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Chapter 1

I wouldn’t say I was fidgeting as I watched Nicole move around the ritual circle in the manor's basement, slowly inscribing some runes and erasing others, tailoring the circle to her needs, but I was still somewhat nervous.

It had been a year since the brunette had been turned into a succubus and summoned back to Earth, a year since Bloodfist went on a rampage and killed most of his clan instead of letting them fall under Ophelia’s command. In that time, Nicole had learned much about summoning.

Not nearly enough to attempt to do what she wanted and fish her brother’s soul out of the Ether, and frankly, with each day that passed, the lower I figured her chances were of succeeding in that, but she had become a passable summoner.

Not on my level, not even close, and certainly not near enough for anyone to argue she was a master at the craft. Still, her improvement was noticeable; she had summoned several beings without anything going wrong, and both Lila and I figured she was ready for more. There was a point when, if you wanted to get better at some type of magic, you needed to learn other kinds. Several skills carried over, and the more one practiced, the more powerful they became, both in the amounts of magic they could use and the control they possessed over it.

Pushing Nicole to try to learn other magics was the obvious choice, and no matter how reluctant she had been at first – she had a bit of a one-track mind – even she acknowledged it might be the way to take a leap forward. Hence this.

Most people tended to need to reach out to other mages to be able to learn magic, or they had an arduous path on their hands, one filled with trial and error and plenty of frustration. Every learning method had its advantages and disadvantages. Learning on your own was more complicated and frustrating and often led to nothing. Still, once in a while, something extraordinary occurred, and someone did something no one had ever figured out how to do before.

Granted that it was pretty rare.

Mages usually opted to learn from others for a reason. Even most of the successful magical research was built on others’ theories. Plenty of mages believed some things functioned in a certain way but could not confirm it, and eventually, someone came along and did it for them.

A bit like science, really. Which wasn’t that strange, seeing how many mages latched onto the scientific method.

Summoners had a bit of an advantage when it came to learning, though. After all, not only could they have access to the mages that helped them learn about summoning, but they also had another universe of possibilities in the beings they might be able to summon. It wasn’t rare for mages to make deals with demons in exchange for knowledge. Frankly, it was perhaps the most common kind of deal.

And that was precisely what Nicole was preparing to do, and I stood at the edge of the room, barely stopping myself from interjecting and correcting little mistakes I saw. She eventually caught and corrected some of those, but others remained. Not that they would make much of a difference. One or two runes that were perhaps a bit thicker than needed, a sequence or two that I would have ordered in another way, but the circle would still hold. It wouldn’t hinder the summoning or allow the being the brunette ended up summoning to be a danger.

The circle was only part of the summoning itself, after all. The power Nicole poured into it, her intentions, her control, even the words she used for the summoning – if she decided to use any. All those would have a more significant impact on the summoning itself and would determine what kind of being she ended up summoning. I trusted she had that part of her training well in hand. Part of what allowed her to keep control as a succubus would make molding her intentions for the summoning easier.

I just couldn’t stop myself sometimes. “Do you really want to put those two runes together?” I asked in an absent tone of voice, smirking a bit when she shot me a glare, looked down at the runes she had inscribed, and then decided to let them be, probably to stick her tongue out at me.

It wouldn’t ruin anything, and some summoners might not think much of having those two runes together, but I always felt they led to more volatile summonings. Ah, no matter. I was there, after all. Even if something that might threaten Nicole was summoned – which I doubted – I would intervene.

A few minutes later, Nicole finished, stepped back, and stretched, releasing a bit of a moan as she did it. I let my eyes linger over her figure, and she didn’t miss it. She shot me a smug smile over her shoulder and shifted her head in a way that allowed her brown hair to sway behind her, the tips reaching just above her ass. I followed the motion without really thinking about it and felt my heart speeding up slightly.

Nicole had grown quite confident with her new nature over the last year. Part of it was Lila’s influence, the blonde drawing the brunette out of her shell. Perhaps the relationship the three of us shared helped with that as well. It had changed me as well.

I was happy.

It was startling to make that realization, to think I had managed to find happiness in the middle of what should have been my time hiding away, preparing for what I knew would come my way sooner or later. And I had been preparing. Just as I had taught Nicole, I had been learning independently, especially types of magic I hadn’t felt comfortable with before. Still, most of the preparations I had been making had been of a more diplomatic nature.

I shook my head, focused on the brunette, and found her biting her lower lip. “Well?” I asked. She had everything ready; she only needed to take the leap forward and proceed with the summoning. There was no reason for her to hold back.

She sent me an annoyed glance. “Shouldn’t we wait for Lila to return?”

The blonde was at the Magic Book – Nicole’s café. Both succubae had started working in the place, usually behind the bar, but as waitresses sometimes. It both helped drive business up and allowed them to feed on the lust the clients displayed for them. I couldn’t deny I was a bit amused about it, feeling it was utterly unnecessary. Still, the blonde believed it was an excellent exercise to push Nicole’s control to the limit, and her learning to feed from a distance, without touching anyone, was something that could come in handy.

It seemed to be working. The brunette’s control had grown by leaps and bounds, not just over her instincts and new abilities but over her magic in general. It wasn’t too surprising to realize the two were very closely related. In some ways, you could almost call the succubus a being made of magic. Learning how to better control a facet of herself ensured that control spread to others.

I tilted my head at Nicole, knowing the words that would follow would piss her off and probably spur her forward, which was precisely the reason why I said them. I didn’t want her to be too reliant on either of us. Granted, I didn’t want her to feel comfortable enough to summon anything independently of us just yet, not until she got more experience, but the opposite wouldn’t allow her to keep progressing as she did until now. “Well, if you want to wait until mommy gets home and can hold your hand…”

She gave me the finger at that, and I chuckled.

Whatever irritation I made her feel vanished when she closed her eyes and focused, breathing in and out and letting all emotions ease out of her. Only one thing mattered: how she called up the being she ended up summoning. Intention, control, purpose. What did she want from the summoning? How well could she mold the thought inside her mind and her spirit? Let everything pour into the circle, power it, and allow something else to reach out from the other side of the divide.

If she was an experienced summoner with contacts on the other side, it would have been easy for her to get a hold of one of those and pull them in. Once you summoned a being, getting a hold of them again was easy. Most summoners created a connection with those beings and could pull on it afterward. Nicole already had a couple of those, though with frail beings that barely could manifest a body on our side of the divide without it being crafted by the summoner's magic. Beings that would never present a threat to her, even if she found herself on their side of existence.

Well, maybe it could now be considered her side of existence as well, seeing as she had been turned into a succubus.

Pushing that thought aside, I focused on the brunette, felt her take hold of her magic and reach out to the circle. I didn’t know precisely what Nicole was hoping for or what her mental mantra was as she reached for the power inside her and fed it into the circle. I had to trust her. I didn’t think she had been looking for a specific type of magic, only for knowledge of magic in general, and let fate decide the rest.

Sometimes, it worked better that way.

Other times…

Everything would be alright, I was sure.

And slowly, I felt something pour into the circle. I couldn’t see anything at first and narrowed my eyes at it. The power was there, a presence that didn’t belong, but I wasn’t seeing anything. Then I noticed how the shadows against the floor were coalescing, slowly molding themselves over one another, gathering shape until they could rise higher than Nicole, looking down at the brunette without eyes to see.

Nicole blinked at the creature and sent me a look. I just shrugged at her. It was a shadow demon, one reasonably powerful from what I could feel, though nothing extraordinary. It didn’t have a mouth or eyes; it really didn’t even have a face, and it didn’t seem like it could communicate out loud.

It didn’t take long for the brunette to realize that, and she closed her eyes and started to focus. After all, there were other ways for the summoners to communicate with their summons. The moment a summoner called something into this world, a bond grew between them, and it was through that bond most of the beings that couldn’t communicate out loud made themselves heard.

I saw Nicole tilt her head one way and the other, cross her arms, and even beat her foot against the ground. It wasn’t hard to realize she was negotiating with the demon she had summoned, and the large smile that took hold of her lips eventually told me she had gotten what she wanted out of it.

With a nod, one that the shadow echoed a moment later, it seemed negotiations were concluded, and the shadow seemed to vanish, slowly seeping into the ground until its presence was no more, the demon having retreated to its side of the divide.

“Well?” I asked the brunette, raising an eyebrow.

“It worked. I made a deal with it for lessons about shadow magic. The time it will spend on our side of the divide while it teaches me is the payment for the lessons.”

For a human, such a deal might seem cheap, and in a way, it was. Being on our side of the divide made the demons more powerful, so the fact summoners could pull them into our world was a pretty big advantage in negotiations. Allowing the demons to slip into our world, even if only to stew on a circle for a few hours, and not having to do anything else to satisfy those we summoned was pretty nice. It was more than that, though.

Most demons could live for very long and tended to think long-term. Someone like Nicole could be considered an investment. Why spook her away by offering too expensive terms instead of building a working relationship and eventually getting more out of the summoner? There were only so many summoners out there, after all. Every one of them was an incredible resource for a demon that resided on the other side of the divide. Wasting the chance to create such a profitable bond simply because of greed was stupid.

I was just about to congratulate the brunette for a job well done when someone did it before I could.

“Well done, my dear, well done.”


Chapter 2

I whirled in place, surprised by the male voice, already preparing to move forward and attack the interloper. Only two things stopped me. The first was the sight of the man clapping, the obviously non-threatening manner in which he stood. And his eyes.

Green eyes, familiar ones.

Green eyes just like Nicole’s.

That led me to the second thing. Someone who wished harm to the house's inhabitants shouldn’t have been able to get in. Unless they were one of the beings the wards had been tailored to protect, which once again led me to conclude that this was a member of Nicole’s family.

“Uncle William?” Nicole’s startled voice only confirmed my suspicions, and I looked at her, hoping to figure out what his presence meant from her reaction to him, but all I saw on her face at first was startlement. It slowly vanished, and a giant smile took hold of her lips.

Nicole didn’t hesitate to close the distance between them with a speed that wasn’t entirely human, threw her arms around the man, and held him tightly, poising her head against his chest. He held her back for a few moments, a content smile on his lips.

I found myself studying the man. Tall, taller than me, with features similar to Nicole’s. The same tone of skin, the cut to his jaw, the same green eyes. The hair was different, possessing a russet color. The fact he had it in a ponytail contrasted with his business suit; it wasn’t exactly what you expected from someone who dressed as classily as he did. He seemed to be in his late thirties or perhaps early forties, but age wasn’t always easy to figure out with some mages. There were so many magics out there that could either prolong someone’s life or make people look younger than they really were.

That Nicole seemed so content to see him made me stay still, but I was cautious. Why now? It always seemed like Nicole had little contact with the rest of her family. I never saw her contact them in any way. Why was a member of her family coming to visit her now? Did they somehow know what had happened to her and that she had become a succubus?

That none of her demonic features seemed to have made an appearance as she rushed towards the man displayed how good her control had gotten, and it meant that if he didn’t know how she had changed, he wouldn’t find out just by looking at her.

One of the things Lila and I had spent a lot of time working with Nicole over the past year was to hide her new nature. How to retain enough control to never show her demonic changes, how to keep her shape mostly the same as it had been before. She could still change it, but slightly and over time so that it felt natural.

Being emotional affected her degree of control over her abilities, and she seemed pretty emotional at the moment, almost sobbing into her uncle’s chest as he patted her back.

The smile he graced her with when she pulled back and looked at his face was gentle, and I wouldn’t say it disarmed me, mainly because I didn’t know the guy, but it certainly made me a bit less predisposed to hate him.

Then his green eyes turned to me, narrowing slightly. “And who is this?”

That made me narrow my gaze back. Something in his tone of voice, in how he looked at me, made me think he had a pretty good idea of who I was, and I couldn’t help but be curious about it. Why did he ask such a question if he had any clue of who I was? Did Nicole ever mention me to the man, or if she didn’t, did he have people in the city with whom he was in regular contact? For mentions of me to be made…

Once more, I couldn’t help but focus on the fact I had been pretty sure Nicole didn’t have contact with anyone else in her family. To see the man here, with him seemingly knowing me…

It made me a bit wary. It might be paranoia, sure, but I knew there were people out there to get me, and the number of them probably only increased over the last year.

I didn’t supplant Bloodfist as the guy in charge of the city, but at the end of the day, everyone in Greenford knew I was the most powerful being around, and no matter how diplomatic I tried to be, that would always lead to resentment and fear. Even now, there were almost certainly people who lived in the area wondering how they could use me to get what they wanted.

Nicole pulled back with a bit of a blush and looked at me, not quite knowing what to say. “Uhm, this is my boyfriend, Julian.” She shrugged at me as if to ask what else she could have said, and I raised an eyebrow at her. It wasn’t as if what she had said was a lie. For all intents and purposes, I was her boyfriend, even if someone else was involved with the both of us, and romantic reasons weren’t the only thing keeping us together.

“Hi!” I said, putting a smile on my lips as I stepped forward, showing no hesitation as I extended my hand for him to shake. He took it, and we shook our hands, both of us reaching with our senses as we did it. “I’m Julian.”

He was more powerful than Nicole had been as a human, but above all, he was far more practiced than she had been when I first took her in as a student. This was a practicing mage who lived and breathed for magic, and I didn’t doubt he was a master of his craft.

And the momentary stillness on his part showed me he got a hint of my abilities with that small interaction, which was quite curious. Sensing magic was one of the things I was very good at, better than most mages that had ever lived, and it was a talent that had proved its uses to me many times before. Not many mages could do the same.

I didn’t know what William might consider his specialty, but for him to get something out of me with that small amount of skin contact… I mean, I wasn’t exactly hiding, but understanding how dangerous someone could be with just a touch was quite rare.

“Pleasure to meet you. I’m William Greenheart, Nicole’s uncle, as you’ve undoubtedly heard.”

“I did, yes.”

The russet-haired man nodded at me, then allowed his eyes to drift to the circle in the middle of the basement. “I assume I have you to thank for Nicole’s renewed interest in magic, especially summoning?”

“Oh, no, that interest was all on her,” I told him, allowing my eyes to drift to the brunette and smiling at her. She smiled back at me, and I felt my spirit lighten. “But I did help her learn, not that it was that hard. She has a lot of potential.”

“That she does, as I’ve been telling her since she was a child.” The man turned a chiding gaze on Nicole, who crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at him. He smiled. “But I’m happy to see her finally realizing that potential. It surprises me that you’ve moved directly into something like summoning.” He told her, and there was a bit of a questioning tone to it. “Especially as you believed it had something to do with Michael’s disappearance.”

Nicole’s face closed off. “It had.” She replied, her tone stiff, and William straightened slightly. “He was possessed by a demon.”

I looked from one of them to the other. The shock on William’s face was momentary, but it was there, and that told me the man hadn’t known about it. It meant Nicole had never told her family what had happened, but then, did she even have a chance at the time? When she finally figured out what had occurred, it had been too late; she eventually got possessed in turn and then lost her life. Later, Lila rescued her spirit, crafted it into a new flesh, and made Nicole a succubus, but it took time until Nicole could feel like herself. It took her weeks to feel ready to contact her staff over the phone, and it wasn’t hard to realize she seemed closer to them than she was to any member of her family – no matter how seemingly happy she had been to see her uncle.

That she had been turned into a succubus…

Maybe that was the reason why she didn’t contact her family. Most of her friends and employees would never be able to guess there was anything different about herself unless she told them. Perhaps she feared it would be different with her family, and they might understand how much she had changed.

And yet, at the same time, it didn’t seem like they had made any effort to contact her either. They hadn’t even bothered to follow up on Michael’s disappearance, either at the time or later.

I had wondered more than once if Nicole and her brother had been expelled from their family. Some things didn’t exactly fit that. For one, she retained their name, something mage clans rarely allowed to happen if they expelled someone from their ranks. And she still had access to this house, which seemed to belong to her clan and not to her exactly – a fact that was reinforced by William being able to get in like this.

For him to appear in her life once more…

William’s head dropped at Nicole’s words, and a sigh escaped him. The grief on his face was real; there was no doubt about that, and it made me relax just slightly. Not thoroughly enough for me to let my guard down, but he was obviously distressed at what Nicole told him.

“You’ve managed to expel the demon?” The older man eventually asked, and his eyes came to a rest on me. Not a bad guess, seeing as Nicole hadn’t been experienced enough to deal with something like that. I nodded at him, and he nodded at me in thanks. Then he turned to Nicole and narrowed his eyes. “And after that happened to your brother, you decided to start meddling with summoning in his stead?”

Nicole tilted her head up, looked at her uncle in the eyes, and said nothing.

What could she say, really? The man didn’t know how much she had changed, that the woman he had known before was no longer a human. She had become a succubus, a demon. He didn’t understand that, and he couldn’t know that she hoped to learn enough about summoning to do for her brother’s spirit what Lila had done for hers – fish it out of the Ether and house it in a new body.

The likelihood she would succeed at that was infinitesimally small. It would probably take her too long to get the hang of that kind of magic. For her to reach her brother’s spirit before it passed from the Ether to whatever it was unclaimed souls passed to in time…

It didn’t mean she wouldn’t try. She couldn’t exactly tell her uncle that, though.

Not without risking revealing to him what she was, which I doubted she was willing to do.

She hadn’t told the persons closest to her, after all. This man might be her uncle, might be family, but with Nicole, that didn’t mean an unbreakable bond, quite the opposite. No matter how happy she had seemed when she had seen him, now that Michael’s fate had been revealed, there appeared to be tension between them.

Their exchanged gaze continued until the older man sighed and shook his head. “I’m not here to criticize your choices, Nicole. I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have spoken to you that way.” Nicole’s face softened a little, and she gave her uncle a small smile. He smiled back at her, gesturing with one hand for the circle Nicole had used minutes before to summon the shadow demon. “And I suppose I did see first-hand how much you’ve learned of summoning.”

Nicole nodded again, then tilted her head to the side. “Why are you here, uncle?”

The man’s cheer seemed to wilt completely, and the smile he gave the brunette was sad. “Right to the point, eh, my niece?”

“No matter how much I would have loved to know you only came here to meet me, I know better. You don’t do anything without grandfather saying so, and he wouldn’t have allowed you to visit me. So what’s going on?”

He stepped back from her and seemed to be fidgeting slightly. “Perhaps we should discuss this upstairs, over a cup of tea or something of the kind.”

Nicole narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms, cocking her hip to the side. “Don’t try to stall, uncle. Get on with it? Why are you here?”

I let my eyes move from one to the other, studying their postures. Nicole was wary and trying not to show it. Her confidence was a shield, something for her to hold in front of her to protect herself from whatever was coming – and she did believe something was coming. I suppose she knew her family better than I did and might have an inkling of what might have brought her uncle to town.

William, I didn’t know. I couldn’t tell how much of what he tried to portray was true, but he didn’t seem to enjoy the reason for being there. And when he straightened slightly, squaring his shoulders to face his niece, I wasn’t the only one who noticed it wasn’t a good sign. Nicole leaned back slightly, surprised by his posture.

She only became more so with what followed.

“I’m sorry, Nicole, but I’ve been asked to come here and tell you the main family needs this house, and you must leave.”

The brunette only blinked at first, then processed the words and gaped. “You’re throwing me out? What? Why?” She paused then, and all the emotions shown on her face – outrage, confusion, stupefaction – seemed to vanish at once. “Grandfather really wants me to leave?”

William hesitated, then nodded, and I watched as Nicole’s shoulders slumped at that.

I had never pried about Nicole’s relationship with her family. It wouldn’t be fair of me to do that and not tell her about myself and my past, and because of that, I had never pried, no matter how curious I was about it. Now, more than ever, I felt that curiosity burning inside me. From their conversation, it wasn’t hard to infer that Nicole’s grandfather ruled the clan, which should have meant Nicole was part of the main family or very close to it, yet she wasn’t.

There had to be a story there, and I almost interfered. I moved forward and turned their attention to me, hoping that would allow me to figure out some things that didn’t seem to fit.

Yet, when I looked at Nicole and saw the devastation on her face, I didn’t hesitate to close the distance between us. I reached out and took hold of her hand, and her smile in response lighted up my whole spirit.

With a deep breath, she regained her composure and confidence and turned to the other Greenheart in the room. “When?”

William’s shoulders slumped. “Effectively immediately.”

Nicole gaped again for a few moments before getting angry. “Now? You’re throwing me out just like that right now? Without any kind of warning? What the hell, uncle?”

William took a step forward, then stopped. “This wasn’t my choice, Nicole. I’m sorry.”

“No, it was grandfather, and as always, he didn’t have the balls to come out and tell me about it.” She replied, and he didn’t deny it. “Fine, we’ll just grab our stuff and get out of here.”

Now, I was the one that blinked at her. Granted, if the house belonged to the Greenhearts, it wasn’t as if we had much of a choice, but I still would have expected her to argue the matter and ask for a few days. Nicole wasn’t one to shy away from bargaining with people for something like this…

If she was giving up without trying for something like that, it certainly was because it would be useless.

Nicole shook her head once more, and I knew her well enough to understand she was holding back the urge to let out a sob. It made me glare at her uncle, and he met my gaze without hesitation, yet he looked contrite.

“We’ll get our stuff and leave.”

“No, you should leave as quickly as you can.” William interrupted her, shaking his head. “Dad will contact me at any time, use me as a focus to reprogram the wards. If you’re still here when he does it…”

If that happened, depending on what Nicole’s grandfather did exactly, the wards could turn against us; in that case, we were in danger. Perhaps not as much of it as William believed. After all, Nicole wasn’t a human, and as a succubus, she was far tougher than she had been as a human mage. And I was built differently.

Nicole seemed even more outraged at that, and her face reddened with that anger. Her uncle shrugged, seemingly not pleased with this but trying to give the impression that he didn’t have much choice. I didn’t know if I believed him, but Nicole didn’t call him on it, so perhaps he was that limited.

Not all mage clans were ruled the same, but they tended to be very centered on their leader, and the power that person wielded over the clan members was close to absolute. Perhaps William didn’t have much choice in what he was doing.

It didn’t really matter to what was happening, though.

We were getting thrown on the street with one hand in front of the other and little else. And the incoherent noise of rage that escaped from Nicole told me she knew there was nothing to be done about it.

Once again, I thought of putting my foot forward and interfering with what was happening, but this was Nicole's fight at the end of the day. It was her home, her family. I had no right to force the Greenhearts to let us stay in their home. Sure, getting thrown out wasn’t exactly convenient for us, especially seeing as I had left my apartment all those months ago, and it would mean we didn’t have somewhere ready to spend the night. We could always crash at the Magic Book. At least, I assumed that it belonged to Nicole and not her family.

Nicole didn’t take it well. In fairness, I didn’t think anyone would.

She glared at her uncle one more time, turned her back on him, and started moving away. I looked at the man, pursed my lips, held back my words, and decided to follow her upstairs.

I had just put my foot on the first stair when his voice reached me.

“Take care of my niece, please.”

I didn’t bother to turn to him. “Of course I will.” And then I couldn’t help but add. “Someone has to.”


Chapter 3

We grabbed our coats on the way out; I grabbed my smartphone and wallet while Nicole grabbed her purse and left the house.

The moment the gate outside closed behind us, I felt something almost like finality to it, and I found myself looking at the building over my shoulder. That house had been my home for the last year, but now it would no longer welcome me. Soon enough, the wards would be reconfigured to consider me, and perhaps even Nicole, as strangers, and I doubted it would ever change.

I felt a pang of sadness at it. Maybe it was foolish to grow attached to a building, but it had been the happiest home I had gotten, even if only for a year, and I felt an ache leaving it behind.

Then I let my eyes drift to Nicole and felt my spirit lift a little. The building hadn’t been what made my time there feel so happy. It had been Nicole and Lila, and I still had those. This was just a minor setback.

I couldn’t help but wince when I thought of the blonde.

Nicole didn’t miss it despite the tears falling down her face. “Lila is going to kill us.” I spoke. Nicole only blinked at first, then hiccupped as she tried to choke down the urge to laugh, then let it out, and her amusement seemed to echo down the street.

