived sometime during the struggle, and I had missed it. I would have to do better. 
 
    How to play this off, though? I didn’t think he was Bloodfist; he didn’t seem powerful enough, but I could be mistaken. 
 
    “I’m not usually dangerous to those who don’t try to take a swing at me,” I said with a shrug when the vampire kept looking at me, waiting for a reply. “Your servants need better manners if you allow me to say so.” 
 
    “Oh, I do agree.” The vampire shook his head. “Luther was too angry at you; poor man can hardly contain himself.” 
 
    I didn’t doubt that was true, just as I didn’t doubt the vampire in front of me put them up for this. This had been a test, payback for what I had told Luther earlier, or for me interrupting their attempt to recruit Nicole. Or perhaps they had just wished to test me, see how dangerous I was. 
 
    “Allow me to greet myself,” The vampire continued when I didn’t immediately reply to him. “My name is Ingram, and I’m the second in command to the master of the city. And I’ve come here to extend you an invitation to have a chat with my master.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to go to all this trouble to schedule a meeting,” I told him, gesturing for the unconscious bodies around us. “A phone call or just a letter would have sufficed.” 
 
    “My master felt a more personal touch might be needed, that a certain level of respect needed to be conveyed. And so, here I am.” 
 
    I crossed my arms, looked into his pale blue orbs, and tried to seem unconcerned. “And when would that meeting be?” 
 
    “Right about now.” The vampire said, stepped back, and gestured for the alley entrance. “Would you care to follow me?”  
 
    I pretended to look at a watch I didn’t have. “I do have a meeting scheduled right about now. I don’t think I’ll be able to meet your master.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, you’re meeting Miss Greenheart, correct?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him for that, and he smirked, seemingly pleased with himself, not really understanding the danger he was in. “That’s exactly it.” It wouldn’t be hard for them to figure out I was meeting Nicole. It wasn’t hard to imagine some of the people around the brunette might be under Bloodfist’s sway, but I didn’t like how he phrased that. 
 
    “I would assume you can always make it up to her later. My boss certainly will not be as gracious about you missing this gathering with him as she will be.” He told me. 
 
    For a moment, I almost called his bluff. Well, I didn’t think he was bluffing exactly, but I also doubted things would go their way if they pressed. Still, a meeting with Bloodfist might help me figure some things out. For example, they seemed too interested in Nicole, even to the point where they had arranged this whole charade just when I was about to meet her again. 
 
    If I got something from the big boss, it might help me understand the whole mess better. I suppose I would see. 
 
    “Well, then, lead the way.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    It took a while for us to get to our destination, enough that I wondered if Ingram was leading me to another trap, though we soon stepped into streets with far more people around, and I stopped thinking that. 
 
    They would be foolish to risk attacking me in the open where plenty of normies could see it happening. It might still happen. I couldn’t completely put the notion aside, but I would only believe they would do such a thing if their desperation reached a point where they felt there was no other way of getting rid of me. 
 
    They shouldn’t consider me such a threat yet. If everything went reasonably well, they would never believe me a danger on such a level. 
 
    I felt my eyebrows raise high when I saw our destination and looked at Ingram as if to question him if he was serious. He just smirked at me. Maybe I should have expected something of the kind. He was leading me to a club. 
 
    I’d heard of it before, even if from some of the normies I had interacted with since I came to Greenford. Perhaps it should have been evident that a place called Red Night might have something to do with vampires, but I hadn’t really paid attention to the nightlife in the city. Clubs weren’t something that really interested me much. 
 
    Techno music hit my ears when I got close, making me furrow my eyebrows. I could enjoy almost all kinds of music and never really frowned at any one type, but I preferred it to be quieter. I wouldn’t be that lucky here, though. The music was loud, and the light show inside the club was even worse. 
 
    None of the bouncers attempted to bar Ingram as he led us inside, which only confirmed that this place must belong to Bloodfist or the clan under his control. Though, really, everything that belonged to a clan belonged to the one who ruled. Every clan had a master that was much like an absolute king. Their word was law, their whims like decrees, and they ruled over everyone in their clan as they might wish to. Few things could limit them, certainly not from inside their clan. Challengers for their throne could appear, though those rarely came from inside the clan itself. 
 
    I followed Ingram through the throngs inside the club, hating how I had to rub against people to keep up with the vampire, even as I noticed that was exactly why they founded a business like this. All the people inside were eager for fun, touch, and sex. What better way for vampires to seduce their walking blood bags than this? Put them on the edge, allow drugs to be distributed inside, and then pounce when their targets were vulnerable. Before they figured out what was happening, the vampires would have their way with some of the more vulnerable. Once they allowed themselves to be fed upon, plenty of people would be all too willing to surrender for just another hit of the pleasure a vampire’s bite could give them. 
 
    Once upon a time, vampires preferred to hunt down their prey to fulfill their need for blood. Then, they figured out a more effortless and far more fulfilling way to get what they wanted out of the humans, and that was with simple seduction. They hadn’t abandoned their earlier ways completely; some still liked to hunt down their prey, but nowadays, they needed to restrain themselves to those who wouldn’t be missed, and there weren’t always choices available. 
 
    Seducing their victims had plenty of advantages, including the fact they didn’t need to hunt as frequently. Vampires didn’t need to kill to feed. They couldn’t feed on the same person every day for long if they didn’t wish to kill them, but as long as they kept a stable number of pets dependent on them, they could go decades without adding someone else to their diet. 
 
    Not that many of them restrained themselves that much. They liked to hunt and learned to love to seduce those more vulnerable, making them fall in love and turning them into pets. 
 
    Ingram reached a side door in one of the walls, opened it, and gestured with his head for me to follow through. The moment it closed, the sound from the club cut in half, and some of the tension that had accumulated on my shoulders seemed to vanish. 
 
    The vampire started moving again, and I didn’t hesitate to go after him. 
 
    I could understand them. They needed blood to survive and would die without it. Who would let themselves die so easily? Some certainly had over the years, especially people who had been turned against their wishes, but many just gave in. And not all vampires were pure evil. There was nothing inherent to them that forced them to be evil. Nowadays, it wouldn’t be hard for someone to find people who might be willing to feed them, and they could live their lives without ever forcing someone to do something against their will. 
 
    The older vampires were aware of that, though. They made sure to be very careful of whom they turned, didn’t allow them freedom afterward, and pushed them to be more forceful, more violent. At least, they had for a time, even if they seemed to be pulling back on that nowadays. After all, if humanity at large discovered their presence, they would have a fantastic opportunity to explore. 
 
    With how some media portrayed vampires over the last decades, they didn’t doubt plenty of humans would be interested in becoming like them. People might hesitate once they realized what being a vampire was truly like, and their race was starting to know they would have to adapt once more if they wanted to adapt. 
 
    People who weren’t willing to adapt didn’t tend to live for centuries. Something always got them in the end. 
 
    By the time I truly paid attention to where Ingram was taking me, we were descending a small flight of stairs toward what must have been some kind of basement. I doubted it existed in the original plans of the building, but then, vampires rarely cared for human laws. 
 
    The sound of the music from the club had vanished by the time we reached the door to our destination, but other music was coming from inside, though this one was more soothing. Someone was playing the piano. Ingram opened the door without hesitation, stepped through, and I followed him. 
 
    The place was bigger than I expected it to be. Well-lit and richly decorated, with drapes against the walls, almost allowing you to forget it was a basement. There was a bar in one corner, a piano on a small dais in the middle of the room, and tables and sofas spread everywhere. There was a bit of everything all over the place: card games, discussions, heated making out, and even some people busy with laptops or their phones. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and allowed my eyes to roam around a little. Not all of those inside the place were vampires. Some were human, others seemed to be another kind of supernatural beings. There were at least three mages. I could feel their magic, always different from one mage to the next, always familiar in ways. 
 
    Before I could turn to Ingram and question him about his boss, a blonde man stepped closer to us, smiling. I narrowed my gaze. Not a man, not despite the fact he certainly didn’t look like any vampire I had seen before. Tanned, with blue eyes and blonde hair, he seemed more like a surfer than a vampire, and the openness in his face could almost be disarming. His power seemed muted, almost making me mistake his nature at first. 
 
    He was a vampire, though. That was obvious. And he was powerful. Powerful enough that he seemed to hide his own nature better than others. He might even be powerful enough to walk under the sun. It was rare, but some managed it, and he certainly wasn’t as pale as most vampires – quite the opposite. 
 
    “You must be Julian.” He said when he got close to us, a welcoming smile on his lips. 
 
    “And you must be the reason why I was brought here.” I replied and let my tone be a bit more respectful than I had allowed it to be with Ingram and the servants who answered to him. 
 
    “You’re correct. Dorian D’Arcy, at your service.” He extended a hand for me to shake, and for a moment, I wondered if I should take it. He could take it as rudeness; he could take it as a sign of fear that I wasn’t willing to put myself so vulnerable. A vampire like him wouldn’t have any difficulty crushing the hand of a human into something more easily recognizable as some kind of tomato soup than a hand. 
 
    I still took his, recognizing the challenge in it and knowing that if he was willing to be confrontational, we would have a fight on our hands sooner or later anyway, and it would be better to know it now and deal with him. 
 
    He didn’t do anything untoward; he smirked at me, shook my hand, and released it. He didn’t even use any otherworldly strength, shook it like a human might. “I’m Julian, as you already know.” 
 
    “No surname?” He asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    He nodded and didn’t ask anything else. Mages were thrown out of their clans all over the world every day. If they were lucky, they could leave with their lives and power intact. If they didn’t, losing their name was the least of their worries. 
 
    Bloodfist gestured for me to follow him, and I did. I could feel the eyes of the room and could see that despite most pretending to be busy with something else, their attention was on us. I didn’t doubt they would hear everything we said to one another. 
 
    Bloodfist – Dorian – didn’t seem to care. And why would he? Everyone here was part of his clan or a servant to them. At the end of the day, they would obey him without question and do whatever he wanted. For all I knew, he wanted them to listen to our conversation and try to figure out something he might miss. 
 
    He gestured for me to take a stool at the bar, took the one immediately to my right, and turned to face me with a smile. “Tell me, what do you want with Nicole Greenheart?” 
 
    “Funny, I was about to ask you the same thing.” I replied, meeting his eyes without fear, not looking away. It surprised him, made him raise an eyebrow, and I got the sense his smile became a bit more natural. He was amused. 
 
    “I asked first.” He riposted, gesturing for the barmaid to get closer. She did so with a smile and a sway of her hips, pouring her master something without hesitation and then pouring me a glass as well. I didn’t touch it. Just because I didn’t fear confrontation with Bloodfist, it didn’t mean I would make things easier on him if it came to a fight. 
 
    There were some potent poisons out there, and while I was more resistant than most, I wasn’t immune. 
 
    Dorian didn’t comment about me not taking a sip, but I saw his glance at the drink and the widening of his smile.  
 
    “I suppose I could give you an answer,” I told him with a shrug. “If there is some quid pro quo involved.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Tell me why you’re interested in her, and I won’t mind doing the same.” 
 
    He looked me in the eyes, contemplating something, then shrugged. “Her brother worked for me, and I liked Michael. Competent, powerful, funny. I could almost call him a friend.” He sighed, and I could almost believe he was telling the truth. And perhaps he was. Just because Nicole’s brother worked for him, it didn’t mean they couldn’t develop some kind of friendship, no matter how unlikely that was. “When he disappeared, I simply tried to do what I could for the only family he cared about – his sister.” 
 
    Bloodfist was a great actor; there was no doubt about that. It came with the territory. You lived for a few centuries, and you learned to lie with the best, and what was acting but the telling of an untruth? 
 
    That I couldn’t tell if he was genuinely being honest wasn’t strange. For all I knew, what he told me might even have a kernel of truth to it, but things were rarely so uncomplicated with vampires his age. 
 
    If all he wanted was to keep Nicole safe, though, he wouldn’t need to harass her to do it. He could quite easily keep a watch on her from afar. The only reason to press her as hard as his minions did was that he feared there was a real risk to her life, but even then, he didn’t push as hard as he probably should. I noticed it before. Should he genuinely want Nicole under his thumb, there was little she could do to stop him, so he was being cautious with her. Why? 
 
    Did he fear her family? The Greenheart name was familiar to me, and I felt like I should have followed that lead, but I had forgotten about it. 
 
    I didn’t think that was it. He probably wouldn’t be messing with her if he was wary of her family. And Nicole didn’t seem to have contact with the rest of her family, only Michael. So, what made Bloodfist eager enough to protect Nicole but cautious enough not to push her too much? 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked him, letting him understand I knew there was far more to the situation and that I wasn’t fooled by his half-truths. 
 
    He shrugged, still amused. “Basically.” Then his blue eyes narrowed. “What about you?” 
 
    I almost wanted to tell him to go fuck himself after that little half-truth of his, but I could tell the truth without really losing anything, and so I did. “I saw her messing around with things that would get her killed if she wasn’t careful, and I decided to step in and ensure she didn’t do anything she shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Indeed?” He asked, tilting his head to the side. I nodded at him. 
 
    He pursed his lips at me, and his eyes almost seemed to become brighter for a few moments. I felt his power gathering and wondered what he was trying to do. 
 
    Vampires had a shared skillset. Strength, speed, a loose relationship with gravity, advanced healing – both for themselves and those they fed their blood to. Besides that, vampires could develop a significant number of other skills, some of them quite rare. Every vampire had a different relationship with magic, and while they couldn’t use it as mages did, they could do some dangerous stuff with it, nonetheless. 
 
    I didn’t know what Bloodfist was doing with his, but it didn’t feel dangerous. I wondered if it was some kind of precognition, or perhaps he had some other way to guess at the truth of my words. 
 
    Like him, I hadn’t lied, even if I hadn’t told the entire truth. I stepped in because I saw Nicole messing with stuff she shouldn’t, but I would have probably ignored it with anyone else. I remained lying low. 
 
    My attraction to her pushed me to make a move, but he didn’t need to know that. 
 
    Eventually, his eyes returned to normal, and if I were anyone else, I might have missed their change entirely or dismissed it. I had felt his power gathering and knew he had done something. “Well, then perhaps we might be able to work together to ensure Nicole is safe.” 
 
    “Oh? You think there is some threat to her?” 
 
    “You’ve just told me she’s working with dangerous magic.” He replied, and we both knew that was not what he meant. 
 
    “I might have a better chance to keep her from doing something foolish if your people hadn’t interrupted my lesson with her.” 
 
    He laughed and got to his feet. “Then perhaps you should return to our brunette friend.” 
 
    “I will do that, thanks.” I got to my feet, didn’t show a hint of fear as I turned my back to him, and started moving away. 
 
    “Keep her safe, Julian.” He told me after I had taken a few steps, and I looked at him over one shoulder. “Nicole is precious to me.” 
 
    Yeah, I doubted that. More than anything, those words told me he needed the brunette for something, but I didn’t think he cared too much about her well-being. 
 
    I didn’t reply to him; I just turned around and moved away, feeling every eye in that room on my back as I did it. 
 
    I doubted it would be the last I saw of Bloodfist and his minions, but for now, he wouldn’t get in my way. If that was because he didn’t want Nicole to end up getting hurt, or if he was starting to develop some plans for me, I wasn’t sure, but if that was the reason, I would quickly prove to him trying to use me wouldn’t be as easy as he expected to. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Right now, I needed to get to Nicole and hope she wasn’t pissed about waiting for so long. 
 
    When I got to the Magic Book, I glanced around and tried to find a hint of the brunette. She wasn’t at her usual table; she wasn’t behind the counter, and I stepped towards it, smiling at the girl behind it. Marcy was one of the girls who worked for Nicole, usually tending to the café. “Hey, is Nicole in?” I asked her when I got close. 
 
    She shook her head at me. “Nope, she left about twenty minutes ago, looking pissed.” She smirked when I sighed. “Shouldn’t have stood her up.” 
 
    “It wasn’t my fault,” I grumbled, and she laughed. “No, something came up; I couldn’t avoid it.” I hadn’t asked Nicole for her number, so I couldn’t have called her either. Perhaps, if I had thought about it, I could have called the Magic Book directly, but at the time, I was worrying about what the vampires wanted. 
 
    I sighed again. 
 
    “Well, nothing to do now. I’ll come by tomorrow, apologize to her, and hope she won’t throw the book at my face for it.” I told the blonde behind the counter. 
 
    “I’ll tell her you came by. Maybe it will make her a bit more merciful.” 
 
    I bowed my head at her with a flourish. “I thank you for your assistance, my lady.” 
 
    Hearing the blonde chuckle at that, I turned around and got out. There was nothing to be done now but wait until the following day, then tell Nicole what happened and apologize if I felt it was the right thing to do. Perhaps, once I told her the vampires pulled me aside for a little chat, I might learn if she knew why Bloodfist was so interested in her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    When I swung by the Magic Book the next day, Marcy shook her head at me. “Nicole hasn’t come by today.” 
 
    “Is that usual?” I asked with a frown, and Marcy shrugged. 
 
    “It’s not exactly rare; she does take some days off. Plenty of times without telling us about it.” 
 
    I sighed. While I always seemed to see Nicole when I passed by the café, it didn’t mean she spent her entire life in the building. I nodded at Marcy, asked for a coffee, stayed around for a bit, hoping the brunette would make an appearance, and when I realized that seemed unlikely, I went home. 
 
    The following day, the same thing happened, and while it seemed it wasn’t uncommon for Nicole to take a day off like that, two in a row were a bit stranger. Not strange enough to scare the staff that worked for her, even if they were finding it odd that they couldn’t get in contact with her. 
 
    I doubted I would have better luck than them, so I didn’t even ask them for her number. I hoped everything was okay with her, and yet, I couldn’t help but feel suspicious that she seemed to have vanished after what was supposed to be our lesson. After the vampires came after me. 
 
    Was it all a distraction? Bloodfist seemed worried about Nicole, at least as much as a vampire could be concerned for someone, even if I wasn’t entirely sure if he was afraid for her health or because he had some plan for her. Had he fooled me enough that he had someone take her away as we met? 
 
    It wasn’t impossible. I thought it before; if he really wanted her, he could just take her, and there would be very little Nicole could have done about it. And yet, would he be so obvious as to make that move while we met? If Bloodfist wanted her by force, he could always kidnap her from her home during the night. Vampires couldn’t enter without an invitation, but he had plenty of other supernatural creatures working for him, and they wouldn’t have that limitation. 
 
    Despite the niggling sensation that something happened to Nicole, I didn’t think Bloodfist was responsible for it. I breathed in and out, trying to regain control of my thoughts. I had no certainty that something had happened to the brunette. Maybe she just got so pissed at me that she decided to skip work for a couple of days. 
 
    That would be the best outcome to the situation, but there were others that would hopefully not be as bad as her being taken away. One would be that she lost herself in studying summoning and hadn’t bothered to warn anyone about it. 
 
    I couldn’t panic or let paranoia get the better of me. I needed to be calm, wait, and see. 
 
    And I did so until the following day, until I went by the café once more, exchanged a look with Marcy, and saw how worried the blonde was. “We called her again.” She told me when I got close to her. “But nothing. We’ve called her all morning, but she doesn’t answer. We’re thinking of calling someone, but…” 
 
    I hadn’t been entirely sure the staff knew about the supernatural, but the way Marcy cut off there made me think she did. If not, they probably wouldn’t hesitate to call the police or someone else. 
 
    “Do you have Nicole’s address?” I asked her, but Marcy shook her head. 
 
