
        
            
                
            
        

    
Aetherborn 2

Jason Marino


This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. Locations, businesses, and organizations may be based on real-world counterparts but are fictionalized for narrative purposes.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise—without prior written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission. Excerpts may be quoted for review purposes.


Contents

Aetherborn 2

Story So Far

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty Three

Thirty-Four

Thirty-Five

Thirty-Six

Thirty-Seven

Thirty-Eight

Thirty-Nine

Afterword

Also by Jason Marino


Story So Far

I tended bar by night, taught undergrads by day, and did my best to keep my head down in New Providence—the supernatural capital of America and not a great place to be underpowered and unlucky.

Unfortunately, I was both.

On Halloween—my birthday, because irony never missed an opportunity—some werewolves started harassing a couple of my regulars. I tried to intervene, and it went about as well as could be expected: I got thrown across the bar. In the process, I triggered a soul tether; magic that shouldn’t exist. It was one way, from me to the lucky recipient: Kara Halden—a demon girl from my philosophy class with horns, issues, and resentment about the grade I gave her. Now she was stuck calling me ‘Master,’ which was as uncomfortable for me as it was infuriating for her.

Turns out, I was a warlock. Which was awkward, given they were supposed to be extinct and everyone was happier that way.

The tether gave me access to Kara’s powers whether either of us liked it or not. That very same night, the Bay Uni campus hosted a battle royale of the city’s most vicious supes. The prize: my head. Some wanted it still attached, most of them didn’t. So Kara and I called a truce, because survival outweighed grudges.

That was when the city started tearing itself apart—supe-on-norm violence, protests, attacks, the works—while the Bureau of Supernatural Protection and Regulation struggled to keep it contained.

Enter Dacien Halden, Kara’s father. Political manipulator and the devil in bespoke tailoring. Not happy about me bonding his daughter but unwilling to go against his wife Virelle, a Valkyrie-demon who seemed to like me, he settled for blackmailing me into infiltrating SPAR to find a mole leaking information about his operations. As an added incentive, if I didn’t deliver, he’d kill me—which was what he called a ‘win-win.’

It got worse.

On a field op gone wrong, I borrowed Kara’s power, and it was caught on drone footage. The world saw a warlock in action and, understandably, freaked out. The image was blurry, but SPAR and the government knew exactly who it was. Their solution was a celestial by the name of Iyoni Saelan: platinum blond hair, unsettling steel-grey eyes, sexy and lethal. She wasn’t there to babysit, but to obliterate me as soon as I stepped out of line. She moved in with us, which was less about my consent and more about a government mandate.

Tension became the new normal.

Then Silas Moreau made his presence known: the cream of demonic society’s elite. Charming in the way arsenic was charming. He offered me power, influence, and a corner office in the apocalypse if I helped bring SPAR down from the inside. When I declined, he threatened Kara. I pretended to agree and stalled for time. Moreau made it clear he had moles in SPAR already, so he’d be watching whatever I did.

Before I could get ahead of any of it, I was ambushed. I was seconds from death, and my magic decided that was unacceptable. It bonded me to Iyoni—without my consent or hers. Suddenly I was bound to both a demon and an angel, which was not a thing that should happen. Turns out, I wasn’t a warlock after all. I was something else entirely: an aetherborn.

While I was still trying to process that, Moreau decided to throw in another curveball. He revealed he’d hidden a bomb designed to frame norms for attacking supes, a spark to ignite all-out war. And if I tried to interfere, Kara died. Motivation, Moreau style.

I went to SPAR anyway, because innocent lives were at stake. I persuaded SPAR Director Marlow to act, and we combed the city against the clock, leaving no stone unturned.

But it was all a ruse, and while SPAR was chasing shadows, Moreau stormed HQ and broke out the worst of the worst. The most-wanted list got a refresh, and I was unwittingly responsible. He called me again, wanting me to prove I was loyal by handing Dacien over. I said yes, and I was lying through my teeth.

With Dacien’s backing and Iyoni and Kara at my side, I walked into the trap and flipped it on Moreau. It worked. Barely.

As Moreau bled out, he dropped one last twist: he knew my parents. Then, inconveniently, he died before saying anything more.

Supes and norms were at each other’s throats, SPAR was hanging on by a thread, and I’d become something the world hadn’t seen before: an aetherborn capable of bonding not just demons, but any supe. The politics were a nightmare, the city was unstable, and out of all of this, one of Moreau’s sons turned up, calling me ‘brother.’ Turns out, Silas didn’t just know my parents, he was one of them.

But I couldn’t really complain. I had Kara. I had Iyoni. And I had just enough stubbornness to see what came next.


One

They called it a hearing, but so far they’d done precious little listening.

On a raised dais before me sat the panel. Director Shaw, the head of SPAR here in D.C., two experts with letters after their names, and Senator Alana Crewe, who evidently hated my guts. The last seat held Archon Elaris Wynn, celestial elder, powerhouse, and token nonhuman representative.

I sat before them at an empty desk, save for a microphone that hummed if I drew too close, distracted by my own image on the two large plasma screens in the corners of the room and broadcast out to whomever was watching. Kara said I looked sharp in this suit, but damn I hated the tie.

Almost two hours wearing one. A new personal best.

Director Marlow, head of SPAR in New Providence, sat on my left: prim and proper in her grey suit, hair in a tight bun, lips pressed thin as if thinking of all the paperwork mounting in her absence. Kara lounged in her chair on my other side, dressed in a sharply cut black jacket that probably cost more than my monthly salary, over a lacy silk camisole. Impeccably stylish and utterly inappropriate for the venue; her personal ‘fuck you’ to this whole rigmarole.

“Mr. Sullivan.” Senator Crewe had a habit of saying my name like it was a personal affront. “Were you in contact with Class-A supernaturals during your tenure as a philosophy lecturer at Bay Uni?”

I leaned in to murmur to Marlow. “What’s a Class-A supe?”

“Address the panel, please,” the senator snapped.

“I can’t answer the question, Chairperson.” I called her that because I was pretty sure it annoyed her. “Most of the supes I knew were students, and didn’t tell me what class they were in.”

In the media circus filling the rows behind me, someone laughed. Director Shaw focused on Marlow, unamused, his stare an unsubtle message to ‘keep your people in line.’

Crewe’s eyes glittered behind her glasses. “A Class-A supernatural is one with power in the top quartile.”

“Oh.” I gestured to Kara. “Then yes, I suppose.”

“That demon was one of your philosophy students, correct?”

My jaw tightened at her derogatory tone. “Is, not was.”

Crewe tilted her chin, peering over her glasses at me. “Are you suggesting you are still employed by the University? And that demon is still attending?”

“Well, technically Bay Uni is closed, while they finish rebuilding. But yes, I’m still employed, and yes, Kara is still attending.” Though it was looking less and less likely I’d ever go back to my old job. Quite a lot had happened in the five weeks since Halloween.

“In order to recruit more impressionable Class-A demons to your warlock banner?”

That sounded like what law shows called a leading question. “Students can join any clubs they want, Chairperson.”

She sniffed disdainfully. “Only if they survived, Mr. Sullivan.”

That hit harder than I cared to admit. When my power had awoken amid an unsuspecting mostly-human university population, supes from dozens of factions had descended on us. Plenty wanted me dead, a handful didn’t, and none gave a damn about collateral damage.

Beneath the table, I clenched my fist. “No one regrets the consequences of that night more than I do.”

She smiled without humor, smug that she’d got a rise out of me. But she was nothing more than a petty bureaucrat, just another human trying to control that which they feared.

Let them try and control me. I was done accepting dictatorial bullshit.