“All her stuff is inside. The clothes and the jewelry.” Nicole said, turning to look at what had been her home for the last years, some of her amusement remaining despite the obvious pain she felt over being thrown out. “I almost fear for what will happen to my family if they don’t give those to her as quickly as they can.”

“It probably won’t be pretty.”

I saw Nicole shiver at the cold, reached closer to her, helped her put on her coat, put one arm around her shoulder, and pulled her closer. It was ten pm, the streets were dark, and winter had been a bit sharper than usual this year. Nicole wasn’t exactly dressed for going out, and the coat wasn’t enough to warm her fully.

Granted, as a succubus, I didn’t know if cold affected her as much as it might a human, but I didn’t mind being close to her either, so I didn’t think I lost anything by holding her closely like that.

“We probably should have grabbed your car on the way out.” I told her, and Nicole blinked at me, then cursed, turned to glare at the house, almost as if she could glare at the man inside, then slumped and turned to me, burying her head against my chest.

“I hate my family.” She said with a muffled voice.

If that was true, perhaps all of this would have been easier on her, but she was also hurt despite being angry with them. She hadn’t expected something like this to happen; they had taken her completely by surprise with this move, and it hurt her deeply.

I did the only thing a good boyfriend could do at a time like that. I held her tightly, hugged her, let her find comfort in my embrace, and then kissed her lightly on the lips when she leaned back. She was the one to deepen that kiss just slightly, and I felt her pull at my energy, my life force. I let it happen. She was a succubus, after all. The entire mess with her uncle had probably messed up her control, and feeding just a bit would likely be enough for her to regain her strength and recompose herself.

Her cheeks were flushed when she pulled back from me, and her green eyes seemed more vivid. If we were home, I knew how this would end, but as it was…

I leaned in, pressed another kiss to her lips, and tilted my head, but I didn’t allow this one to last as much as the previous one and pulled back despite the whine she released at it. “We need to find somewhere to spend the night. And not just us, either.” Lila would be pissed; I had no doubts about that. The blonde liked her little luxuries, and over the previous year, she had made sure to make the manor more to her taste. Now, all of that would be lost.

“We can spend the night at the Magic Book,” Nicole replied after a few moments of thinking about it. “Lila is there already, and the place will close down shortly. It’s probably the best we can get in such a short time.”

I wasn’t sure about that. I could get some allies to house us, but while there probably wouldn’t be strings attached to the offer, I didn’t doubt some of those might expect something more from me or mine. Better to take refuge in the Magic Book for tonight and use the next day to arrange for something more permanent.

“Should we call her? Or will you tell her?”

I could always open up my link to the succubus and tell her what happened, but there was no reason to anger the blonde while she was still working at the café. Once we got there, we could pull her aside, tell her what happened, and stop her from going on a rampage in the name of her clothes.

“Better to speak to her in person, I think,” I told the brunette. She nodded at that. “And a bit of a walk might do us some good, calm our nerves down.” The way Nicole pursed her lips told me she didn’t want to calm down, but she eventually sighed and nodded at me, and the two of us started moving soon after.

She leaned her head against me as we did it, didn’t mind the arm around her shoulder or pressing her side tight against mine. Sure, it didn’t make for the smoothest walk, but neither cared. Nicole seemed utterly lost in thought, almost certainly thinking about her family. I was tempted to ask her but held back that temptation. I was curious about the situation, but I shouldn't pry into her matters until I was willing to come clean about my own situation.

Lost in thought, enjoying the feeling of her body against mine, I didn’t exactly pay any mind to my surroundings. I would still have to be blind to miss the fact there was something wrong. I slowly slowed down and eventually came to a complete still. That Nicole didn’t ask anything about it and looked around with narrowed eyes told me she had sensed the same thing I did.

There was something wrong. There were no other people in the streets. Granted that it was late, and the roads we were moving through weren’t that frequented, but there was usually someone nearby at this time of the night, either in their cars or walking around. It was more than that, though.

A fog seemed to be spreading at the edges of the street, cutting off the sound and the light that might come from the surroundings. The shadows close to our position seemed to be moving on their own. And there was a rancid smell in the air, something that seemed to become more and more noticeable as the seconds passed.

I almost felt the urge to hurl when something stepped from the fog ahead into our path.

It looked like a walking sack of flesh, with bulbous pus pouring from the sides, two meaty stumps functioning as legs, and another as the head. The flesh was corrupted and rotted in places, releasing some dark oil from pours on the left side.

I had no fucking clue about what it was. It could be a demon of some kind or a fleshcrafted abomination – I didn’t know. I didn’t need to learn what it was to understand that I didn’t want it close to Nicole or me, and I needed to do something to stop it from moving closer.

Fire always worked great for fleshcrafted monsters, and fire was what I used. Sure, for the most part, I liked to get my hands dirty and use magic to augment my physicality until I was able to stand toe-to-toe with the most powerful monsters in the world and beat them at their game, but I didn’t want to dirty my hands with whatever this was. Fire it was, and quite a bit of it at that.

I raised my hand, pointed it at the abomination, and sent a lance of fire at it, almost like my hand was some flamethrower.

It hurt. The creature didn’t release any sound; it seemed unable to do it, but the way it writhed, its flesh bubbling as my flame met it and tried to turn it into charcoal, made it very clear it hurt.

And yet, the moment I let my flame down, that flesh seemed to heal, regaining a smoother appearance, still as awful looking as before, still rotten in places and diseased in others, but seemingly unbothered by the flame and the damage it provoked.

The creature took another step in our direction.

“Fuck this.” I said, taking a step forward. I had tried to contain the damage, not knowing what this was and trusting that a bit of fire would have been enough. The creature was tougher than that, and while it didn’t seem threatening and only slowly moved in our direction, I didn’t want it to get close. Nicole clutched at my arm for a moment as if uncertain she should let me go, but I sent her a smile, trying to tell her not to worry.

And then I used fire again. I didn’t hold back nearly as much as before, though. I thrust both hands out and sent fire, which burst out of me with a howl. Between one moment and the next, the flame crossed the path between me and the abomination, crashed into it, and the sheer heat of my flames warped that flesh. Once more, the creature writhed, but this time, it also melted as it did, the flesh bubbling all over the place, fat seemingly running down and gathering on the soil.

The creature wasn’t the only thing that was melting. Even the tarmac under it seemed to be getting redder with each moment that passed, and some of the rubbish in a dumpster near the creature became aflame.

I had always been a proponent of hitting something harder when the first hit didn’t seem to do the job, and with this creature, it was working. I poured more and more flame into it, saw it writhe under the flame, and then melt until all that remained was what seemed to be charcoal atop a partially melted road.

The moment I pulled my flames back, the creatures hiding to the sides attacked.

They looked like gremlins, seemingly melting from the shadows and taking physical form. Some of them were a foot or two high, and others managed to reach four feet tall, but for the most part, they were small creatures and didn’t look like they would be much of a threat.

Looks could be deceiving, though.

They were fast and vicious, and there were many of them. Hundreds, perhaps, though they moved all over the place, not quite attacking head-on. They had used the time where I had dealt with the abomination to close the distance towards us and get in position, and now they struck. And they quickly started dying.

While they didn’t exactly look like something I would want to hold – most of them had rugged skin ranging from dark blue to mossy green, ratty clothes, far too many teeth, and wide eyes – I had no problem hitting them.

I was fast and could move like a blur when I pushed myself into it. The number of little demons attacking us – and I didn’t doubt they were demons of a kind – was quite impressive, but I managed to block their attacks for the most part, hitting them before they managed to harm Nicole. They wouldn’t have harmed me, not with how tough I was. As I hit them, though, I became aware of another problem. The moment I did, their bodies seemed to turn into shadows, and they passed through me, regained their form on the other side, and attacked again.

I narrowed my eyes at that and did my best to keep them off my back, but once again, I found myself on the back foot. Much like whatever abomination that had advanced on us before was, to deal with them, I would be forced to use different abilities than the ones I would prefer, and I couldn’t help but think it wasn’t a coincidence.

Whoever was behind this attack seemed to know exactly what I was capable of and planned for ways to annoy me. Once more, I saw myself reaching for fire, and it worked a little better. A few of the gremlins got scorched by it, but the buggers were quite tenacious, and fire didn’t seem to work that well against them. If I could just manage to hit one of them in a prolonged way, but there were so many of them, and I had to keep shifting my attention from one to the next…

Trying to keep Nicole safe at the same time only hindered me.

The brunette had created a fireball in her hand and seemed to whirl it around like a shield to keep the little critters back, but that wouldn’t work forever. Teaching her how to create a fireball like that had been the first thing Lila and I had focused on when it became apparent Nicole needed to learn some offensive magic. Technically, she could always rely on her nature as a succubus and use those abilities offensively, but that risked her revealing what she had become.

We didn’t want her to do that unless she had no choice.

I narrowed my eyes. If this continued as it was, the creatures might actually overwhelm me and end up hurting the brunette, and that couldn’t be allowed to occur.

Something had to change.

I didn’t hesitate to open my link to Lila. I told her we were being ambushed and where – all of it in the time it took to think it. For a moment, I could almost see what she was seeing back at the Magic Book, just like she could see what was happening around me, and I felt her tension from the other side. Knowing she would join us shortly, I focused on the fight once more.

I let one of the critters grab my arm and let its teeth hit against my shield. And it stopped right there, the creature unable to chew on my flesh – as I suspected. Still, it was always better to confirm those things, and now that I knew they weren’t a threat to me, I could focus on ensuring they didn’t get to be a threat to Nicole.

Which was easier thought than done. There were so many of them; unlike with me, if they got their teeth on Nicole, they could hurt her. And yet, the more I looked, the less they seemed intent on hurting her. One of them got close enough to grab at one of her legs, and it put its hands on her but didn’t try to bite down. It wanted to pull her aside, even as others tried to rush at me and get between me and the brunette, not that they managed.

A kick made the creature holding onto Nicole disperse into shadow, and I didn’t hesitate to pull the brunette closer to me, pulling her against my side. It wasn’t the most practical way to fight, but if I had her close, I could protect her better.

In fact, maybe I didn’t need to fight at all.

I doubted I could capture these demons or get anything out of them even if I did. If someone had summoned them to do this, they would never tell on their master. In that case, why fight at all. “Hold on.” I told Nicole, and she blinked at me, then clutched me tightly when she processed what I said. She didn’t know what I would do but trusted me enough to obey without issue.

I put one of my arms around her waist, then leaped up. It wasn’t much, enough to take us onto the roof of an abandoned store nearby, getting us away from most of the critters. Not all of them, though. More leaped from the shadows where we landed, and I started wondering if there were even more of them around or if they were traveling through the shadows themselves.

If they were beings of shadows, light could be adequate against them. It wasn’t a sure thing. Some of these beings lived in the shadows but weren’t made by them; in that case, light would hurt them significantly, even kill them. If they were made of the shadows themselves, light could do nothing, make them stronger, or even destroy them outright.

With ease, I avoided their grasping hands, kept Nicole safe from their reach, and leaped onto another, higher surface. Someone had set up this trap for me and prepared the terrain ahead. There were limits to what they could do in a city. To cordon off a small street and keep people from wandering in and seeing anything they shouldn’t? Tricky, incredibly so, but not impossible, especially with the resources I believed my enemy had under their command.

An attack like this…

Someone had planned this to the last detail, someone who knew my abilities much better than anyone in Greenford should. An abomination that I wouldn’t want to touch with a ten-foot pole, beings of shadows immune to physical strength, which was what I used most, and fire, which I used more after pure strength. I hadn’t even used fire before around the city. No one else should have known how much I relied on it when I couldn’t hit something in the face.

I had known my former mentors would find me sooner or later.

It seemed the time had come.

Nicole held tightly onto me, and I squeezed her momentarily, trying to reassure her. Suddenly, she wasn’t there, and worry filled me. I managed to see a shadow stretching from where she had been against my side to the ground, near the wall of a building where a creature stood.

It had similarities with the demons attacking us in the frame, but it was taller and slimmer than me. It almost seemed like some kind of reptilian stick figure, with bulbous eyes, large claws, and a frame that otherwise looked fragile. Nicole screamed when she realized what stood beside her now, and in the middle of the air, I couldn’t precisely rush their way.

Perhaps a large enough burst of wind would allow me to help gravity make me fall harder. I wasn’t sure how the creature had managed to move Nicole from my side. Was it some kind of teleportation through shadow? I knew plenty of shadow creatures could do that to themselves, but to do it to others…

Nicole quickly cut off her scream and wielded her fireball again, trusting it into the monster’s face.

It did nothing. The fire washed over that skin without hindering the being in any way, and it reacted by leering at the brunette, a large tongue escaping from its mouth, moving towards her as if to lick her.

That seemed too much for the green-eyed woman.

With a sound of rage, the wings and tail that marked her new nature as a succubus burst out of her back, the wings forcing the creature’s arms aside, working as a barrier against that tongue. The tail…

I had never thought it could be used as a weapon, but perhaps that had been foolish of me. Demons always seemed able to use any part of their bodies as weapons. Why would it be any different with succubae? It was a slim thing but long and pointy. Nicole’s tail moved low to the ground, sneaked around the creature harassing her, and then hit its back, spearing through the creature without effort. It let out a screech of pain, and the many demons around us seemed to echo that screech…

Only then did I realize the nature of the creatures we were facing. The creature.

There was only one, after all. All the little critters were projections from the demon Nicole had just speared through the heart, parts of its power projected as their own creatures. That was why they attacked without fear, why they seemed so endless. None of them was fully real. When their task was done, the demon would pull them in, take them into itself, and recover the power he spent on their creation.

Flailing around, the creature tried to hit Nicole, but the succubus pulled back, her tail pulling out of the beast and making it screech again.

I didn’t hesitate to reach out with my power and used it to force the creature into stillness. Using telekinesis like that was hard, especially against beings like this, who could struggle far more than a human could, but I didn’t need my attack to last long. Just enough for me to reach the ground, close the distance between us, and put an end to the creature.

Nicole’s attack had wounded and weakened it, which was the only reason I had enough time to do it all. The moment my feet touched the ground, I was off again, rushing forward in a blur, passing by Nicole halfway into taking a step back. She had started taking that step back even before my foot reached the ground, and I closed the forty feet between us in less time than she needed to finish that step back.

The demon’s eyes didn’t have enough time to widen before I was suddenly in front of it, and I didn’t hesitate to reach out with my hands, took hold of his head, and twisted it. Knowing such a wound wouldn’t be enough to kill plenty of demons out there, I kept my hold on that head, pushed the demon to the ground, and then poised one foot against his shoulder, even as I heaved up with my arms and legs.

Slowly, the flesh of its neck gave away, ripping itself apart as I pulled the head off, and the moment I succeeded at that, I threw the head aside. All the little gremlins that had been around seemed to turn into shadows simultaneously, as did the head when it crashed onto the ground, the body following just moments later and turning into shadows.

Suddenly, it was as if the noise from the city could be heard, and the fog slowly cleared.

“Nicole…” I started, turning to her, but the brunette already had her eyes closed, breathing deeply and slowly pulling her tail and wings back into herself. From one moment to the next, she looked again like an average human woman, and I nodded at her. She didn’t hesitate to close the distance between us, pushing up against me, holding me, and I held her back.

I let the feeling of her comfort me for a few moments.

“We’re safe,” I told her. “We’re going to be alright.”

Frankly, I didn’t know if that was true, but it was what she needed to hear. Unfortunately, if the Institute had finally come after me, I wasn’t sure I could keep her safe that easily.


Chapter 4

Lila reached us about a minute later. Enough time for us to have recomposed ourselves slightly and for me to pull Nicole into a crowded street where another attack like that was unlikely to come.

Attacks of other nature might follow. After all, the Institute had its fingers on various pies, but I didn’t think they would try something like that just yet. I didn’t doubt they could get the police or the FBI to come after me for some reason, but they wouldn’t take risks about exposing the supernatural world to the human authorities lightly and would leave that for a last recourse.

Everyone who crossed Lila’s path as she moved our way seemed to give the blonde a wide berth, even if they didn’t notice they were doing it. Just as she could put on a certain allure to ensure every eye turned to her, the blonde succubus could do something that seemed to be the opposite. People still saw her and might still interact with her if she interacted with them first, but for the most part, they would act as if no one was there. They still gave way, noticed enough to know something was moving their way, and needed to shift aside but wouldn’t have been able to tell why afterward.

The blonde knew we were well. The moment the fight ended, I hadn’t hesitated to open my link to her and tell her we were alright, but she still rushed towards us as quickly as she could, and once Lila had us close to her, she didn’t hesitate to throw herself at us and hold us tight.

The kiss she pressed to Nicole’s lips, and then to mine, was a bit too heated for our current surroundings, but fortunately, she ensured people ignored it, and I could relax just a little against her. Not for long, though. “We need to leave and get to a safe place.”

Lila raised an eyebrow at me but didn’t contradict me. She knew how strong I was and probably wondered what I believed might be enough of a threat that the two of us couldn’t deal with, but she figured I wouldn’t say something like that without reason. “Well, then let’s get home.”

Both Nicole and I froze at that, then exchanged looks. Nicole nodded in the blonde’s direction, and I narrowed my eyes at her. She looked back at me with wide eyes, and I sighed. “We can’t.” I told the blonde when I glanced at her, and she raised an eyebrow at us.

“Why not?”

“Because Nicole’s family threw us out.” I replied, noticing how she froze, and then looked at us and around us, seemingly searching for something.

“Without any of our stuff?” The succubus asked, her voice mild. I knew quite well that wasn’t how she was feeling. I could sense the simmering anger taking hold of her through our bond, and maybe some other time it would amuse me a bit, but after what happened…

A thought entered my mind that made me still, and now Lila was the one who froze and looked at me as she felt some of what I did.

Our bond had grown in strength during the last year. Whenever we wished for, we could now speak to one another on our minds or even project what our senses were feeling. I could let her listen to my conversations, see my surroundings, or even taste the food I was eating. It was the same for her. Even with emotions, it had gotten relatively easy to share them when we opened our bond.

That was why she had suspected what I would say even before I said it.

“This was not a coincidence.” Nicole blinked at me, not understanding, and I knew it would hurt her to hear what I was going to say, but I felt I needed to do it. “This attack was planned; the demon had been waiting for us,” I told the brunette, hoping she would get what I was hinting at without making me say it. It was a hope for naught. “It knew we would be walking past that street; it knew we would be here, going to the Magic Book at that hour.”

“No,” Nicole replied when she figured out what I was hinting at. “No, I don’t believe my uncle had anything to do with this.” She continued, looking at me.

I didn’t say anything; I just looked back at her.

What could I say, really? Her relationship with her family was complicated. It had hurt her to be thrown out of her house, but for them to play a part in this attack…

I pursed my lips as I remembered something else. “The little critters were trying to keep you away from me, and the demon pulled you away from me but didn’t try to attack you until you put your tail through its chest.”

Nicole blinked, not understanding and still visibly bothered over the possibility that her family might have any connection with the attack. Lila saw what I had seen, though.

“You think they were trying to take her away. Kidnap her?” She asked, and I pursed my lips once more and eventually nodded.

“If I’m right about the ones I think are behind this, then yes. They almost certainly would love to take Nicole away from me and use her as a bargaining chip.” This might imply that the Greenheart family had dealings with the Institute, but how close were those dealings?

I wouldn’t leap to conclusions about those. After all, my former mentors had connections to mage clans worldwide. They were the premier institution for learning magic in our world for a reason, and that gave them both clout and sway with the mage clans that usually gave them the students they needed.

It didn’t mean the Greenheart family had anything to do with what happened to me or my siblings, but they still seemed to have enough sway with the Greenhearts that they had made the patriarch of the clan throw his granddaughter out of her house; perhaps even knowing he was sending her to an ambush at the same time.

And yet, something William had said before resurfaced now. He had heard of me before. He didn’t seem surprised to see me. At the time, I thought he had contacts within the city, but he didn’t know what had happened to Michael. It made me think he could only have heard from me from another place – the Institute. I brushed that realization aside.

“We need to get out of here and find someplace safe.” I told the two succubi. I could worry about the rest later; now, we needed to get somewhere to rest in peace without having to stress about anyone attacking us.

Unfortunately, it was easier said than done. The Magic Book was not that place. There were no wards in place; the building itself wasn’t made for a fight to occur inside, and it might very well be the first place they would send someone in search of us now that their first attack failed.

It wasn’t as if there were many other alternatives, though.

Maybe we could bunk up with Luther, but he lived in a small flat on the outskirts of town. And he was a known associate of mine. If the people at the Institute felt comfortable enough to make a move on me, if they had arranged for a trap like this, they had undoubtedly made a note of who I had been working with and who I might go for help.

The thought of grabbing the two succubi and skipping town briefly entered my mind, but I immediately brushed it off. I had known this would happen sooner or later; I had made plans for it and made connections to the other supernatural beings in town. If I left now, it would only be a matter of time until my former mentors tracked me down and discovered where I was, and I would have lost all those allies for nothing.

If they were still my allies, that was. The Institute’s reach was far. I had to be aware that, just like with Nicole’s family, they might have reached out to others in town and tried to turn them.

Or kill them if they didn’t show themselves willing to help them.

“We need to get the others as well.” I found myself saying, quickly explaining when Nicole and Lila furrowed their brows at me. “The servants and the other allies we have in town. We need to warn them.” I sighed. “And maybe there lays the solution we need for a safe place to spend the night.”

It took a while for Nicole to understand; Lila got it when the words escaped my mouth and smirked.

“You mean to go to Ophelia?”

I shrugged. “There probably isn’t a safer place we can go in such a short time,” I told her. “And if I’m right about the people behind this, Ophelia, her clan, and our other allies might very well become targets as well.”

Nicole opened her mouth, and I knew she was curious about who I thought might be behind this, but I gestured for them to start moving, turned my back on them, and did start to move away, and she let it be. Now was not the time to answer such questions; she could easily figure that out. First, we needed a safe place. We needed to make sure our friends and allies were okay, which I feared might no longer be true.

If my former mentors had come after me, I didn’t know how they would act. They could come out swinging, and this wasn’t the only attack they might be behind. It wouldn’t surprise me if they might have hit others in town at the same time, and in that case, our situation might be direr than I hoped.

I only hesitated for a moment before grabbing my phone and calling Luther, and every second he took to answer the call made me think the worst.

“What do you want?” He asked, voice groggy.

I blinked. “It’s what, eleven PM? You’re sleeping at this hour?”

He grumbled from the other side, yawned, and only then answered. “Ingram was a prick that forced me to stay the nights awake unless he wanted me to do something during the day. You can bet your ass that as soon as I could, I returned to a sleep schedule more conducive to a human.” He yawned again.

“How’s that working out for you?”

“Fuck you. Why did you wake me for?”

“To see if you were alive.” He cursed, but I continued before he could do more than that. “And I meant that literally.”

Silence followed from the other side, and then I could hear him shifting around, seemingly getting to his feet. “What’s going on?”

“Remember those enemies I thought might come after me?” I looked at my surroundings as I led Lila and Nicole to our destination. I didn’t think it likely that another attack would follow so quickly, especially not in streets as crowded as the ones I took them through, but having some healthy paranoia might end up keeping me alive. “I’m not a hundred percent sure, but I think they’re in town.”

“And you think they might have come after me?” I didn’t need to see him to picture the raised eyebrow he might have on his face.

“You and everyone else that might be called one of my allies. And let me tell you, they wouldn’t blink about taking you all out if that was what they thought they needed to get what they want.” He cursed from the other side once again.

“What do you need?”

“Get in contact with the rest of your crew; ensure they are safe. Warn them danger might be coming their way.” I sighed and hesitated, knowing he wouldn’t enjoy my following suggestion but knowing it might be for the best. “Nicole, Lila, and I are going to the lair under Red Night, see if Ophelia was hit, and probably take refuge there.” I didn’t doubt he would be curious about us abandoning the manor, but I could fill him in on that later and in person. “Maybe you should come.”