    “No, it was never needed before. And she never gave it to us; we always assumed she liked her privacy.” I wasn’t entirely sure she was telling the truth or simply didn’t trust me with the brunette’s address. I supposed it didn’t matter; it meant I didn’t have Nicole’s number or her address, and without those, there was very little I could do to investigate her disappearance. I still nodded at Marcy, gave her my number, and told her to call me as soon as they managed to get in contact with the brunette. 
 
    Then I got out of there, my mind moving at a thousand miles per hour as I thought about what I would do next. 
 
    A part of my mind told me to stay still, not do anything. I shouldn’t have involved myself with Nicole; I certainly shouldn’t do anything else that might draw attention to myself. Perhaps it would have been better for the brunette to remain gone if something had happened to her. 
 
    I killed that line of thought quickly enough. I would readily admit getting closer to Nicole might have been a mistake, but it was done, and I would never forgive myself if I didn’t try to find out what happened to her. If I didn’t attempt to save her – if she required saving. 
 
    No, I wouldn’t stay still and wait. I would go out there, find out what happened to Nicole, and deal with the situation when I understood what it was exactly. But for that, I needed to know where she lived and see if there was any sign of her around or any sign of forced entry. It could always be that she didn’t get to go home that first night, that someone attacked her on the way, or perhaps the following day when she was coming to work, but I was more inclined to think someone might have used the chance to make a move on her while she remained home. 
 
    To investigate that further, I needed to know where she lived. If her staff couldn’t tell me where that was, I knew someone else who might, and unless I was mistaken, he might have a vested interest in the brunette’s disappearance. 
 
    There was a problem with that. Bloodfist wouldn’t be up until sunset, and I didn’t want to wait until then. There were others who worked for him who wouldn’t suffer from such limitations and might be able to give me the information I needed, though I supposed I would only find out once I got to them. And Bloodfist’s second in command had shown me where to find them. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to reach the club where Ingram had taken me when they invited me for a chat with the master of the city, and it wasn’t too surprising that it was closed. It wasn’t only a club, though; it was also what seemed to be a lair for the vampires that lived in Greenford, and it wasn’t hard for me to imagine there would be plenty of movement in and out of the place, even during the day. 
 
    With a bit of focus, I could project my senses over the place and feel the energy of several beings moving inside, some of which seemed almost familiar. I didn’t doubt these were servants, perhaps even some of those who had tried to attack me that night. 
 
    And one of them was moving close to one of the side doors… 
 
    I didn’t hesitate to move that way and reached the place just in time for the servant to open the door and step out. He almost turned around and got inside when he saw me standing there, waiting for him, but I coughed, and he froze, probably realizing there was no chance of him fleeing from me if I didn’t want him to. “Hello, Number Two, you’re just the guy I wanted to see.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and he started gaping at me. 
 
    Frankly, anyone I thought might be able to answer my questions would do, but at least this guy knew better than to mess with me, and I didn’t doubt he knew something of what I needed. I didn’t know if he knew her address, but I didn’t doubt he could contact someone that did. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything.” He told me, taking a step back. 
 
    “I doubt that, but unless you have anything to do with what happened to Nicole, I doubt we’re going to have problems,” I told him with a smile that was more cutting than a blade. “Did you have anything to do with what happened to her?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” He said, shaking his head as quickly as he could. 
 
    “But you do know what happened to her, right? You didn’t ask about that. If that’s true, then you seem to know more than I do already, my friend. What was your name again?” 
 
    He gulped, looked around me, probably hoping for a chance to flee, then realized there would be none of that. “I’m Rashid, and all I know is what Ingram told us.” 
 
    “And what was that, exactly?” 
 
    “That Miss Greenheart is missing, and we were to keep our eyes and ears out for any hint about her.” 
 
    If Rashid was telling the truth, and I didn’t doubt he was, then either the vampires were as surprised by Nicole’s apparent disappearance as I was, or they were trying to pretend they were. The fact they outright told their minions that Nicole was missing was interesting; it seemed to imply they were sure of it, and I wondered why. Were they keeping an eye on the brunette? It wouldn’t surprise me, and with the resources Bloodfist had on his side, it wouldn’t be hard. Having a pair of detectives keep a watch on her wouldn’t be hard for someone with his monetary power, even if they were pure normies and didn’t fully understand why they were following her. 
 
    Nicole wouldn’t be on the lookout for something like that, and neither was I. 
 
    Maybe it was a spy on the staff that had warned them off. “When did they tell you that?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yesterday, right before dawn. That was when our master told us to keep an eye out for her.” 
 
    Well before Nicole’s staff started suspecting something had happened to her. It didn’t mean Bloodfist didn’t have someone on her staff, but it implied he realized she was missing in some other way. 
 
    “Do you know where she lives?” I asked him, and Rashid hesitated. That told me everything I needed to know. He knew or could quickly find it out, and he didn’t want to tell me, figuring he should ask his master first. There was no time for that, though. I smiled, reached out, put a hand on his shoulder, and he flinched. “You better get me that address, Rashid, and do it quickly. If you tell me the truth, I won’t say where I got it from.” 
 
    He flinched and looked at one of the security cameras near the door. It was pointed our way, but I doubted they had anyone watching the tapes twenty-four-seven. They probably were recording the meeting, but they would probably miss it unless the vampires had a reason to rewind the tapes. And even if they did learn about it, it wasn’t as if I would be the one in trouble. Rashid would probably suffer some consequences, but I didn’t think they would blame him too much for providing me with this information, not when he figured out there was little he could do to stop me from forcing him to tell me. 
 
    He sighed, rattled out the address from memory, and I nodded at him, released him, and turned on my feet. Nicole lived on the other side of town, and walking there would take me a while. Better to grab a cab and get there as quickly as possible. I didn’t doubt that before the night ended, I might have further visits from bloodsuckers, especially if they figured I had pressed one of their servants into telling me where Nicole lived. 
 
    Or perhaps Rashid would surprise me and keep his mouth shut about it. Who knew? I would deal with it when it came. Now, I needed to get to Nicole’s home, figure out if something had happened, and go from there. 
 
    I got lucky, crossed a cab a few minutes later, gave him the address, and had him leave me a block away. I did raise an eyebrow when I noticed the building in the distance. I had no doubts Nicole had money, but I didn’t think it had been enough for this. Her house was close to the city's outskirts, but that didn’t mean the land was cheap, and a two-story house like the one in front of me wasn’t exactly cheap to build either. 
 
    Granted, it wasn’t exactly a modern place. For all I knew, it might be a family home, even if it had seemed there was some falling out between Nicole and her family. 
 
    The closer I got to the building, the more obvious it became that it had to be that. There were powerful wards in that building that I didn’t think Nicole would be able to put up. I doubted her brother could. These were the type of wards that needed years to build upon, needed to marinate – so to speak. Usually, mages of a clan worked on them for years, reinforcing them a bit at a time until they became something so complex they could almost think for themselves. As long as members of that clan remained living in that home, the wards would keep going and would only really lose potency if every clan member moved out. 
 
    The building had to be there for a couple of centuries at the least. It might have gotten renovated later, but the wards wouldn’t care for something like that. They weren’t anchored on the walls themselves; they latched onto the land, which would define their limits. 
 
    I stilled outside their perimeter, reached out with one hand, and let it hover near the limit of the wards. I didn’t think they would repel me, not when I didn’t mean any harm to anyone inside, quite the opposite. As I tilted my head to the side, I studied them further, allowing my senses to sharpen. 
 
    These wards weren’t as powerful as they should be. I could see the faults in them and what seemed to be weak spots all over the place, though they seemed to be healing slightly. It made me think this home went without a clan member living in it for a long time until Nicole eventually came to it, and the wards started recovering slightly. It probably wasn’t enough to get them to full strength yet, but it had made them stronger. 
 
    I put my hand through them. It didn’t do anything, so I stepped forward, walked up the stairs onto the porch, and knocked at the door. That no one answered me didn’t surprise me; I had been expecting that. 
 
    I wondered if the wards would react if I used magic. I allowed a bit of power to focus on my hands and waited for a reaction. Nothing. The wards were probably attuned to evil or harmful intentions; without an expert to manipulate them, that was all they would react to. 
 
    It let me reach out with my magic and open the door, and I slipped inside without hesitation. Almost immediately, I noticed something odd in the air. It was a hint of a foreign power, magic from a supernatural being, and I frowned. If it was someone who desired to harm Nicole, they wouldn’t have been able to enter – the wards would stop them. I suppose the brunette could have a visitor of some kind; someone she trusted despite them being some kind of supernatural creature. 
 
    And yet, there was something to that sensation that seemed familiar. 
 
    I followed it, cast out my senses, and followed its scent, for lack of a better word. It led me down to the basement, and the moment I saw the place where the call of that power was more substantial, I closed my eyes, let my head drop, and sighed. 
 
    “What did you do, Nicole?” 
 
    The ritual circle on the ground was inscribed in what seemed to be blood. Probably from a lamb or a pig, these were the most usual types of blood used for summoning – and there were reasons for that. There was a complex pattern of runes and symbols around the circle itself, and they were advanced enough that I started doubting Nicole had been the one to trace them. Did this circle already exist before, and had she simply redrawn it? 
 
    Was that why she was so interested in summoning? Was it because she found a circle her brother might have used and decided to use it herself, hoping it would lead her to him? 
 
    There was more to it than that. The runes and drawn invocations didn’t define what being would be summoned on their own. There was the intention behind the invocation, the amount of power poured into the ritual circle, and other more exotic factors that could contribute to making a mess of it all. Someone like Nicole couldn’t account for them all, not yet. 
 
    Had she told me about this whole idea, I would have made her understand how it would be impossible to do what she planned. I had no doubt she intended to summon whatever being it was that her brother had called the last time he had used this circle, hoping that being would be able to tell her anything of what had happened to him. 
 
    It wasn’t impossible to do that, but you needed to be quick. There needed to be a hint of the summoned being in the area for you to be able to call on it and ensure you got the being that had been called before. But that wasn’t something Nicole could do. She didn’t have the experience, and I doubted she could sense something like that. With time and practice, and if the brunette developed her summoning ability further, she would have been able to, but that didn’t change the end result. She would never be able to summon what her brother did. It had been too long. 
 
    I sighed and let my shoulders drop. I had a choice in front of me. I could do much like the brunette intended: summon the being she had called before and figure out if they knew anything about what happened to Nicole. 
 
    The circle didn’t seem to have a weak spot; from what I could figure out, it should have protected her when she performed the summoning, but it wouldn’t protect her from being tricked and making herself vulnerable. Depending on what she ended up summoning, it would have been enough for whatever she called to get a hold of her spirit and form a connection of a kind. 
 
    If that happened, the summon might have been responsible for her disappearance. 
 
    If I summoned them, I could get answers, even if not those I wished. If Nicole had been taken, I might have been able to get her back, depending on how dangerous the being she ended up summoning was. I didn’t think she had enough power to call anything that could threaten me unless I got careless. Still, she might always have drawn the attention of some being that simply decided to follow her contact, putting their own power into the summoning. 
 
    It wasn’t unheard of. Some of the most potent otherworldly beings that graced our shores had done that to get summoned; there was almost no other way for them to get into our world if they didn’t help from the other side. I didn’t think Nicole was that unlucky, but I couldn’t discount it entirely. 
 
    I focused on that hint of otherworldly energy in the air and tried to get a sense of whatever being had been summoned before. Powerful, reasonably so, but not so much that it would be out of the ordinary. 
 
    I could either summon them and try to figure out what happened to Nicole before that hint of power disappeared, and I could never get a glimpse of it again, or I could turn my back on the brunette, leave this place, this city, and try to forget I ever met her. 
 
    Yeah, I wasn’t really willing to do that. 
 
    It would be safer and less risky, but I wouldn’t do that. 
 
    With a sigh, I kneeled beside the circle, reached out, and touched it. The blood hadn’t dried out entirely yet. It wouldn’t until a hint of the power of the creature it summoned remained in the area. Magic would keep the blood intact for the most part, and until that magic vanished, the circle would remain. It was possible to clean it off, but most summoners let it be. Drawing a circle like this was a lot of work, and there was always a chance to make a mistake. Most just kept summoning on the same circle for years until there was so much magic from the summonings that the circle never faded. 
 
    I closed my eyes, allowed my senses to drift to that hint of power, and focused on it. Like it was a thread to be pulled, I latched onto it and started pulling, using my energy to do it, and it didn’t surprise me to see the blood that formed the circle almost glowing when I opened my eyes again. 
 
    With a further pull, I latched onto the being Nicole had called into our world and brought them through before it could do anything to stop me. When I saw what I had summoned, I could only blink. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Blonde hair and a primarily human frame, though the leathery wings on her back and the small ones on her head displayed her real nature – just like the tail that swished behind her frame. There was an amused smile on her lips, and I saw how her golden eyes seemed to light up as they moved over my frame. 
 
    The succubus didn’t hesitate to lean forward, giving me a very nice glimpse of her generous cleavage, and I did look down for a moment, surprised, before regaining control of myself and meeting her eyes again. 
 
    This was what Nicole ended up summoning? 
 
    “I almost expected the pretty brunette from before,” the succubus started and allowed her eyes to move over me once more, licking her lips exaggeratedly at the same time. “But this is fine too.” 
 
    “Funny that you talk about her. I was hoping you could tell me what happened to her.” I said, and the succubus tilted her head to the side, almost as if she was pretending to not know what I was talking about. 
 
    “Did something happen to her?” I did see how those golden eyes sharpened at that and frowned. 
 
    “She’s missing,” I told her, then pointed to the circle around her. “And right after she started playing with something like this. It does make one suspicious, don’t you think?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I can guarantee you I had nothing to do with her disappearance. Why, for a price, I might even be able to swear it.” 
 
    I narrowed my gaze at her. Summoned beings could lie, though there were ways to ensure they were telling the truth. A deal would be one, though only if the called being agreed to it, and they only did that in exchange for something. Would it be worth it to pay her price? 
 
    “What’s your name?” That she would have to answer. The fact she got summoned forced her to give her name, though only a name she considered hers. Plenty of otherworldly beings had more than one and could craft whole personas for themselves that could even have different abilities and forms. The blonde succubus would give me the name that belonged to this form of hers, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have others. 
 
    She shuddered, making the whole motion far more sensual than it needed to be, and I couldn’t deny it made certain parts of her anatomy look even more tempting. I shook my head when I realized I was letting my thoughts wander, then narrowed my eyes at her. 
 
    Was she doing that? She wasn’t the first succubus I had met, and I had never allowed their allure to get a hold of me, yet somehow I could barely stop myself from letting my eyes feast on her breasts. They were very nice breasts, I couldn’t deny, but I was usually more focused than this. 
 
    With a bit of a moan, she finished her motion, met my eyes, then smiled. “I’m Lila.” 
 
    It should have reassured me. I’d never heard of any succubus with her name; it should have meant she wasn’t that powerful or dangerous, and yet, for some reason, it only made me warier of her. 
 
    “Well, Lila, you can call me Julian,” I said, bowing my head. It never hurt to be polite to one’s summons. Her smile seemed to become even more amused. “And you say you had nothing to do with Nicole’s disappearance.” 
 
    She just shrugged at me. “You can confirm that if you pay the price.” 
 
    I looked at her face for a while longer, didn’t take my eyes away from her golden orbs, and shook my head. “No, I don’t think I will.” She stilled, just for an instant, but it was enough. It told me everything. She didn’t have anything to do with Nicole’s disappearance. Whatever happened to the brunette wasn’t because of the summoning she performed. 
 
    Despite everything, a part of me became a little proud of her. She had gotten her first summoning right and without supervision. 
 
    Granted, it had still been a foolish risk, but she did it. 
 
    “I think I believe you, and if you truly had nothing to do with Nicole’s disappearance, then there is no reason for me to keep you here.” I started reaching out with my magic to the circle, meaning to break the loop of power keeping Lila in our world and sending her back to the other side of the divide. 
 
    “Wait!” She told me, and I stopped and looked into her golden eyes. Lila crossed her arms under her chest, unconsciously pushing them up and making me notice. Or perhaps it wasn’t as unconscious as that. She was a succubus, after all. Tempting men and women was in her blood. “I had nothing to do with her disappearance, but I can help you find her.” 
 
    I stilled. “How, exactly?” 
 
    Lila smirked at that. “The girl was a bit too innocent when it came to summoning, wasn’t she?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and sighed. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Tricked her into kissing me.” Lila shrugged, showing no hint of shame in that. She wouldn’t. She was a succubus, after all. “She did realize I was tricking her when I almost got her to let me out of the circle and sent me back, but it allowed me to get a taste of her.” 
 
    “And that means you can lead me to her.” 
 
    Succubae, like most summons, were predatory beings, and sex was their method of hunting. They could seduce saints if given a chance, knew how to make people desire them, and once someone had fallen into temptation, even if through a simple kiss, they could hunt them down. If she genuinely had tricked Nicole into kissing her, and I didn’t doubt that was possible, she should be able to find the brunette. 
 
    “Make a deal with me.” She told me, and I narrowed my gaze at her. 
 
    A deal would bind both of us, and I wasn’t sure that was something I wanted to happen. And yet, if it got Nicole back… 
 
    Beings from the other side of the divide were always willing to make deals. It was how they usually got to spend time in our world, which made them more powerful and allowed them to spread their influence around. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “A fortnight,” Lila replied with a shrug. “Get me out of this circle, and I’ll help you find your brunette. And once you do, you keep me in this realm for a fortnight. I can feel your magic, you know? The part of it you aren’t hiding. You’re not even straining to keep me here; you will be able to allow me to remain in this world without a circle for as long as I wish. So do it. If I find Nicole for you, you’ll keep me around as your summon and give me a certain degree of freedom during that time.” 
 
    “Within limits,” I told her. “No deaths unless in self-defense of yourself and no maiming or prolonged injuries either, or I have the right to revoke this deal.” 
 
    She tilted her head at me. “As long as you’re impartial in judging such situations…” 
 
    I nodded at her. Having a succubus around wasn’t exactly something I should do if I wanted to keep my head down, but I was starting to think that was a lost cause. And if I couldn’t do that, if I ended up drawing more danger to myself, then keeping Lila close could help. Succubae could be pretty dangerous, and I didn’t doubt the blonde had a few tricks up her sleeve. 
 
    Or she would have if she was wearing any. 
 
    Lila smirked. “Well, should we seal this deal with a kiss?” 
 
    “I think power will be enough, thank you.” I should have been able to block her from feeding from me and getting a hold of my essence, but I should have found it easier not to let my eyes wander as well, and she somehow managed to get that to happen, nonetheless. Better for me not to take any risks. 
 
    I had been taking some of those already. 
 
    I reached out with my power, allowed it to seep closer to her, and her power met mine. When the deal was complete, the circle flashed once, and its glow died out. Lila quickly stepped out of it and stretched, which drew my eyes to some of her assets. I shook my head and turned my back on her. 
 
    We were bound now. She wouldn’t attack me while that bond remained as it was; it wouldn’t benefit her in any way. 
 
    I started moving up, felt her follow after me, and I couldn’t help but gaze back at her. It was just in time to see her wings disappearing into her back and head, just like her tail. From one moment to the next, the succubus disappeared, and an incredibly gorgeous woman was all that remained. One with a very scandalous dress on, which left her very generous curves on display. Only her golden eyes gave any hint that she wasn’t human – that and the inhuman perfection of her figure. Very few women could hope to look like she did. 
 