“How would you characterize SPAR’s handling of that incident, for the public record?”

“The public record has been flogged to death on this subject,” I replied, patience wearing thin.

“Is that a refusal to answer the question?”

“Not at all. I was merely noting that my account was already on record, and public.” I scratched at my beard, like none of this mattered.

Her smile wiped away as she leaned forward, closer to her mic. “That demon is your vassal, isn’t she?”

Now she was pissing me off. “What demon?”

“That one.” She pointed at Kara, who somehow managed to keep her air of complete indifference, as if the whole session was beneath her.

I leaned back in my chair. “Let the record show that if the panel cannot address those testifying with the respect they deserve, then this hearing will be adjourned until a new panel can be formed.” I had no idea if that kind of legal speak had a place here, but I was past caring.

This time, there was more than one chuckle behind me, along with a few outraged gasps.

Kara’s lips curled at the corners, her first reaction since the questions had started.

Crewe pushed her glasses back into place with a terse gesture, and bit off every word as she asked her question again. “Have you, or have you not, taken the demon Kara Halden as your vassal?”

“I have.” At least she now recognized Kara had a name, but I really hated the term vassal.

“And was that bond formed consensually?”

Ah. A slightly tricky point. I should’ve seen that one coming.

Kara leaned forward, speaking for the first time. “I believe that’s my question to answer, not Xan’s.”

Crewe fixed her with a glare that was half sneer. “I addressed the question to the warl—”

“Well, since you’ve invited me and are yet to ask me anything, I’ll answer anyway. Yes, it was completely consensual.” Kara leaned back, having smoothly delivered her lie, and inspected the nails of one hand.

“Strike that testimony,” Crewe directed. “It is inadmissible as the demon is his vassal.”

“Kara can speak for herself,” I ground out. “Her free will has already been established beyond doubt.” I didn’t try to hide my irritation. “Is our relationship really the focus of this hearing?”

“How has it been established?” Crewe retorted.

I finger-gunned at Archon Elaris Wynn, dressed as always in all-white. “Ask her.”

The celestial gave me a half-smile, then adjusted her microphone. “We are content on this point.”

Crewe shuffled some papers as she tried to regroup. “Regardless, the presence of Kara Halden within the top echelon of SPAR is—”

“—Hardly an issue when she’s bonded to me and anything she says is inadmissible.” I spread my hands as Crewe glared at me. “You can’t have it both ways, can you?”

“Mr. Sullivan,” Crewe replied like she wanted to see my name on a tombstone, “you are a warlock of indeterminate power holding a senior position within SPAR, and—”

“Technically, I resigned.” And technically I was an aetherborn, not a warlock. Nudge nudge, wink wink; not letting that one out just yet.

“Was that before or after you urged SPAR to chase a nonexistent bomb, letting Silas Moreau exploit the chaos and trigger the worst mass escape of supernatural criminals in our history?”

“After.”

Crewe was perhaps expecting a longer answer, as her mouth pursed tighter than my damn tie. “Do you accept no accountability for that, Mr. Sullivan?”

My jaw tensed enough to ache, because I did. I was the one who’d pushed Marlow and Firth toward that course of action after Moreau manipulated me. If I hadn’t been such a convenient conduit, he’d have still found a way to ‘warn’ SPAR; their distraction was essential to his plans. Yet it was me he’d used, and that made it personal.

And he was my father. Twice as personal.

“Of course I do, Chairperson,” I said carefully. “But analyzing decisions after the fact is always easier than making them in the moment.”

She didn’t like that one either, her eyes narrowing at me. “You seem to have all the answers, Mr. Sullivan. One final question: who, exactly, do you serve now?”

That was the question. My father was dead, and now my half-brothers were out to kill me.

Apparently, I had a lot of brothers.

Marlow still wanted to formally offer me a job at SPAR, but we hadn’t yet come to an agreement. And the super-criminals Moreau had let loose were still at large. I felt some responsibility there; after all, I had inadvertently aided his operation.

That thought gave me my response. “The people of New Providence, Senator.”

“Noble,” Crewe said dryly. “But without any oversight, you are a liability. A risk to national security. A walking Class-S supernatural that poses a significant danger to the wellbeing of every human in the country.”

I let the Class-S reference stand, as it only helped my image, but she was wrong—my power was a fraction of Kara’s. “Every human, huh? What about the supes?”

She glared at me. “Every person in this country. And your irreverence before this hearing only underscores that very point.”

I leaned forward, enunciating for the microphones and cameras. “I only pose a significant danger when someone goes after the people I care about.”

“Is that a threat, Mr. Sullivan?”

“For you to hear it as such, Chairperson, you’d have to intend harm.” I paused, tilting my head to one side in mild curiosity. “Do you?”

She faltered for half a breath, then leaned back, cheeks tinted red in embarrassment despite her heavy makeup. “Of course not.”

“Then we’re done here,” I said, standing up.

“We haven’t concluded—”

“We’ve been at it two hours, and I’m a busy man. If you would like to consult further on matters of national security, please liaise with the SPAR office at New Providence.”

I winked at Crewe and turned away, the gathered press rising from their seats as one, cameras focused on me, questions flying in.

“Mr. Sullivan, was there really a bomb?”

“Why have you resigned from SPAR?”

“Will you bond more demons?”

“Did you defuse Moreau’s bomb?”

“What’s it like being the first warlock in a millennium?”

I held my hands up and gave them an easy smile, then let Marlow guide me to a door off to one side, making my escape with my dignity mostly intact.

Kara followed along behind, radiating menace in five-inch stilettos, a hint of her demonic aura shimmering the air black for effect.

As soon as we were all in, Marlow closed the door and huffed a sigh. “What an unbelievable waste of time.”

“It got better at the end,” Kara said, pressing herself into my arms and gazing up at me. “I loved the threat. So hot when you go all scary.”

“You’re my scary one,” I told her, sliding an arm around her waist. “You’re who I’ll unleash on our enemies.”

Marlow crossed her arms and pointedly cleared her throat, reminding us she was still there. “Nevertheless, it may benefit us all if you did come back to SPAR. We still have Moreau’s mess to clean up, and you’re our best chance of making that a success.” Her lips pressed together into a thin line. “Before too many more die.”

Damn it. She knew where to hit to make it hurt.

“I’ll give it some thought,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant. “I wasn’t lying in there; I do have other demands on my schedule.”

“I’ll make it worth your while, Assistant Director.”

“That title doesn’t apply. I haven’t agreed yet.”

“A salary, this time.”

“Wow, a real step up,” I said dryly. “But public sector pay isn’t a significant inducement.”

“Authority to run the hunt as you wish.”

“Firth will hate that.” I paused, hearing what I’d just said. “Actually, pissing him off is an inducement.”

Marlow smiled. “I’m flying back to New Providence. You have my number. Call me tomorrow?”

“Sure.” Not.

She left through a side door, and I took the opportunity to kiss Kara, slipping my hands inside her jacket and pulling her against me. “This silky camisole has been driving me crazy all morning. Ever been bent over a table in a side room of the Capitol Building?”

My demon gave me a half-lidded look, her green eyes hinting at her interest. “The world’s press is outside.”

“You want an audience? Kinky.”

“There’s no lock on that door.”

“So?”

She reached for the knot of my tie, fingers working fast. “Fuck it. Let’s do it.”

I grinned and pushed her jacket off her shoulders, just as the door opened again. I tugged her jacket back into place, smoothing it down like I’d been adjusting a lapel, then turned in what I hoped was a composed manner, so long as whoever had entered didn’t notice the suddenly tight fit of my pants.