“And bunk with the vampires again?” His tone left no doubt about how little he liked that suggestion, but he didn’t shoot it down either. He understood the risks.

The fact the clan under Ophelia was much different from what it had been before probably helped him stomach the suggestion.

“If that’s what’s needed for you to survive, yes. Call me when you’ve heard from the rest of your crew.”

I disconnected and released a sigh. It seemed Luther hadn’t been a target, and if he hadn’t, I doubted any other crew member had been. It didn’t mean the Institute didn’t know about him or his crew; it just meant they either didn’t consider them a threat or had some other plan for them.

Ultimately, it would depend precisely on what my former mentors intended. Did they want to tighten the nose around my neck quickly, jerk it off, and put an end to my little rebellion? Or had they figured starting slow, putting more and more pressure on me, would be the way to get one over me?

I was so distracted with my thoughts that I barely noticed we had reached our destination, and I only truly paid attention to it when Nicole grabbed my shoulder. I turned to her so quickly that she almost lost her balance, and my hands ended up around her frame, stopping her from falling and then pulling her tighter against me. “Sorry, you were saying?” I couldn’t help but smile a little at the flush that took hold of her cheeks at our close proximity, and I certainly didn’t miss the way her eyes dipped down to my lips.

Lila coughed, raising an eyebrow at us when we looked at her. “Aren’t we here for something?” She asked, gesturing towards the club. It was a weekday, so there weren’t many people waiting outside, but I didn’t doubt there would be a small crowd inside.

That nothing seemed out of the ordinary made me relax slightly, but that didn’t mean much. Hidden in a basement, the lair was somewhat disconnected from the club itself. It could be possible for the vampires to have been attacked without anyone upside hearing anything, but I didn’t think it likely. It would be too risky.

And yet, in a way, so would attacking me in the street with what seemed to be hundreds of little demons – no matter how well they had prepared the trap. I didn’t doubt there had been enchantments around to stop normies from wandering in, but there was always the risk of some camera catching something it shouldn’t or someone stumbling in despite all the precautions against it.

Most supernatural organizations wouldn’t risk something like that happening without thinking very well about it, yet they still decided to go ahead and send that demon after me. I didn’t think it implied anything good. Either they were desperate, which might make them reckless, or they were too sure of themselves, which didn’t bode well for me.

I recognized one of the bouncers at the club's entrance, and he immediately parted to the side with a nod. That meant everything seemed normal within the club, which was good, but what about under it?

I relaxed further once we got inside, and I caught the eyes of a couple of Ophelia’s vampires. If someone had attacked their lair, they would have known about it. They had a bond with Ophelia, after all. Not like the one I shared with Lila, nothing so precise or intense, but it would let them know if something was wrong.

And yet…

They seemed fidgety. That one of them immediately started moving in my direction made me realize something was going on, and it didn’t surprise me when he gestured for us to follow him. “Ophelia is underneath, I don’t doubt she’ll want to see you.”

“Lead the way.”

Nothing seemed out of sorts on our way down, and when the door to the lair opened, I could see that most of the vampire clan was gathered inside, though I did notice the tension in the air.

Ophelia turned to us, her eyes narrowed, though that disappeared when she saw who was at the door. “I wasn’t expecting a visit from such distinguished guests.”

The redhead didn’t hesitate to start moving our way, her hips swaying from side to side, her red dress putting all of her best attributes on display. The vampire was quite gorgeous, with pale skin, blue eyes, and hair the color of strawberries. She had very generous curves and an incredibly gorgeous bust, which the dress seemed to display quite easily, and not just that, either. The slit on its side was so high up most of her left leg was visible when she took a step forward.

It also showed she wasn’t wearing anything underneath it.

I smiled at her and let my eyes move over the rest of the assembled vampires and their servants. “But you were expecting something.” I said, and she froze momentarily, then crossed her arms under her chest, annoyed. She cut off the seduction attempt, but knowing she wouldn’t have much luck with that probably helped. I didn’t doubt Ophelia was quite a seductress when she wished to be, but I couldn’t help but feel her lacking compared to Lila.

It was natural, I supposed. Lila was a succubus, a being made for being wanted and desired, a being of lust and sex. No matter how hard the redhead tried, she would never quite manage to reach Lila’s level.

Ophelia looked at my face for a while, seemingly contemplating something, then allowed her eyes to move over my companions. She showed a hint of hunger when her eyes hovered over Nicole, much like she did to some of the other mages in the city I had seen her interact with – mage blood was quite tasty for a vampire. I knew she had been craving mine since I allowed her to feed on it to save her life.

Little did she know Nicole was no longer a human mage.

Then her eyes moved over Lila, and the redhead froze. It was a momentary thing, but I didn’t miss it. At first, Ophelia had been quite dismissive of Lila, thinking she was a puppet under my strings. It was true that I was technically Lila’s master – as her summoner – but it was foolish to believe that was all there was to the succubus.

I knew something happened between them. While dismissive at first, even trying to upstage the succubus several times with her attempts at seducing me, Ophelia changed her tune suddenly, and from that point forward, she had always seemed a bit wary of the blonde. And if the hunger she had displayed when looking at Nicole was evident, the way she looked away from Lila, almost as if she feared the temptation the blonde represented, told me whatever happened between them had marked the redhead.

Ophelia regained her composure quickly enough and faced me once more. “You could say something like that, yes. But why are you here?” She asked, narrowing her eyes as she looked from me to my companions. “What happened?”

It shouldn’t surprise me that she realized something had happened, and I pursed my lips. It seemed apparent something was going on with her, just as she knew something was going on with me. Trying to lose time with posturing, talking around the issue, and playing games wouldn’t help.

“Nicole’s family came back and threw us out of the house,” I told her without holding back. “And we were attacked by demons shortly after.”

Ophelia blinked, obviously not expecting me to put it all like that.

She leaned back just slightly, with her arms crossed, allowing her blue eyes to meet my gaze. A sigh escaped her. “Someone killed one of mine. Two, actually, if you count her servant.”

That didn’t seem like the Institute. If they decided to go after my allies, I expected them to go directly after the source, attack the clan fully, and get rid of them. For them to hit only one of Ophelia’s people…

I suppose it was possible. It could be a warning of some kind for Ophelia. That they might eventually get in contact with her and tell her that would be what would happen to the rest of her people if she didn’t butt out. Ophelia relied on me for her power, for her position. It would take something big to make her turn her back on me. Making it obvious she would lose all that power, and perhaps her life, might be the way to do it, but from how she acted, I didn’t think anyone had contacted her.

It could also be an attempt to drive a wedge between us, but once again, Ophelia relied very much on me and my reputation in the city. Without that, she wouldn’t be where she was.

It might be something unrelated to what was happening to me, to what I believed was the Institute making a move, but I didn’t believe in coincidences of this type. Not when, coincidently, Nicole’s family had just made a return to the city in some way, and that ended up with us getting thrown out.

That, the attack on me, and now the death of one of Ophelia’s vampires.

All of this was connected somehow; I was sure of it.

“What happened, exactly, and when?”

Ophelia tilted her head and seemed to consider me briefly before answering. “Right after sundown. From what those who talked to Amalia before she went out say, someone she knew called her, and she went out. She took her servant with her, and soon after, we got the call about what happened. One of the wolves smelled blood and found her near their bar. Only luck stopped a normie from stumbling on the scene.”

Luck, was it?

No, if the Institute was behind this in some way, they had ensured no normies would have stumbled on the scene. And the fact they had left the body close enough to the White Clover…

I couldn’t help but think that it was them sending another message, this one directed at Elena and the people she had under her command.

Even someone less paranoid about the situation would have started thinking the coincidences far too much for it to be innocent.

I found myself exchanging a glance with Lila, which, together with the succubus' bond with me, let her quickly figure out what I was thinking of doing. “Going to do some investigation of your own?” She asked, and Nicole’s eyes widened. Ophelia seemed too interested all of a sudden, her gaze sharpening.

“I hope you don’t expect to go without me. This was one of my vampires, after all.”

I crossed my arms and looked at her. “As long as you behave.” No doubt investigating would mean talking to Elena and her people, figuring out precisely what they had seen and heard and how they had gotten to the bodies. I wasn’t sure that Ophelia wouldn’t try to use an occasion like that for her benefit.

I suppose she might try to behave; she did know how vulnerable her position was, how diminished the vampire clan had gotten since Bloodfist left, and she had tried to play nice with the other powers in town. Not that all of them bought it, and I knew tensions between Elena’s group and those who answered to Ophelia were some of the more intense. Still, if she was smart about it, this might be a chance to try to ease some of those tensions. Trying to accuse a member of Elena’s faction of this wouldn’t help her.

Ophelia cocked her hip to the side, crossed her arms under her chest, and pursed her lips at me. The annoyance on her face was perhaps one of the more real emotions I had seen. “I’m older than you; you do know that, right? I don’t need you to tell me off as if I’m a child.”

I raised my hands in the air and stepped back, apologizing. Then I turned to Lila. “If you want me to stay behind, you must pay for it later.” She told me right away and moved closer to me, swaying her hips from side to side. My heart started beating harder at the sight, and my mouth suddenly dried. I couldn’t take my eyes away from her, couldn’t help but notice her hair seemed more voluminous and her curves just a bit more noticeable than before.

I only truly realized she was using her allure when she pressed against me, and I closed my eyes to enjoy the sensation of her, opening them immediately after and glaring at her.

I pursed my lips, trying to come up with something to contradict her and failing.

I looked at Nicole afterward and raised an eyebrow. “You’re not coming with either.” Having someone trying to take her away one time that night had been enough. Then I stilled when I thought that. Perhaps her coming along would be for the best. The clan’s lair was pretty safe overall, and Nicole wasn’t precisely defenseless, especially with Lila around, but I couldn’t count on the ones behind the attack still thinking she was human. That would paint a bigger target on her back, making it more likely that whenever someone came after her, they would do so more forcefully.

Before I could change my mind and say something about it, Nicole shook her head. “I wasn’t intending to. I think I need to rest.” She looked at Ophelia. “If it’s not a problem for us to crash here for a few days.”

A large smile took hold of the vampire’s lips as she looked from one of us to the other. “Oh, it is no problem at all.” The redhead didn’t even seem to attempt to hide her hunger, not that any of us would have missed it anyway. She had never been quite able to contain herself when she looked at me after she fed from me the first time. Nicole and Lila were succubi. They knew when someone desired them, even if that desire was mainly targeted at their blood.

I looked at Nicole again, almost hesitant to tell her my doubts, but then I saw her face and how exhausted she seemed. It wasn’t something physical. With her new nature as a demon, she wouldn’t get tired easily, if at all. But emotionally? Her family had made an appearance, threw her out of the house, and then might have played a part in an attack targeted at her and her boyfriend – an attack that might have had the objective of kidnapping her. I frankly had no clue how she was feeling, but I could imagine she wanted nothing else but to lay down and rest for a while, trying to process all those emotions.

I pursed my lips and looked at Ophelia. “Maybe you need to make sure this place is secure.” I told her, and she narrowed her eyes at me.

“Why? Do you think someone might try to attack our lair?”

“Perhaps not.” If they hadn’t attacked already, using the advantage surprise would give them, perhaps they wouldn’t try to attack the vampires at all. And yet, one of their members was dead. “But if the people I think are behind this are the ones that attacked me and yours, they might very well come after the rest of your clan, and it won’t be easy to survive their attack.”

Ophelia’s attention sharpened for a few moments, and I knew sooner or later I would have to come clean about what was going on, but she looked around at her clan for a moment and decided it was better for it to be another time. One where only those she wished for would get to hear what was going on.

“I might even have Luther’s crew move in for a few days if you think they could be welcomed here.” Not that I believed she would deny me, and her annoyed glance told me she would much prefer they didn’t come but didn’t want to deny me. I smirked at her. “Well, shall we go?”


Chapter 5

“This is the place where the bodies were found?” I asked, looking around the alley. It was dirty and greasy, and there were a few trashcans against one of the corners, but besides that, I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. That told me everything, really.

There were no signs of a fight, and there was no blood around, and seeing as the vampire who got killed had been decapitated…

Yeah, this hadn’t been where the vampire and her servant had been killed. Someone dumped the bodies in the alley afterward, and the only reason I could see for that was an attempt at some kind of warning to Elena and the ones that answered to her.

And speaking of the blonde…

“Yes.” She replied promptly from her position at the head of the alley.

“This wasn’t where the vampire was killed.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

I gave her a look. “Any of your people know anything?” She raised an eyebrow at me, and I rolled my eyes. “Any of them smell anything weird? They don’t have to rely on their eyes alone, like most of us.”

“The only scents around are those of blood and vampire.”

Which probably meant that whoever had dumped the bodies in this place had taken precautions not to get caught. Kind of obvious when you might be trying to spook werewolves and other creatures with an enhanced sense of smell. Elena wasn’t a werewolf; she was something more, but she seemed to have the same abilities most werewolves had.

It seemed obvious we wouldn’t be getting much more from the scene. I straightened and looked at Ophelia, who appeared to be glaring at the alley as if she could burn it away. She glanced at me when she sensed my eyes on her and tried to smooth off her features, but I didn’t know why she bothered. Sure, some older vampires believed showing off their real emotions was a sign of weakness, but I wasn’t sure I agreed. She was pissed off that one of her vampires, one of the people under her protection, had gotten killed.

Now, the reason for that anger might be varied. She might have cared about Amalia and hated seeing her lose her life. She might be pissed that someone went against her clan, in a way questioning her power. Or she might be angry because her clan became even less dangerous with another death.

Ophelia hadn’t turned anyone else after taking command of the clan. She had allowed a few of her vampires to make servants, even if she hadn’t made any herself, and she did seem to have gathered a few humans who knew of the supernatural to help bolster her forces, but she hadn’t made any new vampires yet. I didn’t doubt that she was gathering those humans because she eventually planned to recruit from them, but so far, she had decided not to.

Part of it was undoubtedly an attempt to show the other groups in town that she didn’t intend to be another Bloodfist, that she had no intention to rule over every one of them as he did. I didn’t know if that was true, but she knew how vulnerable her position was, how much she depended on my help, and that if some of the other groups decided to move against her, she might be in trouble.

And yet, there might be more to it. Bloodfist doing what he had done, getting some of those closest to him to turn on the rest of the clan and slaughtering a significant number of them…

Something like that left scars, deep ones. I didn’t know if friendships among vampires were common, but it wouldn’t surprise me if they occurred over the years. How could one live beside another for decades and not get to know them? Emotions like hate, anger, and love might also develop. All of those left their mark, and to lose so many of those so connected to you that quickly…

It wouldn’t surprise me if she held back from making more vampires to ensure something like that never happened again. Vampires would constantly vie for power, always striving to gather more of it. But to be willing to turn your back on your own clan and slaughter them, as those who joined Bloodfist did?

Ophelia might want to ensure that could never happen again, and trying to figure out who the ones she turned were as a human might help with that.

Or I was just making too many conjectures, I didn’t know, really. And it didn’t really matter at a time like this.

I turned to Elena again. “You’ve said the guy who found the scene is still around?”

She crossed her arms. “He’s back at the White Clover, didn’t want to return home and allow people to think he had anything to do with this. He knows people would have questions for him.” Her blue eyes moved over me and Ophelia. “He had nothing to do with this.”

“I didn’t think he did.” I replied. I tried not to show anything in my tone, but she narrowed her eyes at me just a bit, and maybe I had given something away without meaning. I supposed it didn’t matter much.

Something told me that before the night was over, I would have to tell people what the hell was going on. Well, at least, what I believed was going on. I still wasn’t entirely sure, after all – despite how much I dreaded the Institute was behind this.

With a head gesture for us to follow, Elena turned on her feet and started moving away, and the two of us followed after her.

The tension inside the White Clover was obvious. Some of it was due to my or Ophelia’s presence – though mostly the latter. Many of the beings inside had resisted Bloodfist’s influence for as long as he remained in town, and they weren’t fond of vampires. They didn’t hate me, but they didn’t love me either. Mostly, they were wary of me, fearing I might reveal myself to be another Bloodfist.

That I hadn’t tried anything like that during the previous year seemed to have given me a bit more leeway with them, but now there was this situation, and no one was happy. The peace that followed Bloodfist’s massacre had been good for the supernatural community of Greenford. It had allowed many of its members to live without fear. No one wanted a return to what the city had been a couple of years back.

Elena nodded at a few of the men and women who looked at us, reassuring them slightly, and the tension eased just a bit. Well, for most people. The man she led us towards seemed to gulp as he let his eyes move from me to Ophelia and back again.

“This is Mark,” Elena told us, moving close to the seated man and standing behind him, her hands on his shoulders. “He’s the one who found the bodies.”

That she spoke like that, without holding anything back or bothering to lower her voice, told me everyone inside was aware of what was going on, which meant we could also speak freely.

Mark was in his late twenties, early thirties at the most, with short dark hair and broad shoulders. He looked strong and imposing, and knowing he was a werewolf meant he would be all the more impressive for it. And yet, he knew very well he was not in our league and knew how dangerous something like this could be.

“Nice to meet you.” I told him, smiling a bit and hoping to disarm the man. He was obviously tense, and I could understand it, but I didn’t want him to be. I was sure he had nothing to do with what happened. I doubted Ophelia thought that.

Mark seemed a bit warier about her than anything else if the quick glances he threw at the redhead before looking at me said anything. “Nice to meet you too, sir.”

I didn’t bother to correct him about that. He was older than I was, but in the supernatural world, more often than not, power mattered, and I had that in spades, and he didn’t.

“What happened?” I asked him.

“I couldn’t say much.” He immediately replied, shaking his head. “I was here until nine, nine and a half, and then I left to go home and turned on the street, and the scent of blood hit me. I was half-tempted to ignore it.” Mark shot a quick glance over his shoulder at Elena. “But it might mean someone was in danger, and I wanted to do something about it. By the time I reached the alley, though, I knew whatever happened was worse than I expected and that one of the victims was a vampire. I didn’t hesitate to come back here, warned everyone. Someone called Elena over, and that’s it.”

Something like that had been mostly what I was expecting.

I went over his words, trying to think on the matter, and then I sent a glance around. “Anyone around that might tell me exactly what time he left?”

“It was barely past nine.” A man offered from close to the bar, and no one contradicted him.

“Thank you,” I told him, then poised my chin on my hand and started thinking. It didn’t take long for me to feel Ophelia’s blue eyes burning into my frame, and I looked at her and raised an eyebrow. She started tapping her foot against the ground, and I blinked at her. “What?”

“You look like someone who figured something. What was it?”

I shook my head. “I was only making some calculus in my head. You’ve said Amalia received a call just after sundown. That was what? Six PM? Around it? Did she leave immediately after?”

Ophelia tilted her head to the side. “I can’t say for sure; I didn’t cross paths with her. Probably wouldn’t have taken long for her to leave the lair.”

“But it would still take a while, right? Ten, fifteen, twenty minutes.  She might have left the lair as early as half past six, but not earlier. The sun was already down by then, so she wouldn’t have been hit with direct sunlight, but I know indirect one still affects your skin somewhat, irritates you.” Only direct sunlight would burn a vampire to death, and it wasn’t exactly an immediate effect. Once the sun was down, even if some of its light rays still hit the vampire, they would sting, but their impact was much less noticeable.

It meant Amalia might have waited even more to get out, and if she didn’t, it must have been because she had a very good reason not to.

Elena got what I was hinting at. “It doesn’t leave much time to commit this crime.”

“No, it doesn’t,” I replied. “Between eventually catching up to her, killing her, then putting her body where it was found…” I shook my head. “They cut it close.”

“Whoever did this might have ambushed her just outside Red Night.” Lila finished for me, and I nodded.

Ophelia certainly didn’t like that thought. A hint of her fangs showed, and she let out a hiss.

“But why dump the bodies so close to our place?” Elena asked, narrowing her eyes when she looked from me to Ophelia. “Is this someone trying to provoke a fight between our groups?”

I stilled momentarily, not quite knowing what to say. Ophelia didn’t help, glancing at me so noticeably that no one inside the bar missed it and looked at me as well. Elena focused on me. “You know what’s going on.”

“I wouldn’t say that exactly,” I told her, shrugging. “I have some suspicions, that’s all.”

“Anything to do with the attack on you earlier tonight?” Ophelia questioned, smirking just a little. It was a vicious thing, and it held no amusement in it. She was angry, trying to control herself. That I didn’t tell her anything of what I suspected had obviously pissed her off, but she hadn’t pushed the matter until she had someone else to support her in the attempt.

At the end of the day, she depended on me far too much, after all.

It didn’t mean she didn’t want to know what I did, and having Elena ask the same questions would only help her. I sent her an annoyed glance; she just smirked at me again, though her eyes were almost glowing. It didn’t seem like her anger was only directed at the ones that killed Amalia, and she might be pissed at me as well. And perhaps she had a reason for it, seeing as if I was right, her vampire had been killed to send the groups the women questioning me represented a warning.

Letting out a sigh, I gave her what she wanted. “Maybe, it’s a possibility.” I shrugged when Ophelia narrowed her eyes at me. “Look, I have enemies out there; it’s why I moved into this city and tried to keep a low profile at first. There’s a chance this is them making a move, attacking me, and trying to ensure the other groups in the city don’t interfere with their intentions.”

The redhead vampire didn’t seem satisfied. “You’re going to have to give us more than that.”

Elena didn’t say anything, but the way she looked at me seemed to indicate she was on the vampire’s side. I looked from one to the other, knew their curiosity wouldn’t be satisfied with something like that, and groaned.

“Look, I don’t know for sure that this is them, ok?” Sure, it probably was, but until I knew for sure, the less I spoke about certain things, the better. “Once I know more, I’ll tell you everything you need. For now, we need to figure out what we can do about who did this.”

The blonde studied me for some moments. “That doesn’t change what you believe this was, does it? A warning to me because of you.”

“If the ones I think are behind this did it, yes, that is exactly it.”

The anger that shone out of her was apparent, and some of it was directed at me. Not as much as the one directed to whoever had actually done the deed, though.

“Perhaps they will have to learn not to mess with me and mine.”

The sentiment was nice, I would admit, but I didn’t think she would be singing the same tune if she knew exactly who was behind it all. Still, I found myself giving her a nod. I might come to need her help and support, after all. The less angry she was at me, and the angrier she was at my enemies, the better.

After that, I looked at Mark again and smiled at the man. “Well, I don’t think there’s anything else you can help us with?” I glanced at Ophelia and then Elena, waiting to see if they had anything to add. They didn’t. “I think you can go ahead with the rest of your night.”

He looked from me to Elena, saw her nodding, got to his feet, and started moving away from there, not that I blamed him.

I looked at the blonde afterward, raising an eyebrow as if asking her if she wanted to know anything else, and she just pursed her lips at me. “I’ll contact you if we figure out more about all of this.” I told her, trying to offer her an olive branch, and after a few moments, she nodded at me.

“We’ll do the same.”

Her goodbyes to Ophelia were a bit frostier, and the two females barely nodded at one another, but the two of us could leave the bar without a mess occurring, and I contented myself enough with that.

Solving this mystery would help with the rest. Once we knew who killed Amalia and put an end to them, the relationship between Ophelia’s clan and Elena’s crew should normalize once more. Well, if we managed to end the culprits, which if the Institute was behind, might end up being far more complicated than I made it sound.

I suppose we would see.


Chapter 6

It didn’t take us long to return to Red Night. Between the lack of cars on the road and the frankly insane way Ophelia drove her sports car, we crossed the downtown area in what felt like moments and quickly got on the path that would take us to the club.

The crowds outside reassured me more than I would like to admit, and my sigh might have been a bit too obvious. “You know I’m not going to be happy with the bullshit answer you gave back there, right?” Ophelia asked me as she brought her car to a halt, and I looked at her. “You know damn well who’s behind this, don’t you?”