    “We should probably find you something else to wear,” I told her, looking forward again. “You’ll stand up too much in those clothes.” 
 
    I could almost hear her pout in her tone of voice. “But I like this dress. Makes it very easy to get you humans to drool for me.” 
 
    I glanced back at her, didn’t miss her smirk and how she looked at me, and knew I hadn’t managed to hide the fact that I was just a bit attracted to her. I shouldn’t have believed it would be possible to hide that. It shouldn't change anything as long as I didn’t let her get under my skin. “I’m sure most will drool over you nonetheless.” And it wasn’t as if I was telling any lie. She was too gorgeous; people would find themselves looking at her anyway. But if it helped… 
 
    I doubted Nicole had anything that would fit her that well, but there might be something upstairs. And more than that. If Nicole wasn’t taken by the one she summoned, someone else might have taken her. Part of me almost hoped she had gotten scared when she called Lila and realized the succubus had tricked her – that she fled from the city with fear and forgot about ever getting her brother back. 
 
    I doubted it. 
 
    Lila might be able to point me in the right direction to reach the brunette, but I wanted to understand the situation better. If Nicole was alive, and I had to believe she was, then whoever had her had plans for her. Taking a bit longer to get to her wouldn’t put her at extra risk, and if there was any hint that might lead me to her in the house. 
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t get to find much. A few clothes that would allow Lila to blend in better, and I got the succubus to confirm she could still feel the brunette, which meant the brunette was alive. I also found Nicole’s car in the garage, which shot down my earlier hope that she had skipped town. She had no reason to leave her car behind if she did. 
 
    Nothing was out of place in the brunette’s room, and I saw no signs of forced entry – not that I had really thought there was a chance of that with the wards protecting the place. If the brunette was taken from home, it either happened without any hint of malice, which I found hard to believe, or it simply hadn’t happened at all. 
 
    My earlier suspicion that someone hit her on the way home or on her way out became a certainty. It didn’t happen the day the vampires invited me to that little chat. That was when Nicole eventually summoned Lila, so it probably happened the following morning. 
 
    But if that was true, how was her car still in the garage? 
 
    I suppose it was possible that whoever took her lured her out of the house somehow, and that was when she was taken. But would she really risk it, especially after Lila tricked her the day before? I didn’t quite know how I would react in her place, but if a being as dangerous as a succubus had fooled me as Lila had done Nicole, I would be cautious afterward and wary and nervous. It wouldn’t have been easy to pull me away from the one place where I should be safe. 
 
    And yet, that was precisely what had happened with the brunette. 
 
    She had to have been tricked somehow. It wouldn’t have been easy; she would have been too wary, but whoever had taken her still managed it. I wanted to be wrong; I wanted her to have simply left of her own volition, but I couldn’t believe it. There was more to the story. 
 
    “You can tell where she is?” I turned to Lila and asked, and the succubus didn’t hesitate to nod. We had found an oversized T-shirt and a pair of slacks for her, clothes I didn’t think belonged to Nicole. Maybe they belonged to her brother or some other family member or friend. They should have looked ridiculous on the succubus, and while there was no way the slacks looked good, the oversized T-shirt hung down her figure in a way that almost seemed to frame her breasts and draw attention to them. I sighed; there was no victory to be found there. 
 
    “Her general direction, yes,” Lila replied when I raised an eyebrow at her, hoping for further clarification. “When I get closer, I should be able to pinpoint where she is.” 
 
    “Well, then, lead the way.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    We walked for a time, grabbed another cab, and let it take us downtown, where we got out, and Lila could feel Nicole more easily. The cabby could barely keep his eyes away from the succubus the whole way and almost crashed more than once until I gave the blonde an annoyed look and asked her to stop what she was doing. 
 
    She just looked at me and raised an eyebrow, and I realized she hadn’t been doing anything at all. Her natural allure had been enough to basically overwhelm the man, and while I didn’t doubt she could rein it in somehow, I doubted she would do it unless I ordered her to, and she might want something extra out of that. 
 
    Our deal defined she would help me find Nicole. While the simple fact I was her summoner gave me a degree of power over Lila, there was a limit to that. Ordering her to do something against her nature incurred the risk of making her work against my interests, at least as much as she could. As it was, Lila would have to do her utmost to help me find Nicole. It was in her interest. She would be on Earth for as long as it took us to find Nicole and a fortnight more. 
 
    While some summons might try to dally, doing so risked going against the deal and letting me break it. If she wanted to have a chance I might offer her another deal, Lila needed to do her best. The better she worked with me, the larger the possibility I would call her later. 
 
    Soon after we started to walk, we reached one of the high-rise buildings around us, and Lila looked up at it and narrowed her eyes. “She’s here.” It was an apartment building and not where I expected to find a kidnapper, but maybe that was why the place was chosen. With magic, one didn’t need to ensure their victim was quiet or worry about their attempts to flee. If the one who had taken Nicole was good enough, they might even sway her to obey them. 
 
    I was assuming that the one who had taken her had magic. Either a mage or a supernatural creature of some kind – I didn’t think anyone else would have been able to trick Nicole. And I couldn’t imagine why she hadn’t moved to contact anyone else if something innocent had happened. 
 
    No matter. In just a few minutes, I would find out. 
 
    I slowed down slightly when we got to the building and saw the security cameras. I would have to be very careful of slinging magic around. I could do plenty without being obvious about it, but I also didn’t want the police on my trail, no matter how little threat they would represent to me. 
 
    And right after we entered, a security guard looked at us from behind a counter. Well, it was better to say he looked at Lila. The blonde smirked at him and swayed her hips as she moved forward, and the man couldn’t manage to take his eyes away from her. I rolled my eyes and followed after her, though I could admit that would make things easier on us. I could have always messed with his thoughts, making him believe I belonged here, perhaps getting something else out of him, but it was always tricky. 
 
    It was very easy to damage someone’s mind when messing with it. And it certainly wasn’t my main area of expertise. It had always been magic I abhorred, which usually meant one had difficulty with it. 
 
    Fortunately, Lila could take care of this. 
 
    “Hey!” She said as she leaned over the counter, her head tilting to the side, a smile on her lips. 
 
    “Hello.” The guard replied, lost in her eyes, a stupid smile on his face. I could admit that it almost made me chuckle a little. Compared to the reaction she provoked in me, the reaction she caused in other men was far more extreme, and it could be almost funny when it wasn’t happening to me. 
 
    “We need to go up; no problem, right?” I asked, and for a moment, he broke his gaze with Lila, almost seeming to regain some of his senses, but then glanced at the succubus again and shook his head. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate, stepped forward, took Lila’s arm, and pulled her ahead. She pouted at me, probably upset I didn’t let her play around for a while, but I just gave her a glance. She sighed. Our deal meant she had to prioritize finding Nicole, and now that we were so close to the brunette, she couldn’t exactly play around, could she? 
 
    “Any idea on which floor she might be in?” I asked her as I directed the succubus towards one of the elevators. The blonde shook her head at me. 
 
    “I should be able to know once we’re level with her.” She told me instead, and I sighed. The building was twenty stories high, so I punched the number ten and figured out that if Lila didn’t sense Nicole before, I could always have the elevator take us one floor up after that until we did. We could always move back if we crossed the floor she was in before the end. 
 
    Nothing on the first five floors, then on the sixth, Lila’s gaze narrowed. “She’s close. Here!” She said that when we passed the seventh floor, I didn’t hesitate to press that button, though it would take a while to get to the tenth and then down. Still, we slowly got to the eighth, ninth, and tenth. The elevator stopped and opened, and we waited for it to close before starting down. 
 
    We were halfway between the ninth and eighth floors when the elevator’s lights suddenly turned red, and the screech of an alarm started to echo around us. It made me startle for a moment, made me still, and then I narrowed my eyes when I realized what was happening. “Fire alarm!” I muttered, and the succubus and I exchanged a glance. 
 
    That was no coincidence. Not when we were so close to Nicole. Somehow, the one who had taken her knew we were there and had managed to detect us somehow. I hadn’t felt anything magical, but some wards could be very stealthy, especially if all they did was tell the one that put them that a supernatural being was close. And even if they had failed to detect me, they might not have overlooked Lila. 
 
    The elevator stopped on the eighth floor, the doors opened, and we spilled out without hesitation. I didn’t waste any time and rushed towards the stairs, keeping myself contained to a speed that, while almost superhuman, was not enough to seem out of this world. Lila managed to keep up with me without effort. 
 
    “Someone is trying to hide her.” The succubus told me then, slowing down and tilting her head to the side, almost as if she was listening to something. “They threw a shield over her, muffling my senses. I can tell she’s close, but no more than that, and the further away she gets from me, the harder it will be for me to get a sense of where she is.” 
 
    “Then we can’t let that happen.” 
 
    I pushed just a bit more, and luckily, we didn’t cross anyone’s path as we reached the seventh floor. I heard other people moving below and above our position, but no one was on the seventh floor, and I couldn’t help but narrow my eyes. How strange was it that there was no one there? 
 
    It could just be that there was no one on the floor during the day, or everyone who lived on the seventh floor was out, but that was an incredible coincidence. No, the more I thought about it, the more obvious it became there was something strange. I looked one way and the other, trying to figure out where Nicole and her captor might be. Did they remain inside one of the apartments, or had they fled through the stairs? Were some of the steps I heard moving down theirs, or had they fled another way? 
 
    And then, before I could worry more about the matter, I heard a ding. It came from an elevator, somewhat close, and I rushed towards it, knowing none of the elevators should have been working while the fire alarm was on – and the ringing that hadn’t stopped since it started showed the alarm was still going. 
 
    When we crossed a turn and reached the elevator, I saw the lights indicating it was going down. It was already on the fourth floor and quickly going lower. 
 
    There was a camera on the corner, pointed right at the elevators' entrance. I didn’t even glare at it before focusing and making it explode into little pieces of plastic and electronics, then grabbed onto the elevator’s doors and pulled them open. The motors tried to resist my hold until they failed. 
 
    I looked down the elevator shaft, saw the elevator reach the ground floor, and snarled as I drove forward. A chuckle came from Lila as she followed me, and a quick glance let me see her wings making an appearance, allowing her to slow down as we dropped down the elevator shaft. I didn’t bother doing anything to slow me down until I reached our destination, and fear that Nicole might still be close made me more careful. 
 
    I hardened the air below me. Not enough to make me come to an abrupt stop, but enough to make it slow me down. I still hit the elevator hard, and it rocked under me when I hit, but if anyone was inside, all that would end up happening to them was maybe losing their balance. 
 
    Without hesitation, I punched down, put my fist through the elevator, and then peeled the steel back, wincing a little at the screech it made. There was a build-up of magic below me; I glanced at the inside and saw a glowing rune inscribed on its side, barely hesitating before jumping up. The elevator rocked again as I moved up, and once more, I thickened the air below me, though this time trying to make it function as a shield. 
 
    I wasn’t afraid of the explosion that would follow; I doubted it could harm me. Lila was another matter. 
 
    A huff escaped the succubus when I crashed into her, and I grabbed one of the elevator’s ropes and used that grip to throw us further in the air. It was just in time as well. The elevator exploded. Flames rushed up, barely hindered by the shield of air I had put against them, and they reached us quickly. I focused, tightened my arms around the succubus, and reached out to the fire itself. 
 
    It was a magical fire, and that made what I needed to do harder than it would have been with normal flame. A bit of focus would have been enough to make regular fire swerve around me, keep going up, and let it disperse harmlessly. This fire wanted to hurt me, wanted to burn and consume me and the succubus in my arms, and I had to fight against its will. 
 
    Fortunately, by the time it reached me, it had weakened slightly, and my focus was enough to overcome the fire’s nature and make it rush up. 
 
    It almost seemed to protest as it did so, something like a howl almost echoing around us as the flames wanted to turn around and consume us, but it didn’t manage to touch us as we dropped down again, and then we crashed into the ruins of the elevator and through it, only stopping when we reached the bottom of the elevator shaft. 
 
    I breathed hard at that and couldn’t help but glare up. When I caught whoever had done that… 
 
    Lila rubbing against me broke me from my thoughts. “If you wanted me in your arms, you only needed to say.” She told me, and her face was just inches away from mine, her golden eyes peering into my brown ones, her lips just within reach. I could feel the way her mounds were pressed against my chest. I let my eyes dip down, and for a moment, I almost let her allure get the better of me and kissed her. 
 
    Then I shook my head and let her drop. 
 
    “Ouch.” She protested from the ground, reaching down to pat her bottom and almost pouting at me. I glared at her until she realized it wasn’t the time to play, and she sighed and straightened, getting to her feet. 
 
    I didn’t look at her as I bent my knees and jumped, easily clearing the distance from the bottom of the shaft to the ground floor and poising down beside the ruined doors. The explosion had been chiefly directed up, the rune making it flow that way, but it had still been enough to blow the doors open, throw them off, and cause quite a bit of damage to the building. 
 
    “Can you feel her?” I asked the succubus as she stopped beside me, and Lila tilted her head to try to listen to whatever her senses showed her. 
 
    “The link is still there; I know she’s nearby, but not like before. I can’t lead you directly to her.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Anger filled me and made me clench my hands into fists. I had been so close, let myself get too arrogant, didn’t take any precautions, and whoever had taken Nicole managed to flee from me. 
 
    I wasn’t used to failure. I didn’t expect that whoever had taken the brunette would present a challenge, and perhaps they wouldn’t in a straight fight, but I should still have been a bit more careful. I knew the vampires wanted Nicole unharmed; I could have waited and contacted them and only entered the tower when I had backup. Even if the one who took Nicole had managed to escape, they would have to contend with others outside. 
 
    I didn’t, though. I was so sure I would be able to do everything on my own. 
 
    Lila didn’t miss my anger. The succubus studied me with her golden eyes, curious, and I raised an eyebrow at her when I noticed it. 
 
    “Anger won’t help you now.” She told me. 
 
    “No, it won’t.” She was right. I breathed in and out, tried to relax, and allowed my muscles to let go of the stress I had put on them. Lila was right. Anger wouldn’t help me, not when what I needed to do was find Nicole. 
 
    I closed my eyes and thought for a few moments. “Is there any way to enhance your link to Nicole or break whatever protection they are using to keep her hidden?” 
 
    “Not without actually getting close to her.” Lila shook her head. “Whoever did this knows what they’re doing. I would almost think it was one of my kind.” 
 
    Another succubus? Another summon? I wasn’t quite sure what she meant by that, and in the end, it didn’t really matter. If Lila couldn’t find Nicole, then we were back to the first step. Though perhaps not entirely. The succubus could still feel something from the brunette; it might be possible for us to move around town and try to gauge the intensity of her connection and triangulate where Nicole was. 
 
    It wouldn’t be as reliable as Lila’s sense of Nicole had been before, but it would be better than nothing. That would only help us if whoever took Nicole stayed in one place, and there was no guarantee of it. For all I knew, they wouldn’t stop moving now, and it would be all the harder to get a hold of the brunette. And if they skipped town… 
 
    I shook my head and ignored that thought. If they hadn’t left town already, it probably meant they had no intention of doing it. They might need something in the area, or this was their home, and they had no intention of leaving it. 
 
    Speaking of home… 
 
    I found myself looking at the ceiling above me. Whoever had taken Nicole lived on the seventh floor, or at the very least, had been using the place to hold her in. There might be something in one of the apartments that could lead us to the one who did it, and seeing as the floor seemed empty… 
 
    There was the matter of the security cameras. I had destroyed the one that led to the elevator, but only after the kidnapper had passed through with Nicole. For all I knew, those images might be able to identify him or her. 
 
    “Let’s make a visit to our friendly security guy. I’m sure you’ll be able to convince him to help us.” 
 
    Unfortunately, things weren’t as easy as that. By the time we reached the entrance of the building, dozens of residents were already gathered there, people shouting a little all over the place. The elevator blowing up as it did would draw a lot of attention, and the fire alarm certainly hadn’t helped. 
 
    It didn’t take long until the fire brigade showed up, and while I knew the fire was gone, they obviously wouldn’t take my word for it. With all that, there wasn’t a chance for us to pull the guard aside and get him to tell us what we wanted, and I found myself pulling Lila away, then sneaking out of the building when no one was paying attention to us, which was harder than it seemed, seeing as Lila drew a lot of attention. 
 
    Eventually, we got out, crossed the street, and waited on the other side for a while. Even there, Lila drew too much attention, and I sighed, pulled her into a clothing store I could see nearby, and tried to find her something that wouldn’t look as out of place as the clothes she was wearing and didn’t make her look so goddamn hot at the same time. 
 
    I failed. No matter what I tried, the succubus would always be able to draw someone’s gaze, and even with a simple pair of jeans and a blouse, she looked absolutely divine. At least, she would only draw attention for how gorgeous she was and not because of how out of place her clothes were. 
 
    Once that was done, we left the store, and it was just in time to see the police arrive. They stayed a long time inside. 
 
    Over the following hours, we watched several residents leave the place, then the fire brigade, and finally some of the officers. Not all of them, not as many as we had seen get inside, but most. And then… 
 
    “Follow me.” I told Lila when we saw the security guard leaving. We followed behind him for a time until we reached a less populated area, and I looked at Lila. She nodded at me, stepped forward, and put a hand on the man’s shoulder, and he turned to her, startled. A smile took hold of his lips when his eyes met hers, and I knew she had him. 
 
    “Hi, remember me?” She asked him with a smirk, and the man nodded without hesitation. “My friend and I were wondering a few things. Could you answer him?” He seemed to recover some of his focus when he looked at me, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough to stop him from answering. 
 
    “Do you know who lived on the seventh floor?” I doubted he did. If I was right and whoever had been using that apartment had somehow driven the other residents of the same floor away, they would certainly be careful not to allow their identity to be recorded in any way. Not even in the memories of those who saw them if they were capable enough to do something like that. 
 
    “The police asked me the same thing,” The guard shook his head, and for a moment, his irritation seemed to push at the hold Lila had over him and make him resist, though the succubus quickly regained control of him. “I don’t. I didn’t even think anyone was living on the seventh floor. And just because the fire alarm was pulled there doesn’t mean there was.” 
 
    Only in this case, it did. We knew Nicole had been on the seventh floor. 
 
    “Do you have access to the security footage?” I asked. “Can you get it to us?” 
 
    He shook his head, not in denial, but in an attempt to break through Lila's hold on him. She reached out and touched his face, which was enough to break down all his resistance. It didn’t surprise me that asking that had allowed him to resist a little better. Almost certainly, he had been trained on the correct security routines he needed to follow, and the brain had a habit of internalizing some of those things. 
 
    It was harder to force someone to do something they understood went against their nature, even if it was not impossible. 
 
    When he answered, though, the reply was not the one I had expected. 
 
    “No, I can’t. The footage is stored on the mainframe out of the state. I don’t have access to that. I don’t doubt the police will get it as soon as they ask, but my bosses will have to give it to them.” 
 
    I sighed. “Of course.” I looked at Lila, then gestured at the guard, and she let him go. He looked dazed after that, almost as if he didn’t remember the last minute or two, which he thankfully wouldn’t. He still smiled when he caught sight of the succubus, and the blonde smirked at him, leaned in, and pressed a chaste kiss to his cheek. The man left with a spring on his gait. I glanced at the blonde; she shrugged at me, and I sighed again. 
 
    “What are we going to do next?” 
 