Archon Elaris Wynn closed the door behind her. Up close she looked about sixty, her face lightly lined, so I guessed knocking on two centuries in real age. To my senses, she reeked of power. I’d never met anyone stronger. Her eyes were steady as they fixed on me.

“Quite a performance, Xan.” She smiled at Kara. “Nice to see you again, Miss Halden.”

“What was the point of all that?” I asked as I finished what Kara had started and pulled off my tie. “Aren’t your celestials the real power here?”

“Politics,” she replied in a weary voice. “Real power doesn’t come from within; it’s the connections you choose to keep.”

Easy for her to say. “Spoken like someone who’s never had a connection used as leverage.”

“Regardless.” Elaris fixed me with her steady gaze, intelligence gleaming in her eyes. “What I really want to know—outside of that farce we had to endure—is what your intentions are now.”

“The unofficial answer?” I asked. “Not sure I have one yet.” Even if I did, I wasn’t in the mood to share it with a celestial, just because she asked. “Where’s Iyoni?”

“Still in debrief, as far as I know.”

She said it casually, but I didn’t believe her. “Aren’t you the archon? Why wouldn’t you know?”

“With great power comes… a lot of paperwork, if I’m honest.” She sighed, like it was a weight that never let up. “No doubt she’ll be finished soon, and then onto a new assignment.”

“Does she get to choose them?” I asked carefully, trying to keep my curiosity light.

“She has a say.” Elaris gave a polite smile. “Would you like me to pass on a message?”

The message was get your ass home, but I couldn’t very well give her that one.

“Tell her the bond’s pull is a bitch,” Kara said, with a mischievous little smile.

“How uncomfortable for you.” The archon’s penetrating stare focused on Kara. “Take care of your warlock, Miss Halden.”

Kara returned a frank look. “I was about to, before you came in.”


Two

We went back to our hotel penthouse suite and spent the afternoon finishing what Elaris had interrupted. But I was starting to worry about my celestial, and come the following morning, Iyoni still wasn’t picking up.

“Where’s the celestial compound?” I asked Kara as we lay in bed drinking coffee. “I’m tempted to swing by.”

“No idea.” She paused. “My parents might know.”

Two of the most powerful demons in New Providence? Yeah, they probably knew.

“I’m not sure I want to ask them. We’ll probably end up owing them a favor.”

Kara made an uneasy noise that suggested she liked that idea less than I did.

“Still,” I continued, “I’m getting twitchy without her nearby.”

“Is the bond pulling on you too?”

“No… I just don’t like the thought of her being out of contact. What if something happens to her when we’re not aware of it?” The more I dwelled on it, the more it gnawed at me.

“Think how she’s feeling. Away from you for this long with the bond tugging constantly? I’ve told you what that’s like. She’ll be ready to crack heads to return to you.”

“What if they send her on some other assignment, like Elaris suggested?”

Kara huffed a laugh and took a sip of her coffee.

“It’s not funny,” I said irritably. “I’m not sure I could handle that. What if we didn’t even know where she’d been posted?”

“I was laughing at the idea of some celestial telling Iyoni what she could and couldn’t do, especially if it involved separating her from you. I’d pay good money to see that. If you want to find their compound, we just have to wait for someone to tell Iyoni ‘no,’ then follow the blinding flashes of divine retribution.”

That mollified me a little. “I’ll give her…” I glanced at the clock. It was already 10 a.m. “…an hour. Then I’m going to raise hell.”

“In which case, we’ve got time for breakfast.” Kara reached for the TV remote, evidently not in the least worried about Iyoni. I wasn’t worried either; I simply wanted her back. She was mine, damn it, not some random celestial to be assigned a mission halfway across the country.

The TV woke up on a news channel, the Breaking News banner stark across the feed, and Kara’s thumb paused over the room service button.

“Turn that up,” I ordered, as images of burning buildings filled the screen, the skyline all too familiar.

“Yes, Master,” Kara said reflexively, even though she was already doing so, the news anchor’s voice growing louder.

“—downtown New Providence this morning, where multiple fires are burning after what authorities are calling a suspected pyro elemental attack. Emergency crews are battling flames that have engulfed much of a city block near the financial district. SPAR officials have not yet confirmed whether the incident is connected to the recent breakout from their maximum-security facility, but convicted mass murderer Theron Vale—a known fire-class supernatural—is reported still at large. This latest incident has led to a deterioration of norm-supe relations, with rioting breaking out across—”

“That’s my apartment building,” Kara breathed, muting the sound and staring at the screen.

It took me a moment to recognize it with the flames roaring up beneath a belching column of black smoke, then my jaw clenched. “That’s not a coincidence.”

“No, but… the hearing was on the news. They must know we’re not home.”

“Maybe they thought we’d be back. Marlow is.” I reached for my phone, calling the number I didn’t think I’d need. Marlow picked up immediately.

“Xan. I haven’t got much time. I assume you’ve seen?” Her tension carried across the line.

“Yeah, we’ve seen.”

“It’s Theron Vale, and we don’t have the manpower for this. Are you still in D.C.?”

“Yes.”

“We need you here.”

“Do you know where he is?”

A moment’s silence. “No. We lost him in the chaos. But he’ll do this again, and—”

“I’ll come,” I said grimly. “It’s a ninety-minute flight, but I don’t know when the next one leaves.”

“Wait one minute.”

Muffled voices came through as she spoke to someone else, and I met Kara’s green eyes, full of concern. “I have to go,” I told her. “This is half on me. All those people…”

“You’re not responsible,” she said quickly.

“Half responsible,” I muttered, as Marlow came back on the line.

“Director Shaw will have a SPAR plane ready for you at Reagan within the hour.”

“I might need a little longer than that.” But now I had another reason for dragging Iyoni out of whatever bullshit was keeping her.

“It’ll be ready when you are. There’s a private terminal with Signature Aviation. Just hurry up, okay?”

She killed the call before I had a chance to reply.

Kara’s hand covered her mouth as she watched the looping footage of New Providence burning on the TV. “We’re not going with a coincidence theory, are we?”

“No,” I said bluntly, scrolling down to Iyoni’s number.

“But who knew we lived there?”

I paused, my thumb over the call button. “SPAR. Moreau’s other sons, brothers dear. Your parents.”

“For possible leaks to Theron Vale, that’s a long and shitty list.”

“Yeah, well it wasn’t your mom and dad. Our oath would stop them from sharing it, right?”

“Absolutely.” She chewed her lip. “But it might not stop someone in their organization.”

“Great.” I jabbed my thumb down on the phone and lifted it to my ear. “Lots of suspects then.” The phone rang and rang, as it had every time I’d tried to call Iyoni, until I gave up with a curse. “That does it. I’m going to go full aetherborn on the White House lawn until someone tells me where the hell she—”

My phone vibrated in my hand, and I answered immediately. “Iyoni? About damn time.”

“Sorry, Xan.” Her voice had a quiver in it I’d never heard before. “It took a lot longer than I expected.”

“Are you all right?”

“I’m… fine. I just… need you.”

She didn’t sound fine at all. “Where are you?”

“Old Naval Observatory. Getting in a cab. Where am I going?”

“Reagan airport. We’ll see you in the private lounge.”

“In this traffic, I’m half an hour away.”

We were closer, but not dressed. “We won’t be much longer than that.”

*

The private terminal was empty save for one uniformed receptionist, leather chairs in burnt ochre, and an instant coffee machine loitering miserably in one corner.