“I have a pretty big suspicion about it, yes.” I didn’t say more than that, and I would have had to be blind to miss the anger in her eyes as she glared at me. Hell, they were almost glowing.

“Then you better tell me what you know.”

“Or what?” I questioned her, tilting my head to the side, and flushed red. I knew it had been a mistake even as I did it, closed my eyes, and breathed out in a sigh. I was tense, everyone was, and Ophelia had lost someone who belonged to her clan. I didn’t know if she was close to Amalia, and I supposed it didn’t matter much.

It had still been one of her people that had gotten killed. Two, if we counted the vampire servant that called Amalia his master. It was natural for her to want answers; I knew I would like them in her place.

“I’m sorry for that,” I told her after the silence that fell between us, looking her right in the eyes and hoping to show her I meant it. “It was indelicate of me.” I released my breath with a sigh. “I suppose I can tell you more about what’s going on,” I said, looking around our surroundings, pursing my lips.

We were in the parking lot that belonged to the club’s employees, and there didn’t seem to be anyone around, but I couldn’t help but remember that Amalia seemed to have vanished from close to the area and that it might not be a safe place to have this conversation. Granted, with my former mentors involved, there probably weren’t that many safe places out there, but being a bit more careful wouldn’t hurt.

“We should get inside first, though, and then we’ll talk.”

I don’t know if she remembered the same thing I did about Amalia or if me implying the parking lot might not be as safe as that spooked her just a bit, but she ended up nodding at me, and we got out of the car, quickly moved to the side entrance and got in. The redhead didn’t waste a moment, barely greeted those who worked for her and led me towards the entrance to the lair.

I followed her, reaching out to Lila simultaneously and letting her know I was arriving.

When we got inside the lair, Ophelia turned to me, cocked her hip. “Spill.”

“I will, as soon as Lila and Nicole get here,” I told her, moving towards the bar. I didn’t usually drink, but a shot of something certainly wouldn’t hurt at a moment like that. Unfortunately, I didn’t have enough time as I might have wished to straighten out my story before the two succubi who lived with me appeared. Ophelia didn’t hesitate to narrow her eyes at me afterward, silently prompting me to tell her what she wanted to hear.

Looking at Lila and Nicole didn’t precisely grant me a reprieve, seeing as I didn’t doubt they were as curious as the vampire was, even if they might not pry about it.

I finished my shot and felt the room's attention on me all the while. It wasn’t just Ophelia and the women in my life; Jamil and more of the members of Ophelia’s clan were there. “What do you want to know, exactly?” I asked the redhead when I decided there was nothing to be done about it.

Perhaps letting her lead the direction of the conversation would make it easier to obscure some of the details I didn’t want to be common knowledge.

The vampire crossed her arms. “You could start by telling us exactly who you think is after you. The ones you think might have been behind Amalia’s death.”

I nodded. “Have you ever heard of the Margrave Institute?”

The soft gasp that escaped from Nicole’s lips told me everything I needed to know from her part, but then, I had been sure she would know who I meant. Lila's narrowed eyes told me she also knew who I was talking about, which was far more curious but perhaps unsurprising.

Ophelia scoffed at me. “Of course I know about it. I think everyone in the goddamned planet knows about them. What does that have to do with anything?” I just gave her a look. “You’re not going to tell me the Margrave Institute is after you?”

I couldn’t help but notice how her voice seemed to tremble slightly at the end of her question as she realized that maybe I wasn’t joking around.

“What the hell did you do to get people like them after you?”

“I was an alumnus there, and I might not have parted with my former mentors in the best ways. They disagreed over ownership of certain things they didn’t want to relinquish.” That didn’t say anything, and I knew I would have to say more, but how would I put it?

“What things?” Ophelia questioned.

I looked at her and shrugged. “Part of it was knowledge,” I told her. “They believed that they had a right to that knowledge just because I discovered something while I studied under their institute.”

“But isn’t that how the Institute works?” Nicole asked from where she had pulled a stool to my right and sat herself while I answered Ophelia’s questions. She licked her lips when I looked at her, showing herself a bit hesitant. “The Institute takes in the best and brightest and teaches them, but the mages must serve some time there afterward, right?”

I sighed. “It’s not as clear cut as that.” Certainly not in the case of me and my siblings. “The first thing you need to understand is exactly how big the Institute has gotten over the centuries. It was established in the 1400s, by a member of a mage family who got the idea of creating an institution for the learning and advancement of magic. For the most part, until then, a mage would learn from a family member or a patron of some kind – though they were usually absorbed into the family of their patron in the latter case.”

“That’s how it still happens for the most part nowadays.” Nicole didn’t hesitate to point out.

I nodded at her. “Yes, but even smaller families send their members to some magical institution from time to time, if for nothing else to establish contact with other mage families. The world has changed too much for any clan to stand alone.” I continued, shaking my head. “But you’ll find out that most of the institutions out there are somehow connected to the Margrave Institute. Some have financial ties with them, and some are run by the main institute's staff but operate under another name. Frankly, there probably isn’t a single magical institution where they don’t have a finger on the pie – so to say.”

“Not that I don’t appreciate the lesson about Mage politics and whatever.” Ophelia interrupted, trying not to show her annoyance and failing. “But what does that have to do with this.”

I barely resisted the urge to roll my eyes at her. She certainly wouldn’t enjoy that. “The people at the Institute feel they have a mandate to advance magic at all costs, and as well connected as they are, they usually get to do whatever the fuck they want and fuck the rest. I discovered a way to do something they had been trying to attempt for more than a century.” I hadn’t done it alone, and it was wrong to say I was the one who did it. One of my sisters had done it, though the rest of us quickly followed suit once she taught us what she had discovered. Our mentors tried to understand what we did and figure out how a typical mage might have been able to do the same, but we escaped before they could do that.

“And they want that knowledge.” Ophelia finished for me, pursing her lips. “That means they want you alive.”

“Bingo.” They probably wanted me alive because of that and because if they captured me, they might be able to get to my siblings. If they thought they could reach them without using me, they would still try to capture me, sure, but if they figured they couldn’t do it, they might very well do their best to kill me.

Ophelia seemed to understand. “And what makes you think they are behind what’s happening in the city? Besides the fact you seem to think they’ll be coming after you.”

I shrugged. “That’s what I meant by saying I wasn’t sure it was them. The attack on Nicole and me was done by a powerful demon, the likes few mages in the world might be able to summon.” Sure, there might be a few thousand mages worldwide capable of summoning a creature with that kind of power, but very few of those would have reason to come after me. “And it happened just after we got thrown out of the house.”

“We all got thrown out.” Lila pointed out, reaching behind the bar and picking a bottle of what seemed to be vodka.

“You weren’t there at the time; you didn’t get thrown out. You just lost your home.” She showed me her tongue, and I resisted the urge to answer in kind.

Ophelia sighed as Nicole giggled a little.

“And you think Nicole’s family has anything to do with the Institute?” The redhead asked, her gaze falling on Nicole’s figure. The brunette seemed to wilt at that; she didn’t meet the vampire’s gaze or mine when I looked at her. Most of the room’s attention seemed centered on her now.

“I…” Nicole started eventually, then trailed off and sighed. “I know my family has some dealings with the Institute. Frankly, almost all big mage clans have. I don’t know more than that, though. I’m not exactly a part of the main family. Not any longer.” She said the last part in an almost whisper, and my attention sharpened.

I didn’t ask about it; it wasn’t the time. I did make a note of it, however.

“See?” I asked, drawing Ophelia’s attention back to me. “Another connection to my former mentors.” I shrugged. “It’s why I think they’re the ones behind this, but I can’t be a hundred percent sure just yet.”

“And how do you expect to be sure of something like that?” She asked, crossing her arms and raising an eyebrow at me.

“Oh, I’m sure they’ll make themselves known sooner or later,” I replied, tempted to reach out for another shot, almost doing so, then pulling my hand back before grabbing the bottle. I didn’t think more alcohol would help me at all. “If they thought they could have captured me directly, they wouldn’t have wasted time playing games. And if not capturing me, they wouldn’t have bothered killing just one of yours.” I slowly turned and looked into Ophelia’s eyes, letting her understand how serious the situation was. “They would have used the element of surprise and attacked your lair outright. And the other groups in town at the same time. So, yes, I expect they’ll get in contact sooner or later.”

She froze at my words, looking at me with wide eyes, and I kept looking into her eyes for a while longer before eventually getting out of the stool and looking at Lila.

The blonde raised an eyebrow at me, gesturing for me to follow her. Nicole scrambled after us as the older succubus led us to our room.

I only relaxed slightly once the door closed behind us, and I found myself moving towards the bed, laying with my back on it, letting some of the tension ease out of me.

It was too soon for that.

I didn’t need the bond I shared with Lila to know she wasn’t happy with my explanations. Her eyes burning into me told me all I needed to know about that.

With a sigh, I looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

“You didn’t tell the whole story.”

“No, I didn’t,” I replied and sighed when she kept looking at me, knowing she wouldn’t let it go. And a quick glance at Nicole told me she was pretty curious, even if she didn’t make it heard.

I had been with them for a year. All of us had our secrets, and we had tried not to pry into one another’s pasts, but now the past came after me, and it wouldn’t be fair to keep some things from them. And frankly, I didn’t want to, not any longer. I trusted them and cared for them.

I loved them.

If I couldn’t tell them about my past, what was the point of what we had?

I slowly moved to a seated position, took a deep breath, looked from one to the other, and sighed. “I didn’t lie out there, even if I didn’t tell the whole story.”

“That was pretty obvious,” Lila said, slowly closing the distance towards me, her hips swaying from side to side. She didn’t hesitate to slip into my lap when she reached the bed, and I put my arm around her. Nicole only hesitated slightly before sitting beside me, pressed against my side.

It seemed both of them could see how much this bothered me and were doing their best to make it easier on me.

“Well, the first thing that should be mentioned was that I wasn’t alone. I had my siblings with me.”

Nicole raised an eyebrow. “How many of you are there?”

I hesitated, not immediately answering her. “They’re my siblings in all the ways that matter,” I told her, turning and looking directly into her eyes. “Even if not all of them might have been by blood.”

She blinked, not understanding.

“You mentioned how the Institute takes in students, but they don’t settle for the lesser ones. They want the best and brightest, the prodigies of each generation. It was how they have managed to help human magic advance so much in the centuries they have been in existence.”

“But something changed with your generation?” Lila asked, raising an eyebrow.

“You could say the world changed.” I shook my head. “The Institute has always kept an eye on the advances of science and used humanity’s discoveries to further their pursuit of magical knowledge. They did so with the laws of physics, astronomy, mathematics, and biology. They did so with the discovery of genetics as well when they realized that maybe they didn’t actually need to recruit the best and brightest, not when they could make them themselves.”

Nicole gasped, starting to get a hint of what I meant.

I looked at her, trying to etch a smile and failing. “They made us. I don’t know exactly how – if in-vitro or some other means. Whether they used magic or not, I know they reached out to some of the more powerful mages out there, gathered their genetic material, and created a bunch of children to be their next generation of prodigies.” I reached out and grabbed one of Nicole’s hands, looked at it, and tried to find any difference between my hand and hers. There was nothing, except obviously for size and a bit of the shape. I was as human as her, and yet…

Sometimes, I didn’t feel like it.

“As you can imagine, the Institute didn’t exactly raise us as normal children. We were an experiment, their experiment, their property.” I didn’t know what my face showed at that moment, but whatever it was made Nicole hold a sob back. I looked away from her and glanced at the face of the female on my lap. Lila’s face was placid, and I didn’t expect it to be any other way. At the end of the day, she was a demon. She had undoubtedly seen and maybe done far worse than the Institute had done to me and mine. I didn’t need her to feel pity for me, as I was sure Nicole did.

In some ways, it was easier to see the lack of emotions on her face than to see Nicole’s pity.

“By the time I was five, I was doing shit most prodigies couldn’t manage to do at twelve, and our training only became more intense after that.” I shook my head, trying to forget those times but not succeeding. “They made a mistake, though. They allowed me and my siblings to get close to one another and love one another. And with each of us that we lost…”

Nicole gasped. “Did they kill them?”

“Not directly, no,” I told her, shaking my head. “But they had a bunch of young children, incredibly powerful, with no knowledge of their own limits. Can you imagine what they did next?”

Lila was the one who ended up answering. “They used you to pry at the limits of the magic they believed possible.”

I nodded, turned to Nicole again, and explained. “Sometimes, knowing something is impossible is enough to stop a mage from being able to succeed at a certain endeavor. So many of the discoveries in magic over the last centuries were thought impossible before, and yet, for some reason, the ones that succeeded at them didn’t know that. There is a reason many famous mages come from a background where they had to figure out most magic by themselves. It’s because they ended up discovering something new. There’s a danger to that, though.”

It was painful to think about it. There had been so many of us at the start, but no matter how powerful we were, we were much more advanced than others our age.

Magic gone wrong could kill any of us.

“There were forty of us at the start,” I told them, my voice faint. “I’ve lost most of my siblings over the years, each of them lost to their own experiments in magic or experiments the Institute put them up for. Only nine of us remain now.”

Another gasp escaped from Nicole, and she didn’t hesitate to throw her arms around me, even pulling Lila into the hug. I let it happen, allowed my head to drop atop her shoulder, and let their warmth comfort me. I didn’t know which of them disengaged first, who of them started pulling back the covers and undressing, but I certainly didn’t mind the sight.

We didn’t do anything, just held each other as we fell asleep, but it soothed me in a way the best sex couldn’t possibly have, and I slowly eased into oblivion between their two soft frames pressed against me.


Chapter 7

Sleep did me a world of good. I woke up with a smile on my lips, enjoyed Lila and Nicole’s almost fully naked bodies pressing against me, and allowed myself to bask in that warmth. Despite how relaxing the situation was, my brain hadn’t stopped working on the problems facing me, and it didn’t take long until it turned to that again.

The Institute wouldn’t give up easily. I needed to keep that in mind; I couldn’t allow myself to forget for a moment. I hadn’t told the girls everything last night, after all. There was a reason why they were hunting us so relentlessly, and it wasn’t because we fled from them.

It was what we discovered.

What my siblings and I managed to do would revolutionize magic and mages and open all kinds of doors to our kind. Despite how much they tried, our mentors at the institute couldn’t replicate our attempts. They needed more time to understand exactly what we were doing, but we didn’t give them that time. As soon as the chance presented itself, we broke out, destroyed most of the research on our way out, and made sure to take every sliver of knowledge we possessed with us.

So no, the Institute wouldn’t stop coming after us. For over a century, they had been trying to prove a specific theory, something many thought insane at the time, but we did it. And once they understood how we did it, the Institute’s academia would gain more power than ever before.

They didn’t lack for it already. They never lacked power between the magic at the hands of the many professors and other staff at the Institute, the connections the board had, and the sheer amount of capital at their disposal. They wanted more, though. In a way, the Institute was weaker in magic than anything else. Sure, not when compared to most humans, no, but against the great demons and some other beings that resided in our world? That’s what they lacked, and that’s what they hoped to gain over time if they figured out how my siblings and I did what we did.

They would keep coming after me. I was the link they needed to find the rest of my siblings. I didn’t doubt they kept searching for the others even now and that they might find some of them in time, but the more resources they wasted dealing with me, the less of them there would be to eventually catch another member of my family.

That they hadn’t come out as strongly as they might otherwise have reassured me and made me dread. It meant I now knew they were coming and could prepare accordingly. It also meant they might try to play games, reach out to others in town, and attempt to prepare some other kind of ambush. Give them some offers, pull some interested parties in Greenford onto their side, and use them. It would fit their MO.

I trusted Nicole and Lila and knew I could rely on them.

Luther, I felt I could trust. I had saved him, unwittingly, sure, but I had done it, and though he was a bit of a rough character, what I did for him when I killed Ingram meant too much, so I felt I could rely on him for this. His crew was loyal to him, but how loyal? Not that I thought the Institute would bother to waste time recruiting a bunch of vampire servants. If they wanted to turn anyone else around, there were far juicier targets in the city, some far more to their liking.

The Wilkins family wasn’t very powerful, but they were mages, and something as simple as an invitation for one of their members to attend the central academy might hold a lot of sway over them.

And then there was Ophelia. She relied too much on me to keep her position, and she lusted after my blood. That would help me keep her close, but what if the Institute offered her another means of maintaining control? I didn’t doubt they had the means to increase a vampire’s power. If nothing else, they could provide her with quite a nice amount of blood from some powerful beings, which would make her power rapidly rise.

There were other groups in town, like Elena’s, but what my former mentors could offer those groups was a bit more limited. And they seemed to have angered Elena already. That should make any attempt to get her on their side more difficult. Not impossible, though.

“What are you thinking about?” Lila asked me from the side, leaning forward and pressing more tightly against me. I couldn’t entirely ignore the way her naked chest felt against my arm, felt a part of my body stirring, and the little smirk that took hold of her lips told me she knew exactly the effect she was having on me.

“Oh, you know, everything. And everyone.” She raised an eyebrow at me, and I sighed. “Trying to figure out who I might be able to trust if the Institute tries to sway them to their side.”

“And what have you figured out already?” She asked, reaching out with a finger and started caressing the sparse curls on my chest, her finger tracing my muscles. The hunger that took hold of her golden eyes was unmistakable, and I knew how this would end, but I played her game, just shrugged and answered her.

“That you and Nicole are the only ones I could trust fully, Luther as well. The others might be tempted into turning their backs on me. It depends.”

She slowly moved closer, letting her body brush against mine, her lips stopping to hover over mine. “And what are you going to do about that?”

There was only one thing I could do. “Talk to them first. Ensure they have no reason to turn their backs on me.” It wouldn’t be as simple as that; there was a limit to what I could offer them, but it certainly wouldn’t hurt to meet with them, try to straighten some things out, maybe make a few deals of some kind. I liked to think I had a mostly positive relationship with most of the powers in the city, but it didn’t hurt to make sure.

“Good plan.” She told me, then pressed her lips against mine. I groaned into the kiss, especially once she maneuvered herself atop me and I realized she was fully naked. My erection struggled against my boxers, trying to get free, and the way Lila pushed her chest against mine as she devoured my mouth didn’t help.

Nicole shifted on my right side but seemed to remain asleep for a bit longer, but that did not dissuade Lila from continuing. Her tongue thrust so deeply into my mouth that I was overwhelmed by it, and then she pulled back and started moving down my body, and I couldn’t take my eyes away from her. My chin, collarbone, chest…

She let her lips caress them all on her way down, laying little pecks all over the path she was following until she reached my boxers and didn’t hesitate to grab them with her hands, pulling them down. I groaned when my cock sprung free and again when she wrapped one of her hands around it and started pumping. Nicole shifted against my side, and I looked at her and saw she was awake, her green gaze seemingly lost in Lila's motions.

The blonde didn’t miss the fact and sent the brunette a smirk before leaning forward and pressing her lips against the tip of me, making me shift just a bit at the sensations. I couldn’t help it, really. Her tongue felt lovely, as did Nicole’s warm body against my side. The younger succubus watched as Lila took me into her mouth and started sucking on my rod, and only then turned to me.

She didn’t hesitate to lean up and kiss my lips, one just as harsh as the one Lila had given me before. It was needy and wanton, and I heard her moan into it. I didn’t hesitate to reach out to her body as I kissed her back, caressed her bare breasts, and then allowed my hands to move down. Unlike the blonde, Nicole was wearing undergarments, but she quickly took care of those, ripping her panties apart without hesitation and then kissing me harder afterward, pushing me down onto the bed at the same time. Our kiss broke, and I felt her climb atop me, slowly moving higher, and quickly realized what she wanted.

Nicole’s sex only had a few sparse curls around it. I didn’t know if it had always been like that or if her transformation into a succubus made it happen. It didn’t really matter, except for the fact it allowed me to see her whole sex in perfect clarity, and I leaned back and let her position her core right above my face, looked up, and caught the desire in her eyes.

She bit her lower lip as she lowered herself down and pressed her sex against my lips, and I didn’t hesitate to give her what she wanted. My hands held onto her rear as I started tasting her, and her moans made me grin. Lila’s mouth slowly moving up and down my cock certainly made the whole experience even better, and it didn’t take long until the three of us fell into a rhythm.

Lila was the one who ensured that the rhythm didn’t become discordant. She slowed down and ensured I didn’t come before Nicole was ready for it, kept an eye out for when the brunette was about to explode, and when that happened, she started moving faster, taking me whole, and I quickly found myself spilling my seed. My tongue thrust harder into Nicole in response, swirling inside of her and making her writhe in orgasm, the two of us enjoying it as one.

When we came down from our high, Lila was there, pulling the other female closer, smiling at her as she leaned in and pressed her lips against Nicole’s, the two succubi kissing each other for a long time, more than enough for me to get hard as I watched the sight.

And when that happened, they pulled back and slowly swiveled their heads to look at me. “Well, I got to have my fun with his cock already,” Lila said, not hesitating before gesturing for Nicole to move closer. “It’s your turn now, dear.”

Nicole bit her lower lip, looking from the blonde to me, thinking about something. “Lay down on the bed.” She told the blonde, who raised an eyebrow at her. “Then I’ll be able to taste you while he takes me from behind.”

Lila chuckled at that, leaned in, and pressed a kiss to Nicole’s lips. “You’re becoming quite a greedy thing, aren’t you?”

Nicole smirked back at her. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

Lila chuckled, then did as the other female told her to, laying her back against the headboard and spreading her legs at the same time, displaying herself completely. No matter how many times I saw it, the view of her exposed like that always managed to have an effect on me, and my cock twitched a little.

Nicole reached out and caressed my rod, sent me a smile afterward, then crawled closer to the other succubus, her ass almost bouncing at the motion. Nicole didn’t waste any time; she leaned forward and started suckling on the other’s breasts, licking and swirling her tongue around them, lingering in that position for a while.

I just watched at first, let the sight make me want even more, and only started to get closer when Nicole left those breasts behind and moved down, reaching Lila’s sex and beginning to feast from the blonde.

Lila moaned at that, arching her chest forward as her hips shifted closer to Nicole’s mouth, offering herself to the brunette, who was more than willing to take all she was offered. At the same time, Nicole thrust her ass back, seemed to sway from side to side in an attempt to make me lose control, and I had to admit it was working.

I decided to stop wasting time and got even closer to her, reached out, and caressed her rear with my hands, eventually hearing her moan at those caresses. She only moaned louder when I let my fingers dip between her thighs, caressed her sex, and I stopped playing. Taking hold of my rod, I closed the remaining distance between us and caressed one of her buttocks. Then, when she spread her legs and thrust her rear back, I directed the tip of my rod against her folds and teased her for a few moments.

Her whimpered moans as she feasted from Lila became too much for me to resist, and I didn’t hesitate to thrust, sinking into her without effort.

The way her walls clung to me, how she couldn’t stop from moving in my direction, impaling herself in my length…

It was too much.

I tried to resist for as long as I could, tried to last, but there were limits, and I was only human – unlike the two women with me. With a shout, I buried myself in Nicole and came. She sped up her motions in response and tried to resist for a while longer, but she followed me soon after, and with her, the female she was licking.

In the end, the three of us came roughly at the same time, and I pulled back and slumped onto the bed, breathing hard.

A chuckle escaped me once I came down from my high. “I’m going to need a shower after this,” I told the two succubi, whose heads perked up at that thought, and I quickly realized I would have company in that shower.

I smiled at them and allowed my thoughts to drift for a moment.

“And then, I’ve got a meeting to arrange.”


Chapter 8

Regarding large gatherings of the different powers in the city, few places could be considered to hold them.

Red Night could be one of them, but it wasn’t the preferred one. The vampires loved it, and I would have chosen the meeting to be close to where I was staying, but at the same time, it would almost certainly have implied closing down the club itself. The crowds of normies dancing all over the place were another means of protection for the lair under the nightclub, so I didn’t want to close the club for a night.