    “Something I didn’t want to, but I think will be necessary. I know someone who should be able to get us that footage.” 
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    The sun started falling when we reached Red Night – precisely how I timed it. Bloodfist would still be in if this was his lair. Lila and I had stopped to eat something, both because I still hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast and because there had been time to spare. 
 
    Watching the succubus eating human food had been a sight. 
 
    I doubted it was the first time she tasted it; she seemed far more used to the modern world than many other summons I saw, and I didn’t doubt the blonde had been in our world plenty of times before, but that didn’t seem to stop her from enjoying our food to the fullest, even if she technically didn’t need it to survive. 
 
    The moans that escaped her as she ate a bit of cake…  
 
    Let’s just say that the attention of the entire bakery had been on her, and even I reacted with a certain vigor. Worst of all, the succubus didn’t miss my reaction and tried her best to tease me, and I had to bear it. I almost reminded her we didn’t have time to lose, that getting Nicole back was what we should be focusing on, but I feared we would need the security footage for that, and until I got to Bloodfist and convinced him to get it, it wasn’t as if we had anything better to do. 
 
    I didn’t mean to stand still after that. If nothing else, I would try my earlier plan with Lila and wander around town, trying to get a hint of the area where Nicole might be, but if Bloodfist could get the footage, we might be able to get a clue of the one behind Nicole’s kidnapping. Besides, with the vampire’s help, things should become easier. 
 
    I didn’t think he had anything to do with the brunette’s disappearance, not any longer. And he had plenty of men and women under his command. Even if I triangulated Nicole’s position down, the resulting area might be too big for Lila and me to explore alone. With those under Bloodfist’s command, though… 
 
    With enough numbers, we should be able to catch a hint of anything untoward and get Nicole back. If we managed to identify the one behind the incident at the same time, so much the better. With the vampire’s help, everything would become more manageable. It was only a matter of assuring it. 
 
    There wasn’t anyone outside the club when we arrived, and I knocked at the entrance. I could feel movement inside the place, could feel the vampire servants moving inside, and even what seemed to be some vampires themselves. I still didn’t know precisely what Bloodfist felt like; his presence was somewhat elusive, but I didn’t think he was one of those I was feeling. It didn’t mean anything. I wasn’t stretching my senses out; even if I did, their lair might be protected against those types of scans. 
 
    Even if Bloodfist wasn’t in, I didn’t doubt they could get him here quickly enough if I pressed on the urgency of the matter. He seemed too interested in Nicole for anything else. 
 
    It didn’t take long for someone to open the door, and I found myself smirking at the one that did it. I couldn’t help myself, really. Luther had pissed me off more than once before, and seeing his absolute distaste for me and his wariness at the same time amused me slightly. Not enough to make me forget about Nicole, though. 
 
    “Hey, Number One. Can we get in?” I didn’t wait for him to say anything, pushed through him, and he stumbled back, not really attempting to stand his ground, probably remembering what happened the last time he tried to get in a fight with me. 
 
    He surprised me with one thing: he was too busy glaring at me to pay any attention to the succubus following on my heels, which took some fortitude. Or plenty of anger. Perhaps a bit of both. 
 
    “Is any of your bosses around? Kind of need to talk to them.” 
 
    He grumbled and kept glaring at me, and some of the other people around looked at us, not quite knowing if they should intervene or not. I met Luther’s gaze without fear, without hesitation, and he scowled. “Follow me. I have no doubt Ingram wants to talk to you.” 
 
    The way he said it, the not-quite smirk that took hold of his lips at the end, seemed to show he didn’t think I would enjoy the conversation, and it almost made me chuckle. Ingram didn’t scare me, not one bit. For the vampire to be that pissed, I started to suspect Rashid hadn’t been able to keep his mouth shut or hadn’t even tried. Bloodfist’s second in command probably wasn’t happy that I had threatened one of his servants, though it was almost certainly a matter of authority more than anything else. 
 
    He couldn’t have a stranger threatening his servants and making them obey him. It weakened him – his image and even his servants’ perception of him. One of the things that led people to become a vampire’s servant was the protection the vampire could offer them. If anyone could threaten them without consequences, that would weaken their faith in their master and might even prompt some of them to break the bond, though it wasn’t that easy. 
 
    I didn’t care about that. Didn’t care about how angry Ingram was either. His opinion didn’t matter, and there was very little he could do against me. And if he tried to make such a move, I would make him regret it. 
 
    “You have a lot of nerve showing up here.” Ingram told me when he put his eyes on me, his anger pulling at his power and making his eyes almost glow. I blinked at him, then pointed at myself, as if I didn’t know why he was angry. He almost spluttered at it, and I couldn’t help it; a chuckle escaped me. 
 
    He reddened with anger. Quite a nice trick for someone who was undead and didn’t really have blood circulation like most people. The other vampires and creatures around didn’t miss his anger, and as he was one of their bosses, they started getting to their feet, shifting closer to us, pulling at their power as they did it. 
 
    I didn’t have time for this. I wanted to find Nicole. I had been too close to it earlier that day and didn’t care for posturing. I didn’t care for their threats either. Part of me wanted to give them a lesson, show them exactly what would happen should a real fight break between us. I didn’t care if there were ten or a hundred of them. The threat they represented did not worry me. 
 
    Before things could break out into a fight, I felt someone lean against me. Lila purred as she pressed her generous bust against my back, holding me from behind, and I almost swallowed at the sensation of her, at the sudden want that invaded my flesh. “Are we going to have problems here, master?” She asked, and I saw her wings appearing to the sides of me, larger and more impressive than they had been when I had seen them before. I didn’t doubt she had just shown them her actual form, and if the way the supernatural beings in front of me stepped back, alarmed, said anything, they didn’t really want to get into a fight they weren’t sure could win. 
 
    I tried not to think about what hearing Lila call me master did to me, how nice that sounded to my ears. I tried to ignore how quickly my blood was rushing through my veins and tried to show none of it. “I don’t think Ingram here wants a fight, do you? I want to talk to your boss; I might have found something about Nicole.” 
 
    “Then, please, let us not waste any time.” Bloodfist’s voice came from further into the main chamber of his lair, through one of the doors to the side that seemed to lead into a corridor of some kind. He stepped into the room without a hint of fear, his eyes moving over Lila for a time before settling on mine. 
 
    I didn’t doubt he was a good actor, but it surprised me that he didn’t etch more of a reaction to the succubus standing pressed against me. He must be aware of the threat she represented and that if I had seemingly bound her as I did, I would represent a potent threat, but he still felt confident enough to come closer without hesitation. Either he was an outstanding actor or very sure of himself and his abilities. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Not as long as he got me what I needed to find Nicole. 
 
    “We tracked her down earlier,” I started, knowing there was no more time to be lost, especially not with posturing. “But the one who took her must have sensed us somehow. They managed to escape, but not without making a mess of things and attracting a great deal of normie attention.” 
 
    “The explosion downtown.” Bloodfist immediately replied, and I nodded at him. “What do you want from me exactly?” 
 
    “The security footage might give us a hint of the one behind Nicole’s kidnapping. Whoever did it seemed to have had some protections in place; they detected me somehow, and the entire floor seemed to be abandoned except for whatever apartment they were holding Nicole in, but I don’t know if they were as careful about the normie means of surveillance.” 
 
    Bloodfist nodded. “And if we get a face, we might put a name to it.” He didn’t hesitate, pulled a smartphone out of his pocket, moved away, and called someone. 
 
    I blinked after him, then allowed some of the tension to ease out of my shoulders. Almost certainly, he was contacting whoever he felt could get him what we needed, and that was precisely why I came to him. 
 
    Only when Lila shifted slightly did I remember the position the succubus was in, wholly pressed against me, and I inhaled deeply, allowed my face to turn just barely, and looked back at her. She smirked at me, then leaned in with that smirk on her lips, her breath washing over my ear. I thought she was going to tease me further and wondered how it would look if I pushed her away right then and there. If it would make it seem like I didn’t have my summon under control. 
 
    And I didn’t, not really. Lila would have to fulfill her deal with me; it was the only thing keeping her tethered to this world. I didn’t doubt she meant to convince me to allow her to stay afterward, to make another deal with her, and for that, she had every intention of giving me a good impression of herself. “He has enough minions working for him, does he not?” She asked in a whisper, though I didn’t doubt some of the beings there could hear her words without difficulty. “Perhaps I could go out with a few of them, quickly move through town, try to find a hint of the one we seek.” 
 
    That wasn’t exactly a bad idea. I had thought of it before, but I intended to do it with her and then use Bloodfist’s minions to narrow the search further. The truth was that I wasn’t needed for that – Lila was. So long as they didn’t try to confront the one who took the brunette and called for me when they narrowed down Nicole's location, it might not be a bad idea if they did manage it. 
 
    I had nothing to fear about Lila’s safety. Despite her appearance, she was a powerful and dangerous demon. Rarely did summons manage to be destroyed; they always had the chance to let go of their link to our world and disappear basically instantly. To kill one of them, you either needed to block them from doing so, force them to stay behind, and then do an unthinkable amount of damage to their spirits. 
 
    “Might not be a bad idea.” I told her. For all I knew, it might take days for us to narrow down Nicole’s location, to get a hint of where we might find the one who took her, and no matter how much I would have liked to be there for the whole shindig, I would need to rest eventually. Doing it that night might be best, depending on how long it would take for Bloodfist to get the security footage. 
 
    After that, things might start moving too fast for me to be able to abstain from participating. 
 
    I sighed. “I’ll talk to him about it.” I nodded in the blonde vampire’s direction, felt Lila press even tighter against me in response, and tried to ignore how nice she felt. 
 
    If her chuckle was any indication, she didn’t miss my reaction, and I did my best not to reply to it in any way. 
 
    I allowed my eyes to drift over the other beings in the large hall, and it didn’t take me long to find Ingram’s gaze. I raised an eyebrow at him. He glared at me, and I ignored him and studied the others in the room. Most of them pretended to be busy with something, but I wasn’t an idiot and knew most of the room's attention was on me and Lila. Some were preparing for if things broke into a fight, though others had seemingly relaxed now that it seemed a fight wouldn’t break out. Still, with supernatural beings like us, that could happen at any time. 
 
    It didn’t take much longer for Bloodfist to return to us. I turned to gaze at him and raised an eyebrow. “Getting the footage will take at least a few days.” He told me, understanding just like I did that there was no time to be wasted. “Once the local police get it, my contacts inside will get it to us, but it will take time.” 
 
    It wasn’t as bad as I feared, but it felt too long. Granted, whoever had Nicole already had her for a few days, and they didn’t seem to have harmed her yet, but I couldn’t be sure that wouldn’t change. 
 
    “There’s something else we might be able to do,” I told him, then grabbed one of Lila's hands against my side and pulled it off, making her step forward. “Lila will be able to lead us in the general direction of where Nicole is. That was how we found her downtown before whoever took her managed to block Lila’s ability somehow.” They didn’t need to know there was a link between Nicole and Lila, that the succubus had a taste of the other woman. “If you had a few of your minions with her, helping her narrow down the correct direction…” 
 
    I didn’t finish. It wasn’t really needed – he got what I was hinting at. 
 
    “We might do something even better.” He replied. “I have several beings working for me with an enhanced sense of smell. If we acquire something that holds her scent, we might be able to track down the path the kidnapper took after he escaped from the building or help your succubus narrow the correct destination even further.” 
 
    That was another great idea. I hadn’t considered trying to track them, but it wasn’t my area of expertise. I wasn’t sure it would work, not amid a city, especially when the one who had taken Nicole seemed to have taken precautions against being followed. That they would block Lila's link to the other female but fail to account for more mundane means didn’t seem likely to me, but it certainly wouldn’t hurt to try. 
 
    If nothing else, it might narrow down our search even further. 
 
    “Well, then,” Lila said, stepping closer and pressing against my side. She rubbed her head against my shoulder like a cat might. “When do we leave?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    When I got home, I couldn’t help but feel some of the exhaustion from the day clinging to me. More in a mental manner than physically. 
 
    Despite Lila’s summoning and the pursue, my body was still pristine. Physically, I could have kept going for a long time. Emotionally, it was a bit different. I had been so close to Nicole, almost close enough to taste it, and whoever took her managed to escape with her. I would have taken other precautions if I hadn’t been so arrogant. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly easy for me to think about what I could have done differently. Maybe tried to cloak our presence somehow, but I had never been good with those kinds of magics. Still, what little I could do was better than nothing and might have stopped our enemy from detecting us or only allowed them to do it when we were closer, and escape was no longer an option. 
 
    As it was, I couldn’t help but feel guilty that Nicole remained a prisoner. 
 
    I shouldn’t feel so attached to her.  
 
    I had reflected on that since I realized she was gone. I went over it but never dared to join all those little thoughts. I shouldn’t feel so attached to Nicole. I barely knew her, having met her for the first time less than a year before, and for most of that time, all my interactions with her were greetings and goodbyes, perhaps the odd little bit of talk otherwise. 
 
    Until I allowed her to discover I was a mage, we hadn’t had a real talk, which had only happened a week ago. That alone was a problem, though. I only let her know that because I wanted her to know. I was attracted to her and wanted more than I had with her. 
 
    Part of it was loneliness. I might try to hide and ignore it, but it was the truth. I had been hiding in Greenford for close to fourteen months. I meant to lay low and never allow anyone to get a hint of what I could do. Anonymity would protect me, and those I loved, and anything that might make people interested in me should have been discouraged. 
 
    And yet, I still involved myself with Nicole. I still promised to teach her some of the basics of summoning even after I discovered the vampire clan in the area seemed to have a specific interest in her, even faced them over it. 
 
    If I had just ignored what Nicole was doing studying those books, I wouldn’t have been involved in all of this; I wouldn’t have used as much magic as I did and attracted the attention I did. I wouldn’t have summoned a succubus. 
 
    Too late for that now. And it was certainly too late to back down. I would never forgive myself if I left town and ignored Nicole’s plight. No, it was too late for that. I would get her back, make sure she was safe, and then leave after ensuring the vampires wouldn’t mess with her. Then, it would be a matter of settling some other place and hopefully manage not to draw attention. 
 
    When my phone rang, I almost jumped. I had been too lost in thought, didn’t expect the call, and blinked when I saw Marcy’s name on the screen. I had given her the number when I had been at the Magic Book and asked for hers in return, telling her to contact me if she found anything about Nicole. 
 
    For a moment, I almost hoped that she did. 
 
    “Marcy, hey.” 
 
    “Could you come by the café, quick?” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked, grabbing my coat once more and moving to the door. For Marcy to ask me that, it had to be something important. It had to do with Nicole; I was almost sure of it. 
 
    “Someone was here, a guy. He implied he knew where Nicole was, but he wanted to speak to the one who was teaching her. I think that means you, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    Now, after what happened during the afternoon, someone appeared? It was too big a coincidence, and I didn’t doubt it was a trap. Still, sometimes, the best thing you could do with a trap was spring it, and I meant to show the one who wanted to trap me that I was more than they could deal with. 
 
    I didn’t delay leaving, reaching out for my bond with Lila. I could feel her even now, almost on the other side of town, moving around. The bond wasn’t strong enough for our thoughts to mingle, but it would gain strength the longer it continued. With some effort, I might be able to communicate with her, though I didn’t think it was strictly necessary at the moment. 
 
    Still, maybe I should have given my number to one of the servants who had gone with her and ensured I had an easy line of communication with her if necessary. 
 
    It didn’t really matter. With how Marcy spoke, it didn’t seem like the one that had come to the café remained there, though I always needed to be wary of a possible trap outside. 
 
    Fortunately, once I got close to the Magic Book, nothing seemed out of sorts. The café was closing, and only the staff seemed to remain inside. It was close to midnight, and while some supernatural creatures preferred to move at night, Nicole didn’t have the staff to keep her business open twenty-four-seven. 
 
    Marcy looked at me the moment I stepped into the place, seemed to sigh in relief, and I closed the distance between us without losing any time. 
 
    “Is he around?” I asked her, though I was sure I knew the answer. I hadn’t sensed anyone that seemed out of the ordinary, hadn’t seen anyone strange. Marcy shaking her head at me only confirmed my suspicions. “What did he want then?” 
 
    “He said he wanted to talk to you and told me to make sure you would be here in the morning.” Marcy shrugged. “There isn’t much I can tell you about him. He wore sunglasses and a hood, but his skin was pale, almost sickly. And yet, he seemed familiar somehow, though I’m not exactly sure how.” 
 
    Maybe it was someone she had seen before, perhaps someone that had lingered about the café, studying Nicole from afar. If they had security cameras, that would have been another avenue of investigation, but they didn’t. It wasn’t for any lack of care. When you dealt with supernatural beings, it was better not to have anything that might point to their existence. None of the beings that came to this place should display any unnatural ability in the open, but there was always a chance a fight might break out, and if there was footage from it, that could lead to problems. 
 
    It was a bit different when it came to a business like Red Night, where human rules might force them to have such security systems, but I didn’t doubt Bloodfist had ways of ensuring that nothing that shouldn’t be seen would ever appear on tape. One didn’t get to be as old as him by being that careless. 
 
    I didn’t say anything for a while, which seemed to shake Marcy. “Is what he implied true, then?” She asked me, and I blinked at her, not understanding. “Did someone take Nicole?” 
 
    Only then did I notice her shaking hands and the almost tears in the corners of her eyes. Shit. I had been too busy with what she told me on the phone to notice how she told me, how her voice wavered just a little. For all that the staff at the Magic Book knew, Nicole had been missing. Everyone knew the possibility that she had been taken was there, but it hadn’t been something they knew for sure. Now they did. 
 
    I gave her a nod and watched as she pressed a hand against her lips, trying to stifle the sob that escaped her. 
 
    I didn’t know how to comfort her; I barely knew her. Telling her earlier that day I almost caught up to them might not reassure her much, might make her realize that the one who took Nicole was far more dangerous than assumed. “We’ll get her back,” I told her, trying for a smile and knowing I failed. “I’m not the only one searching for her; others are helping me. And in the morning, I’ll be here, talk to this strange man, and figure out what he knows about Nicole.” 
 
    I would do whatever was necessary to ensure that. I was perfectly aware it could be someone trying a scheme of some kind, someone who knew Nicole was missing and was trying to get someone who cared for her to give him something, but I doubted it. That he called explicitly for me… 
 
    There was more to the story. For him to know that, either he was a plant by Bloodfist or someone in his employ, someone who had been watching Nicole and me from up close and we didn’t see it, or someone who had contact with her after she was taken. Neither option pleased me much, but I was eager to find out which of them it was. 
 
    After that, I spent a few more minutes trying to comfort Marcy, and I wasn’t the only one. The rest of the staff joined eventually, and while, at first, I thought the sight almost sweet, I couldn’t help but think that another reason for the man to know I had been teaching Nicole was that one of her staff had told her. I had wondered if one of them was a spy for Bloodfist and reasoned there was little I could do about it. But if her staff already had one spy, it could have more, and while Bloodfist seemed intent on protecting Nicole for some reason, others might not have the same intentions for the brunette. 
 
    Once again, I remembered her name – Greenheart. It was familiar for some reason, and perhaps I should have tried to search for it already to figure out why it was so. Maybe I would do so once I got home. I must have read it in one of my books. 
 
    When I got home, I spent a few minutes reviewing a few of those books. Still, I got no hint of Nicole’s family name anywhere and eventually decided it was better to rest and prepare for the confrontation I would have the following day than anything else. 
 