We walked in to find Iyoni pacing in agitation in her trademark Matrix-style long leather jacket over a tight, cropped shirt and leather jeans, all in white. Dystopian post-apocalyptic grunge working well with her long platinum blond hair. She saw me and half-ran across the room, surprising me by flying into my arms with a muffled sob and a hint of floral shampoo.

“Xan, thank God,” she murmured into my neck, her body trembling.

Kara looked smug and carried on past, flopping down in a chair far enough away to give us an illusion of privacy.

“You okay?” I managed to croak as Iyoni squeezed the life out of my chest. “What the hell happened?”

“Nothing… nothing.”

A very un-Iyoni-like reaction for ‘nothing.’ Where was the composed and serene woman I remembered? I tentatively stroked her hair, not sure if we were at that point in our relationship, but she seemed to need it.

“So… you’re fine?”

“Yeah. I’m just…” Thankfully she eased up on her supernatural strength before my ribs gave way, but still clung tight. “Sorry. Two days away from you with the damn bond pulling at me constantly. Then seeing that bitch Crewe grilling you on TV.” Her shuddering exhale warmed the side of my neck. “I’m good, now that you’re here.”

Behind her, Kara gave me a ‘told you so’ look, which didn’t help my surge of guilt.

“I’m sorry about the bond,” I said, and clenched my jaw. “I’d release you from it if I knew how.”

Kara facepalmed.

“No!” Iyoni said quickly, pulling back to stare up at me, those steel-grey eyes wide and searching. “You don’t mean that, do you?”

“Uh… no? I mean, no, of course not. Only from the constant pulling part.”

“Because you know I want the bond, right? I absolutely want the bond.”

She has free will, I had to remind myself. I’d been through this with Kara, and it had been painful enough. Except she didn’t have free will. I’d explicitly returned it to Kara, back in the bar, that first night, yet never had with Iyoni.

I thought back, remembering what I’d said to my demon, then met Iyoni’s gaze. “You don’t have to do anything I say unless you want to, okay?”

“I know,” she replied simply.

Oh. Well… fine, then. But she wasn’t a demon, and Kara had been all ‘master this’ and ‘master that’ from day one. Maybe Iyoni was different.

“I still have to do what you tell me, though,” she added, with a hint of her usual playful mischief.

Or maybe not.

I frowned, thinking about it. “That’s contradictory.”

“No it’s not,” Kara muttered from her chair, where she was flicking through a flight magazine.

“It isn’t,” Iyoni said at the same moment. “I can resist if I don’t want to do it, but if I do want to do it, then I have to obey, don’t I?”

“Uh… right.”

“And I’m always going to want to, aren’t I?” She smiled at me. “Remember, I judged you. I know your intent is pure.”

“Pure?” Kara echoed in disbelief.

“Innocent, then.”

Kara scoffed without looking up.

Iyoni’s brow furrowed. “Yeah, that’s not right either. Well-meaning,” she tried. “True-hearted.”

I gave myself a little shake, and changed the subject for something safer. “So what have you been up to at the celestial compound?”

“Not much, like I said. They just grilled me on my judgment of you.”

“For two days?”

“Yeah. They were pretty thorough.” Her eyes narrowed like she was contemplating revenge. “They seemed to think it wasn’t possible to judge a warlock and find him worthy.”

“Prejudiced celestial bastards,” Kara spat, then seemed to remember who else was present. “No offense, Iyoni.”

“None taken. They’re not all like that, but some certainly are.” Iyoni didn’t look away from me. “I didn’t tell them you were really an aetherborn.”

“I know,” I said softly. It hadn’t even crossed my mind she would. She was bonded to me; I knew where her loyalties lay with a deep instinctive trust I couldn’t quite explain. It felt real, too; not merely wishful thinking.

“You wouldn’t have been able to,” Kara announced. “That would be harmful to Xan. The bond wouldn’t allow it.”

That too.

“Did they give you a hard time?” I growled, a surge of anger rising at the thought of them laying hands on her.

“Who do we need to go and kill?” Kara asked.

“No, it wasn’t like that.” Iyoni hastened to assure us. “Interrogation, not torture.”

I searched her face for the reassurance I needed, then changed the subject with an effort. “Elaris Wynn seemed friendly back in Marlow’s office that first time. And she helped me in the hearing.”

“Yeah, she’s good people,” Iyoni agreed. “Too rare.”

A uniformed flight attendant walked in from the tarmac trailing the astringent scent of jet fuel, and gave me an expectant look.

“Are you ready for us?” I asked her. Kara jumped up, grabbing her bag.

“Yes, Assistant Director.”

Seemed Marlow was still clinging onto my title, but then I had agreed to help.

“I guess it’s back to work,” I muttered.


Three

Beneath a grey December sky, New Providence looked quiet as we flew in, save for the brown haze of smoke hanging over the city block that had burned. We were met by a SPAR Humvee with a uniformed driver in full military gear, which seemed overkill until we drove out and saw the chaos that remained.

Our route to HQ didn’t take us past Kara’s burned shell of an apartment building, but the streets were a mess, the reek of smoke lingering everywhere. Debris littered the roads and shop windows were either shuttered, smashed, or both, strings of Christmas lights offering a macabre contrast. What few people were still out and about wore hoods and carried baseball bats or iron pipes, and at one point we had to detour around a police blockade, the cops carrying riot shields, their hands twitching toward their holsters as they watched us.

“They’ll bring in the National Guard,” Kara muttered grimly to the window.

New Providence HQ for the Bureau of Supernatural Protection and Regulation sat west of the city center, a sprawl of low and long concrete buildings with tinted glass windows. Just two weeks ago, protesters had gathered behind fences to wave placards objecting to SPAR, me, and the perceived lack of action. The space was empty now as people wisely kept to their homes, litter and discarded banners the only sign they’d ever been there.

Carbon steel retractable bollards sat squat at the entrance, impeding us while a security guard checked my ID. It hadn’t been enough to stop Moreau and his men two weeks before, because they’d simply killed everyone and taken control. SPAR was bruised and reeling from that attack before Theron Vale poured oil on the flames—metaphorically and half-literally—and I could only imagine how low morale was now.

“Welcome back, Assistant Director,” the guard said, with more than a hint of relief, and I gave him a nod as our driver took us into the underground garage. This was where Moreau had entered too, and where we’d followed soon after, but not before he’d escaped with every criminal on the maximum-security floor of SPAR’s detainment facility, deep below ground.

Inside, some semblance of order had been reestablished, most of the wreckage of Moreau’s attack set straight, though here and there hints remained. A freshly painted wall where I was certain I’d seen blood stains last time I was here. A missing glass partition where the original had been smashed. Rooms lay gutted, the wreckage cleared, leaving emptiness behind.

No one stopped us or did more than glance at Kara and Iyoni, but they paused in their tasks as I walked by, watching until I was out of sight with a mix of hope and trepidation in their eyes. It had to be bad if they saw me that way; the ‘warlock will save the day’ mantra had ballooned out of control.

I met Kara’s gaze wordlessly, feeling the pressure, and she gave me a strained smile back.

My ID badged us through into the Nexus, the hollow-core central atrium, open from floor to floor with corridors branching off to the departments. Here at least, some kind of normality remained as people queued for coffee and the reception desk bustled, though the tone was muted in comparison to our first visit, when Marlow’s PA had shown us around—after the Bay Uni attack, but before the havoc of a new warlock and Moreau’s fake bomb had caused pandemonium.

“Assistant Director,” someone exclaimed in recognition, and like a stone hitting water, it rippled out. Heads turned, silence spread, all the attention on me.

Did I have to say something? I was a philosophy lecturer that liked to stay out of the limelight, not a leader by design.