The meeting place ended up being obvious, which was why one night after being there, I found myself inside the White Clover once more, though the place was far more crowded than it had been the previous night. There were far fewer werewolves inside, but the members of the other supernatural factions in Greenford filled the place, and I found my eyes moving a bit all around when I entered. Elena and hers didn’t miss the occasion, but that was pretty obvious, as she was on her own turf.

Ophelia came with me and mine, bringing a few of her vampires along. Jamil was one of them. Luther had also come and quickly joined my side once I got in.

Far more curious was the fact the Wilkins family had come in force.

Basically, four factions were represented, and I said it that way because to call mine or Elena’s a faction was perhaps a bit too disingenuous. Luther’s crew was with me, and Lila and Nicole were there, but we weren’t exactly a group involved with the supernatural goings of the city. For the most part, we just wanted to live our lives in peace, nothing else.

Elena’s crew was also a loose kind of thing. There wasn’t exactly a detailed membership of them. Most of the White Clover’s patrons were under her protection, and many were wolves. Still, there were other kinds of supernatural beings that seemed to answer to her, so it wasn’t as clear-cut as that.

Ophelia was obvious. She led the vampire clan, and unlike when Bloodfist was in charge, now it only really harbored vampires and their servants. Sure, she also had a few humans under her command, but it wasn’t them that changed things much.

And the Wilkins family was, well, a family. All of them were mages, though none of them was extraordinary. Still, they had several businesses in the city, possessed quite a bit of wealth, and were one of the few choices if someone wanted magical work done.

Together, we represented all the strong supernatural powers in the city, and they were the ones I needed to ensure remained on my side if I didn’t want my dealings with the Margrave Institute to be even more challenging.

I found myself seated at a table at the center of the establishment with the leader of each of those factions, letting my eyes shift from Ophelia to Elena and then finally to Robert Wilkins, the patriarch of the local mage clan.

He looked distinctly average, especially compared to the other leaders I was meeting. Middle-aged, with hair that was mostly grey and a very fuzzy beard that was going the same way. Wearing a simple shirt like he was, he looked more like some manager than the leader of a supernatural family.

The Wilkins family wasn’t exorbitantly wealthy, but no one would consider them poor, and they did own a few businesses, which the man in front of me was in charge of.

It was to him that I found myself looking most of the time. He was the one that I believed the Margrave Institute might reach out to first, seeing as he was a mage like them, and that he seemed to have come to this meeting with as many members of his family as I had ever seen made me think something like that might have already happened.

Maybe it was paranoia, but I believed it was warranted.

“I think most of you already know some of the reasons why I called you here.” I looked at Ophelia and then Elena. Each of them knew part of it, Ophelia almost everything, Elena less than her, but still knew about the attack. Robert was the only one who hadn’t been there for any of it, but even then, he might have discovered what was happening. I didn’t doubt he had regular contact with Elena or other members of the supernatural in the city. Some of them might have known what was going on. “But maybe I should recap it all for you, ensure we all know what we need to know.”

None of them said anything, even if their postures showed me their curiosity.

I paused to consider how much to tell, how to tell it.

“I was an alumnus of the Margrave Institute; I spent most of my life within the walls of one of their academies, in what you could call a class for prodigies. They believed they had a right to do whatever they wished with me and my colleagues – people I had grown up with and considered siblings. We obviously disagreed, and eventually, we decided to leave. Our exit was perhaps a bit more explosive than it should have been.” That was putting it mildly. We had known they would do everything they could to stop us and had all kinds of enchantments set up to slow us down. It seemed they had underestimated us.

They had created a bunch of prodigies, trained them more rigorously than any other mages in history, and eventually showed us a way to gain power that they had theorized for a long time but had never really been able to succeed at. They shouldn’t have expected to be able to hold us once we decided enough was enough.

The rest was history.

“We always knew the Institute would keep pursuing us, believing the knowledge we possess should rightfully belong to them.” I shrugged. “They can fuck themselves, and I’m ready to fight until the end to ensure they don’t get what they want, but I’m aware that is my fight, and I’m aware of how dangerous they are.”

Silence followed my words, and I could feel the eyes of most of the room on me, the nervous exchange of glances between most of them. The three with me were more composed. Ophelia because she had already known this part, but the other two kept their cool nonetheless. Elena didn’t surprise me much; she always seemed very collected, and I didn’t know if she understood how dangerous the Institute could be. Robert, though…

I wouldn’t say he was unsurprised, but he didn’t seem too surprised either. Almost as if he expected something of the kind or had known that trouble was about to go down. I suppose he didn’t have much of a reason to fear. He wasn’t exactly a close ally of mine; he could just get up and leave, tell me to leave his family out of it, and nothing should end up happening to him. If he didn’t help me, there was no reason for any member of the Institute to go after him and his.

“And what do you want with us, exactly?” Elena asked, tilting her head. “I might be pissed off at their little warning, but they didn’t hurt or kill any of mine, and this does not seem like my fight.”

I shrugged. “Frankly, that’s all I could ask of you, not to interfere. I like to think we might be close to allies, but I’m not going to ask you to risk putting your people at risk to fight for me. I know we aren’t that close. Still, if you could guarantee you won’t work for them…” I continued, looking into her blue eyes.

She crossed her arms as she leaned back into her chair. “I have no intention of going against you either. You’ve done nothing to deserve my enmity, and they pissed me off.” She shrugged. “You don’t have to worry about me or any of mine sticking a knife on your back.”

During the hours up to this meeting, I realized that was probably the best I could get out of her. It wasn’t as if she needed me for anything, not now that Bloodfist was out of the way. Perhaps, if the threat hadn’t been as significant, she might have been willing to help, but I understood she wouldn’t sacrifice her people for me, and I accepted that. As long as she didn’t turn against me, it was all cool.

I looked at Ophelia then, and she raised an eyebrow at me. “Well?” I asked.

She hummed as she smiled at me, amused. “I’ll have to consider the matter and see if it’s worth supporting you in this.”

I rolled my eyes. We both knew she would, especially after the Institute took the life of one of hers. She needed me, after all. Needed my power to remain in charge of the clan and needed my support to stop an outsider from challenging her and taking her throne.

I knew Robert would be my struggle here. Either to keep him from joining my enemies or somehow ensure he allied with me. Still, he wasn’t the one I faced next. I turned to Luther instead.

The vampire servant raised an eyebrow at me. “Really? Now you’re asking me if I’m with you? Wasn’t that the condition of you becoming our boss?”

I smirked. “What can I say? I’m a good boss; I won’t ask the people under me to kill themselves for me. The situation is quite dangerous.”

He looked at me for a while and nodded. “Some of my crew have family, people they need to care for. I won’t have them involve themselves in this, but you can count on me and some of the others. We owe you for Ingram, for keeping us safe after that mess. We’ll be joining you at Red Night.” He sent Ophelia a somewhat hesitant look. “No matter how much we would have loved to avoid the place.”

The redhead sent him a placid smile, and Luther scowled at her.

With that done, I turned to the last person of interest and raised an eyebrow at Robert. He looked back at me without saying anything, considering.

“You didn’t seem surprised when I mentioned the Margrave Institute was after me,” I told him.

“I was aware that there was trouble in the city and that more trouble could be coming our way.” Behind him, on their feet, his family seemed to get tenser.

I didn’t know any of them well enough; the one I had interacted with the most was the youngest adult, Brad, but even those interactions hadn’t lasted long. The kid seemed to like me and seemed a nice guy, but that didn’t tell the whole story about his family.

“Oh?” I tilted my head at Robert. “And how exactly did you find that out?”

“Someone contacted me, requested a meeting, and tried to reconnect old connections.”

The way he said it, how his eyes quickly shifted in Nicole’s direction for a moment, even if only unconsciously. It told me everything I needed to know.

“William Greenheart came to you.” Robert didn’t bother trying to pretend otherwise and nodded at me. “What did he offer you?”

“Nothing concrete. He mentioned some possibilities but mostly tried to figure out if my family felt any deep loyalty to you.”

I smiled. “And how did you answer that.”

“I told him the truth. We’re thankful for the part you played in ridding Greenford of Bloodfist. We don’t wish you any harm but that there is no alliance in play between us. There is no connection besides the bonds of gratitude, which I take into consideration, but acknowledge there are limits.”

I didn’t need much to understand he was giving me a chance to convince him to back me, to perhaps meet the Institute’s offer, and more. I could admit it was shrewd of him, and it certainly didn’t hurt him to hear what I might be willing or capable of offering him.

What would he want?

If it was money, the Institute would undoubtedly be able to do far more for him than I could, and he would know that and wouldn’t even bother bringing it up. No, almost certainly, what they had offered him was knowledge. A chance for a family member to join the Institute, to learn and advance their understanding of magic, knowing that family member would eventually return and spread that knowledge to the rest of the family.

And in that, I might be able to do something similar.

Robert wasn’t a fool. If the Institute was after me, they were so because I had something they wanted and valued greatly, and there was nothing they valued more than knowledge. If he knew something about them, that was certainly something he had been able to figure out.

If the Institute wanted the knowledge I had, why shouldn’t he want it as well?

He wouldn’t be foolish to think I would give it all to him, but even some sliver of forbidden knowledge, anything that might allow his family to grow in magical strength, was something to consider.

I might be able to offer one of his an apprenticeship. It would create a bond between us and pull his family further into my sphere of influence. It might make them my allies. Sure, I would have to teach one of his, but that didn’t seem like the worst fate. I liked teaching.

“There are a few things I might be able to teach a member of your family, perhaps…”

Before I could finish that offer, someone else entered the bar, and every pair of eyes inside turned to them. The first person through I had seen only once, but it had been recently enough I wouldn’t have forgotten about him.

William Greenheart allowed his green eyes to move over the assembled people, his eyes eventually ending on Nicole, seeming pained when he looked at her. Nicole didn’t look any better, and she bit her lower lip as her eyes met his. She pressed against Lila when the blonde shifted slightly closer to try to comfort her.

It wasn’t the auburn-haired man that held my attention, though. No, that was centered on the woman who followed after him, a woman I had known since I was a child.

Professor Margrave hadn’t changed much since I had seen her last. Still beautiful, still cold. Her almost golden eyes met mine without flinching, and she quickly started moving closer to the table where I was.

I wanted to be angry at her, and I was, but a part of me felt something else when I saw her. She had been one of my mentors, one of the best, and one of the few I didn’t grow up to hate. She was demanding, incredibly so, but she never pushed us past the limits, ensuring that none of us was lost under her tutelage. Others weren’t as kind and ended up breaking their students or pushing them into experiments that got them killed.

She never allowed any harm to come to one of us.

She was still part of those behind our existence, behind the process that formed and shaped us, and she had some influence over the Institute itself. I knew she was a member of the family of the founder of the Institute, though they didn’t exactly own the place any longer. There was a board that was in command of the whole thing. I was pretty sure her family had a seat on that board, but I didn’t know who was the one that sat on it.

The woman looked the same as the last time I had seen her and the first time I had seen her. Young, with pale, smooth skin, almost golden eyes, and white hair. She was undoubtedly one of the more exotic-looking mages I had ever seen, and the fact that she didn’t seem to age had always made my siblings and me think she might not be a human at all. And yet, she felt human.

Whatever the source of her ageless nature was, she was human.

“And you are?” Elena asked when the white-haired woman came to a stop a few feet away from us, her blue eyes meeting those golden orbs without difficulty.

“Professor Margrave, from the Margrave Institute.” Even the woman’s voice invoked a sense of nostalgia in me. It had always been cold, always firm, always straight, and yet, we had learned to notice the slight inflection in it when one of us did something that made her proud, how her golden eyes softened just a little at the same time.

The tension that had been felt inside the place seemed to rocket up, and everyone looked at my old professor. Not that she seemed bothered by it. Her shoulders remained straight; her chin tilted up. Her eyes met mine again.

She wore a business suit more suited for a man, but she had always dressed like that. It made her feel more intimidating somehow. Made her look professional.

“I’ve come to make you an offer.” She spoke, and this time, she did it directly to me.

“And what offer is that professor?” I asked her eventually, trying to calm down my beating heart.

We had killed some of our mentors on the way out. They had tried to stop us, and we couldn’t allow that to happen. I wasn’t sure if she had been one of the ones that crossed our path or if any of my siblings might have stumbled upon her. I didn’t think she could have beaten any of us, but there had always been a certain edge of danger to her, which made her feel intimidating. Or perhaps it was because this woman had watched us grow and had been there for us almost right from the start. No other mentor had been with us from the beginning to the end, only her.

“Come home, Julian. Give up this bout of rebelliousness and return to where you belong.”

I blinked at her. “Did you really think that would work?”

She shifted her shoulder in what seemed like a slight shrug. “Why would it not? What happened when you escaped from our facilities can be forgiven, and perhaps different conditions from the ones you’ve experienced before might be arranged for.” She allowed her eyes to move in Nicole and Lila’s direction. “Even your companions might be able to come with you. And you could dedicate yourself to learning magic, as you’ve always enjoyed since you were a child.”

I chuckled bitterly. There was nothing pleasant about the sound. “It wasn’t as if we could do much else, was it?” I asked, slowly raising one palm, gathering fire within it, and letting it rotate. The tension inside the place seemed to ratchet up, and I could see people preparing themselves for a fight, but my old professor wasn’t one of them. She knew me well and understood I just wanted to make a point. I turned my attention to that ball of fire, maneuvered the flame around as I willed it, made it take different shapes, and then molded itself into a ball again. I didn’t look away from it as I did it. “Magic was all we had. It was our escape and our life, and that was precisely how you designed it, right?”

Another slight shrug from her part, almost imperceptible to those who didn’t look directly at her.

“Magic was why you were there. Anything else would have distracted you from pursuing it and its knowledge.” Slowly, almost tenderly, her hand reached forward, stopped inches away from my fireball, and I felt her magic pull at it. I was sure I could have fought her control and overcome it. I let her take that fireball away and watched as she molded it into more complex forms.

She had been the one to teach me that little trick. It required control and discipline, and for a child of six, as I had been at the time, it was the closest thing to playing with toys that I experienced.

There was a reason why my feelings for this woman were as complicated as they were. Despite her coldness and her sometimes almost inhuman disposition, in ways, she had been the closest thing to a mother I had ever possessed.

“I would say that part of your upbringing functioned exactly as it should.”

“Yeah, maybe you’re right,” I told her, though the smile on my lips was bitter. “But as you can imagine, I’m not eager to return. And I’m pretty sure neither are my siblings.” Because that would be what followed. Even if they somehow convinced me to return of my own volition, they wouldn’t stop at me. They would try their best to drag my brothers and sisters back in, and with me in their power, it would be far easier to do it.

Even if her proposition tempted me in some way – which it didn’t – that alone would ensure I would never accept it. It would ensure that even if they captured me, I would guarantee I wouldn’t survive for long enough for them to use me against my family, no matter what.

The professor eyed me back for a few moments, then sighed. “You understand we’ll never stop trying, don’t you? As long as you breathe, the Institute will do its best to pull you back again.”

I didn’t say anything in response to that. I knew it far too well.

She allowed her golden eyes to move over the rest of the assembled leaders, meeting each of their gazes without difficulty. “Are these people willing to stand with you against us?”

“Are you threatening them?”

She looked back at me. “If I were threatening them, you would know it.”

“Is that why one of mine is dead?” Ophelia interrupted, making the professor blink and turn to her.

The white-haired woman had never been easy to read, and I didn’t manage to gleam anything from the look on her face as she turned to the redhead. Eventually, she raised a slim eyebrow, and Ophelia curled her lips at the sight.

For a moment, it almost seemed as if a fight would break out between both women, then there was a noise outside, and everyone froze again. One of Elena’s men, closer to the entrance, dared get closer and looked outside, then got back in with a befuddled look. “Uhm, there’s a young woman outside, sitting on the ground. She seems to be muttering to herself.”

Both me and Professor Margrave froze. That sounded far too much like someone we both knew…

When I looked into her golden eyes, I saw they were wide, which was the most open expression I had ever seen on them. I didn’t hesitate to get to my feet, rushed to the door, and looked at the aforementioned girl. And immediately after getting a glimpse of her, my heart started beating so quickly it almost seemed like it would burst out of my chest.

A few moments later, Professor Margrave reached the entrance and saw the same thing I did, and she stilled in place. If I didn’t know any better, I would almost say something in her seemed to soften as she looked towards the girl sitting on the ground.

The remainder of those inside followed eventually, glanced from the two of us to the girl and back again, slowly spilling out of the bar. The only one who seemed to know the girl was William. His eyes widened. “What is she…”

His words trailed off when Professor Margrave looked at him, and after ensuring he would remain silent, she looked at me. Her eyes flitted to our unexpected guest for a few moments, then back at me. “This doesn’t change anything.”

I chuckled. “Doesn’t it? I think it’s better for you to leave, professor. You won’t find any success here today. Frankly, now, I doubt you’ll succeed at all.”

With another forlorn look at the girl muttering to herself, the professor turned on her feet and started moving away, William following after her. He exchanged a glance with Nicole before doing so, and it almost seemed as if he would try to speak to her, but in the end, he left without saying anything else.

“Don’t crowd the girl,” I told the others, only I truly understood the danger they were in. “Step back. If you get too close, you might lose your life.” They believed me enough to pull back without hesitation, eyeing me as I slowly approached the girl. Well, young woman now.

Nicole grabbed my arm and made me stop. “Who is she?” She asked me.

She certainly wasn’t the only one curious about it; everyone around seemed to be thinking the same thing. Lila seemed to have a clue, but then that was probably due to the bond between us. I didn’t doubt she knew exactly how I felt about that girl.

“My sister.”

Nicole blinked, released me, and then looked from me to the girl and back again.

When someone heard sister, they usually expected people to look alike, and that wasn’t exactly the case here. The girl I found myself moving towards was dark-haired, with hair long enough to reach past her rear. She was slim as well, far too skinny, and fragile looking. I doubted she had been feeding herself well, but she never did. Her skin betrayed what seemed to be Middle Eastern genetics, though she had the same upbringing I did.

I moved around her delicately, slowly. I tried to give her more than enough time to process my presence, but she didn’t stop muttering, too lost in her own thoughts and conversations, and I kneeled in front of her, letting a couple of feet of distance remain between us.

“Emily?” I called out softly.

My sister seemed to hear me enough to raise her head and let me see her eyes, but barely more than that. I heard the gasps from behind me as her eyes became visible, and I could almost feel Lila’s attention sharpen, but I tried not to let those things distract me.

They weren’t human eyes. They were pools of tarnished gold, like a golden flame that seemed to dance over itself, without any hint of the features that made human eyes what they were.

Some of those who looked into her eyes seemed to faint, and I heard more than one of the people around us retch, seemingly undone by what they saw in her gaze. Someone took one step closer, and I looked to find Lila far too close to us. I raised an eyebrow at her, and she looked from me to my sister and back again and narrowed her eyes at me. Right then and there, I understood she knew I hadn’t told the whole truth before, that she would try to get it out of me later, and I let her know through our bond that I would tell her all that she wished, but I needed to take care of this first.

“Emi?” I called again, hoping the familiar nickname would jolt something inside my sister’s mind.

In many ways, Emily was the most powerful of all of us. Unfortunately, part of what made her so powerful also did this…

My sister kept muttering, almost as if she was speaking to someone. And she was, even if that someone was herself. Not herself in the present, though. No, it was far more complicated than that. I didn’t know how she did it, but she spoke simultaneously to her past and future selves.

Her being here…

It meant things wouldn’t have gone well for me if she wasn’t. It meant the Institute would succeed at their objective, or I wouldn’t have liked the outcome. That was the only reason for Emily to have come to me.

Unfortunately, there were side effects to her potent abilities. And this was one of them.

“I’ll have to jolt her out of this state,” I said aloud, breathing deeply and trying to prepare myself for it. “You should all probably step back.”

“Is it going to be safe?” Lila asked, crossing her arms and not bothering to step back, unlike most of the rest.

“Oh, you should be safe. Me? It will probably hurt. Still, don’t get on her way, not for any reason, understand?” I asked.

Slowly, their acknowledgments came, and I breathed quickly for a moment, then slowly reached out with one hand, intending to poise it on her shoulder, knowing the probable reaction to that. “Emily?” I asked, then touched her.

I was incredibly fast. If I pushed myself to my limit, I could move as fast as a blur, could perceive bullets moving in the air, and if one of them slowed down enough, I might just reach out and grab it.

It still wasn’t fast enough to even see Emily move.

One moment, I was there; the next, I found myself flying through the air, her hit sending me straight up with barely any curvature. My shield held – barely. The hit had still done enough damage that I felt it. Enough kinetic energy had passed through to bruise or even crack my chin.

And when I tried to focus, tried to figure out exactly where I was and where I was about to crash, a pounding headache made me feel dizzy, and I couldn’t do anything to stop my crash down to the earth. Once again, my shield saved my life, and it held for long enough for me to crash through whatever roof I fell upon and through whatever else I needed to until I came to a stop.

“Ouch.”

I tried to raise my head afterward and make a move, but my strength seemed to flee from me. One hit. One hit was all my sister needed to put me out.

As I slowly slipped into unconsciousness, I couldn’t help but think she was fucking awesome.


Chapter 9

I woke up again in the room Ophelia had provided, in the lair under Red Night, naked from the waist up and using only a pair of boxers below. At first, I was alone and somewhat confused and found myself looking around, but once I recognized the place, I relaxed and let my head drop down to the pillow again.

Lila prodded our bond as soon as she figured out I was awake, and soon after, both she and Nicole were entering the place, their gazes fixed on me.

“Hey,” I told them, to which the blonde crossed her arms and gave me a look.

Nicole closed the distance between us and reached for my chin, hesitating before reaching out and touching it, frowning at the same time. Eventually, she gathered the courage to touch it and raised an eyebrow when she saw it was healed.

“I’ve always healed fast,” I told her, anticipating her question. It hadn’t always been like that, but I didn’t think she needed to know that. However, seeing how Lila was looking at me and remembering what had happened before I lost consciousness... “Emily? Is she here?”

“No,” Lila replied, shaking her head. “Once you touched her and she hit you away, she seemed to jolt herself awake and muttered something that sounded like it wasn’t the right time and turned on her feet and left. As you can imagine, no one tried to stop her after that little show.”

I almost smiled at that. I could only imagine the sheer difficulty some of the other residents of Greenford would have in processing how powerful Emily had to be to do what she ended up doing. Frankly, just as my siblings and I were above regular mages, Emily seemed to be above us. There had always been something more to her, and she was the one of us who had changed the most.

Even lost in thoughts about my sister as I was, I didn’t miss the narrowing of Lila’s eyes. “You didn’t tell us the full truth before.”

I stilled for a moment, then tilted my head at her. “What do you mean?”

“You and your sister aren’t regular mages, no matter how much you might want to say you are. And you know what made you different. Spill it!” The succubus narrowed her eyes at me as if daring me to contradict her, and I couldn’t. Nor did I want to, exactly. I hadn’t told them about this part before, but not because I wanted to hide it.

Ok, maybe I had wanted a little, but part of me figured the less they knew about it, the safer they would be. Though, seeing as both of them were succubi and would eventually leave this plane, especially if something happened to me…

Perhaps I should have said something.

I sighed. “One of the things the Institute used us for was testing theories they had,” I said, looking at Lila, then at Nicole. The brunette blinked, looking from me to the other succubus and eventually sitting on the bed near me, focusing her attention on me. I looked at her. “They would come to us, tell us to do something, not giving us any hint of how to do it, or sometimes a brief explanation of the process, and trying to make us figure out how it might be possible. They started doing that when we might have been seven or eight years old.” I found myself casting my mind back to the time, then shaking my head and ridding myself of those thoughts before the memories could overwhelm me. “For the most part, they presented us with already solved problems. How to mold an element, how to conduct power into a rune, how to enchant something without runes. Stuff people had already figured out before, but they hoped to make us think about those problems and become better at solving them. If we found a novel way to do some of them, so much the better.”