    I woke up with the sun, feeling a pull inside of me. It was Lila, and I quickly realized the vampires had called for a recess in their search for Nicole. There was something like frustration brewing in the succubus, and I wondered if it was because they had called off the search for now or if it was because they couldn’t narrow down the destination enough for it to be helpful. Or some other reason. One couldn’t discount that with a succubus. 
 
    Still, that pull let me understand she would be moving my way, and I couldn’t help but worry a bit about that, seeing as leaving her alone to wander the streets of Greenford without a chaperone of some kind might end in tragedy for someone. She had promised to behave, mostly. I didn’t think she would risk getting me angry, not when her usefulness seemed much diminished without her being able to pinpoint Nicole’s whereabouts. 
 
    I couldn’t quite tell where she was. A bit of the distance and the direction between us, but she was far away enough that I couldn’t be sure how long it would take her to get to me. And perhaps I could make it easier on her. The Magic Book was closer to her position than my apartment. And I didn’t exactly have a time for when the mystery man would appear; the earlier I got there, the better. 
 
    With a groan, I got to my feet, dressed, stepped out, and didn’t hesitate to start the trek to Nicole’s business. It took me half an hour to get there. I had thought about getting a car more than once but had no driver's license, and my ID was fake. The less contact I had with the authorities, the better, and sure, walking all over the place wasn’t the fastest solution around, but it hadn’t been a problem until now. 
 
    Marcy’s eyes shot to me the moment I got inside the café, and she quickly nodded at one of the tables closer to the edge of the room, where I could see someone in a ratty brown, hooded coat. I reached out for that figure as I moved closer, felt the pull of the magic contained within that frame, and noticed how it seemed almost familiar. The man was a mage; there was no doubt about that, but there seemed to be more to it than that. 
 
    I passed by him, took hold of the chair opposite him, pulled it back, then sat down and faced him. Marcy wasn’t wrong. He looked pale and sickly. There were shadows under his eyes. And yet, those eyes themselves were pretty familiar. A vivid green, just like Nicole possessed. That gave me pause and made me hold my tongue just slightly. His glare made me speak, nonetheless. 
 
    “You seem to be the one who knows something about Nicole.” 
 
    “And you’re the idiot who taught her how to summon.” 
 
    I blinked at that, at the anger in those words, and raised an eyebrow. Why would he be angry about that? “I didn’t teach her much of anything, really. I clarified some of the basics to her, warned her about the many dangers of summoning, and tried to make her give up on the idea. I don’t know if you’re aware, but Nicole can be quite stubborn, especially when someone she cares about is on the line.” 
 
    He flinched at that, and it told me all I needed to. “I’m aware of that.” 
 
    “I would hope so,” I replied, and I couldn’t help the anger that made me narrow my eyes. “Michael.” 
 
    He didn’t deny it, but then, how could he? It was the truth, wasn’t it? This was Nicole’s brother. “How did you guess?” 
 
    “The eyes. You have the same eyes your sister does.” Granted, while I suspected he had been a member of her family, what truly clued me into him being her brother was how he flinched when I mentioned Nicole’s stubbornness and the anger he had displayed earlier about me teaching her something that could be quite risky. “Some of the lines on your face are the same too.” That was probably what Marcy thought was familiar about him. 
 
    I didn’t know what was going on here. For all everyone in Nicole’s life seemed to know, her brother had been missing for almost a year. It had been why she moved to town and even opened the Magic Book. Without knowing what had happened to her brother, she tried to get to know as many of the supernatural beings in Greenford as possible, hoping any of them might have given her a hint of where Michael could be. 
 
    I always thought he had been dead already, and I believe that deep down, Nicole thought the same. And yet, here he was, in front of me. I wouldn’t say Michael was hale and healthy, not when he looked as rough as he did, but he was alive. He had known Nicole was here, and he could have put a stop to her worries at any time. 
 
    That didn’t make me like him exactly. If he had done that, the brunette would never have risked herself as she did and would never have summoned Lila. For all I knew, if he had done that, Nicole would be safe and sound. I would make him regret it if he tried to turn this around on me. “Kind of funny for you to try to pin Nicole’s current situation on me when you could have told her at any time you were here and stopped her from messing with certain types of magic outright.” 
 
    He looked away, then shook his head. “It’s not as easy as you think; I was trying to protect her.” 
 
    I looked to the left and to the right, then gazed at him again. “I don’t see her anywhere. I think you failed at that.” 
 
    His hands closed into fists, and he narrowed his green eyes at me. Those eyes were like Nicole’s, so similar I couldn’t help but think it was some kind of family trait. Magical family trait. It wasn’t something precisely rare amidst clans of mages. Over time, certain features became something every member seemed to possess. It could be a physical feature like the eyes, height, or even beauty. It could also be a talent of some kind, a pull towards certain magics, in which case it was usually reinforced by the fact the clan specialized in that type of magic, knew much about it and could pass that knowledge to their members. 
 
    “There were reasons for me to vanish. I have enemies who wouldn’t stop at anything to hurt me. Better for them to think I was gone and hope they would leave my sister alone. And it worked, too. She has been in town for almost a year without a problem, and then you came along and…” 
 
    His voice trailed off. It had been getting louder and louder as he got closer to the end, fury twisting his features. He pulled it back, settled against his chair, and let that anger vanish. 
 
    “You know who took her?” I asked him. 
 
    He hesitated, then shook his head. “I have suspicions, though I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Bloodfist?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t trust him, and I suspect he wants my sister close to get to me, but I don’t think he had anything to do with this. He might be in contact with those that did.” I wasn’t sure about that. Maybe the vampire was a better actor than he seemed, but I was pretty sure he was doing his best to find the brunette. 
 
    I tilted my head to the side and narrowed my gaze at him. “What do you want from me, then?” There must have been a reason for him to contact me. 
 
    “I want your help getting Nicole back.” He told me, and there was something almost like pleading in his gaze. “I can track her down using my blood. She’s my sister; we’re connected in ways that are impossible to fake. I can get to her. I just don’t think I can get her back alone.” 
 
    I smirked. “I might be able to help with that. What are we waiting for?” 
 
    “I need time. I’ll have to set up the ritual spell and use my blood as a link, but I should be able to make a trinket to help me find her. Meet me here later today, and we’ll get my sister back.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “The brother is alive, then?” Lila asked when the succubus eventually found her way to me, and I nodded. 
 
    “It’s either him or someone who looks a great deal like Nicole, knows stuff about her only someone really close would know, and is quite angry about her disappearance.” I didn’t think it was any kind of trap. I was sure that was Michael. Either that or another family member of Nicole’s. There was no other possible reason for the resemblance between them. 
 
    Well, it was either that or the one who met me was a shapeshifter, but I didn’t think that was likely. There was something too familiar about their power, their magic. I had noticed the familiarity when I approached him at the Magic Book, but only truly realized his magic seemed like Nicole’s once I realized who he was. 
 
    Lila tilted her blonde head at me. “You figure he was telling the truth, then? Will he be able to direct you to Nicole?” 
 
    I quirked my lips at her at those words. Was it me, or was there a bit of a pout on her lips? “Don’t tell me you’re annoyed he might be able to do it while you’re not.” There was no more hiding the pout after that. “You know he’s her blood. It’s a closer connection than tasting her essence once.” 
 
    “Oh, to have a master who mocks me so.” She tried to tease, but her tone seemed to have an edge of worry. 
 
    I could understand that. Our deal depended on her helping me rescue Nicole. And now she found herself unable to follow the brunette like before and pinpoint her exact location. There was no need for her to worry, though. She had dealt with me in good faith, and I wouldn’t ignore that. And I still needed her help. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I still need you.” Lila raised an eyebrow at me at that. “I want you to get together with the ones helping you narrow Nicole’s position, try to find another hint of her, and distract them at the same time.” 
 
    They had only paused because the human servants had been getting tired, and the vampires had the sun coming up. Lila was supposed to join the humans again in a few hours and keep going. If she did anything else, that would draw attention, and that wasn’t something I needed. 
 
    “And you’ll be with her brother in the meantime?” 
 
    “He’s going to call me the moment his work is done, and he’s sure he can track her down.” 
 
    “And did he tell you how long that will take?” Lila asked me with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t doubt he’ll try to make it as quick as possible.” 
 
    It did make me wonder why he hadn’t done that already, but perhaps he had been working on it and just hadn’t finished yet. If he wasn’t sure he could beat whoever had taken his sister, figuring out how to track her down might just have led him to do something foolish. 
 
    Lila nodded. “What should I tell the others? Yesterday, you left to rest, but if you don’t come with me today, they’ll start wondering what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Tell them the truth,” I told her with a smirk. “I’m following another lead. You don’t need me to be there, holding your hand. Should you find a hint of Nicole, I’ll go without hesitation. They can’t complain about that.” 
 
    Lila nodded, turned her back on me, and strutted away. I knew better, but I let my eyes wander down and appreciated the view of her rear until she was out of sight. The smirk she threw me over her shoulder told me she knew perfectly well what I was doing, but I didn’t let it bother me. 
 
    The succubus was alluring, and everyone would look at her. They couldn’t help themselves. Trying to pretend I was any different was foolish. I needed to be well aware of the effect Lila could have on me, or I might just start underestimating her. 
 
    Michael didn’t take long to reach out and arranged to meet outside Nicole’s business. He nodded at me when he got me in his sight, gestured with his head for me to get close, and I did so. “Something is trying to block Nicole from being tracked by magic.” He told me almost immediately, and I almost told him I knew that already, but he continued before I could. “My attempts to break through didn’t function as well as I wished. It took me a while, but I still managed to prepare something.” He pulled what seemed to be a compass out of his pocket, though there were no markings in it, only a needle and what appeared to be blood staining the tip of it. 
 
    “Is it just a matter of following the needle?” I asked him, and he shook his head. 
 
    “Yes, but not quite. It doesn’t point at Nicole’s current position, only where she has passed through.” He showed it to me, moving closer to the entrance of the Magic Book, which made the needle move all over the place, seemingly trying to point in all directions simultaneously. 
 
    If he was right, then that made sense. Nicole must have walked through this area so often that she would have left trails all over. At the same time, that wouldn’t help us much either.  
 
    “So, we can’t go to her directly and will have to follow a set of her tracks?” 
 
    Michael nodded. “Which is why we need to go to her home and figure out the right set of tracks. The strongest one should be the most recent, and unless the kidnapper took her through the same path she takes to come to work, we should be able to discard the tracks that lead in this direction.” 
 
    “Don’t bother; there’s another place she’s been at more recently.” 
 
    He frowned at me. 
 
    “I almost caught up to her yesterday, though the one who took her seemed to have figured out we were there and escaped before we could stop them.” 
 
    “The explosion downtown? That was you?” 
 
    “Not quite me, no, but I was there.” I shook my head. “Follow me, we’ll get a cab, get there as quickly as possible. Perhaps we’ll be able to find her trail.” 
 
    Michael sighed, looking from his compass to me and back again, then nodding. Soon enough, we managed to get a cab. Michael kept himself silent most of the way, too busy looking at his compass and trying to get a hint of where Nicole might be. 
 
    I could understand it, just like I could understand that Nicole never gave up on him. It seemed apparent the two loved each other very much, and wasn’t I the same with my siblings? For them, I had been willing to burn the whole world. I did end up burning the only world we had known until then, though after that… 
 
    I shook my head. I couldn’t get distracted, not at a moment like this. 
 
    Part of the reason I allowed myself to get close to Nicole these last days was that I saw a part of me in her. Like me, she would be willing to do whatever was necessary to keep those she loved safe. In her case, it was her brother Michael. Well, she couldn’t keep him safe exactly, not when she didn’t know where he was, but in a way, I could also understand why he did what he did. 
 
    It didn’t matter. All that did was get Nicole back, safe and sound. When we succeeded with that, she could be reunited with her brother and then beat the crap out of him for all he made her pass through. 
 
    When we reached close to the building, I told the cabby to stop and got out, and Michael followed after me, wincing a little as he did it. He looked rough, obviously exhausted, and I wondered if he was sick. He looked like it; he was so pale that it couldn’t be something recent. He must have been suffering for a while, and I wondered if that played a part in him cutting off Nicole from his life. The stress of this situation surely wasn’t helping. 
 
    With a nudge of my head, I told him to follow and moved until we stood at the entrance of the building. “Well, can you find anything here? Whoever took her had to pass through here with her.” I found myself looking upwards at the building. “I suppose we could try to go to the seventh floor, where she was being held. Maybe there is something to be found there?” 
 
    It didn’t seem like Michael wanted to waste time. He started shaking his head. “No, there’s no need for that. If she passed through here, I will find her. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    I had to wait a bit as he fiddled with his compass before he raised his head and nodded, then started walking. I didn’t say anything as I started following after him. 
 
    Michael took me in an unexpected direction. I knew where Lila was; even now, I could feel her in the distance, our bond becoming more robust with each moment. He was taking us north while she was to the west, but Nicole might not have followed a straight path to get where she was now. 
 
    Whoever took Nicole must have messed with her mind somehow. It was the only explanation for whoever took her to take her through the streets of Greenford without calling any attention. As I followed Michael, we passed through some of the city streets full of crowds, and there was no way the kidnapper could have dragged Nicole through them during the day without calling attention to themselves. 
 
    More than that, there would be plenty of security cameras through the areas we were crossing. If nothing else, if we failed to get to Nicole with Michael’s compass, we should be able to get a glimpse of her kidnapper with this new information. 
 
    Part of me was tempted to call Bloodfist and arrange for that, but not yet. After Michael’s words, I wasn’t sure I could trust the vampire in this, and if this worked and we got to Nicole, we wouldn’t need his help at all. 
 
    And then we kept going, and going, and it took long enough that I started narrowing my eyes. We left the inhabited area and started entering the old industrial park, which had almost been abandoned once the shiny new one on the side of the interstate was built. There were still businesses operating from the vicinity, but few of them, and fewer every year. Sooner or later, the authorities would turn the area into something else. 
 
    It unsettled me. Not the abandoned industrial park, no. This whole situation. 
 
    Lila was almost on the other side of town, following her fragile link to Nicole, confident that the brunette was in that area. And yet, Michael seemed sure Nicole was here. “The pull is getting stronger.” He told me, and I could see the rigidness of the needle in the compass, how it didn’t seem to tremble like before when it was unsure of where Nicole was. “She must be close.” 
 
    I nodded, though my thoughts were busy elsewhere. Did the being that took Nicole manage to fool my summon so wholly? Were they that good to trick a succubus on the fly? If they were, that didn’t indicate anything good, which meant what we would face could be quite dangerous. 
 
    Or perhaps Lila had lied to me or had been mistaken herself. If the being that took Nicole managed to completely shut off her connection to the brunette, she could have fooled herself into thinking she was still feeling the brunette somewhere. 
 
    No, that didn’t make much sense. I didn’t know precisely how powerful Lila was, but she wouldn’t fail in something so essential for their race…  
 
    If she believed Nicole was in one direction, it was because there was something there that was pulling her towards the brunette. 
 
    An effigy of some kind? A trinket that might hold some of Nicole’s essence, the same essence Lila was drawn to. Michael was using his blood, the same blood that ran through Nicole’s veins. They were using different things to track the same woman, and the one who took her might not have taken precautions against both means of tracking. 
 
    Almost everyone believed Michael was gone, after all. 
 
    Perhaps the kidnapper didn’t think they needed to protect against blood tracking. Or maybe they had hoped to lure Michael in, ensure no one else could get to the brunette, and this was all a big trap for the man at my side. 
 
    That, or whoever had done this, had managed to separate Nicole’s essence from her body somehow, and I didn’t want to even think about what could work to do something like that. 
 
    As we reached our destination, we faced what seemed to be an abandoned warehouse. 
 
    “She’s in there,” Michael said with certainty, took a step forward. I reached out with one hand and held onto his shoulder, making him still. He tried to pull against my grip, but I didn’t let go, and he glared at me. “What?” 
 
    “Can’t you feel it?” I told him and gestured for the warehouse in front of us. He just blinked at me, looked at the warehouse, frowned, and then looked back at me again. “There’s a ward in place.” 
 
    He stopped trying to pull away, narrowed his eyes at the warehouse once more, closed them, and reached out with his senses. It took him a while to sense what I did. “I see it.” He shook his head, probably wondering how close we had come to disaster. “How did you see it so easily?” 
 
    “Frankly, the more delicate aspects of magic aren’t ones I excel at, but I have better senses than most.” 
 
    “You’re a summoner.” He pointed out flatly. 
 
    “I am, and quite a good one, I can tell you,” I shrugged when he narrowed his gaze further. “But you, more than most, should understand that summoning requires both finesse and power. And the finesse I possess for summoning came with a lot of practice.” 
 
    “And the power?” 
 
    I didn’t answer him, stepped forward, and reached out with one hand. This time, he was the one who tried to stop me from touching the ward, but I didn’t touch it. Not physically, at least. I did reach out with my magic, my power, and I took hold of it. 
 
    Michael’s eyes widened as he saw what I was doing, and he gaped. His mouth only fell further open when I started pulling, and the ward began to shake. It wasn’t easy. It was a relatively simple thing, but what I was doing needed a lot of power, and most mages wouldn’t even consider something like this possible, not even against a weak ward. And it was weak. On the wards around Nicole’s home, I would never consider doing something like this; they would probably burn me down if I tried to mess with them like this. 
 
    This one? It was easy. It hadn’t been on the building for long; it was well anchored, but no matter how much power one threw at the wards, time was needed for them to settle and absorb that power, and there hadn’t been enough time here. 
 
    I grabbed that ward and pulled it away, ripped it off the anchors holding them to the building, and all the power that had been gathered just flew off, released from the hold that had been over it. 
 
    A sound escaped from Michael’s mouth, and I turned to face him. 
 
    “What?” I asked, seeing the surprise on his face. “It was a very weak ward.” 
 
    “…If you say so.” He said after a while, shook his head, and advanced. I followed him and entered the warehouse. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “You do understand this is an ambush of some kind?” I told Michael as we entered the warehouse, and he stilled in place and shot me a look. “A haunting warehouse in the middle of nowhere, where no one but you could track down your sister. There is a huge chance someone set up this trap for you.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” He shook his head and carefully opened the side door. That it was open only seemed to make it more obvious it was a trap of some kind, and I raised an eyebrow at him when he looked at me. He pursed his lips but didn’t give up and continued forward. 
 
    I mean, I didn’t care it was a trap. If whoever had taken Nicole only meant to face Michael, with me here, things would be very different. If they had accounted for the possibility of Nicole’s brother having help, they might have made other kinds of preparations, but I doubted they would be ready to deal with me. 
 
    Still, it didn’t change the fact we were walking into an ambush. 
 
    There was nothing we could immediately see was out of place. The warehouse's interior was quite dark, but neither Michael nor I made any motion to provide some lighting. We didn’t want to draw attention to ourselves, after all. 
 
    Michael tried to peer at his compass, hoping it would tell us the way, but he just seemed to squint at it without being able to say the path. In fairness, it was pretty dark, and the needle was tiny. “Don’t bother with it,” I told him, shaking my head. “The warehouse is not that big. If Nicole is in here, we’ll find her.” 
 
    I was spreading my senses all over the place, trying to find anything out of the ordinary, trying to find a hint of the brunette. There was nothing that jumped at me as out of place, but I could still feel traces of magic in the air. It didn’t take me long to find one of the reasons for those traces. 
 