For some reason, I thought of Marcus Aurelius, the philosopher-king archetype. What would Marcus do? Probably not panic. Waste no more time arguing what a good man should be. Be one.

“Afternoon, everyone,” I said quietly, my voice carrying in the still. “Our city’s hurting, but we have the training and people to set it right. Trust yourselves and those you work with, and take it one task at a time.” I met a few of the eyes nearest me. “Carry on.”

People turned back to their tasks as if the space had given a collective sigh, and maybe there was a little more energy in their purpose.

“Perfect,” Iyoni muttered for my ears alone, and I gave her a look of gratitude while maintaining my grim and serious mask.

We rode the glass elevator up to the fifth floor. Knowing they were watching still, I deliberately stood near the window, hands clasped behind my back as I looked down as the Nexus dropped away below, like some kind of benevolent overseer. I hoped.

Director Madeline Marlow’s office was at the end of the corridor, past the other executive offices. It was quiet up here, the carpet soft underfoot. The door to Dr. Firth’s office was closed, his nameplate sitting over the longest title of all: Head of SPAR Emergency Management and Public Affairs. He might’ve been a sanctimonious prick, but he knew his job. And I was pretty sure I wasn’t on his Christmas card list either.

Natalie Carr sat behind the desk outside of Marlow’s office and smiled as we walked up. She’d been assigned to me, despite being one of Marlow’s PAs, and I hoped I’d get her again.

“Good afternoon, Assistant Director. They’re ready for you. Please go straight in.”

I gave her a nod, rapped twice on Marlow’s door out of courtesy, then entered.

Oh, so this was where Firth was. To be expected, I supposed.

Marlow rose from behind her desk, her hair tied neatly in a bun as always, appearance perfect even if the lines of worry on her face seemed more prominent. “Xan. Thank God.”

Firth twitched at that, like it physically hurt, and for once we were on the same page.

“I’ve come to do what I can,” I said as I took my usual seat at the conference table, Kara and Iyoni either side of me, “but I’m not a one-man solution.”

“How refreshing,” Firth drawled. “I didn’t realize you were so self-aware.”

Kara stiffened beside me, and though I had the wrong angle to see her face, I could well imagine the look she gave him. But he leaned back in his chair, unaffected, twiddling his pen between his fingers like it was just another Thursday.

Marlow pressed the intercom on her desk phone. “Natalie, would you ask Chief of Staff Harrow to step in here please?”

“Certainly, Director.”

Marlow stepped around her desk and took her seat at the head of the table. “Xan, before we begin, Dr. Firth insisted that we do this by the book this time. You’re not currently on SPAR payroll—”

“I wasn’t before.”

“Well, true.” She gave a strained smile. “Still, with the scrutiny we’re all now under, your status as a warlock, and the recent… events that unfortunately involved you, to reinstate you as a SPAR representative, we need to ensure full transparency.”

“In other words,” Firth added, “closing the gate after the horse has bolted.”

Marlow gave him an irritated glance. “Regardless, we now need to—”

She broke off as there was a rap on the door, then Harrow stepped in. “Director?”

“Ah, come in, Ian.” She gestured him to a seat, and I couldn’t help noticing that Harrow’s first name was Ian, but Firth’s was doctor. “As Records and Archives ultimately come under our Chief of Staff’s remit, he’s the one to help get this right.”

“Absolutely,” Harrow said as he sat down. “We’re in agreement we need you on board, Mr. Sullivan.” Firth cleared his throat pointedly, but everyone ignored him. “As the world’s only warlock, you could be our nuclear deterrent.”

“We all know how effective that strategy is,” Firth muttered.

I leaned forward, catching the good doctor’s eye, remembering his first name just in time, though I’d only heard it once. “Look, Zane, if you don’t want me here, then say so. I do have other things to do. If I’m coming back on board, then we’re going to need to actually cooperate this time. There’s too much of a mess to bring egos into it.”

“I disapprove on principle of bringing a civilian into a leadership position,” Firth said, then gestured at Kara. “Especially when you’re a package deal.”

“Doctor,” Marlow began, but Firth held up a hand.

“That said,” he continued with obvious reluctance, “I will admit you put every effort into finding that bomb, setting the lives of others over your own.” He paused, holding my gaze. “If our Chief of Staff draws up something suitably watertight, I’ll give it my approval.”

“That’s very nice of you,” Kara said quietly. “And I’m sure it has nothing to do with Xan being the most famous supe on the planet.”

“And the most powerful,” Iyoni added, even though she knew it wasn’t true.

I leaned back in my chair, and it was an effort not to grin.

“Er, well, quite,” Harrow said into the awkward silence. He looked to Marlow. “So, I believe you wanted Mr. Sullivan reinstated as Assistant Director?”

“Yes,” she said. “Permanently, this time. And with—”

“As a consultant,” I interrupted. “Part time.” They exchanged disconcerted glances, but I refused to be pinned down. “You’ll still get to use my name and reputation, and I can help when the shit hits the fan. But I’m not going to sit in an office.”

“Well, we won’t be able to pay you as much,” Marlow demurred.

“I’m sure my consultant’s rates will be at least as much as an annual salary,” I said,  setting out my stall early. “Then there’s payment for Kara and Iyoni too.” Firth’s eyes narrowed, and I enjoyed twisting the knife. “As you said, we are a package deal.”

Harrow cleared his throat with a rumble that sounded like thunder, but Marlow frowned at me. “Miss Hargrave… er, I mean Halden—we should get that right this time too—I understand. But Ms. Saelan? May I ask why you are still here, if that’s not too indelicate?”

“The celestials are taking an ongoing interest in Xan,” she said smoothly. “I’m sure we all agree that’s for the better.” Her hand squeezed my thigh under the table, and my knee hit the wood with a thud as I twitched.

“Yes, I suppose so,” Marlow said, ignoring the way I shifted in my chair.

Twenty minutes later, we had an agreement. A consultancy role with a retainer fee that meant I wouldn’t have to rely on Kara for money any longer, my old title officially reinstated, and Kara and Iyoni established as my assistants. I also got Natalie back as my PA, along with an office upgrade.

“Where will you begin?” Marlow asked as Harrow left the room to pull the paperwork together.

“Tracking down Moreau’s escapees,” I said, having already given it some thought. “Starting with Theron Vale.”

“Grand. In the interim, something visible would help,” she mused. “You could tag along on a patrol tomorrow.”

Firth scoffed. “Yes, because those have worked out so well in the past.”

“Not every patrol Xan goes on will result in full-on attacks and loss of life, Doctor.” Marlow’s tone was curt. “And God knows we need the positive press.” She turned back to me. “I’ll get Vera Kline to let the media know you’re operational. Yes, that’ll go a long way to sending the right message.”

“He should have a liaison,” Firth said. “Someone from my division.”

I opened my mouth to object, but Marlow got in first. “Thank you, Doctor, that would be most helpful.”

Firth gave me a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I know just the person.”

“Oh good,” I said with a sinking feeling. “I can’t wait to meet them.”

*

“Firth’s right, you know,” Kara said as soon as we left Marlow’s office.

“Oh?”

“You’ve been on two patrols, and both resulted in your near death.”

“But I didn’t have you two with me.” I winked at her.

“I’m never leaving you alone again,” she replied with vehemence. “I’m not a civilian anymore. They can’t stop me.”

“Nor me,” Iyoni said serenely, back to her usual composed self after her fleeting moment of emotion at the airport.

We were alone in the hallway with no eyes on us, and I took the opportunity to slide my arms around their waists and pull them both close. “Of course you’re both coming. That was the whole point of negotiating you as my ‘assistants.’”