“But it didn’t stay that way, did it?” Lila asked, moving closer. Her features had softened slightly, and she joined Nicole and me on the bed, crawling close enough for me to reach out to her if I wished.

“No. Eventually, they wanted more. There were aspects of magic that many mages had believed possible but hadn’t been achieved yet. Some frankly outlandish theories, but our mentors didn’t tell us that, allowed us to try to do something about them.” A bitter chuckle escaped me. “As you can imagine, as a bunch of kids, we were eager to try everything we could get our hands on, especially when we were praised for any inventive thing we managed to do.”

“And that didn’t go as well as it could have,” Lila replied.

“Oh, it went fairly well for our mentors. Some theories were proved, and some were pushed aside when it didn’t seem like we had managed to do anything about them. It didn’t matter that most of my siblings ended up dying in these attempts. The Institute was progressing in knowledge far more than they had ever managed to; magic was advancing on the backs of our efforts, and that was all that mattered.”

Lila looked into my eyes, and the curiosity I could feel from her was obvious. With our bond, certain strong emotions or sensations passed through easily, and I looked back at her, knowing what she wanted to know and hesitating.

Then I sighed. “The reason they are after us is not just that we ran away,” I told them, looking from one succubus to the other. “There was a theory they had hoped to prove, something they threw at us, not really expecting anything out of it, but…” My voice trailed off for a few moments. I shook my head and gathered myself again. “You know that beings from the other side of the divide become stronger the longer they are on our side of the fence, so to say, right? We’ve spoken about it before.” I told Nicole, centering my focus on her.

I didn’t doubt that Lila already had a clue of what I was going to say and what my siblings and I had been able to accomplish.

Nicole nodded at me, and I continued. “So, with that in mind, it seems obvious that the same would happen to us, the beings of this side of the divide, if we could be summoned to the other side.”

The brunette blinked. “And can we?” She asked, looking from me to Lila and back again.

“You see, that’s where it gets complicated,” I told her. “In a way, when a demon drags your spirit away to the other side, it’s similar to a summoning of a kind, but it’s not like we could ask those people if they had gotten more powerful from it, right?” I looked at Lila at that, narrowing my eyes. “We don’t really know what demons do with the spirits they drag for the most part. We have guesses, and almost certainly, they can do more than one thing with those spirits, but there’s much we don’t know yet.”

One of the things that could be done was what the Chorus had done to Michael. I didn’t mention it in front of Nicole, knowing her brother’s death still pained her, but the demon who had possessed him seemed to have been attempting to slowly absorb that spirit into itself. It hadn’t been able to do so entirely; only later might it have been able to finish the job – once it was back on its realm.

There were suspicions demons could do other things. The Chorus had tried a kind of meld, and it seemed to be a being made of melded spirits, but from what I’d learned, demons could also feast on the spirits they took, gaining power from the act without changing themselves like the Chorus did. I didn't know if it was as effective as what the Chorus did, but it seemed like something most demons would prefer.

That they could eventually rehost the spirit was not something I had ever thought possible, but I had proof of it right before me. Nicole’s spirit had been expelled into the Ether when I killed the being possessing her, and Lila later grabbed that soul and crafted a succubus’s body for her. In doing so, she had changed the brunette’s nature in a way I had never even seen hinted at, and that, more than anything, told me the blonde had secrets of her own.

It wasn’t her secrets we were talking about, though.

I shook my head. “Lila might be able to tell us a bit more about what demons might do to the spirits that fall under their dominion.”

Nicole and I looked at the blonde, who crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at me. “You shouldn’t try to stall like this, you know?” She told me, and I chuckled at her.

“It wasn’t an attempt at stalling,” I told her, then corrected myself. “Well not entirely. I am curious about what else demons might do to our spirits on the other side.”

I could feel the hesitation coming out of her, and it wasn’t hard to imagine she was wondering if she should answer me or not. She sighed eventually. “There aren’t many options about that. Human spirits don’t tend to last long on the other side, not without being housed somehow.”

“Housed like you did with Nicole?” I questioned, letting my eyes flit over to the brunette for an instant.

“Not quite like that, no. What I did with her was something far more permanent.” Lila replied, shaking her head. “There are others that do something similar, though temporary. They store the spirits in a vault that keeps them in stasis and might take them out for some reason, house them in a temporary body, and make use of them.”

“Make use of them?” Nicole repeated in a tone full of dread.

Lila looked back at the other female, and I knew she was tempted to protect the brunette, but eventually, learning the truth might help her keep safe later. “Yes, make use of them. You might have a demon house the spirit of a mage and use their help to create new magics. Or it might be something like a succubus storing someone who sold themselves to her, put them in a body, and have her way with them, only to then take the spirit out and store it again.”

Nicole seemed almost queasy at that, and I could understand why she seemed more affected than I was. After all, that could have been her fate. She had accepted being Lila’s after all. The blonde had promised to bring her back as a succubus, but had she broken her word after getting her hands on Nicole’s spirit, she could have made the brunette a pet to play with whenever she wanted.

The brunette had reason to feel bad about it.

“Basically, hell,” Nicole muttered eventually, and Lila shrugged her shoulders.

“Not quite. Human spirits can’t last forever on the other side.” Lila replied, and Nicole blinked when she looked at the other female. I focused my attention on Lila as well. What did she mean?

She sighed, and it seemed obvious she didn’t want to explain this, but now that she started, she would finish it. “The realm of Chaos is different from the realm of Order. It’s caustic, for lack of a better word. If you don’t have a true anchor, a spirit gets broken down bit by bit. Storing a spirit in a protected container, keeping it in a kind of stasis, ensures that degradation doesn’t continue, but it’s a bit like putting a spirit to sleep. It doesn’t feel the passage of time; it can’t interact with the world while in stasis. And when it gets taken out and used for any reason, it degrades again, eventually breaking apart, slowly disintegrating into chaos itself.”

“But they last longer if you house them?” I asked, remembering her earlier words.

Lila nodded. “In a pure state, without any kind of connection, whatever slim, to something physical, they don’t last all that much. I’ve never heard of a single spirit lasting more than a year. And there were many experiments from demons trying to prolong that time.” She shrugged when I blinked at her. Maybe it shouldn’t have surprised me that just like mages experimented with magic, so might demons wish to do so. “If you use them to power an enchanted item or house them in flesh and bone, but without a permanent anchor, they might last from decades to centuries, depending on the spirit itself. Keeping them in stasis doesn’t really allow these spirits to break down, so if you house the spirit well and guard it when you don’t need it, you can use them forever, but there will be an eventual limit to it.”

Yes, there would, but from what she was telling me, that could take thousands of years. If a demon only took out a spirit from stasis for the equivalent of a few weeks a year, they could prolong the use of the spirit for an eternity.

I shivered. I had always known how dangerous making deals with demons, allowing them to get a hold of your spirit, might be, but this…

Yeah, no, it was something I had to ensure never happened to me.

Nicole tilted her head, still seemingly queasy. “But does that mean human spirits don’t get more powerful on the other side?” She looked from one of us to the other. “If the spirits can’t take it and break down…”

“That only happens if they don’t have a real anchor.” Lila reminded the other female. Then she looked at me. “That would mean they would have to be on the other side as a full human, not like I did to you.”

Her eyes burned into me, and I could only look back at her.

“How did you do it?” She asked me softly, and Nicole looked from one of us to the other, not understanding. “How did you travel to the other side of the divide?”

The brunette gasped when she realized what the blonde was asking me and looked at me as well.

“It was actually Emily who figured it out. We all worked together on that theory for years. It was one of the things our mentors were more interested in. We started with astral projection. The ability to cast an image of yourself at a distance.” I told Nicole when she furrowed her brow at me. “There are different ways to do it, and we learned them all, trying to figure out how the demons projected themselves into our world.”

“That’s not how they do it, right?” Nicole asked, looking at Lila. “We’re here.”

“You are, but you have your real body back in my realm,” Lila told her, and the brunette gaped at her. The older succubus chuckled. “Don’t worry, my dear, I’m taking good care of it.” She wriggled her eyebrows at that, almost making me choke in surprise.

Nicole blinked at the other female. “But you’re here with me.”

I looked from one to the other, wondering how Lila would explain it. “I’ve wondered how she did that,” I told the brunette, who looked at me, not understanding. “Most of the powerful demons summoned into our realm only send a sliver of themselves, a part of their mind, to our world.”

“To bring our own body to this world would require true manifestation, making us vulnerable in a way we never are while on this side of the divide,” Lila replied, then shook her head. “And the sheer amount of power that it would take to bring our real bodies into this side of reality would be immense. None of your mages would be able to call us like that.”

“So, wait, this isn’t my real body?” Nicole asked, running her hands down her frame.

“No, but it’s a perfect representation of it, don’t worry.” The blonde replied and didn’t hesitate to lean in and press a quick peck to Nicole’s lips. “And what a body it is.” The brunette blushed at that, but she didn’t mind the second kiss Lila pressed against her lips.

After pulling back, the blonde turned to me.

“You and your siblings figured out how to push your true bodies to the other side of the divide, didn’t you?” She asked me, and the sheer greed I could feel from her. “How?”

“Frankly, sometimes I have no idea. Emily was our navigator, so to say. She had always been an incredible clairvoyant, able to see far and wide. With our help, she could see even further. We grounded her and kept her tethered to our reality even as her mind and spirit wandered. We all meditated together in a circle, holding hands, gathering power, and allowing her to take that power and use it to push herself even further. One day, she broke through and saw the Ether, and in time, she saw Chaos.”

“And that was the link you needed to push yourselves through.” Lila continued for me, slowly crawling closer to me. The hunger inside her seemed to be pulling at my own, even if hers was a hunger for power, and mine was a hunger for her.

“We must have been sixteen the first time we manifested ourselves on Chaos, scaring the crap out of everyone in the process, both ourselves and our mentors. We didn’t stay in the realm we ended up for long, just for a few minutes. Nothing saw us. We just found ourselves inside a cavern, away from the Institute, and almost panicked. Getting back was easier. We had lived in Order all our lives; the Institute had been our only home. Getting back to our side was a matter of us clearing our thoughts enough to focus on the attempt.” I chuckled, and there was a bitter quality to it. “As you can imagine, everything changed after that.”

“Oh, yes, I can imagine what must have happened.” Lila tilted her head to the side. “Faced with the possibilities your success displayed, your mentors didn’t hesitate to order you to do the same again, did they?”

I nodded at her. “And it wasn’t as if we were against it either. We had never really experienced anything but the academy we were in. Faced with other worlds… It was all too new to us, too awesome. We spent our days exploring the realm of Chaos, feeding our power into Emily and letting her lead us. We needed each other to succeed in the voyage, and we needed each other to survive on each of these realms.” I shook my head. “Not all of us made it, but that didn’t matter to our tutors. We advanced humankind's magic with every discovery we made, and they wanted nothing more than that.”

“And then you found it, didn’t you?” Lila asked, closing the distance between us and not hesitating to slip into my lap, pressing herself against me like a cat. Her hunger seemed all the more intense then, and her eyes were almost glowing. “The Golden Throne. You found it.” Her voice had become nearly a whisper by the end of it.

I shuddered at her words, at the memory of that realm.

I didn’t know how we ended there or what pulled Emily’s mind into that place and pulled all of us in after her.

That day had been like many other days before. We had been sitting in a circle, our hands laced, the nine of us that remained. Emily had her eyes closed and was focusing, and we were pooling our power together, getting ready for the moment when we needed that power to push us through to the other side of the divide and into the realm of Chaos.

Then Emily screamed and opened her eyes, and they seemed to be burning. It had been a golden flame, like tarnished gold, slowly changing her eyes, turning them into what appeared to be orbs of molten golden lava. Before we could break free and rush to help her, something took hold of the power we had been gathering and pulled us to the other side of the divide.

We ended in a cavernous hall, columns made of black marble and gold slowly climbing up until we could no longer see their end. The ground was made of the same marble and tarnished gold, and the hall extended in all directions seemingly without end. The walls to the side simply weren’t there. Only a void we had intrinsically understood would kill us if we touched it. And in the distance, the only thing different was a throne. One that, even from what seemed to be a mile away, dwarfed us, with an enormous seat atop what appeared to be a pyramid made of molten gold.

I don’t know how long I stayed in that realm.

None of us did. I know we felt compelled to move towards the throne in the distance and did so. I know some of us dropped unconscious during the trek, unable to resist the sheer presence of the realm around us and how it seemed to be pouring into each of our bodies with each step we took.

Those who remained standing didn’t stop or even look at the ones who dropped behind us and continued.

Eventually, I fell down, the last one besides Emily, who continued forward even as I fell, unable to withstand my existence anymore.

When I woke, I was back at the Institute. We all were. A week had passed, and we all had changed.

If we had been powerful before, after that…

Whatever had changed us made me and my siblings the most powerful mages in the world – I had no doubt about that.

Lila rubbed herself a bit more tightly against me, and I shuddered a little, all too aware of how delicious her body could be and of how hard I was getting with her doing what she was doing.

I swallowed when I met her golden eyes, knowing she wanted an answer to her previous question. “We stumbled upon it, got changed by it, and never saw it again.” It didn't seem like it if she was disappointed by my words. She bit her lower lip, closed the distance between us, and kissed me, hard.

I kissed her back and couldn’t help but pull her closer, pressing my hands against her lower back and loving how she arched and rubbed herself against me. If I had already been hard before, with that, I became more so.

Part of me wanted to just rip her clothes off and have her right then and there, and I might have done it if Nicole hadn’t coughed, made us still for a moment and look at her. I couldn’t help but feel a little sheepish about it.

“What’s the Golden Throne?” She asked us, narrowing her gaze at Lila. “And why did you get all hot and bothered when he mentioned it?”

I shrugged. “Frankly, I have no idea.”

And it was the truth. I stumbled on the place and knew it had changed me. I became far more powerful than I had ever been before walking into that hall. I even became able to invoke my golden flames, which could attack spirits directly, but I had no more idea of what that place had been than before I ended there.

However, Nicole was right. Lila seemed to know about it.

I looked at the blonde with a raised eyebrow, hoping she would say something about it.

She pulled back, and for a moment, I thought she might tell me what that place had been.

And then someone knocked on our door.


Chapter 10

I had to release a sigh as Lila used the chance to pull back and slip away from me, leaving me aching for her touch and her warmth. The fact my erection was quite obvious didn’t help much, and it wasn’t as if the boxers hid any of it.

Lila smirked at me as she got up, liking the effect she had on me, then turned on her feet and strutted towards the door, her ass swaying from side to side, the jeans she was wearing molding themselves to her curves just perfectly.

Ophelia seemed to hesitate momentarily when the blonde opened the door, but then Lila stepped aside and gestured for her to enter, and the vampire didn’t hesitate to do so. Her eyes immediately found me on the bed, and one of her eyebrows rose as she let her eyes feast on me, her blue orbs slowly moving down my chest, ending on my boxers and the tent in them, which made her smirk just a little.

“I haven’t interrupted anything, have I?” She asked but didn’t hesitate to move closer as she did it, smirking even more widely at me.

I almost grabbed a few of the covers and covered my groin with them, but in the end, I didn’t bother. She had already gotten an eyeful, and letting her see me react like that would only amuse her even more. Better to pretend that allowing her to see me like that didn’t bother me in the least.

“What do you want?” I asked her, raising an eyebrow.

“Just to see how you were after your sister walloped you as she did.” That, too, seemed to have amused her quite a bit, and she chuckled at me, especially when I rolled my eyes at her.

“As you can see, I’m perfectly fine.”

“That you are.” She replied, gazing at my body, her eyes almost burning into me. Her gaze narrowed slightly when it reached my chin, and she didn’t see any hint of the damage I was sure had been there before. She crawled into the bed, eventually reaching out with one hand and touching that flesh.

I grabbed her hand before she could do more than that, sent her an annoyed glance, and she pulled back with a smile.

“What do you want, Ophelia?” I asked her.

Now that I was awake, I needed to see about finding Emily. It wouldn’t be easy; my sister would not be seen if she didn’t want to be seen, but I didn’t think there was any reason for her to try to hide from me. There had to be a reason for her to have come to me, and I needed to figure out what it was. And, well, I missed her. A whole lot. I wanted nothing more than to pull her closer and hug her, though I could only do that if she wasn’t having one of her episodes.

“The meeting at the White Clover was interrupted by your enemies before it could finish.” She started, giving a little shrug at the same time. She seemed to be wearing the same red dress I had seen before or one very similar. It looked amazing at her, and it certainly displayed quite a bit of her cleavage. And in her current position, it was kind of hard for me to ignore it. “You were about to give Wilkins something to gain his loyalty, weren’t you?” She asked.

I raised an eyebrow. “What about it?”

“I’m just wondering what you’re going to give me for mine, really.” She replied, looking into my eyes.

I narrowed my gaze at her, didn’t hesitate to reach out and grab her wrist again, and tightened my grip around it. “I thought I already had that, seeing as I was the one who put you where you now are.”

She smirked at me, even if there was something a bit fake about it. An edge of nervousness that seemed to increase when she tried to pull her hand back from mine and failed to do it. “That might be.” The redhead told me, gathering her courage and hiding her doubts behind a façade, smirking at me once more. “But you’re asking me to put my life on the line for you now. That’s no small thing.”

I knew what she wanted; what she had wanted since the time I fed her my blood. I had done it to allow her to survive the injuries she sustained when we went after Bloodfist, but I had known there would be consequences. Her lust for my blood was one of them.

It would be easy to give her what she wanted. A bit of my blood, not enough to weaken me in any way, would soothe her need and make her even more invested in helping me.

I didn’t think it was a good idea, though. Perhaps it might be better to put her in her place, make her understand she was only where she was because of me and that I hadn’t forgotten it, and that perhaps she shouldn’t forget it either. She had sworn herself to me. She shouldn’t come begging for scraps because she wanted some of my blood.

I don’t know what she saw in my face, but she pulled back and got out of bed, and I let her do it. I slowly got out and moved closer to her. I saw something like dread in her for the first time, and I didn’t hate it. Ophelia was a leech. A beautiful leech, but someone who had climbed in her existence as a vampire on the backs of others, slowly gathering power, doing whatever was needed to make it happen.

If she thought betraying me would give her an advantage, I didn’t doubt it would happen. Perhaps I should ensure she understood the consequences of that.

Before I could actually do anything, Lila opened the bond between us and sent a pulse of lust at me. It made me look at the female vampire in another way, notice her curves and beauty, and made me want her. It wasn’t exactly hard – she was beautiful. It still made me look at the succubus for a few moments.

I knew what she wanted as well.

You caught more flies with honey than vinegar. I didn’t know Ophelia that well; I knew she was incredibly greedy and didn’t mind taking some risks, as she was now showing, but I didn’t think she hated me. I didn’t hate her either; I just didn’t want her to get ideas of how she could come to screw me over.

I didn’t want her to hate me; that wouldn’t help. I didn’t want her to work to undermine me while pretending to be loyal, as she had done to Bloodfist. Especially not now, when the Institute was in town, making a move against me.

With a sigh, I stretched out my arm and looked at her. “Go ahead. We both know what you want, right? My blood.” She looked from my wrist to my face and back again and almost seemed to salivate at the sight. There was a hesitation to her first step and second, but it seemed to vanish when I raised an eyebrow at her and didn’t make any threatening motion.

Then, when she reached out and took hold of my wrist, I moved, grabbing hers in turn and forcing her to turn around, pulling her against my front afterward, and poising one hand against her waist, the other still holding onto her wrist. She inhaled and exhaled deeply despite the fact she didn’t need to breathe. Her body seemed to be trembling all over.

“I’ll give you what you want,” I told her, leaning in and almost whispering the words in her ear. “But don’t you ever think of betraying me, or you won’t like the consequences. Are we clear?”

“Yes.” She replied after a moment, swallowing a little. Then I slowly moved my wrist towards her mouth, and her attention turned to it, sharpening as she looked at the veins in it, her tongue peeking out of her mouth, her fangs on display. She pressed a kiss against my skin when my wrist touched her lips, and after a quick glance back at me over her shoulder, ensuring I would genuinely give her this, she bit down.

It was completely different from how it had been before.

Last time, she had been desperate, close to death, and she fed with desperation. The feeding had reflected that. Only pain followed it as she drained my blood with an almost desperation.

This time, she was in control. She didn’t desperately suckle at my blood as if there was no tomorrow. She was gentle about it and focused enough to try to use her mental influence on me. It was what vampires used to make those they fed upon enjoy it, and part of me was curious about it. I let my defenses down a little, intending to have a taste of the pleasure she could give, and it felt really nice. And then Ophelia started rubbing her ass all against my groin, thrusting back against me with almost abandon, which, seeing how Lila had messed with me before, did have some effect.

Eventually, I pulled my wrist back from her, and Ophelia released it with a whimper, obviously wanting more. And before I could do anything to stop her, she turned around and pressed her lips against mine in a kiss. It took me a bit by surprise, but I let it continue for long enough afterward that I felt the urge to do more, and when I did, I put my hands on her waist and used that grip to push her back. She pouted at me and looked into my eyes with lust. “Fuck me.” She told me, trying to come closer once more. “You know you want it.” The way her eyes dipped down to the bulge in my boxers left no doubt as to how she knew that.

I was tempted. Trying to deny it would be foolish. Ophelia was incredibly gorgeous, and I wasn’t exactly in a good position to resist her. Lila had already done her best to tempt me later, and now with the redhead begging me to fuck her…

Do it.

The words weren’t said out loud, but they echoed inside my mind in a familiar voice, and I glanced at the one who spoke them and found her with a wanton smile on her lips. Lila smirked at me, then let her eyes roam over Ophelia’s body and gave me a nod.

It didn’t surprise me that she wanted me to do it. She was a succubus, after all. She got off on this stuff. My eyes slowly drifted to Nicole afterward, and it didn’t surprise me to see her panting just a little. She did seem to blush when I looked at her but didn’t look away, and it wasn’t hard to figure out she wouldn’t mind it if I did as Ophelia asked of me.

Sometimes, people made it really hard to resist temptation.

I didn’t bother continuing to do so now.

Without hesitation, I put my hands on the redhead’s back, slowly letting them glide down until I could cup her buttocks, then pulled her tight against me, kissing her again. Ophelia moaned into the kiss, her tongue thrusting into my mouth and dueling with mine. She was winning that fight until I used my grip to pull her off the ground, and she stilled momentarily before wrapping her legs around my waist.

We didn’t move from that position. With one hand, I lowered my boxers and freed my length. Ophelia’s dress had a slit so high it was barely an effort to push it aside and bare her, and the fact she wasn’t wearing anything underneath it made it relatively easy to grab my cock and press it against her sex.

The redhead didn’t hesitate when she felt that. She was already wet, more than ready for what would come, and she dropped down and impaled herself on my rod, making me groan in the process. Her hands grabbed my shoulders, using that grip to help her pull up and then drop down, and Ophelia started riding me like that.

It was amazing. She was quite tight and knew how to make herself tighter around me. The apparent joy she was getting from it all certainly didn’t hurt, and her moans got quite loud.

I pressed my hands against her bare buttocks, helping her support her motions up and down, and I was tempted to rip her dress off and see the rest of her bare.

Then, her moans started turning into something almost like whimpering. She leaned forward and pressed her chest against mine, her mouth ending near the nape of my neck, which she started kissing. “Please, please…” Words of begging escaped her, and I knew what she wanted; I felt like I shouldn’t give it to her, but the temptation became too much once again.

“Feed.”

She didn’t hesitate to pierce my flesh with her fangs, moaning louder than ever before as she rode me and tasted my blood. I felt her tighten even more around me, felt the orgasm that took over her and made her throw her head back in a scream of pleasure.

Her motions crawled to a stop while that happened, leaving me unsatisfied – not that I allowed it to remain like that for long.

I let her enjoy for a while longer, then moved close to one of the walls and pressed her against it. This time, I was the one that took control of our motions. Her moan when I thrust into her, pushing her against that wall, was quite loud, and the ones that followed were even louder. She reached for the nape of my neck once more, not to bite, only to lick the remaining blood that was there, which only made her enjoy even more.