    “Stop.” I murmured to Michael, gesturing for something in an old wooden box close to our position. He squinted at it and eventually noticed the rune. “Go around it.” It was pointed at the path we had been on. I was pretty sure it would function much like a claymore. If I hadn’t noticed it, the moment we crossed its path, living flame would have shot at us, trying to consume us. 
 
    We walked around it, kept moving forward, and I didn’t relax for a moment. I spread my senses wide and tried not to miss a thing. It was almost unsettling how quiet the place was; there didn’t seem to be any hint of anyone else around. We crossed more traps, some not quite as noticeable as the first, and yet, despite how much we walked and advanced, there didn’t seem to be anything hinting at Nicole’s presence. Or that of her kidnapper. 
 
    Or was there? 
 
    Something brewed inside my head, a thought I hadn’t pondered before, and I reached for my link with Lila. Like before, I could quickly tell where and how far the succubus was. I did more than that this time, though. I focused harder and then tried to send a message. It wasn’t in words; our bond wasn’t strong enough for that, but a feeling, a sensation. One I hoped she would be able to make sense of. It was basically a query of how things were going, and the answering feelings that came told me she was hopeful, allowed me to imagine they had narrowed down Nicole’s position even further. 
 
    It made me wonder. 
 
    When another rune appeared in our path, one on the ground, Michael shook his head at me and advanced, kneeling down beside it. “We can’t keep wandering about leaving all these traps behind. If someone is here, and we end in a fight, we can’t be walking all over the place fearing falling atop one of these runes.” 
 
    “I suppose not.” I told him, though I was mostly lost in thought. 
 
    Almost as if fate was playing a game with me, my phone chose that exact moment to ring. I quickly pulled it out of my pocket and silenced it, but it was too late. If our enemy didn’t know I was already there, they certainly would after that. 
 
    And yet, there didn’t seem to be any reaction. Michael glared at me, seemingly startled from his task, and his glare was a work of art, but besides that, nothing else seemed out of place. He eventually turned back to his attempt at disarming the rune, and I focused my senses on him, felt how his magic moved over the rune, the surety he displayed as he disarmed the trap someone had laid for us. 
 
    I pulled the phone to my ear and answered it. Ingram spoke from the other side, not bothering with any greetings. “We got the footage from the apartment building.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “There isn’t much of use. Whoever took Nicole was careful to hide his face. It was a man, about five-ten, five-eleven tall. The only thing of note was his paleness.” 
 
    “Uh-uh, slim as well?” I asked, and he confirmed it to me. “I think I know who that might be.” I told him and disconnected the call. 
 
    Then, I found myself facing Michael. His hands had stilled as I worked, and I had no doubt he had heard my conversation with Ingram, although he shouldn’t have been able to as a mage. Not unless he was using magic to enhance his hearing, and I hadn’t noticed him doing that. No, his magic had been too busy working to undo the rune someone etched in our path, undoing that rune with an ease that spoke of someone who had done it many times before, who had worked such magic before. 
 
    The hands of someone who knew exactly what he was doing regarding those runes. 
 
    “I should have seen it before, you know,” I said with a sigh, crossing my arms and looking at the man in front of me, who slowly stretched to his full height. His green eyes showed something inhuman when he looked at me, and I knew the time for deception was past. “How did Nicole reconstruct whatever circle her brother had used for his summonings? It had been almost a year, and the circle should have vanished. Even if some vestige of it remained, she didn’t know enough to reconstruct it all. But if the circle was still active and the blood flowed freely…” 
 
    A chuckle escaped from the creature in front of me. “If only you had taught the girl better, she might have understood what that meant.” 
 
    “Her brother summoned you, whatever you are, and you remain. That was why the circle didn’t break; the being it was used for remained free in the world.” 
 
    That didn’t always happen, obviously. Plenty of summoners kept summons for years, and the circles didn’t always remain active, but that was a matter of the summoner deactivating it afterward. Otherwise, if the otherworldly being that had been summoned remained, the circle would as well. 
 
    Whatever was in front of me probably hadn’t bothered doing anything about it. Why should he? 
 
    “Tell me, have you assumed Michael’s form in some kind of mockery, or is he in there?” 
 
    “Some of him still remains.” The figure controlling Michael’s body said, running a hand down the front of his frame. “A voice in the back of my head, a feeling where there should be none. His ability to resist me is long gone.” 
 
    “Yes, and with it, his body.” I found myself chuckling. “That is why you look so sick. The body is expiring. It’s not yours; it belonged to him, and as his spirit dwindles in strength, the worse you look. How long will you be able to keep it, I wonder?” 
 
    He chuckled, and the way the sound seemed to echo around us meant to make it unsettling. And maybe it would be for someone else. I had seen worse things, though, and despite it all, I didn’t fear the being in front of me. No, it might be a demon, and it possessed Michael and could use his power and his energy, and perhaps even its own in this shape, but nothing of what I had seen of it made me think it would be a real threat to me. 
 
    “You know, that was something that worried me much more before the delicious Nicole showed herself to me. Did you know that I didn't know dear Michael had a sister before I felt my summoning circle being used again?” The words that came out of his mouth seemed to be echoed by other voices, almost as if more than one being was speaking simultaneously, and the air itself seemed to tremble at it. It didn’t belong in this world; it didn’t try to fit, unlike many other summons that came to our world. 
 
    Many, like Lila, would be too eager to live on Earth as it was and enjoy all its comforts. The being in front of me didn’t. Certainly, it wished to prolong its presence in our reality, but it would try to change it if it could, make it more palatable to his existence. Not that he would manage to do it. There would need to be something far more potent than the being in front of me to accomplish something like that, but it would wish for it. 
 
    “He hid it from me, buried it so deeply that I think he even forgot about it. He spoke so much during the first months when I took over until his spirit started breaking and his body with it. He tried to bargain with me, tried everything he could think of to make me release him.” Michael, or better said, the being wearing him, tutted. “And then we both felt the pull from the circle. He understood immediately that someone else was in his home, using his ritual room to summon. His memories of sweet Nicole invaded our mind then; as you can imagine, it was quite easy for me to notice them.” 
 
    “And you tricked her.” I sighed. “You didn’t dare enter the home, not quite knowing how the wards would react to you, but you would find it easy to draw her out using her brother's visage. And you took her.” 
 
    Michael shrugged. “I need another body. It was quite easy to influence Nicole, and by the time she figured something was wrong, it was too late. I’ve been preparing her for a while now. This time, when I take a new body, it won’t break down as Michael did. Nicole will last me far longer than he did.” 
 
    “And yet, here we are. Instead of trying to finish your work with her, you’re losing your time with me.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Michael said with a chuckle, starting to pace in front of me, never letting his green eyes stray away from mine. “I felt your summoning too, you know? I tasted some of your power when you summoned the succubus.” 
 
    “Figured out I would make a much better host than Nicole?” 
 
    He stopped and shrugged at me. “It is the truth, is it not? You have far more power and experience than she does. I don’t just bring my own power in when I become someone. I consume theirs and learn what they’ve learned. You would be a much-welcomed addition to my Chorus. And if I had you, there would be no reason for me to play around with Nicole.” 
 
    “Even if that was true, I’m not foolish enough to give you access to myself or my power.” 
 
    “You might not have a choice.” Michael leaned forward and almost seemed to leer at me. “Not if I beat you down and break your mind bit by bit.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    He chuckled at me. “Poor Michael thought he could resist me too, and now look where he is. Are you hoping to save him too?” 
 
    “No, it’s too late for him.” And it was, unfortunately. If the damage to his spirit was so bad his body was breaking down, there was nothing that could be done to save him. The damage would continue until his spirit passed to the Ether and his body broke down completely. And his torment would continue even then. With his spirit, the closest thing to a soul anyone had confirmed existed, on the Ether, it would belong to the being possessing him, would be marked by it, and in time, it would fall on the other’s hands again, and from there he would never leave. 
 
    Was that what the being in front of me was? A mix of all the spirits something had gathered over the years, taken into itself and swallowed until it seemed to become something new? Not all the otherworldly beings that could be summoned were as simple as a succubus who wanted pleasure, fed on it, and loved to invoke it. Lila would be more than happy to spend her life having sex and enjoying the finest pleasures in the world. Oh, she would undoubtedly love to gather power at the same time, grow stronger, more alluring, and gain more influence, but her wants were far closer to those of a human than those of the being in front of me. 
 
    Another echoing chuckle escaped from the creature, and it approached me, stopping just a couple of feet away. “Are you really going to try to fight me here? Where I prepared the terrain in my favor?” 
 
    I scoffed. “I could have given you a month to prepare your ambush; it wouldn’t change anything. You can’t beat me. I mean, nice going with trying to fool me and all, but you didn’t know who you were messing with.” 
 
    “Do you think…” I didn’t listen anymore, not now that I knew this was not Nicole’s brother. There was no fooling anyone; I knew this would end up in a fight. Why waste any more time? 
 
    The monster wearing Michael’s skin didn’t see me move, but then, when I truly wished to, few beings could. One moment, I was a couple of feet away from him; the next, I was right next to where he had been with my fist extended, and Michael was flying through the air, crashing against a series of old abandoned wooden boxes, going through them, and then sliding hard over the floor of the warehouse until he hit one of the pillars and came to a stop. The pillar made a noise of protest, and a crack slowly built up from the point of impact to somewhere around the middle of it. 
 
    And then I took a languid step forward, moving towards the wheezing creature. 
 
    I didn’t let that fool me either. Beings from the other side of the divide who focused on possession didn’t need to feel pain. They could simply ignore the signs from the body they were inhabiting.  
 
    And the moment I got close to him, he lashed out with a hand, throwing a wave of darkness at me. I narrowed my eyes, moved to the side, and then quickly brushed against that expanding darkness, wondering what it would do, but it didn’t harm me in any way. It was only meant to hinder my vision, and it did so. It had already been hard to see inside the warehouse. With that, it became even more difficult. Silence followed, and I started moving around, trying to find any hint of him. 
 
    The creature’s voice echoing all around me didn’t help me locate him either. 
 
    “You’re strong; I’ll give you that,” Michael told me, his voice echoing all around. The darkness spread further and seemed to surround the whole area, and I realized I needed to disperse it if I meant to use my vision at all. “But will that…” 
 
    He didn’t finish the phrase before he struck, appearing to my right, a baseball bat in his hands. I didn’t miss his presence, not so close, but I didn’t bother to dodge. His bat hit me in the face. And it basically exploded. Splinters shot out everywhere, some even hitting me in the eyes. It didn’t matter. None of them penetrated, none of them harmed me in the slightest. 
 
    I watched as the demon gaped at that, and then I hit him again, harder than before. 
 
    Funnily enough, he ended up against the same pillar, and this time, it shook hard enough to almost break. 
 
    “You know, I can sling magic with the best out there,” I said as I moved towards him. He had left a trail through the darkness I punched him through, which meant it had to be something physical. I made the air swirl inside the warehouse, and it pulled the dark with it, allowing me to see once more. “But this? Using my hands and my body as a weapon? That’s what I’m good at.” 
 
    He glared at me, stayed in place, then grinned. I knew why, but I didn’t care. I put a foot on top of one of his hidden runes and let it blow up. 
 
    His face as I stepped through the living flames trying to devour me was pretty amusing. Not even my clothes were singed. It wasn’t just the fact I was tough as hell; I also had a permanent, almost skintight, shield around my body. It had taken much during my life, and while it had been a pain to keep it up while I slept, I eventually managed it. 
 
    I knew the moment the monster realized he wouldn’t be able to beat me. 
 
    With a ragged motion, the creature tried to stand and ended up pressed against that pillar, a hand clutching his side. He might not feel pain, but enough damage ensured the body didn’t work as well as he wanted it to. His ribs had splintered with my punch, and even now, parts of them stuck out of the figure before me. The green eyes that looked at me were wide with what seemed to be surprise and I couldn’t deny it pleased me. 
 
    I stopped on my stride towards him when I felt another rune on the ground before me, and I reached for it, pulled it from its anchor much like I had done to the wards around the place, and it disappeared with a sizzle. “Your traps won’t work.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” He hissed at me, but there was a wince in his face when he got to his feet, and he almost seemed to stumble. 
 
    I struck him hard, and Michael’s body was already damaged. When I said it was breaking apart, I was being literal. This demon didn’t know enough about how to keep it intact. As Michael’s spirit became damaged, so did the body. The bones became more brittle, and the skin seemed to crack. Eventually, organs would start failing, adding to the whole. With the damage I had already inflicted on him, he would expire sooner or later. I just needed to ensure it was sooner. 
 
    Suddenly, Michael gestured with one hand, and some of the crates that had gotten destroyed before rushed towards me, the debris pulled by the demon’s telekinesis. He tried to pin me in place at the same time with that ability, but an effort of my will was enough to break his attempt, and though getting hit by those crates wouldn’t do much, I didn’t let it happen. I shifted aside far quicker than a human might possibly move, avoided most of the debris, and the only piece that would have actually hit me was grabbed before it could. 
 
    I pushed my magic into it, saw how he was using his power, overwhelmed it, and broke it, and then I threw that piece of wood at the demon. He only had time to widen his eyes before the wood hit him hard enough to explode into little pieces, making him crash again. When he made to get to his feet, I was beside him. My kick sent him flying – literally. 
 
    He sailed sixty feet through the air, crashed down against the concrete, and something cracked in him. Another wheezing sound escaped him; this time, he didn’t bother trying to get to his feet. His mangled legs wouldn’t let him anyway. I was pretty sure his spine was broken as well. 
 
    This was not the first possession I had heard about. There were beings from the other side that seemed to enjoy taking over the bodies of humans, either because their actual bodies wouldn’t function well in our world or because they were that sadistic. I didn’t know what it was regarding the being in Michael, but one thing was sure: it still seemed limited by the constraints of a human body. In some of the cases I read about, the bodies had still moved despite injuries that should have made it impossible. 
 
    One account that I could remember from the Middle Ages featured a case where a headless body terrorized a swath of land in some eastern European country until the demon that had been possessing it was pushed back to where it came from. 
 
    The one in Michael couldn’t do that. It was still limited, which meant it wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    He still spoke, though. “Do you really think this will be that easy?” He asked me, trying to crawl away from me as I approached. 
 
    “I think you won’t last long in this world,” I replied, shaking my head. “Your body is breaking, and what will happen to you when it finishes doing so? It will be back to the Ether with you and from there to whatever realm you lived in before.” 
 
    The echoing chuckle he graced me with then made me narrow my gaze. “Oh, it would have been that if not for sweet Nicole.” I found my eyes widening at those words, wondering what he meant by them and moving forward, kneeling beside him and reaching out with one hand, pushing down against his chest, forcing him onto the floor. “But I got my hooks in her…” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate, punched down, put my fist through his head and into the concrete below, almost buried it to the elbow. Viscera and other fluids clung to my fist, but I didn’t care and pulled it back, hoping that was it. 
 
    But then, I felt something swirl by me, like a dark wind rushing around my frame and then away, the demon’s incorporeal being flying off towards the west, free from the constraints of Michael’s body. Free to go to Nicole and possess her in turn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The moment the demon disappeared from my senses, I felt a burst of satisfaction and determination from my bond with Lila, and I realized the succubus must have been able to locate Nicole. With the demon formless, I doubted it could still keep up whatever protections he was using to keep the succubus from finding Nicole, and my summon was now free to get to her. 
 
    I feared it might be too late. And there was the fact that I didn’t know if Lila could do anything to stop the other demon from possessing the brunette. 
 
    I didn’t think I would be able to do anything about it. I’d hoped that killing Michael would have put an end to it all and forced the demon into the Ether, but somehow, it had managed to anchor itself to this world, and I feared it had something to do with Nicole. 
 
    I hoped I was mistaken, or I feared that the only way to stop him… 
 
    I shook my head, trying to push that thought aside. 
 
    There was no time to be lost, not for anything. I left the warehouse, pulled at the connection with Lila, and knew where she was. I didn’t hesitate. I ran. 
 
    I didn’t run like a normal human might, though. I pushed myself to the limit, sending magic to my limbs, making me run far faster than any average human might ever do. I kept to the shadows for the most part, didn’t hold back from jumping high and climbing into the rooftops of some of the buildings around and then jumping from one to the next. Night had fallen during our little trek to the industrial area, and now I used the shadows in my favor, allowing them to keep me hidden, pulling them around my body, and making it harder for anyone to discern what I was. 
 
    It was risky. People would still get glimpses of me no matter how careful I was. Most would just shake their heads and wonder if they were seeing things, then ignore the matter. Others, not so much. Word of me using magic like this might get to others and might create some friction in the future if they thought I risked revealing magic to the world, but I didn’t care, not at that moment. At the end of the day, a few people might tell the world they saw something strange, but if that was all it was needed to break the secrecy the supernatural had been clinging to for so long, it wouldn’t have lasted long anyway. 
 
    All that mattered was getting to Nicole as quickly as I could, and I followed my link with Lila to do it. The succubus was far closer to our destination than I was, would get there first, and I hoped she could do something. I hoped she would be able to save Nicole. 
 
    I feared there was nothing to be done. 
 
    I shook my head, focused on getting to the brunette first. Once I was there, I would see what could be done. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, another burst of satisfaction came from Lila, and I knew she had reached Nicole. Then I felt worry and something else, and the emotions from that link seemed to dull once more, and I shook my head and pushed myself even harder. Eventually, I reached my destination. 
 
    It was a small house in an area that could almost be called a suburb, well maintained and well taken care of, and I only hesitated for a few moments before entering, wondering what the demon had done to the ones that lived there before. I didn’t need to wonder for long. There were two bodies in the kitchen, and I flinched as I realized those were my fault as well. If I had gotten the demon and Nicole back at the building apartment downtown, these people wouldn’t have died. If we hadn’t followed the pull toward Nicole, he would have remained holed up in his apartment and without reason for him to seek a new hiding place. 
 
    I shook my head. There was nothing I could do for these people, not any longer. Perhaps all I could do was ensure the one who killed them didn’t survive and never hurt anyone else again. 
 
    I found Lila in the bedroom, seated on the bed with Nicole half-lying on her lap, and when the succubus’s golden eyes met mine… 
 
    I closed my eyes and felt despair taking hold of me. “Is there anything to be done?” I asked Lila, knowing she would understand me. 
 
    She bit her lower lip and then shook her head. “The Chorus must have left some of itself behind, anchored it to Nicole. It allowed it to push itself into her mind. It’s inside her body now and will take her over sooner or later.” 
 
    That was it, then. We had failed. 
 
    I had failed. 
 
    My legs were shaking as I slowly closed the distance towards the bed, sitting on its edge, my back to the two females atop it. I knew what needed to be done now, what the only remaining solution was, but I didn’t want to do it. 
 
    “I can wake her up for a few moments if you want,” Lila told me, and I shot her a look. She shrugged at me. “I have my own link to Nicole. I can call to the part of her that is still her and keep the Chorus at bay, but you know what needs to be done.” 
 
    “You’re asking me to condemn Nicole to a fate worse than death.” 
 
    There was no choice now. We couldn’t allow the Chorus to remain in our world; it needed to be expelled. Unfortunately, it had a hold on Nicole’s spirit; it would drag her to the Ether and eventually pull her spirit into whatever realm it came from. 
 
    “Better to do it now while her spirit is still intact,” Lila replied. I knew she was right but didn’t want to do it. “Where her spirit might still be able to fight against the Chorus’s hold and perhaps break free.” 
 
    “And what then? Her spirit rooms free in the Ether for all eternity?” 
 
    Lila shrugged. “Perhaps. It might be able to flow into wherever human spirits flow to otherwise. It might be that something else can reach out to her.” 
 