“Yeah, because ‘bodyguards’ wouldn’t look good on that contract,” Kara said, pressing against me, her arm slipping inside Iyoni’s coat in a three-way hug.

“We still have a few hours of light today, and we need to find somewhere to live.”

Kara tensed, lips pressing together.

I squeezed her waist. “I’m so sorry about your apartment. And—oh, shit.”

“What?”

“My guitar! That’s twice it’s burned down!” I’d got so used to thinking I had nothing left that I’d forgotten the present they’d given me. “Damn, I never even got to play it.”

“We’ll get you another one.” Kara kissed my cheek above my beard. “Everything’s replaceable except memories, right? And those we can make more of.”

“I like making memories,” Iyoni said wistfully.

I gave her side-eye, because only she could make such an innocent comment sound like innuendo. “Still, we do need to find somewhere to live. We can get a hotel for tonight, Airbnb it this week, but it’s not a permanent solution.” I paused. “You know, Moreau Corporation will have houses. That guy Varek could probably put us up.”

“Yeah, if you join them,” Kara pointed out. “You’re not going to do that, are you?”

“No, I’m not doing that,” I said. “Just an idle thought.”

“For tonight, let’s get a hotel,” Kara said. “Then we should buy a place. We’ll need to fix it up with armored windows, home defense systems, the full works. We can’t do that on an Airbnb.”

“A shame. It would help my five-star guest rating.”

Natalie emerged from Marlow’s office, and I stepped away from the hug before she noticed, turning for the elevator.

“It will take weeks to buy a house,” Iyoni said as we walked on.

“Cash offer on an empty property,” Kara countered.

“Still a long time. Inspections, title transfers, legal delays?”

“I bet my parents could get one sorted by the end of next week.” Kara shook her head. “Hell, they probably have one already available.”

I pressed the call button for the elevator. “Is that any better than taking one of Moreau’s?”

“With our oath in place? Absolutely. I’ll make sure Dacien keeps it off the books, no records that even his own people can trace.” She pulled out her phone. “Do it now if you like?”

“Uh… crap. All right. But we’re not going to get out of Christmas dinner with them if we’re living rent-free in one of their houses.”

“We weren’t anyway.” She tapped her phone and lifted it to her ear. “Should be a nice short call if the elevator cuts us—hey, Mother. Have you and Dacien got a spare house?”
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Until we had more permanent arrangements, Kara booked us into the presidential suite on the top floor of the Omni New Providence, complete with an oversized bed and separate living and dining areas.

“Why are we bothering to get a house when this hotel room is bigger than your apartment?”

Kara put her hands on her hips, turning on the spot as she regarded it. “It’s not bigger.”

“It’s not far off.” Iyoni’s voice came from the bathroom, where she’d gone to explore the jacuzzi tub.

“How much is it a night?” I asked, not really sure I wanted to know the answer.

“No idea,” Kara said. “Does it matter?”

I guessed not, when your family laundered money for the demonic elite and the cost of a house was a rounding error.

We only had the clothes in our bags from our two-day trip to D.C., and even those were dirty, so we left them with the hotel laundry service and went shopping. I picked up basic essentials—jeans, shirts—not really feeling the need for a suit now that my position at SPAR was based on merit and not Dacien’s string-pulling. Iyoni held a long leather jacket up against me, like hers but in black, and nodded once in satisfaction.

Kara whistled when she saw it. “Hell yes. I’m getting one too.”

Okay. I could do the Matrix look. Besides, it was early December and damn cold outside.

I figured that would do us, but the two of them wandered off into the lingerie section, and I looked for a chair while I waited. And waited. All the while trying to ignore the people who kept stopping and staring.

A phone call broke my reverie.

“Mr. Sullivan?”

“Yes?”

“Professor Abbott.”

I couldn’t place the name. “Sorry, who?”

“Gerald asked me to give you a call. Explain things personally.”

Oh, that Professor Abbott, the executive head of Bay Uni. I think I’d met him a handful of times, mostly at events and mostly at a distance. Gerald was the Dean of Humanities, my immediate boss.

“Explain what, Professor?”

“Well, I’m sure this comes as no surprise to you, but it’s not a good look for the university when one of our lecturers appears on national TV before a Senate Committee on Supernatural Affairs.”

“You’re firing me?” I was surprisingly indifferent about that.

“I knew you’d understand. Thought it best if I reached out personally though, given your status as a…” An awkward pause as he hissed through his teeth, the sound traveling clearly down the line. “…warlock.”

“Don’t worry, Professor,” I said wearily. “I appreciate your reasons, and I’m not going to level what’s left of the university in a fit of pique.”

“Oh no, of course not.” He gave a nervous laugh. “Uh… also, the bar you own?”

“Yes?”

“It’s a leasehold on university property. A clause in the contract… well, we’ll offer you the same that you paid for it. That should make it easy to settle with your bank, no fuss.”

“Right,” I said, drawing out the word. That was the last tie to my old life, snip-snip, severed.

“So glad you understand. Where can I send the paperwork?”

“SPAR HQ, for my attention.” It was the only permanent address I had, and that was a surreal thought.

“Er… very well.” He cleared his throat. “Thank you for your years of service.”

Yes, and fuck you very much too. “Goodbye, Professor.”

I killed the call and stared at my phone.

I’d been wrong; I wasn’t as indifferent as I’d first thought. The Xan Sullivan of old was officially no more. The new one had no home, no permanent job, no real purpose. It hurt more than I expected.

Besides, people kept looking twice when they saw me and then loitering to stare and snap off a couple of pictures. No one wanted to be overheard getting fired.

Then Kara and Iyoni turned up, all smiles with bags in their hands, both of them looking stunning, turning heads wherever they went, and I laughed ruefully to myself. How could I have regrets with two such beautiful women to call mine?

“What is it?” Kara asked, as I stood up.

“Absolutely nothing,” I said. “Life is good. Lots to do, and you two to do it with. What could possibly be better?”

“I think we kept him waiting too long,” Iyoni said, looking at me strangely.

“It’s the lingerie department effect,” Kara agreed. “You can’t leave a man alone in here with all these pictures of scantily-clad models around. He gets the wrong ideas.”

“I do indeed,” I said, offering them both an arm. “Shall we get some dinner?”

*

We ate at an Argentinian steakhouse, enjoying prime cuts with Malbec and trying not to be put off by people wandering past our table, doing a double take and blurting ‘warlock’ with varying degrees of surprise, admiration, fear and volume. Despite the frequent interruptions, it was a little like the calm before the storm. Tomorrow, we’d be back on patrol with SPAR.

My phone vibrated, and I pulled it out while Iyoni regaled us with hilarious impressions of some of the celestials she’d met, then blinked at the name on the screen.

Emma.

I flicked open the message, only half-aware both women had fallen quiet, watching me.

I know I shouldn’t be reaching out to you, but I can’t help it. I’m so damn angry at you. You never even told me you were a warlock all that time, and then I see you on TV in Washington? It looked like hell, but… you handled it so smoothly. And nice suit. I didn’t think you’d come back to the uni, but you said you were still employed. It reopens in the New Year. Will I see you there? At the bar? Xxxxxx

It was a ramble at best, yet heartfelt for all that. And out of date by only hours.

A lot of kisses, despite the anger.

I started typing a response, then stopped after ‘Actually they fired me,’ the message unsent. This needed more thought.

“You okay, Master?” Kara murmured.

“Hmm? Oh. Yes. It’s been a day for ghosts of Xan past.” I repocketed my phone and gave them both a smile. “Remember Emma?” I asked Kara.

“Sure.”

“Who’s Emma?” Iyoni asked.