The way her walls clung to me, prompting me to lose control; her little moans, the way she pushed her generous chest against mine. It wasn’t surprising that I wouldn’t last much longer. I still ensured to make her reach her limit before I could, went down her body with one hand, found her clit, and started teasing the little nub as I pumped in and out of her.

With a scream, Ophelia came again, and a moment later, I followed her into release, thrusting myself to the hilt inside of her and enjoying the warmth of her sex all around me.

A quick glance over my shoulder, as I enjoyed the orgasm, allowed me to see that the two succubi had drifted close together while Ophelia and I had our fun, and their eyes were on us as they touched one another. The sight did make my cock twitch, and Ophelia groaned at it, but I pulled back from the redhead before I could harden again.

A slight whine escaped Ophelia at that, and she gave me a disappointed pout for a moment before slowly straightening her dress again, her motions languid, her smile pleased.

She didn’t bother saying anything, just leaned in and pressed a quick peck to my lips, then brushed past me on the way out, her hips swaying from side to side, her smile ever present until she left the room.

I sighed afterward, not entirely confident I hadn’t made a mistake, but knowing that would have to be something I would need to worry about later.

Then I heard a cough, turned, and found Lila making a come hither motion for me to get closer to her and Nicole. I decided not to worry about anything else for a while.


Chapter 11

The following day was tense. Between trying to find Emily and failing and expecting an attack to come – which it never did – I found myself nervously pacing more than once, wondering what to do next.

Part of me felt I needed to take the fight to my enemies. They had made the first move, but now I knew they were there, and I could try to take the fight to them. And yet, it was easier said than done. First, I had to find them, and even if I did, I didn’t doubt they had defenses ready. And then there was the fact that if Professor Margrave was their only representative in the area, I might not want to attack her.

I… didn’t hate her. I hated those she worked for and the Institute, but her…

That was probably why they had sent her instead of any other instructor we had. With anyone else, I would have bothered trying to hold back. I might have wanted to kill them the moment they showed their faces and damn the consequences. It was different with the white-haired woman.

Despite everything, I didn’t want to see her hurt.

That made me think about William Greenheart. In him, the institute had also sent someone with a personal connection to those close to me, someone that Nicole didn’t want to see hurt and who didn’t want to see Nicole hurt in turn.

It shouldn’t surprise me that the Institute tried to resort to those tricks. They had always been very focused on the goals instead of the means. Anything that might help them end with me under their control was worth trying.

Yet now they pulled back, eased the pressure.

They came out, attacked me, sent a warning to the others, and then tried to negotiate, offering a carrot instead of a stick. The stick should have followed immediately after my refusal, but Emily’s appearance had changed that, and I didn’t doubt it might have ruined some of my former mentor’s plans.

With her around, they would find it far more challenging to enact their plans and succeed at them.

When it seemed worry would drive me insane, things progressed once more.

It started with an invitation.

“This must be a trap of some kind, correct?” Ophelia asked me about it.

Minutes earlier, someone had delivered an envelope with my name at the entrance of Red Night, and though I didn’t recognize the handwriting, I could only imagine it came from the Institute. And I was kind of correct. It turned out to be William Greenheart, asking for a meeting with me at one of the local museums later that night.

I shrugged at her and looked at Nicole. She knew her uncle far better than I did and might be able to tell me something about what he intended with this. She shook her head at me, telling me she had no idea, and I sighed as I read over his words again.

If it was a trap, it seemed to be a very obvious one. And yet, I was curious. Curious enough to probably bite the bait. What could he want with me? Had it something to do with Nicole?

Maybe it would be foolish, but I would accept his invitation, meet him at the museum, and see. If they tried anything, I should always be capable of fleeing from them.

“Maybe it is,” I answered Ophelia after a few moments of silence. “But I’m still going to accept it. Let’s see what they have in store for me.”

The vampire didn’t seem very pleased at my words. Neither did Nicole, really.

Lila raised an eyebrow at me. “I hope you’re not thinking of going alone.”

“Better chances to escape that way.” I pointed out.

“A better chance to get taken by surprise as well.” She replied, shaking her head. “I’ll go with you. Oh, don’t worry, love.” She told me when she saw how I looked at her. “If need be, I will be right beside you as we run away.”

I doubted she was fast enough to keep up with me, but maybe she didn’t need to be. I couldn’t forget she had wings. Sure, they weren’t that large, but she was a shapeshifter. She could make them grow in size if she wished for it. There were plenty of tales of succubae being able to fly after all – there had to be some basis for that.

Lila was powerful and far older than I was. If she said she could take care of herself, I believed her. She smirked when I looked at her, knowing she had gotten what she wanted. Nicole opened her mouth, but I shook my head before she could say anything. “No.”

“He’s my uncle.”

“He is, but you’ve seen he’s working for the Institute. I don’t believe he means you any harm, but if this is a trap, he might be unable to stop it from coming to you.”

She looked aside at that and bit her lower lip. Before I could comfort her, Lila stepped closer to her and did it, pulling her closer and hugging her, which the brunette accepted without difficulty.

I sighed as I watched that sight, smiled at the brunette afterward, and eventually, she answered me with a smile in kind.

“We’ll be safe, don’t worry.” I was pretty sure that even if this was a trap, Lila and I could deal with it.

Despite thinking that, when the time to go out and meet with William came, I found myself getting nervous. It was natural. For all I knew, I was walking into a trap. I hoped it wasn’t, for Nicole’s sake, if nothing else, but I would see only once I was there.

By the time we arrived at the museum, it was close to closing time, but the guard gave us a look and let us in, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was working for the Institute in some way or was just told to look aside. It didn’t really matter. At the end of the day, he was an average human and couldn’t interfere in a fight.

It took a bit of looking around until we stumbled upon William.

He stood next to one of the exhibits about the foundation of Greenford, a small wall filled with what seemed to be old letters and documents and even a few printed articles.

I approached the man and raised an eyebrow at what he was reading, then narrowed my eyes when I saw the Greenheart name in the article. “Studying the past?” I asked him, tilting my head to the side as I read some lines from the article that mentioned his family’s name.

I had always thought that the Greenheart name seemed familiar, and now I understood why. They had been one of the families that helped fund Greenford. I didn’t think there was any connection between the names – that had been a pure coincidence – but I must have seen their name in some place in the city, and that had been why it seemed so familiar when Nicole introduced herself to me.

“If we don’t learn from the past, we’re doomed to repeat it.”

“And what are you hoping to learn here?” I asked, and I didn’t mean the museum. Ever since I received his invitation, I was curious about his intentions. That he was there already made it less likely that this was some kind of trap. After all, I didn’t think members of the Institute would want to risk their own lives as he was doing. If he tried anything, I could kill him quite quickly.

He looked at me, and I saw the anger in his eyes. “What happened to Nicole?”

“What do you mean?” I asked though I was pretty sure I knew what he was talking about.

His hands tightened into fists as he looked back from me to Lila. “My niece is no longer human. The demon we sent after you told us she’s a succubus, which seems insane, but I’ve seen his memories of the attack; I know what I saw.”

It was Nicole’s secret and Nicole’s uncle, and perhaps it would have been better for her to be there and talk to him about it, but I didn’t think that was a choice. “What happened is that her family turned her back on her, ignored her pleas, and forced her to resort to her own abilities in order to try to figure out what happened to her brother.”

William narrowed his eyes at me but didn’t say anything to contradict my words.

“Which ended with her possessed by the same thing that took over her brother, a being that wanted nothing else but to make her suffer for the rest of eternity.” I shrugged, meeting his familiar green eyes without difficulty. “What happened after was the only way to save her.”

“How did you do it?” He asked me, and I tilted my head, realizing right then and there that there was more to it than just concern for the brunette. There was also greed for the knowledge of how it happened.

I chuckled at him. It seemed that he belonged to the Institute alright. “What makes you think I had anything to do with that part?”

He blinked at me, and then his eyes slowly drifted to Lila, who didn’t hesitate to close the distance between the two of us and perched herself on my shoulders. William licked his lips, but he didn’t bother to question her. He might want the knowledge, but not enough to make a deal with a demon. Smart man.

Still, the fact he could confirm that a demon could do something like that would have value on itself. I knew the academics at the Institute would be thrilled about learning something like that. Worst of all, they would become interested as well, which might end up putting a target on Nicole’s back. She probably already had one due to her connection to me, but now they might want her simply for what she was, for what she had become.

Not that they would find it easy to capture her if I had anything to say about it.

A sigh escaped from William’s lips as he turned and faced the exhibit again. “I’ve already gathered what I believe are your things from the manor; they will be delivered to you tomorrow.” He told me, and I narrowed my eyes.

“And surely you didn’t use the chance to bug any of them, have you?” I asked, tempted to step forward and intimidate him a little. “Perhaps some traps as well, a few enchantments on our clothing, maybe some mild poison.”

“I did nothing of the sort.” The emphasis he put on the pronoun simply meant he hadn’t personally done it or ordered it done, but it didn’t mean someone else couldn’t have done that.

Still, having our stuff back was better than not having it, I suppose. I could always ask Ophelia for a place to store them until I went through each article and ensured there was nothing wrong with them.

He didn’t say anything else for a while, and I raised an eyebrow at him. “Is this it?” I asked. “You’ve asked me to come here to ask about Nicole and give us our stuff?”

He sent me an annoyed glance.

I raised an eyebrow at him. “If you want something else, get it out already?”

“Why won’t you consider returning to the institute?”

I blinked for a while, not quite processing the words. Then I narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you fucking kidding me, man?” He showed confusion, and only then did I truly understand he had no idea what he was asking me to do. “Do you really have no idea what living in the Institute was like for me and my siblings?”

“I’ve read the reports…” He started in a soft tone, but I cut him off with a laugh.

“Reports! And we all know how those are always truthful, right?” I asked, slowly closing the distance towards him. I don’t know what he saw on my face, but he took a step back, and only then did he manage to hold his ground against me. “Until Emily learned clairvoyance and told us of the outside world, we didn’t know shit about humanity and everything else. From the moment we were born, we were raised in one of the academies, away from everyone else, never truly cared for. I suppose we got lucky enough that your masters allowed us to form bonds with one another, but they probably figured we would be more successful if we worked together instead of against one another.”

I took another step forward, slowly closing the distance between us. He swallowed at the anger I was sure showed in my eyes.

“As a child, I never knew what a toy was, what a sweet or a treat was. Hell, the food sucked; they barely even made an effort to give us something that could be eaten. They certainly didn’t want us to enjoy anything that could distract us from the plan they had for us. We were there to learn and advance magic; whatever didn’t contribute to that would be discarded. We were their slaves. Why the hell would I want to work with them again?”

William licked his lips, seemingly nervous. And he had reason to be. He didn’t know me, but I didn’t doubt he had read reports about me and what I could do. If he pissed me off enough that I decided to take it out on him…

It wasn’t like he would have much of a chance to put a stop to me.

I scoffed, pulled back from him, and shook my head. “And don’t try to tell me you’re willing to negotiate. If you were, you wouldn’t have killed one of Ophelia’s vampires outright. The attack on me, trying to take Nicole away, was one thing. But that? No, you came here for a fight.”

He hesitated, then squared his shoulders. “That attack was not planned on our part.”

“Not planned?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him. “How the hell do you kill someone by accident?”

“Oh, no, the killing wasn’t accidental.” He said, shaking his head. “But the Institute didn’t have a direct intervention in the matter. You could say one of our hired men got a bit too… excited.”

I narrowed my eyes at that. They had someone on their side they couldn’t control, or something else was at stake.

“Perhaps that had something to do with the fact Miss Amalia refused to agree to the terms he offered her, unlike some other members of Miss Ophelia’s clan.”

“Who the fuck are you talking about?” I asked, crossing my arms and glaring at him.

William looked back at me without any kind of hesitation. “Someone you’ve met in the past, who owed us a big favor for cleaning one of his messes a year back and stopping him from exposing our world.” I didn’t immediately realize who he might be speaking about, but my mind started churning until he could only be speaking of one being. “Someone who is quite angry at you for making him lose his throne.”

“Bloodfist. You’re working with Bloodfist.”

“Don’t flatter him,” William replied with a scoff. “He’s working for us as payment for almost exposing our world. To escape what might have been a harrowing fate otherwise.”

“And he killed Amalia because she wouldn’t agree to whatever plan he had.” But others had. William said it. Other members of Ophelia’s coven had accepted whatever offer Bloodfist had made them, and I didn’t know what it was, but I was pretty sure it wouldn’t be anything good, and it would be pointed at Ophelia.

I couldn’t be the target – the Institute would never allow that to happen.

But Ophelia? The rest of her vampires? The servants that followed Luther and were even now in Red Night? The Margrave Institute wouldn’t give a shit about any of them, and the sooner they were out of the way, the better.

And then I stilled as I made a realization that made me exchange a look with Lila. This was a trap. It just wasn’t one for me. “You son of a bitch.” I said to William, then blurred forward, grabbed him by the lapels of his suit, and pushed him against the wall. He gurgled a little at that, especially once I put one of my hands around his throat and squeezed. “You wanted us here, now. He’s going to attack the lair, won’t he?” I squeezed tighter for a moment, then released him, and he struggled to breathe and nodded when I narrowed my gaze at him. “Nicole is there, you bastard.”

“He won’t touch her; he knows better than that,” William replied, then my hand wrapping once more around his throat ensured he didn’t say anything else, and for a moment, I was tempted to squeeze until the point of no return. Close my hand around his throat until his head popped out.

“We need to go,” Lila told me, and I sighed, releasing him and letting him drop to the floor. Despite everything, he was still Nicole’s uncle and the brunette wouldn’t appreciate me putting an end to him.

“Let’s go,” I told the blonde, turning on my feet and preparing to rush to the entrance. We needed to run fast if we wanted to reach Red Night before a massacre happened.


Chapter 12

I struggled not to push past the limit of what was humanly possible as I rushed to get out of the museum.

I didn’t think William would have risked meeting there if there was a chance our interactions would be recorded by security cams, but better safe than sorry. And yet, part of me was tempted not to care, just run as fast as I could, get out of the place.

Yet, I slowed down and kept my pace rushed but humanlike until we got outside and could start moving with a bit less attention on us. Once again, I found myself cursing at the fact I didn’t have a car, knowing it would have made our rush back to Red Night much more straightforward than it had been until now, but I suppose that was water under the bridge. Once we were away from prying eyes in a more isolated area of the city, we didn’t hesitate to use our abilities to move much faster than humans should have been able to.

I couldn’t panic. Ophelia was not some defenseless girl; Nicole was there to help her, and so was Luther. If Bloodfist made a move against them, they might have been able to put some resistance against him…

Who the fuck was I kidding? If what William implied earlier – that there were traitors inside of the clan – was true, then Ophelia was pretty much fucked. Bloodfist was out of her league, and he was on the offensive. Sure, we had our defenses raised high, expecting trouble to come our way, but I doubted they would be enough in this case.

Lila didn’t hesitate to push her wings out and took to the sky. Shadows seemed to mold themselves around her body, making it so that she became basically invisible in the night sky. Even if someone looked right at her and noticed something, they would probably figure out it was some big bird that had flown through.

I followed her lead. I couldn’t fly, but I started moving even faster, cloaking myself in the same darkness she was using. It would be far less effective for me. After all, I had to move at ground level, close to people who would see a living shadow moving around, but I could always try to keep myself in areas with plenty of shade and use that for my benefit. It forced me to take slower paths, and it pissed me off at the same time, but doing otherwise would be to risk discovery, and that wasn’t good either.

Fortunately, that torture came to an end eventually. We arrived at the nightclub and rushed for the side entrance, noticing there wasn’t anyone there. The sound of the club reached us, so it seemed that upstairs everything seemed to be as it usually was, but underneath…

The door to the lair was closed, but it wasn’t locked, and we could get in. And immediately after we did, I knew something terrible had happened. There were a few bodies around, some of them ripped into pieces. Not just vampires, either. I saw at least two of the servants that belonged to Luther’s crew, even if the man himself wasn’t there.

That there weren’t more bodies around reassured me slightly. Still, I kept moving forward, passed through the large hall that functioned as an entertainment room and the welcome to the lair, and entered through the side door that led deeper into the vampires’ base and quickly saw more bodies around. Far too many…

It seemed like Ophelia’s people had been taken by surprise at first, then fought a retreating battle further into the lair. More of Luther’s servants had fallen as well, and I closed my eyes when I sighted Rashid amidst those dead. I didn’t know him well, certainly not as well as Luther, but he was one of the servants I ended up interacting with more, and I certainly didn’t want this to be his end. Part of me had never understood how he got involved with a crowd like this, and now I was sure I would never get to understand that.

A few of the humans who worked for Ophelia seemed to have lost their lives as well, and I hesitated as I kept moving forward, fearing that at any time, I could see the dead body of someone I truly cared about. I mean, there weren’t that many. Despite his rough exterior, Luther had become something like a friend, though a grumpy one. Nicole was obviously someone I worried for and loved, but she wasn’t exactly defenseless as a succubus. Still, with enough numbers…

Then there was Ophelia. My feelings for the redhead were complicated, and they weren’t helped by what happened the last time I let her feed from me. I had lost control and took her. Lila prompted me to do it, but I couldn’t deny that part of me wanted it to happen. I didn’t trust her, I knew she would always be a greedy bitch, but I couldn’t help but worry about her as well.

Lila followed me as I rushed forward and crossed a bend in our path. That no sound of fighting reached us made me think that we had arrived too late, and there was nothing to be done about it, that our allies had been slaughtered.

And then I saw more bodies, only those I didn’t recognize. I might have seen them before; they seemed like vampires, and it made me suspect it was part of those that went out with Bloodfist, which did raise my spirits a little. They had been torn apart. The more steps we took, the more body parts seemed to appear, and always without any hint of our allies and friends. The trail of blood stopped in front of what I knew was Ophelia’s room, which seemed to have been Bloodfist’s, before he fled from the city – at least when he used this lair.

I barely hesitated before opening the door, fearing what I would see on the other side.

My reflexes stopped me from getting hit with a metal baseball bat to the head, having caught it before it could connect with me. Then I looked from the bat to the one wielding it and raised an eyebrow. Nicole blinked sheepishly at me, her wings, tail, and horns on display, making her seem even more alluring than usual.

Most of the tension that had taken over me seemed to vanish just like that, and I smiled at her. “Hey.”

She didn’t hesitate to throw herself at me, putting her arms around my head and pulling me into a deep kiss. I kissed her back, ignoring the scent of blood that came from her, putting my hands on her back and allowing them to glide down, ending up making the kiss far more heated than I had intended to.

“You have time to kiss your girlfriend as much as you want later, little brother.” A familiar voice said from deeper into the room, and I released Nicole with the shock of it, turning to face the speaker with wide eyes.

“Emi?”

My sister smiled at me, though she kept doing what she had been doing earlier, helping tighten a bit of cloth around Luther’s middle, the man grunting in pain at it. When she finished, she looked up at me again, and her flaming eyes met mine.

I closed the distance between us in a rush, pulled her against my chest, and whirled us around. I had missed her and all my siblings, and I couldn’t deny I enjoyed her presence far more than I could put into words.

Still, unfortunately, I couldn’t focus on her alone. I poised her down, allowing my eyes to roam over her frame and ensuring she hadn’t gotten hurt, then focused on the others inside. Ophelia was there, but like Luther, she seemed injured. And her injury was undoubtedly worse than his. There was a fucking hole in her gut, one that was half-closed already, but her paleness indicated how weak she still was. Jamil was supporting her, and he nodded at me when I looked at him, but he seemed to be the only vampire there. The others had either died, fled, or joined with Bloodfist.

The latter was hard to understand after what he had done when he fled the city. Still, I couldn’t discount the possibility, especially not when I knew some of Ophelia’s people had betrayed her.

There were a few humans and a few more of Luther’s crew, most of them wounded somehow, and that was it. Everyone else seemed dead, fled, or was now a traitor.

I gave Emily a peck on the forehead and strode the rest of the distance towards Ophelia, knowing she was the one who needed help the most. And I could help her. Her blue eyes raised to me when I got close enough to her, and the blood in her fangs told me she had fed already – probably the only reason why she was still alive – but it hadn’t been enough.

“Don’t make a habit of this,” I told her, pulling my shirt back and offering her my wrist.

“I don’t know.” She rasped out, slowly reaching for my arm, getting a nice hold of it, and pulling my wrist close to her mouth. “If this is what I get from putting my life on the line, I might just get used to it.”

Having said that, she bit down. A moan escaped her when the taste of my blood inundated her mouth, and she started sucking a bit deeper. It hurt somewhat, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle, and I looked down, watched as her wound seemed to close as she drank from me until she pulled back with a gasp, reaching down for that wound and cleaning the blood away from it, showing pink skin underneath.

I doubted she had healed completely; she probably just managed to focus most of her regeneration on closing the skin, which would stop the wound from worsening. The way she winced when she touched that patch of flesh seemed to confirm my suspicions. I gave her a look, then put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “You need to rest now.”

I knew she would argue, but another pointed look made her look aside instead. “I have to take care of my people.” She still argued, pulling the courage to face me from somewhere and looking right into my eyes. “They died to defend me, defend the clan.” Her eyes moved over the room, looking at the few of hers that remained, and something seemed to fold in her. Her shoulders dropped, and she looked defeated like never before.

What could I say to her? There wasn’t anything that would really comfort her, not in a situation like this. She had schemed for so long to get where she was, and now, less than a year later, her clan was in ruins, and most of her people were either dead or had betrayed her. How could she possibly be feeling about it?

“Let us worry about it,” I told her, shaking my head and glancing at Jamil. The black vampire nodded at me, got to his feet, and seemed to gesture for a few of those who remained mostly unharmed to go with him, and with some reluctance, they did.

I could understand their doubts. I didn’t know what had happened here, though I could imagine Emily played a part in putting an end to it.

Still, once I took in the room and ensured no one needed immediate attention, I did ask. “What happened?”

How most of them exchanged looks made me think no one was entirely sure. “I was in our room initially and didn’t know what was happening. I just heard screams and the sound of fighting, and I got out.” Nicole told me, shrugging. “I found Ophelia almost immediately and stuck to her side for most of the fight.”

I looked at the redhead at that, who shook her head at me. “It was the same for me. They were already past the main hall when I realized we were under attack.”

“Some of her vampires turned her back on her and sneaked Bloodfist and his minions in,” Emily told all of us, her golden eyes seemingly lost in the distance. I knew she was looking into the past, seeing what had happened before, though I doubted the others had a clue of what she was doing. “The ones in the entrance hall didn’t last long, and his men advanced forward with him at the lead. The rest, you already know.”

I turned and looked at Ophelia, raising an eyebrow. She pursed her lips at my sister but eventually answered my unspoken question. “We were forced to retreat from his advances, losing most of ours on the way.” She told me, shaking her head. “I tried to go against him, but…”

Her voice trailed off at that, and I didn’t need much to understand he had been the one that put that hole in her.

“Then that one showed up.” She said, gesturing at Emily. Her voice seemed to get a little faint. “She just ripped her way through them without difficulty. Dorian fled with some of his, letting the rest fall to her.”

It didn’t surprise me much, after all. I didn’t know if he was aware that she was my sister or not, and it didn’t really matter. He would have seen someone he didn’t know, someone who just ripped his vampires apart without difficulty, and understand he wouldn’t beat them. Tucking his tail between his legs and fleeing had been the same thing he had done before, but I wouldn’t let it happen this time. No, Bloodfist would pay for this, and he would pay with his life.

One glance at the redhead’s face showed me she seemed despondent, and I reached out and caressed her cheek, trying to comfort her. She blinked at me. “He’s going to pay for that; you can be sure of it.”

I stretched to my full height after that, and the way she looked at me…

She seemed vulnerable and looked at me like I could hang the sun in the sky. It pleased a part of me, I couldn’t deny.