    “Something else?” There was something about the way she said that. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her, and after a moment of trying to look innocent, the succubus smirked. Then I remembered why we had been able to track Nicole before and why Lila was confident she could wake Nicole and make her talk to us. I understood exactly what the something Lila said might be able to reach Nicole was: herself. 
 
    “If her spirit gets free in the Ether, you can get to her?” I asked. 
 
    The succubus nodded, a small smirk on her lips. I dived into our bond, pressed against it, and felt what she was feeling, and I couldn’t ignore her satisfaction. It made me glare at her. 
 
    She chuckled at me. “Please, I had nothing to do with this situation, but I can’t deny my own nature. I’m a being of desire, master.” I couldn’t help but think the title was said in a mocking tone. “I desire everything and everyone, power and fun, and everything anyone could desire.” She looked down at Nicole, reached out, and softly caressed her cheek. “I desire Nicole, just as you do, perhaps even more because of it. Tell me, wouldn’t it be much better for me to be the one that gets her spirit? Or would you really prefer the Chorus to get her?” 
 
    I would prefer neither of them got her, but if it was indeed a choice between those two, I didn’t doubt Lila would be the preferred choice. 
 
    “That would still mean her spirit would have to get free on its own,” I told her. “How likely is that?” 
 
    Lila hesitated. “More likely if we don’t waste any time and do what needs to be done. Kill her, let her and the Chorus slip into the Ether, and I’ll do my best to wrestle her spirit free from him.” 
 
    For a moment, I almost did just that. 
 
    Then I shook my head. “Not yet, not when that might not be enough,” I told her. “Wake Nicole up; I want to speak to her.” 
 
    Lila’s look told me she thought I was being foolish, and perhaps I was, but I needed to do it. I needed to talk to her, and then I would have to do something else. 
 
    It took a few moments for Nicole’s green eyes to flutter open, and I smiled at her when they met mine. “Hi!” I told her, then watched as tears filled her eyes. 
 
    “Michael, he…” Nicole said, and started crying, putting her hands against her face and sobbing into them. I felt a pang in my heart at the sight of her suffering, especially knowing what would follow. It pained me that I couldn’t let her grieve as she deserved and that I needed to push her even further, but there was no time to be wasted. 
 
    “Michael is dead, Nicole, and I’m sorry, but the being that took him over is inside you now.” I told her, and her eyes widened when they looked at me. 
 
    “I…” She started, stopped, and then tilted her head to the side. “I can feel it now. It’s screaming at me, its voices echoing all over the place, though they seem muffled somehow.” Only then did she realize she was leaning against someone. She looked behind her and gulped when her eyes met Lila’s. “You…” Nicole blushed then, a red color that took over her face to the roots of her hair. 
 
    Lila smirked and tightened her hold around the other female, almost rubbing herself against Nicole. The brunette swallowed, and I almost glared at Lila for her antics, but at least they seemed to have distracted Nicole from her grief, so I couldn’t entirely blame the succubus for them. 
 
    “I’m keeping that monster at bay, beautiful girl. You’ll be safe as long as you remain in my arms.” Lila told her, and Nicole bit her lower lip, then allowed herself to relax against the succubus, looking at me afterward. 
 
    “It’s going to do to me what it did to my brother, isn’t it?” She asked me, and there was something close to despair in her tone. “I should have seen it right away, that there was something wrong with Michael, but it only showed its true face when I was in its hands.” 
 
    I couldn’t deny it to her, no matter how much I would have liked to. I nodded, and she released another sob and then breathed in. 
 
    “What are you going to do then? You must have something in mind to have wanted to talk to me.” 
 
    “Do you remember what I told you of the dangers of summoning?” I asked her, and she bit her lower lip. “What can happen to one’s spirit if the being on the other side manages to latch onto it?” 
 
    “It’s going to drag me into the Ether, won’t it?” There were no words to describe the breadth of despair that took over Nicole at those words. And I could understand it. I had just told her she was going to face a fate worse than death. How else could I have expected her to react? 
 
    “There is another choice,” I told her, and she blinked at me. Hope shone out of her momentarily, but she must have looked at my face and realized the choice might not be that great. And it wasn’t. I trusted Lila far more with Nicole’s spirit, trusted the succubus to not torture the brunette for shits and giggles, but she was still an otherworldly being and a succubus besides. I looked at Lila for a moment, and the succubus tried, but she couldn’t hide her greed, her desire. “The being that took you is not the only one with a claim to you.” 
 
    It took a while for Nicole to understand, but when she did, she turned her head and looked at the succubus holding her. Lila smirked at her. “Yes, I might be able to get to your spirit first, especially if you hold against the Chorus's attempts at pulling you out of the Ether and into his realm. And if you don’t fight against me.” Lila caressed one of Nicole’s cheeks, and the brunette shuddered. 
 
    I coughed and made Nicole turn to me again. “I can offer you a choice, Nicole.” 
 
    “Between which will be my master after I die?” She laughed then, but there was something almost despairing to the motion. “Because there is no doubt about that. I don’t want to belong to the one who did this to me.” 
 
    Lila smirked, obviously pleased. 
 
    “No,” I told her, and both females frowned at me. “I would never allow that to happen, and that will certainly not be a choice you’ll face,” I told her. Nicole blinked at me, and Lila frowned. “The choice I can offer you is between belonging to Lila or non-existence.” 
 
    Nicole blinked at that, not understanding once more. Lila blinked as well, probably not quite getting what I was implying or not believing I could do what I promised the brunette. Then I looked into her eyes, let her see the truth in my posture, and saw the succubus’s mouth drop open. Her startlement wasn’t visible for long; she eventually closed her mouth and narrowed her eyes at me, considering me. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nicole asked me. 
 
    “I can destroy your spirit,” I told Nicole. “Nothing will get a hold of it then.” 
 
    The brunette swallowed. “Isn’t the spirit kind of like my soul?” 
 
    I chuckled, though it wasn’t an amused sound. “That is something no one seems able to answer for sure, but I can do what I promised you. It’s either non-existence for you or Lila. Your choice.” 
 
    Nicole swallowed at me, slowly letting her eyes drift to the succubus holding her. She didn’t ask anything out loud, but Lila seemed to understand what worried her. 
 
    “If you come to me, pretty one, I’ll make you like me – a succubus. And I’ll summon you to earth immediately after, allow you to continue with your life, though a bit differently from before.” Now, I was the one who gaped at the succubus. What? That should not be possible; it shouldn’t be something she had the power to do, and I narrowed my gaze at her. Despite everything, though, I didn’t sense any attempt at deception on her part. Lila believed everything she was saying, and I couldn’t help but gape at her for it. She didn’t miss that either and chuckled at me. “You’re not the only one with secrets, master.” 
 
    Her golden eyes met mine and held my gaze without effort, and I felt a shiver race down my back. I didn’t know who Lila was, what other names she might possess, or what abilities she had. Several otherworldly beings could assume more than one different persona in our world, but they weren’t as limited in their own. I didn’t doubt she had names she could have given to herself that would be far more known to me. 
 
    Nicole looked at me, almost asking if the succubus was telling the truth. I shrugged. Lila believed it. If that was the whole truth, I couldn’t say, but that she thought she could do it was there. 
 
    After that, I didn’t doubt what her answer would be. Becoming a succubus, allowing Lila to get a hold over her… 
 
    I had no doubt Nicole would have liked for that not to happen. But non-existence, to vanish completely? If the choice was that, she made the only choice someone rational would do. “I pick her.” 
 
    The satisfaction that took hold of the succubus’s features was evident, and she didn’t hesitate to caress Nicole’s face, making the brunette turn to her. And when Nicole did, Lila didn’t hesitate to lean down and press a harsh kiss to her lips. 
 
    Nicole reddened into the kiss, but she certainly didn’t seem to fight it as much as I would expect her to. 
 
    I let it continue long enough, then started coughing until the succubus eventually pulled back and chuckled at me. I sent her a glare. We didn’t have time to waste. Then I looked at Nicole. “Now, I want you to close your eyes. I will ask Lila to let the being inside you come to the front. I want to talk to it.” 
 
    Nicole shivered at that, hesitated, but eventually did as I asked. Lila raised an eyebrow at me as if asking if I was sure, and I nodded at her. She narrowed her golden eyes but did as I asked of her. 
 
    When Nicole’s green eyes opened, I knew right away she wasn’t the only one looking on from inside them. At first, the being in Nicole remained still, then tried to pull away, but Lila tightened her grip around that frame, and no matter how much the one inside Nicole struggled, it couldn’t pull away. 
 
    “Do you really believe the lie you told the girl?” The Chorus made no attempt to hide itself, letting the words echo around us, giving Nicole’s voice a nature it had never possessed. “That you’ll be able to protect her from me?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a lie.” I told it. 
 
    “No? Then why are you talking to me?” She chuckled, and I let her do it, too busy reaching out, focusing my senses on her flesh, body, and magic. I knew how Nicole’s magic functioned; I had seen it in action before, though only a couple of times, when I had her practice focusing exercises. It was enough for what I needed it. “Please, I know the truth. You’re trying to scare me and make me abandon the girl. Well, I won’t. I’ll force you to destroy this body, throw me back into the Ether, and I’ll drag her soul with me and make a toy out of her. She’ll still be paying for your insolence a thousand years from now.” 
 
    “You’re right about one thing,” I told the being inside Nicole. “I’ll destroy that body. Unfortunately, it will be necessary.” 
 
    I focused, reached deep within me, to a memory of a place I hoped never to have to think again. And I pulled that memory forward, let it fill me, let it gather within me. Slowly, I raised a hand, opened its palm to the air, and gathered flame within it. Only it wasn’t normal flame. 
 
    It looked like waves of tarnished gold and seemed to hum as it gathered atop my hand. It didn’t burn or shift with the air around; it rested placidly atop my hand, only held there by my will. 
 
    The effect it had on the two beings before me… 
 
    The one possessing Nicole seemed to start struggling again, not quite knowing what it was gazing at, but for some reason, understanding it could harm it as nothing had ever done. Lila looked at it with wide eyes, and her golden eyes moved from those golden flames to my face and back again, and I couldn’t help but think she knew what I held even better than I did. 
 
    It made me narrow my gaze, and part of me was so curious I wanted to ask her about it, but I held back. Dealing with the Chorus was more important. 
 
    “Stop.” It told me, shaking Nicole’s head and trying to pull back from me. “I’ll release the girl.” 
 
    Even if I was inclined to believe it, and I wasn’t, it needed to be destroyed. I pushed that flame against Nicole’s frame, feeling it burn the entity inside her and consume the Chorus. Only the fact I knew Nicole so well stopped me from burning her spirit as well, kept the flame contained to the magic inside of her that wasn’t hers. The magic that connected to the spirit of the being possessing her. 
 
    Unfortunately, no matter how much I might want to, Nicole couldn’t survive this. This process would destroy the anchor from her spirit to her body and burn it to cinders. Only my control over the golden flame would stop it from burning her soul; I kept it only on the invading one. 
 
    Nicole, or the being inside of her, screamed in desperation. It felt itself burn alive, and I didn’t stop, not even when pleas that sounded like Nicole came from her lips. 
 
    I kept burning and burning, a fire that was only spiritual and didn’t put a single blemish on Nicole’s body or clothes. Not until it completely burned what kept a spirit tethered to the body, and her body just turned into dust. 
 
    It was done. 
 
    That golden flame remained in my hands for a moment, and Lila kept gazing at it. 
 
    And then I let it go out and looked into the succubus’s golden eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked the succubus. 
 
    I tried to ignore the remains of Nicole’s body, the almost dust that lingered atop this strange bed for a time before it seemed to swirl away and vanish completely. I didn’t take my eyes away from Lila’s golden ones. 
 
    “You must want something to do what you told Nicole you would do. What deal do you want?” I wouldn’t fool myself. Lila was a succubus; she would never give anything away without a reason. She would do what she told Nicole she could, but there would be a price to pay, and it wasn’t as if Nicole was in any position to pay the other female anything. 
 
    The brunette belonged to Lila now. The moment the succubus let herself leave this world and stepped into the Ether, she would find her way to Nicole’s spirit, drag it away to her original realm, and Nicole would be hers. 
 
    “I could tease you for so long for that knowledge, master.” Once more, the title seemed more mocking than anything. “But we both know we don’t have any time to waste, don’t we? My link with Nicole is quite fragile, and I don’t intend to allow her to remain in the Ether for long. I’m not willing to risk losing her, not when that means losing the means to get to you.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Nothing, for now,” Lila said, shrugging her shoulder. “I’ve fulfilled my end of the deal, got you to Nicole. Our deal is done. Summon me in a few days, use the circle you’ve used before, and I’ll come back, and then we’ll negotiate a new deal.” 
 
    That she didn’t tell me what she wanted only made me angry, yet I didn’t doubt that was part of her plan. The more off-balance she kept me, the easier it would be for her to get her way. “Fine, I’ll do that,” I told her eventually, sighing once I managed to gather myself. There are a few things I still need to take care of in the meantime. 
 
    A sound seemed to echo inside my mind as my bond with Lila broke. The succubus let herself fade into the Ether. She almost seemed a mirage for a moment, and then there was nothing there. I stayed looking at the place she had been for a while, then at the bed where I watched Nicole die, shook my head, and got to my feet. 
 
    I needed to get out of there, especially seeing as it had been the place of a murder. Sooner or later, someone would find the dead bodies inside, and the longer I remained there, the longer there might be something to incriminate me. 
 
    I was careful when leaving the house, ensured no one was paying attention, and molded shadows around me. It wouldn’t make me invisible, but it would camouflage me until I got away, and I could feel comfortable dropping the illusion. A part of me feared I would never feel comfortable ever again. 
 
    Nicole was dead. 
 
    It might not be a permanent thing, not if Lila got to her, but the girl I met, the one I had a crush on, would change. 
 
    And it was all my fault. I was the one who failed to make her heed my warnings; I was the one who was too slow to get to her, and once I did, all I could do was grant her the choice of which awful fate she would get. All of it was my fault. If I had just been better… 
 
    Recrimination wouldn’t help me, not really. 
 
    I would probably carry the guilt of it all to the end of my life. Perhaps, in time, if Nicole showed herself comfortable with her new existence, I might eventually get over it, but until such a thing… 
 
    Once more, my thoughts turned to Lila and what the succubus might want from me for this. There was very little I wouldn’t give to get Nicole back. It wasn’t just a matter of my crush on the brunette; I felt responsible for all that happened. Once more, I couldn’t help but regret that I hadn’t just ignored Nicole, revealing that I was a mage and could help her with summoning. I doubted she would have stopped trying to work on the matter on her own, and she wasn’t far from reaching a point where she might have ended up doing what she did, but perhaps it would have delayed her just enough to make the Chorus that had possessed Michael die in the meantime. 
 
    Too late for that, now. 
 
    I found myself walking through the streets of Greenford, lost in thought, not quite knowing where to go. I didn’t think; I just allowed my legs to carry me. I only realized I was moving towards the Magic Book a few minutes later and stopped in place. 
 
    Almost as if the world wanted to mock me, my phone rang at that exact time. 
 
    It was the same number as when Ingram called, and I didn’t feel too inclined to answer it. I let it ring for a while, but it seemed obvious it wouldn’t stop, and I knew I couldn’t keep ignoring it for long. I mean, I could; it just wouldn’t be worth it. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “What I want is to understand what is going on.” It was Bloodfist on the other side of the line, not Ingram, and I stilled for a moment, wondering what to tell him. “My men tell me your succubus ran away from them. They tried to follow but couldn’t keep up.” 
 
    “I caught up the one that took Nicole, took him down.” 
 
    “Oh, indeed?” There was something strange in his voice. It took me a moment to realize it was surprise. I narrowed my eyes at that. Why would he be surprised that I took down Nicole’s kidnapper? 
 
    There was something there, something I needed to dig deeper into. 
 
    “Yes, and that broke whatever interference blocked us from tracking her down. That’s why my summon took off.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “So do I,” I told him, and I could almost imagine the frown on his face when I said that. “Strange that you’re not asking about Nicole herself. You seemed so worried about her before.” 
 
    “I assume she’s with you, obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously.” I said, not telling him the truth, not allowing any of my many doubts to get into my voice. Silence followed that until it became almost awkward. 
 
    “Well, seeing as the problem is solved and this kidnapper will not be a problem any longer…” He didn’t quite finish the phrase, put it in a questioning tone, and I let the silence linger a while longer. 
 
    “He won’t.” I answered eventually. 
 
    “Well, then, I assume this concludes our business.” 
 
    “It seems like it, doesn’t it?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything else and disconnected, and I narrowed my eyes at the phone afterward. My mind went over our conversation and the strangeness I felt, and I narrowed my eyes when I realized he seemed more worried about the kidnapper than Nicole herself. 
 
    Mighty strange for someone who seemed so worried about the brunette before. 
 
    Almost like whatever use he had for her was exhausted now… 
 
    I let my mind linger on that for a while longer, but now that I had my phone in hand, there was someone else I felt deserved to get news. I didn’t know Marcy or the rest of the staff at The Magic Book well enough, but their worry for the brunette had been evident, and I couldn’t help but think they deserved some news. What to tell them, though? At the moment, Nicole was the closest thing to dead one could get to. I didn’t think Lila was lying; I truly believed the succubus could bring the other female back, even if reborn as a succubus, but what to tell those who had cared about Nicole? 
 
    It wasn’t as if I could tell them the truth, not when I didn’t know that everything would work out or that Nicole would want them to know how she changed once she got back. 
 
    And yet, they still needed to know something. They deserved it. 
 
    In the end, I opted for a lie. I told them I put a stop to the one who took Nicole, would get her home, and help her recover for a while. I didn’t say it out loud, but I let them understand it would be better if they could allow her a few days to recover. I hoped that after that, I might be able to summon Lila, get everything settled between us, and get Nicole back. 
 
    That would mean giving the succubus whatever she wanted. I didn’t know how hard she would push, how much she would desire, and I dreaded it, even as I feared I would give her what she wanted. 
 
    There were limits to how far I would go to get Nicole safe and sound, even if changed. Despite everything that happened, more people depended on me than just Nicole. My siblings counted on me, and I had already exposed myself much, taking the risks I did… 
 
    It might create problems. 
 
    It might create opportunities as well. 
 
    More and more, I was starting to realize I couldn’t spend the rest of my life hiding. None of us could. Eventually, we would have to deal with our enemies, one way or another. 
 
    And perhaps I could start preparing for it a bit more seriously than before. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    After another hour of walking around, I reached Red Night and watched as the crowds entered and left the place, lost in my thoughts. I had been going over a realization I had half-made during my conversation with Bloodfist. 
 
    Was it wise to confront the vampire about it? Perhaps not, but frankly, I didn’t care. 
 
    I was angry, both at myself and the world. And if what I believed might have happened had any hint of truth to it… 
 
    I didn’t bother with the main entrance and found myself walking towards the side door from where Rashid had walked out when I confronted him before. There was a bouncer there, an average human from what I could figure out, not even a servant. 
 
    He bade me to stop, and for a moment, I almost didn’t. 
 
    You could catch flies better with honey than with vinegar, though. I asked him to call one of his bosses and tell them I was there. He frowned at me, but something made him do it, and soon after, he shifted to the side and told me to enter. 
 