“A girl in love with Xan from the uni,” Kara replied.

“She’s not in love with—”

“He was fixated on her during the Halloween disaster, wanted to find her whatever the risk to himself,” Kara continued, cutting across me. “She helped manage his bar, he walked her home, and she made doe eyes at him the whole time.”

“That’s a little—”

“Oh, poor girl,” Iyoni said, with real sympathy.

“She’s nineteen and a norm.” Kara fixed me with a look. “That was two strikes, right?”

“Those were your words, not mine,” I replied, half-wistful. “Yet I suppose they’re as true now as they were then.”

“Do you want to bond her?” Iyoni asked, leaning forward.

“No point, is there?” I said. “Even if I could, bringing a norm into all this chaos? Be like throwing a bunny rabbit to a pack of wolves.”

“Graphic, but accurate.” Kara rolled the stem of her wine glass between her fingers, watching me. “Bond or not, why don’t you invite her over for dinner one night?”

I shook my head. “Complicated. Very complicated.” Besides, I had enough on my plate with these two.

The mood had changed with the discussion of Emma. “Let’s get the bill and head back to the hotel,” I suggested. “Busy day tomorrow.”

*

I stood under the shower in our hotel suite, letting the hot water wash away the day.

Half of me was still in the past, and the message from Emma hadn’t helped that. But the other half was very much in the present, aware Kara was already in our bed and waiting.

Iyoni was around somewhere. This crazy hotel suite was big enough to hide her. It was a culture shock after the apartment I’d shared with Paul for so long, on the meager earnings of a philosophy lecturer and part-time bar manager. After spending the last few weeks in Kara’s apartment, I’d grown used to it, but this shift brought it all back.

At least now I had a job with SPAR that would let me pay my way without issue. Just not… Presidential Suite levels of money.

I laughed to myself and killed the spray, stepping out to pull a warm, fluffy towel off the heated rail. As Kara would say, what did it matter? It was only money. Hell, I was the only warlock—aetherborn—on the planet; I could probably endorse an NBA team and be rolling in it.

But that wasn’t the point. I wanted to earn my own way, not rely on my bonded. And feel like I’d done something for the money, not simply play off my uniqueness or borrow it from parents who were neck-deep in illegal activities.

That wasn’t strange, was it?

I wrapped the towel around my waist and walked into our bedroom, the lights turned low, Kara taking up barely a quarter of the absurdly large bed.

She stirred at the sight of me, eyes blatantly roaming over my chest and shoulders. “You look almost as good as the filet mignon I had tonight.”

I blinked. “Almost?”

She grinned, flicking back the duvet for me, revealing deep purple silk sheets. “Drop that towel, Master, and come warm me up.”

“Who gives the orders in this relationship?”

She licked her lips. “You do… most of the time.”

I chuckled and let the towel fall, climbing into the bed while she watched, then slid across the chasm between us until she pressed into my arms, nude and warm. I pulled her against me, enjoying her softness and fresh scent, cupping her chin in my fingers and tilting it up for a long, slow kiss. She moaned as her tongue played with mine, arching her back to push her hips forward, her breasts rubbing delightfully against my chest.

“Poor Iyoni,” I murmured, trailing my fingertips down Kara’s flank. “Stuck out there on the sofa bed while we get to sprawl across this ocean of luxury.”

“Oh, I don’t imagine she’ll be sleeping there tonight,” she replied, nuzzling at the side of my jaw.

I pulled back. “What?”

“After being away from you for two days?” Kara said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I’m surprised she’s left you alone this long.”

“Wait. You mean she’s sleeping in here?”

“There’s plenty of room.”

“But I’m naked.” I pointed out. “We’re naked.”

“So?” Kara asked. “Don’t you remember me telling you, Master? Warlocks grow their power by bonding with their chorus.” Her lips curled at the corners as she rubbed herself against me. “You know. Bonding with their chorus.”

I hadn’t forgotten. How could I? “But I barely know her. I’m not going to fuck—”

The bedroom door opened and Iyoni stepped in, silhouetted against the glow from the hallway, nervously chewing her lip. Had she heard everything? At the very least, she couldn’t have missed that last line.

Great timing.

Now I knew what the two of them had been doing in the lingerie department, for Iyoni wore a babydoll that didn’t quite reach her thong, both in black lace so sheer they’d be translucent if the lights weren’t so low.

Iyoni didn’t say anything as she pushed the door closed, then padded around to the other side of the bed, lifted the corner of the duvet, and slipped in. The bed was big enough that there was space between us.

She didn’t ask permission. After catching my comment as she walked in, maybe she thought I’d say no if she did. For my part, I’d been staring too hard to make any attempt to stop her.

“Good night,” Kara said with amusement, then flicked off the lights. She turned on her side away from me, shoulders shaking softly with suppressed mirth.

Glad someone found this entertaining.

I lay on my back in the middle of the bed, staring up at the ceiling in the dark.

Iyoni shifted beside me, her movements faintly rippling the mattress. Then she pushed back; soft smooth skin brushing against my hip. The fleeting touch became more, warmth pressed firmly against me. Her ass in that thong, the material hardly there.

By now, she must’ve known I was naked, but she didn’t pull away.

What was this to her? Just comfort, after two days away? More? An invitation?

It wasn’t that I didn’t like Iyoni. Far from it. She was beautiful, intelligent, strong and funny—the latter I still wasn’t sure was inadvertent or subtly deliberate. But that was her to a T: the master of the poker face, enigmatic, unfathomable yet serene.

Which was precisely the problem. I couldn’t tell what was play and what was real. What she wanted, where she saw herself going, or whether that even fit in with what I wanted.

This wasn’t a hookup; the bond made it permanent. It made everything more complex.

I lay in the dark, eminently conscious of where Iyoni’s body touched mine, and knew I wouldn’t sleep any time soon.

*

Sunlight through the gap in the curtains woke me.

It took my foggy mind a moment to remember where I was, another to register the body half-draped over me, and yet another to realize it wasn’t Kara.

Iyoni.

She lay pressed full length against me, warm against my side, an arm resting lazily on my chest, her knee hooked across my hips, my morning wood caught beneath her soft thigh. Not only that, but at some point in the night, she’d removed what little she wore.

The troublesome minx was as naked as I was, using me like a body pillow, her face peaceful in sleep, framed with a splash of platinum blond hair.

What to do now?

Kara had left us alone, slipping out without waking me. Maybe she was fetching coffee or ordering up pancakes, but I suspected it was deliberate, to nudge me into taking advantage of the sleeping beauty beside me.

And damn it was tempting.

Morning light played across Iyoni’s slender back, drawing my eye. I wanted to run my fingers along her smooth skin, slip them beneath the duvet where it pooled around her waist, and cup the curve of her ass in my palm.

But I couldn’t. Not yet. Not without resolving the unanswered questions of the night before.

“Iyoni.”

Her eyes flicked open, and she stretched, rubbing herself against my side like a cat, making a cute little hum of contentment as she felt my hardness beneath her leg. “Good morning.”

I cleared my throat, shifting my hips, very conscious this whole situation could be misconstrued. Waking up naked, entwined together? Okay, there wasn’t a lot to misconstrue, but it was still… far from simple.

While I figured out what to say, I settled for an easy, “Sleep well?”

“Perfectly,” she said, drawing out the word.

“Your babydoll fell off.”

“Well, you were both naked. I felt overdressed.”

I couldn’t argue that.

“We need to talk.” It was abrupt, but… necessary.

She reacted to my tone, the leg half-pinning me slipping away. She lifted her head, propping herself up on one elbow, looking down at me. Her breasts were small but firm, nipples a dusky pink, very distracting.