“How are you going to do that?” Nicole asked me, stepping closer. I smiled at her, took hold of one of her hands, and pulled her closer to me. Her succubae features were entirely on display, and she was making no effort to hide them. If any of the beings around me found them strange, they didn’t say. After what happened, they probably had better things to worry about.

“Easy, love. I’m going to go to his hiding place and kill the fuck out of him and his men.”

She blinked at me. “But how do you know where they are?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” I asked her, and she blinked, then narrowed her eyes, something like anger taking hold of her features. “There was more than one reason for your uncle to throw us out of the manor, Nicole. And hosting Bloodfist and his minions was one of them.”


Chapter 13

I didn’t immediately set out. I wanted to ensure everyone else would be alright, but I didn’t think I could do what needed to be done alone.

Since William had us thrown out of the mansion, I had suspected there was more to it than that. It seemed obvious, especially once the Institute made their first move and had that demon attack us. Too obvious.

The way Nicole’s uncle had spoken about how they would have need of the manor…

The more I thought about it, the more it seemed like a trap. They had wanted me to know where they were, to figure it out eventually, and make a move against them. Almost certainly, they had some kind of trap ready for me.

I doubted that trap was supposed to work against me and Emily, though.

With her help, I should be able to succeed in my objective. There was only the fact that I didn’t want to put my sister in danger, even if it wasn’t rational. Emily was far stronger than me. If something could really threaten her, then it wasn’t as if I would have much of a chance, and I didn’t think my former mentors had anything capable of dealing with my sister.

Almost certainly, their plan had always been about getting to a few of us, trying to use us to draw the others in eventually.

Emily being here had disrupted their intentions and plans, and their failed assault on Ophelia had shown precisely how. What would Bloodfist have done otherwise? Killing Ophelia, Luther, and the rest seemed like an obvious thing that would have happened. Nicole, I was sure he had orders to detain, and seeing as he was back in town and under the Institute’s leash, he seemed unlikely to disobey orders at this time. He would know better.

If that had worked, I would find myself attacking their center of power in the city head-on, with only Lila for company. Their plan had a few wrinkles but nothing they could have known before. With the connection between Lila and Nicole, there was a chance the older succubus might have been able to simply summon Nicole to us, which would ensure I didn’t need to go on the offensive.

After finding that Nicole was a succubus, part of that plan might have changed. I didn’t doubt the intention was to provoke me into attacking them, even if they had tried to use the death of my allies for it. I couldn’t forget that some vampires working for Ophelia turned their coats and joined Bloodfist. How long had they been working for him? Was it a matter of days, weeks, or months? What had they learned of me and my connections to the others in the city?

Emily coming to the rescue as she did would throw a wrench in any plans they had, and I didn’t want to lose the opportunity she presented me with.

And yet, when I pulled her aside to talk to her about it – something I was certain she knew already with her abilities – I couldn’t help but worry when I looked at her. She looked… weak. She was slimmer than ever and looked far paler than I could remember her looking before.

I raised an eyebrow at her, and she sighed. “I know what you’re going to say.” She told me, and being who she was, I didn’t doubt she was being literal. “I know how to care for myself.”

“You don’t look like it.” I couldn’t help but point out, which made her narrow her eyes at me, and I grimaced. She was still my older sister, the one who kept us from making messes when we were little. That look still had a particular effect on me.

I sighed, brushed those worries apart, pulled her closer, and hugged her. I had missed her so much.

Everyone else was too busy cleaning the place or ensuring the wounded were cared for. Lila had looked a bit too intently at Emily and me as we moved aside. I didn’t have to have a bond with her to know she was very interested in my sister and how she could use her clairvoyance to pierce the divide and see into the other side, but one glance from my part had been enough to keep her at bay – for now.

I didn’t doubt that sooner or later she would try to get what answers she could out of Emily, even if I wasn’t even sure my sister could give them to her.

After a moment, Emily seemed to sink into my embrace, held me as tightly as I held her, and nothing else mattered in the entire world for a moment.

And then she pulled back and gave me a look.

“It’s time.” She said, and I tried not to look annoyed at her.

“You know, I kind of hate when you do that.”

“You’re going to ask me for help going after the one who did this and our former mentors.” She replied, shrugging. “Why waste time with conversation when we both know how this will end?”

“I…” I didn’t really want to put her in danger.

Her raised eyebrow told me everything I needed to know, and I rolled my eyes, turned my back on her afterward, and started to move away.

“Give me a few minutes to talk to some people, and we’re moving out before our enemies might have a chance to flee.” I didn’t think that was in the cards. Maybe if Bloodfist was on his own, but after how he fled last time, I didn’t believe he would dare come back if he had any other option. The Margrave Institute had almost certainly twisted his arm behind his back, and this was the result.

Opening my bond, I reached out to Lila and prompted her to come to me. And I moved towards Nicole, who stood near Ophelia and Luther, seemingly discussing how to proceed with the bodies of the enemies Emily had slain on her way in. They turned to me and Lila when they watched us come.

“Emily and I are going after Bloodfist,” I told them, and Nicole bit her lower lip.

If we were right, and I didn’t doubt we were, he was staying at her family’s manor. There was a chance her uncle was there and would end up involved in the fighting, and I didn’t doubt she hated that thought.

She didn’t say anything, but I knew her better than that and reached out with one hand and squeezed her shoulder, trying to reassure her. I knew she was angry at her uncle, but that didn’t change the fact that she seemed to care for the man. She didn’t want him dead. I would do my best to ensure that didn’t happen, and I let her know, which prompted her to bury her head on my chest and hold me tight.

I held her back. Her wings and other features that marked her as a succubus had already disappeared, and her figure was that of a perfectly normal human woman, but she was still capable of making my heart skip a beat, especially holding me like that.

“Need any help?” Luther asked when he pulled back, and I raised an eyebrow at him. He shrugged. “I won’t be able to do much, but at least I might cheer as you destroy that motherfucker.”

I had to smirk at that. “Thanks, but that won’t be needed.”

I turned to Ophelia next, and before I could come up with something to say, she strode forward, pressed against me, and gave me a nice, long kiss. I might have enjoyed it a bit more than expected, then blinked at her afterward.

“If you kill that bastard, I’ll give you a reward you’ll never forget.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “You assume I’ll want that reward.”

The redhead pulled back with a smirk, though it couldn’t completely hide the anger she was feeling underneath. “Please, you live with two succubi. They won’t allow you to refuse what I will do to you.” She said, looking from Lila to Nicole and back to me. “I’m fairly sure they will enjoy it as well.”

I smirked at that. “We’ll see.” My smirk widened when I looked at Luther and saw his embarrassed face.

I chuckled and turned to face Lila. She crossed her arms. “And I’ll have to stay behind, won’t I?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” I replied, shaking my head. “I don’t think another attack will come so quickly after the last, but better to be safe than sorry. If someone comes, I want someone here who can protect them, and I trust you can do that.”

“Oh, I can.” She said, then reached out, fisted her hands on my shirt, and used that grip to pull me closely. Her kiss was undoubtedly far more heated than the one Ophelia gave me before, and by the time she pulled back, I was breathing hard. “And then we’ll take the vampire on her offer and enjoy her all night, understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

With a sigh, I pulled away from them and joined Emily, who was waiting for me with a smile on her lips.

“What?” I asked when I saw it, trying not to feel too embarrassed as she looked at me that way.

“You’ve done well for yourself, brother.”

I couldn’t help but look back at the three women I left behind at that. “I did, didn’t I?” I asked, then shook my head. “Though now is not the time to worry about that,” I told her. “Now is the time to go out and kick some ass.”


Chapter 14

It was a few minutes past one when we got in sight of the manor, and I cast my gaze over it. From afar, nothing seemed to change from a few days back when I lived in it with Lila and Nicole. Still, a few lights seemed on at this hour, indicating that someone was awake inside, and I didn’t doubt who that might be.

For all I knew, there might be an army inside that place. Between that, the wards, and what other tricks my former mentors might have on their sleeves, I probably wouldn’t dare do something like this on my own.

With Emily at my side, though?

I looked at my sister, and she looked back at me. We smirked at one another.

As one, we stepped forward, put our hands in the air in front of the edge of the wards, and then reached out and touched them with our magic. I probably wouldn’t have been able to do what we were about to do alone. I would have still gotten past the wards, but in another manner, trying to coat my power in their signature and use that to sneak in. So long as my concentration didn’t get strained while I was inside and nothing made me release my grip on my magic, the wards wouldn’t do anything to harm me, thinking I was part of them.

Something like that might be possible because I knew these wards well, had interacted with them before, and had a much better ability to sense magic than most. Otherwise, something like that was basically impossible.

With Emily helping me, we decided to simply break them.

I wasn’t too pleased about that option, I could admit. It wasn’t as if I thought this would all blow over and we would return to the manor. It was lost to us now. I knew and accepted it, but it still kind of hurt to be forced to do this. For a while, this place had been my home. Perhaps the place in the world where I had been happier. And now I was forced to break a part of what made it what it was, pouring enough power into the wards until they became overwhelmed and the anchors around them failed.

The results were… loud.

For those beings with any magical sense, the feeling of the wards breaking apart might seem like an explosion, a release of energy so powerful that it created a shockwave accompanied by a screech. Physically, there were also some consequences. The areas where the anchors were connected to the ground shook, and minor breaches appeared, easier to see in the soil outside, but I didn’t doubt the anchors inside the building itself, on the basement, had damaged the floor as they broke apart.

And with that done, we stepped forward, unworried.

Almost immediately, I saw someone look at us from one of the windows on the manor's second floor and then pull back, probably to warn the others inside, not that I thought it was needed. Any supernatural creature inside the building knew something big had happened. It wouldn’t be hard for them to guess what was going on.

The two of us walked up the stairs towards the porch side by side, and then I stepped forward and opened the door for my sister, waving for her to get in. She did so with a smile on her face, and I closed the door behind us, locking it for good measure. It wouldn’t stop any vampire from escaping if they wished, but it might deter some humans from simply wandering in if they heard something they shouldn’t. And then I felt something burn into my back, looked around again, and saw a woman facing us a few steps away from the entrance.

Though, to call her a woman…

She looked my age and wore a business suit. White-skinned, dark-haired, beautiful. Her features were delicate, the smile on her lips amused. Her eyes, though…

They weren’t human eyes. Purple, glinting with power and amusement, and then I reached out to her with my senses and hesitated. She was easily one of the most powerful beings I had been close to, and it made me narrow my gaze. It seemed I had just found the other trap my former mentors had prepared for me – another powerful demon. She could be nothing else.

“You’re the one I was summoned to beat, I see.” The female told me, tilting her head as she studied me. “Are you worth my time, though?”

Before I could answer her, Emily stepped forward. “Go, deal with the vampires. I’ll take care of this.”

I hesitated. “Are you sure?” Emi just raised an eyebrow at me over her shoulder as if asking me if I had honestly questioned her about that, and our enemy pounced. I watched her move, though my eyes widened at how quickly the demoness did it. One moment, she was still in place; after my blink, she was almost atop my sister. She was faster than me. Not by that much, I didn’t think, but she was quicker than me. There was no doubt about that.

Without looking, Emily reached out with one hand and caught the punch the demoness tried to hit her with. I blinked at that. So did the purple-eyed female. And then my sister looked the other female in the eyes, and the demoness blinked again as if only now noticing how different Emily’s eyes were. In the demoness’s defense, Emily had been using a glamor of some kind to hide those eyes from those who crossed our path. I could see through it, but I knew it was there; the demoness didn’t seem to have noticed it.

With what almost seemed like a lazy strike, my sister slapped the demoness through a pair of walls, sending her flying off. “Go, deal with the vampires before they can flee.”

I didn’t hesitate to do as she told me to. The demoness seemed powerful enough that I would have struggled against her, but Emily should be capable of dealing with her. Losing too much time might allow the other enemies we had inside to escape, and I couldn’t let that happen.

Bloodfist had fled from me once already. I wasn’t willing to allow him to do it again. I dealt with the first vampires that crossed my path easily enough. Their eyes barely had enough time to widen before I was in front of them, attacking them. One of them lost their head when I just slapped it from his shoulders, the insides of his skull turning into a mush that just spread all over the place, the bones that held them in becoming almost projectiles as they hit the walls of what had been my home for most of a year.

The female vampire beside him barely gasped before I reached out, grabbed her throat, and then ripped it off. A stomp to the head killed her, put an end to her desperate scrambling to hold the remains of her throat in place, and I stepped past them and advanced further in. More vampires crossed my path, and most were smart enough to know they had no chance against me. They turned their backs on me and tried to flee, but it was for naught. I was faster and stronger and knew more magic than they did.

One after another, they fell, with most of them barely being able to put up a fight.

It was a massacre; there was no other word for it, and I could admit it bothered me somewhat. It wasn’t like they didn’t deserve to be massacred. They had helped Bloodfist do the same before. Still, it bothered me. I didn’t let that stop me from continuing, though.

I could wonder if I was doing the right thing later. One thing I was sure of: I wouldn’t let Bloodfist escape this time.

Eventually, vampires stopped coming out of their rooms to meet me and tried fleeing by other means, but as soon as I heard a window break or open, I rushed in, got to them before they could escape, and took them out.

Even then, a few managed to get away from me, and part of me wondered if Bloodfist was one of them if I would be forced to run through the streets of Greenford after the beast that once considered itself the master of this city.

And then a scream came from deeper into the manor, a guttural noise that seemed to echo through the walls, and I rushed in that direction without delay. When I got there, I blinked.

Bloodfist was kneeling on the floor, holding a broken vial in his hands. I blinked again.

And then I watched as his veins seemed to bulge, felt the power gathering within him, and knew that the vial he had drank had been some kind of… what? Super-blood? Some sort of potion of power? Magical steroids? Frankly, I had no idea what he might have drunk.

What I did know was that when he turned to me, his eyes were wide and bloodshot, his features were starting to contort themselves, bulging out, and then…

He screeched!

It was a loud thing, and high enough that I couldn’t help but take a step back, my hands reaching for my ears, trying to protect myself from the scream. It didn’t help that much; my vision became almost turvy, and even once it stopped, my ears seemed to be ringing, and my balance was out of whack.

And that was precisely when he pounced on me.

I was well prepared against most physical attacks, but my defenses had a few weaknesses. Using my senses against me was one of those weaknesses. My vision, my smell, my hearing. All those were like that of an average human, and my defenses didn’t really protect me against attacks that targeted those. If I knew something was coming, I could try to use my magic to mitigate the effects, but I could admit he took me by surprise with that screech. The pouncing…

That took me by surprise, but unlike his scream, it didn’t have much of an effect. Oh, he walloped me; there was no doubt about that. He moved fast, hit me with all of his mass, and we went through one of the walls of the house – and those were brick walls. It just didn’t really do much to me.

His attempts to injure me didn’t do much either. I could feel his hits, but most of their strength dissipated against my shield and felt like gentle taps. It didn’t mean I could answer them immediately. My ears were still ringing, and everything was spinning around me – the result of his screech. Perhaps, if he stopped trying to ragdoll me around, that might have cleared, but as it was, Bloodfist didn’t let go. He hit me again and again, threw me around, and I couldn’t focus enough to overcome the dizziness and hit him back.

He wasn’t having any success harming me, though, and it would only be a matter of time until I could answer in full.

Tired of what was happening, I just flailed around with my arms, eventually trying to connect against him. I got lucky and managed to do so on the fourth or fifth attempt, and I heard the crunch of his bones as my hit projected him through another wall. I got the time I needed to stay still, put my hands on the floor, and focus. I soothed some of the ringing in my ears with a few deep breaths and a bit of magic, which helped with the rest. I wasn’t that good at healing myself with magic, but I had a small amount of inherent regeneration of my own – another of the benefits of my time near the Golden Throne.

Not being thrown around for a few moments and being able to focus my power only helped with that, and while the ringing didn’t diminish completely, and I was still somewhat dizzy when Bloodfist returned to the fight, I quickly got to my feet and focused on him.

Anger and rage twisted his features – features that were becoming more cartoony with each moment that passed. I didn’t know what was in that vial he drank, didn’t doubt it had been something that had been provided by the Margrave Institute, but it seemed evident that whatever that had been was killing him.

Not that I cared, really.

I didn’t intend for him to survive the fight after all.

I sighed as he rushed at me without slowing down, too taken by his rage to realize that wouldn’t work again. “You know? This is no fun. I can’t even quip at you when you’re like this.” I told him as I grabbed his arms and stopped him from hitting me; he tried to lunge with his face, his fangs having grown in size until they jutted painfully out of his mouth.

I leaned back when his spittle almost hit me in the face and twisted my hands to the sides. His bones broke, and a pained screech escaped from him, making me wince, making me quickly reach out, grab his jaw, and pull it off before he could continue making that noise.

“Yeah, no, let’s put a stop to that.”

Pained grunts escaped from him at that, though he still seemed to try to continue to screech at me. Yet, it almost seemed like the pain was getting through whatever rage had taken over him.

He fell back on his rear and tried to scramble back, but I didn’t let him. I reached out and put a hand on his shoulder, my fingers sinking into his flesh and holding him in place. And then I put my fist through his chest cavity, right above where his heart should be. A gasp escaped him, and for a few moments, he tried to claw at my arm, tried to remove it from his chest.

Whatever they had given him had been strong. The bones I had broken in his arms had already healed by then, and even as I looked at him, parts of his jaw seemed to try to regenerate. A fist through the heart like that, though…

It took a toll on him, even if Bloodfist didn’t die immediately.

Deciding not to waste more time, I pulled my hand back and slapped his head off his shoulders. I didn’t care how powerful his regeneration had gotten – that would do the trick.

I still stayed still for a few moments, looking at his body and seeing if he had somehow survived that, but no, he didn’t.

With a sigh, I stretched to my full height, left his body behind, and exited the room we ended at. I didn’t doubt there were still a few of his vampires around, though now that their master was dead, I didn’t think any of them would be a threat to me or mine.

When I got out of the room we ended at, I saw Emily coming out from the right and smiled at my sister. It seemed she had dealt with the demoness. Then I followed her line of sight when I saw her eyes narrowing. I looked at the other side of the hall and saw Professor Margrave standing there with William Greenheart at her side.

For a moment, we all stood there in silence.

Our old mentor’s eyes moved from one of us to the other, and she sighed. “This would be much easier if the both of you accepted to come easily.”

I crossed my arms and raised an eyebrow at her. “Easier for us or for you?”

“You know they won’t stop coming after you.” She told me, and I could almost swear there was a hint of worry in her tone.

“And we won’t stop fighting. What then?” I asked her, and she didn’t have much to say.

“We won’t have to worry about that for a time,” Emily said then, and we both looked at her. Like me, Professor Margrave knew better than to dismiss the nuggets of future knowledge Emily granted occasionally. For my sister to say that…

“What do you mean by that?” The professor asked, her tone gentle. She had always been gentle with Emily after what happened to my sister, after what happened to all of us. In some ways, despite being the most powerful of us, Emily was also the most vulnerable, and the older woman knew it.

Emily smiled. “Tomorrow night, you’ll see, professor. One thing I can tell you, however. The world is about to change.”

I blinked at that, and so did our old professor, and the two of us ended up exchanging a look, knowing we wouldn’t get more out of her but curious about it. I supposed it would only be a day until we would get our answer. Emily gestured for me to go to her, and I turned and focused on Professor Margrave for a few moments, eventually sending the woman a nod. She nodded back at me, and her lips twitched. At William, I glared slightly, then ignored him, turned on my feet, and started moving away.

Emily extended her arm for me to grab, and I did so, laced my arm with hers, and the two of us strode out of the manor like that, confident that, for now, the problem was dealt with.


Chapter 15

Our way back to the lair was done at an almost leisurely pace.

With the force the institute had sent into town broken, we didn’t have anything to fear for now. If my sister was right, we wouldn’t have anything to fear for a while. And I almost asked her more about it, but I knew her better. She would only give me a mischievous smile if I asked her about it and tell me to be patient. It was what she had always told me to do when I asked her before.

The moment we reached Red Night, Emily disengaged from me and sighed, and when I looked at her, I knew she would be leaving.

“I need to go.” She told me, though we both knew I had understood the look on her face well enough.

“Must you really?” I asked, then sighed when she just smiled at me. I didn’t hesitate to pull her closer, hugged her with all of my strength, and she held me back even more tightly. My bones creaked just a little.

“Things are going to change over the next days, little brother. For all of us. Take care.”

“I should be telling you that, Emi,” I said, looking at her frame and poking her in the belly. “Have you been feeding yourself enough?”

She shrugged at me, and I sighed. I wanted her to stay with me, where I could ensure she could take care of herself as needed, but I knew better. If one of us had always yearned for freedom, it was her, and she didn’t like to be shackled to one place for long.

“I’ll survive.” She told me, and I didn’t have doubts about that, but I didn’t like seeing her like this. Though, the sheer fact I got to see her, years after I had seen one of my siblings last…

It was amazing.

“Give my goodbyes to your girls.” She told me as she turned on her feet and started moving away. “I certainly didn’t expect you to be the one ending with a harem.”

“It’s not a harem,” I told her, but she just chuckled at me and continued, and I found myself smiling as I watched her move away.

I kept eyeing her until she stepped out of sight, sighed afterward, and eventually turned to enter the building. Things at the lair weren’t much better than they had been before, though there were fewer bodies around. It would still take some effort to finish cleaning everything off, though, and I believed there would have to be a pause before that. The people who crossed my path were exhausted, both physically and mentally. As I watched them move around, I couldn’t help but think it might just be better to get everyone out and abandon the lair.

I sighed. That wouldn’t exactly be fair for those who had died defending the place. Still, soon enough, the sun would dawn in the sky, and I didn’t think either of the two vampires that remained in the clan would want to sleep in a place like this, where there were still pieces of their friends and their enemies strewn all over the place.

When I looked down at myself, I couldn’t help but notice the amount of blood that also adorned me, and I knew those clothes were ruined. The only solution for them would be a nice, warm fire.

Lila’s eyes turned to me the moment I reached Ophelia’s room, and the succubus smirked. She had already known how the fight went, I did reach out to her as soon as I got out of the manor, but it seemed she hadn’t bothered to tell the other interested parties.

When Nicole’s eyes raised high and saw me…

She didn’t hesitate to push her wings out, used them to beat the air, and pushed her towards me. I just laughed as I waited for her to crash against me. The kiss she pressed against my lips soothed any doubts I might have about what happened, and I held her and kissed her back.

After she pulled back, I let my eyes drift to Ophelia and Luther and smirked at them. “Bloodfist is dead.”

The vicious grin that took hold of Luther’s lips showed how much he liked that piece of news, and the tension in Ophelia’s shoulders eased a little. She didn’t seem fine, but then, after what happened that night, I didn’t think anything could really make her feel that way, but knowing the one responsible for that was dead probably didn’t hurt a bit.

I didn't doubt that things would change for her quite a bit. The clan was dead as a clan. The only vampires that remained were her and Jamil, and sure, they could always try to recruit more to join them, but after the upheavals in the clan over the last year and a half, I didn’t think she would be that eager to try.

Still, I would be there to help her. I shared some of the responsibility, after all. If not for me, the Margrave Institute wouldn’t have sent Bloodfist back into town. Well, if not for me, she wouldn’t have become the clan leader either, but that didn’t change the fact that I felt somewhat guilty over what she had gone through. I would try to help the redhead if I could.

And I would deny my attraction for her had anything to do with that.

With that in mind, the only thing that worried me was whatever Emily had seen, whatever was coming that would change everything. I supposed I would find out in a few hours.


Epilogue

The next day, we discovered what Emily said would change the world.

A werewolf attack was caught during a live transmission by a TV crew in a Latin American country, images that quickly spread all over the world and ensured that there would be no turning back.

The secret life all supernatural beings were enjoying ceased to be from one moment to the next.

Humanity discovered what went bumping in the night.

And the world changed forever.

To be continued…
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