    Luther approached me inside and sneered at me before telling me to follow him. I didn’t even bother to react, too lost in thought. Frankly, I wasn’t exactly sure what I was doing there. Anger ran through my veins, and if my suspicions were correct, I might do something I might come to regret. Or perhaps not. I certainly wouldn’t lose sleep over the death of a bloodsucker. 
 
    When I got into the lair, they seemed to be partying. It made me narrow my eyes and fed my earlier anger, and I knew there might be many different reasons for it. I saw Bloodfist near one of the walls, clearly entertaining himself, cheering as he watched a few of his underlings dance close to him. The vampiric women seemed to be trying to entice him to join them, and he seemed tempted to do it. 
 
    Then his eyes drifted in my direction. A smile appeared on his lips, and he didn’t hesitate to move my way. “Welcome, my friend.” He let his words echo around us, bringing the room's attention to me. I faced it without difficulty. I watched Bloodfist come closer without hesitation, without giving a hint of how angry I was. 
 
    It didn’t fool me. He was a vampire, and an old one at that. I didn’t doubt he could read my mood without difficulty, and he either thought he could fool me as it was or hoped that I wouldn’t make a scene. 
 
    “Am I really?” 
 
    He stilled in place and tilted his head to the side. “Are you what?” 
 
    “Your friend.” I replied, letting a smirk take hold of my lips. It made him narrow his eyes just slightly. Almost certainly, Bloodfist wasn’t used to being challenged, especially in his own lair, and especially not like this. He wasn’t the only one who noticed the challenge in my tone, and what had before been absent interest in our conversation now seemed to sharpen. 
 
    “If you want to,” Bloodfist answered me with a smile. Then his eyes narrowed. “And if you learn to hold your tongue.” 
 
    “Ah, well, I always had a bit of a problem with that.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you should remedy it,” Bloodfist told me, swaggering closer, no longer trying to pretend to be a magnanimous monster. His tone had gotten deadly, and there was plenty of threat in it. “You got what you wanted, summoner. You somehow dealt with the monster behind the girl’s kidnapping; you got the girl. Be content with that, and don’t try to find problems where there’s no need to be none.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not quite sure about that,” I told him. “For one, I omitted something when I spoke to you before. Nicole is dead.” He blinked at it. “I have every intention of getting her back, but for the moment, she’s as good as dead.” 
 
    He blinked again, not having expected the words. 
 
    “Well, then, perhaps I can forgive your behavior. Grief does strange things to people.” 
 
    “It does, doesn’t it? In my case, it even made me think and notice some things I should have noticed before.” I smirked, and there was nothing pleasant about the gesture. 
 
    “Oh? What about?” The blonde vampire crossed his arms as he glared at me. I didn’t doubt that if he was sure it would work, he would attack me without hesitation, but beings like him didn’t get to his age without being very careful about the moves they made. There was always something bigger than you out there, and you never knew when you might be messing with something like that. 
 
    “You only blinked when I said Nicole was dead. You barely reacted to the words. Strange for someone who professed they were trying to protect her.” He didn’t reply to that, and my smirk became wider. “But then, why was that? Why did you ever care about her at all? Or was it someone else you cared about?” 
 
    “Get to the point.” Bloodfist’s tone of voice sharpened, and his people didn’t miss it. Some of them got to their feet and approached us, almost surrounding us in a circle. Others didn’t move from their places, but their attention sharpened nonetheless, and I didn’t doubt they would join in the fight if it became necessary. 
 
    “You knew Michael was still out there, didn’t you?” His underlings frowned and looked from me to their boss and back again, not understanding. “You probably knew it wasn’t really him, knew something had taken over his body, but not what. And you kept a watch on Nicole because of it. Why did you care so much? Did you have a confrontation with him?” From the way he twitched, I knew that was it. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who saw his reaction. 
 
    Bloodfist didn’t miss that his people noticed and knew he would have to show his cards. At least some of them.  
 
    “When Michael first disappeared, I searched for him.” He shrugged as if it was obvious. And perhaps it was. Michael had worked for him, and beings in the supernatural world wouldn’t let one of their assets just walk away like that. “Eventually, I found him.” 
 
    “And you realized Michael was possessed.” He nodded at that. “Fought him?” He didn’t answer, and that counted as an answer in itself. “And let me guess, the demon kicked your ass.” 
 
    “He took me by surprise, forced me to retreat.” 
 
    “And you let everyone think Michael was gone while you knew the truth. That something had taken him over.” I shook my head and chuckled. “Do you know what a possession that long does to the spirit? Oh, what am I saying? You know. You just didn’t care. Michael was of no use to you any longer, not now that something had taken him over. You probably knew the odds of getting him back were slim, so why bother wasting any effort trying to deal with the demon possessing him? As long as it didn’t try to mess with your interests, right?” 
 
    It was callous, and from how some of the minions looked at their boss, they certainly weren’t pleased about it. And why would they? Michael had seemingly been one of them, and Bloodfist let something worse than death happen to him. 
 
    It wouldn’t turn them against him; I wasn’t foolish enough to think that. It wasn’t my intention either, but I could admit I was enjoying deconstructing this image Bloodfist tried to project of himself as a magnanimous ruler. Let them see him for the beast he was. He didn’t get his name because he was a merciful being. 
 
    “But then you tried to recruit Nicole. Why? I don’t understand that. Insurance, in case the demon came after you? Hoping Nicole might know some of what her brother did and might undo what happened to him? Perhaps the realization that she didn’t stopped you from forcing the issue, even if you never let it go completely.” 
 
    Once again, Bloodfist not denying me only made it seem I was right. 
 
    And I didn’t doubt I was. It made sense, allowing every little piece I still had left over from the puzzle to connect. 
 
    “Do you know what really pisses me off? If you had told Nicole what happened, I don’t doubt you could have gotten her on your side. Between your combined resources, you might even have been able to do something about the being inhabiting Michael, but you never said anything about the encounter you had with it.” 
 
    His blue eyes looked back into my orbs without flinching. 
 
    “Were you scared?” I asked, letting my voice get lower. My tone got mocking as well, and he didn’t miss it. His hands twitched, and his eyes narrowed slightly. “Was the big bad vampire afraid of admitting his ass was kicked?” 
 
    “Enough.” Much to my surprise, it wasn’t Bloodfist that said that. Ingram spoke from my left side and didn’t hesitate to start moving my way. “My master might be merciful enough to let you insult him, mage, but I won’t.” 
 
    A blur of motion followed as he used his speed to attack. 
 
    By the end, Ingram was on his knees, my left hand wrapped around his throat, forcing him into that position. His hands tried to pull at mine, hoping to release my grip, but it was for naught. Everything came to a stop inside the lair. You could have heard a pin drop after that. 
 
    During the entire process, I hadn’t taken my eyes off Bloodfist and saw his own widen when my arm blurred out and intercepted Ingram’s charge. He only processed what happened once his second in command was on his knees beside me. 
 
    I smirked at him, and he regained a stoic face, but we both knew the truth. With that simple display, I had scared him. Vampires should always have a physical advantage over a mage. Many mages could enhance their physicality with magic, but vampires were made for it; their nature automatically turned power and magic into physical attributes. For a mage to overpower a vampire physically, they had to be far more powerful than the vampire they were overwhelming, in at least an order of magnitude. 
 
    Bloodfist knew all of that. And he hadn’t seen me move. 
 
    Suddenly, he realized I was far more dangerous than he had ever believed me to be. For all he knew before, I might have dealt with the demon possessing Michael through a spell or ritual designed for it. He probably hadn’t thought I had actually brawled with that demon. Right about now, he was realizing I was out of his league. 
 
    I smirked when I heard Ingram gurgle. I enjoyed how Bloodfist looked to the vampire and back to me again. “Beg for his life, and I might allow your second in command to live.” 
 
    Truthfully, I had a bone to pick with Ingram as well. He had been the one to send his servants after me; I didn’t have any doubt about that. And he probably had been the one who ordered them to harass Nicole. Maybe it all came down from Bloodfist, but I doubted he had coordinated how his minions should have gone about recruiting Nicole. Harassing her was probably Ingram’s idea. 
 
    I didn’t care, really. 
 
    I kept watching Bloodfist, waiting for him to say anything. He looked back at me in silence. I wasn’t the only one studying him; many of the others who worked for him found themselves looking at their boss, expecting him to do anything about me and my threat, and that he didn’t… 
 
    When I felt like I had waited long enough, I squeezed further, stopped holding back, and my fingers went through Ingram’s flesh without difficulty. Blood and viscera stained them, and Ingram’s mostly decapitated head dropped to the side. Some flesh still connected it to the rest of his body, but he was dead. With a speedy motion, I flung the blood and viscera clinging to my hand at Bloodfist’s feet. 
 
    “If I’m forced to deal with you again, this will be you.” I told him, then turned on my feet and started walking away. No one made any motion to stop me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    I waited two days to revisit Nicole’s home, carefully stepping past the wards and then moving to the basement where the circle I had used to summon Lila was set. The blood that made it had already started to dry, but it would take longer to dry completely. 
 
    The circle would still do what I needed it to. 
 
    There were two ways of summoning a being – when it came to the being that would be called. You could do it blindly, using one of many methods to pull something, which would draw in a being that might not give you what you wanted. That was what I was pretty sure Nicole had used before. Her desire to find her brother pulled a being that could answer to desire, even if in other ways. 
 
    Or you could latch onto a being and pull them. Once you summoned a demon, if you had the experience, you could always get them back. I didn’t need that. The remains of Lila’s power were still in the air around the basement, lingering on the circle itself. 
 
    Still, there was no doubt that I could reach out to the succubus, and almost immediately, the succubus reached back to me. With a flair of power, reality seemed to shatter inside the circle, and then Lila was there, a wide grin on her lips, her golden eyes glinting with need and desire. 
 
    She was a succubus, never hid it, and certainly didn’t mind displaying her wants. And now she turned that desire to me. It almost made me shudder. 
 
    I breathed in and out, trying to calm myself, and Lila just smiled at me. 
 
    “What’s the deal, then?” 
 
    There was no need to waste any time. She wanted something, I knew it, she knew it, and I would pay a hefty price for Nicole to get any semblance of her old life back. I knew things would forever change for the brunette but for a time, at least… 
 
    “Right to business, heh?” The smirk that took hold of Lila’s lips told me she didn’t mind. “I want to be your summon permanently,” Lila told me, and I narrowed my eyes. “No constraining rules, no workarounds. If something forces me out of your world, you summon me back. I’m free to do what I want, though I promise not to kill indiscriminately. And you obviously would have to keep me fed. Being in your world might feed my spirit quite well, but a girl’s body has needs, you know?” 
 
    It wasn’t anything I hadn’t considered, but was that it? 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked her eventually, and she chuckled at me. 
 
    “It will be enough, don’t worry. I’ll get everything I want from you in time, master.” Once more, the title was more mocking than anything. 
 
    I crossed my arms. “You can call me Julian.” 
 
    “But is that your name?” She asked, and I didn’t answer. Lila eventually chuckled at me, and I let her do it, still trying to figure out if a threat was hiding in her words, in her deal. I suppose it wasn’t that strange that she thought she could get more out of me in time. I wasn’t foolish enough to believe she wouldn’t be able to get me to do whatever she wanted in time if I wasn’t careful. 
 
    I sighed. There was no turning back. 
 
    “Fine, we have a deal.” The moment I uttered those words, I felt our bond blossoming again, stronger than before. We had been connected before, after all. Our spirits got a bit more attuned to one another, and that wasn’t something that vanished simply because the bond broke when she allowed herself to return to her realm. 
 
    A slight moan seemed to escape Lila at that, and she didn’t hesitate to step over the circle, moving closer to me. I could see the desire in her eyes, felt it in her mind. She looked at me and wanted me, and I couldn’t deny I wanted her back. She was a succubus, a being made of desire, and no one was immune to their allure. They might be able to resist and ignore it for the most part, but there was still a hint of attraction there. 
 
    The bond I now shared with her only made it worse, made it harder to resist her. Her desire pulled at mine and made me need even more. I could have blocked it before and ignored it, but our deal changed that. I had accepted to be with her like this, after all. 
 
    “You need to summon Nicole now.” I told her, and she chuckled as she came closer, then pressed against my front. 
 
    “You want me to bring her here now? Perhaps it would be fun to have her watch us…” 
 
    I glared at her for that, and Lila chuckled. 
 
    Then she kissed me, moving quickly and pressing her lips against mine. I kissed her back without thinking about it, letting my hands move down her frame. I almost hesitated to call what Lila was wearing a dress. It looked more like scraps of clothing, artfully placed to stop showing off anything that shouldn’t be seen while not hiding anything at all. When my hands came to a stop against her buttocks, nothing was covering the skin, and I could touch them directly. 
 
    The moan that escaped the succubus didn’t help me hold back in the least, and I kissed her even harder, pawed at her body at the same time, and I couldn’t deny I enjoyed how she felt against me. Then she held onto my shoulders and wrapped her legs around my waist, pressing herself even tighter against me, right against my erection. We both groaned at that. 
 
    “I really hope you’re planning on taking me to one of those beds upstairs, Julian.” 
 
    A shiver raced down my spine at how she said my name, and I grabbed her ass just a bit tighter, making her moan. “I suppose it would be better.” I told her, letting a smile appear. 
 
    She smiled back at me, leaned in, and kissed me again, and I groaned. Moving upstairs with her wrapped around me like that wasn’t easy. Her wings brushed against the walls as we moved up, and with how she was wrapped around me, every step up made her rub against my covered rod. 
 
    Lila knew it, though. Her golden eyes glinted with amusement, and she released small sounds with every step, displaying her enjoyment of it all. By the time we got to one of the beds upstairs, I was about ready to rip all the scraps that covered her and take her right then and there. 
 
    A moment later, I realized there was no reason to hold back.  
 
    She moaned when I ripped her clothing off and arched up, offering herself to me. The sight excited me too much, and I forgot everything else. I forgot that she was a succubus, and I had made a deal with her, and I forgot that sooner or later, she would summon Nicole, whom I had a crush on. 
 
    The sight of Lila’s bared breasts seemed to be too much, and after tasting her lips one more time, I leaned down to play with those, using my hands and my mouth, pulling one of her little peaks into my mouth and suckling on it. The moans she released, the way she arched forward and offered herself to me, her hands moving over my frame… 
 
    All of it only made me want even more, and I lost myself appreciating her body, making her enjoy, making her want. Just like I wanted. 
 
    Her want was real. I could feel it through the bond between us; I could feel her desire and need for release. And I wanted to give it to her. It didn’t take me much longer to start gliding down. Lila didn’t hesitate to spread her legs, displaying herself in full and inviting me to take a place between her thighs. I did so. 
 
    Her taste… 
 
    It was hard for me to focus on it, really. The moment I started using my mouth on her, her pleasure seemed to increase in intensity, and it echoed throughout the bond, made me feel some of it myself. It pushed me to move harder and faster, making me lose control. All that mattered was making Lila reach the peak, and when that happened, I enjoyed it almost as much as she did. 
 
    There was something incredibly alluring about seeing her trash below me as she enjoyed orgasm… 
 
    And once she came down from her high, she started pulling my clothes off, kissing me again, and raking her nails down my back. 
 
    We fought to see who would remain on top, and when I got the win, she eagerly spread herself and helped me impale her with my cock. I wanted to last as long as possible, but it had been a while since I had been with someone, and Lila was no regular woman. I came hard, and I came quick, though I didn’t find it difficult to get hard again and eventually ensure the two of us enjoyed as one. 
 
    Soon, we reached our limit. Perhaps, on some other occasion, we would have lost a bit more time pleasing one another, but as the urge for pleasure passed, as I regained a bit more control over my need, I remembered Nicole. Lila’s sigh as she stretched against my side told me she understood where my mood was coming from, and she slowly got to her feet and then reached down to grab my shirt and put it on. She smirked at me when I raised an eyebrow at her. “If you didn’t want me to wear your clothing, maybe you shouldn’t have ripped mine.” 
 
    I watched her leave the room dressed in only that shirt, her wings disappearing into her back. The sight of her bare buttocks peeking from beneath my shirt made her look delicious; I couldn’t deny it. When Nicole saw us, she would realize what happened between us, but that was something to worry about another time. 
 
    It wasn’t as if I thought she would care much about it – not now that she was a succubus. That… 
 
    I tried not to think about how much this transformation would change the girl I had a crush on and how much different she would feel. That was a problem to focus on in the future. Now, it was a matter of getting her back, bringing her to our world, and hopefully allowing her to live what might pass for an everyday life – for a supernatural being. 
 
    Five minutes later, I stood beside Lila as she kneeled to put a hand against the circle I used to summon her, the same circle Nicole had once called the blonde beside me. 
 
    And then another hole in reality opened up. Nicole appeared, looking much like before, though with wings and a tail, and then her green eyes rolled up, and she dropped unconscious. 
 
    “She’s fine,” Lila told me as I quickly reached forward and grabbed the brunette before she could fall down. “A succubus as young as she wouldn’t usually be summoned to this side of the divide. She’s just overwhelmed by the sensation of it. It’s a matter of her body acclimatizing to it.” 
 
    I could tell the succubus was telling the truth, but I still worried and let my eyes move over Nicole’s figure. 
 
    She looked like the girl I had a crush on. I felt a weight disappear from my back. This didn’t fix anything or stop me from being guilty of failing to protect her, but it would give me a chance to put everything right eventually. 
 
    It was all I could ask for. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    “You were supposed to keep your head down.” 
 
    I didn’t need to see Erika to imagine her narrowed eyes on me, and I resisted the urge to smile. It had been a long time since I heard from any of my siblings, and even if it was to chastise me, I felt happy about hearing from Erika. 
 
    “I didn’t exactly plan to involve myself in this.” I spoke out loud, looking up at the night sky above. It had been a day since Nicole was summoned, and she was still sleeping off the effects of the summoning. Lila told me that was normal and that I shouldn’t worry about it, but I did, just a little. 
 
    Hearing from my sister took a weight off my back. 
 
    “No, you just let yourself get taken in by a cute smile and somehow ended up living with two succubae.” 
 
    I shrugged. It was the truth, after all. “I’ll be careful.” I told my sister, knowing that was what she was driving at. 
 
    “You know the blonde one is more dangerous than she appears, right? And she has a hold over you now.” 
 
    I didn’t need Erika to warn me about that. I was perfectly aware that Nicole was only here because Lila summoned her. The moment the blonde went, the brunette would find herself pulled along with her mistress. It was another bit of insurance on Lila’s part. It would ensure I did my best to keep her in our world. I wasn’t planning on betraying her; we did have a deal, but if I somehow managed to break it, she would always have that to hold over my head. 
 
    “I know. I’ll be careful. And I’ll always have you to watch over me, won’t I?” I asked, and the wind carried her sigh to me from wherever she was. Was she even on the same continent as me? With her abilities, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    The feeling of her magic around me vanished, and I relaxed slightly. I wasn’t an idiot, and I knew knowledge of what I had done here might spread and bring my enemies to my door, but I did what needed to be done. Perhaps I was just a bit tired of fleeing, of being forced to be away from my siblings for them to be safe. All of us had been forced to part ways because of that. 
 
    Sooner or later, something would have to change. If that change had to start with me, so be it. I wouldn’t be alone when my enemies found me. With the deal I had with Lila, the succubus would have all the interest in keeping me alive, and with her came Nicole. It wasn’t much, especially not against the kinds of enemies I had, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    For now, I needed to focus on helping Nicole recover from what happened. 
 
    Then, I would worry about the future. 
 
    The end 
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