“Serious words,” she said, expression as serene as ever, giving nothing away. “I’m listening.”

I searched her steel-grey eyes, wondering not for the first time what she was truly thinking. Her face was a mask, beautiful and composed, but there was a hint of vulnerability, like she was worried for what I had to say.

Now that I’d started, finding the right words wasn’t easy.

“This bond. We’re going to be together a long, long time.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Unless I somehow figure out how to control it. Break it, or whatever.”

“I’ve already told you I don’t want that,” she murmured. Her eyes widened, glistening. “Do you?”

I shook my head in irritation; that wasn’t the point. “I don’t want to tie you to something that… keeps you from what you want.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean… what if you fall in love with someone? What if that libertine morality you once alluded to makes you want to pursue others?”

Her lips pressed together and she looked down as if weighing that thought.

“Hell, I’m fine with that,” I added quickly. “I won’t stop you, if you want to.”

“Xan—”

I held up a hand. “Just be aware that if that’s your direction, it won’t include me. I’m not one for sharing, at least not when we are bonded. It’s a line I’m not willing to cross.” I paused, trying to find the words to explain. “I don’t have to worry about it with Kara. She loves me, and I love her right back. I don’t tell her often enough, but she knows.” What I was trying to say hung just out of reach, but I needed her to understand. “Our bond is more than metaphysical.” Yeah, that was the point. It wasn’t simply a warlock bond anymore, it was a personal one, a romantic one. “Do you understand? Once that line is crossed, there’s no going back. It’s the only way it can work.”

Iyoni let out a sharp breath, her composed mask crumbling away to show the relief that lay beneath. “Damn, for a moment I thought…” She shook her head with a little laugh. “You had me worried.”

“What? I… what?”

“I thought you were going to tell me it was only you and Kara. I’ve been expecting that for days now.”

“You have?” I frowned. “But… you both bought those kimonos.”

“Ah, crap. They were so cute. Lost in the flames, too.” She looked genuinely sad.

“And Kara kept pushing me towards you.”

“Yeah, but you kept resisting.” She gave me a small smile. “We thought you were monogamous.”

“I… am. Just… monogamous with both of you.” That didn’t sound quite right.

Iyoni’s mouth curled at the corners. “You know, I’m seventy-three years old.”

“I remember.” She’d told me that once. Her birthday was Christmas day, and she hated it, being a celestial and all. But it was easy to forget her age when she looked fifty years younger. Hell, I’d just turned forty-eight, and was often mistaken for a student back at the Uni. Supernatural slow aging was a thing.

“Well, when you’ve been around as long as I have, and if you’ll forgive the conceit, look like this”—she gestured at herself, pulling my gaze back to her naked breasts—“then yeah, you tend to try everything once. Then cycle back for seconds and thirds, if only to stave off the boredom.”

It was my turn to say, “Uh-huh.”

“So nothing surprises me anymore. I’ve fallen in love a few times. Fallen out of it, too.”

I listened hard. More insight in the last few minutes than since I’d known her.

“It never lasted,” she continued with a wistful note, “what with work assignments taking me all over the world.”

I guess that made sense. Iyoni wasn’t just a sentinel, she was an arbiter. There couldn’t be that many.

“Then I judged you,” she said, her voice dropping to a murmur, as if she couldn’t quite believe it herself. “You don’t know what that’s like. It’s an ability arbiters gain that surpasses everything else. We can’t control it, either. It just comes out when it’s ready.” She drew her lip between her teeth, thoughtful. “To put it in overly simplistic terms, it was a bit like ripping out your soul, holding it up to the light, rotating it around for the best and worst angles, then shoving it back in.” She raised her eyes, meeting my gaze. “It’s about as intimate as you can get, Xan.”

“Okay,” I said, ever so slightly freaked out.

“So when you tell me you want to be monogamous, I’m right there ahead of you. Trust me when I say there is no one on this planet that I could possibly put over you. Ever.” She nodded once, more to herself than to me. “I don’t expect you to reciprocate. How can you?” A little laugh. “We only met three weeks ago today, do you know that?”

That caught me by surprise; with all that had happened, it felt so much longer. But thinking about it, it sounded about right.

“So what, you’re saying you love me?” I asked, trying to catch up with the sudden weight of the conversation. The conversation I’d started.

“No,” she said, her brow furrowing delicately. “Not exactly. Though I have no doubt I will, and soon enough.” She pressed her lips together, looking for the words. “It’s more that… I’ll never know anyone like I know you. Your nature, anyway, even if I have no idea what your favorite color is.”

“Green.”

“Oh, cool. Like Kara’s eyes.” She nodded like it was a good choice, then grew serious again. “How can you not grow to love someone when you’ve seen all of them? All the good, all the bad, and still find yourself in agreement with everything they do?”

“I guess that makes sense.”

“Plus, you bonded me.”

“Yeah. I did.” I stretched out my arms on the bed, then rubbed a hand through my hair. “This is pretty intense. We should’ve got a coffee, first.”

Iyoni smiled. “You started it.”

“I’m well aware.”

“I’m glad you did.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”

“So, in conclusion, I don’t love you yet.”

“I got that bit.”

“I will real damn soon, though.”

“Got that bit, too.”

“It would probably help if you pinned me down and fucked me.”

“Yeah,” I murmured. “It probably would.” I cupped her cheek with one hand, my other sliding into her hair, and she closed her eyes and pressed into my touch.

Kara chose that moment to enter, the door swinging wide. She was already dressed, striding purposefully to the window to pull the curtains open. “Are you two lovebirds finished? It’s half past eight.”

I winced as her words hit. “Shit, really?” I checked the clock and cursed. “We’re supposed to be on patrol at SPAR in twenty minutes.”

“I’d have come in earlier, but…” Kara eyed us both in bed, lips twitching with satisfied amusement. “…I had no idea you couldn’t tell the time, Master.”

I gave her a look.

“We can get dressed fast,” Iyoni said.

“We’re still going to be very late.”

“Yes.” She leaned forward and laid a tender kiss on my chest, right over my heart. “Worth every minute, though.”


Five

We finally rocked up at the SPAR vehicle bay, forty minutes after the patrol was meant to leave.

Two Humvees squatted waiting, their crews leaning nonchalantly against them, dressed in SPAR flak vests, chatting and having a smoke. The air smelled of rubber and engine oil, the floor greasy underfoot.

A lieutenant stood nearby, watching us approach with arms crossed, expression frosty. She looked vaguely familiar; a Latina with sleek black hair in a tight plait, chestnut brown eyes, high cheekbones and skin a sun-warmed olive tone. I felt like I knew her, but she was so striking, I was sure I would’ve remembered if we’d met.

“You’re late, Assistant Director,” she barked out across the bay, as if my rank meant nothing when we were in her domain.

“Yes. There was traffic.” And we didn’t get out of bed.

But I deliberately didn’t apologize; I’d been late, she’d been borderline insubordinate. We were already off to such a great start.

The lieutenant scanned Kara and Iyoni with a swift, assessing glance. If she liked our matching leather coats, she didn’t comment. “I’ve been assigned to you by Dr. Firth,” she said flatly, clearly unimpressed at the prospect.

This was the mystery person he’d hand-picked? Maybe I’d misjudged the good doctor; he had better taste than I thought. Despite her prickly attitude.

“Nice to meet you.” I gestured to my bonded. “This is Kara Halden and Iyoni Saelan.”

“Lieutenant Myas,” she said, nodding in greeting with more warmth to them than she’d shown me.

I froze. “Myas?”

Humvees on fire, the street blocked at both ends. An ambush, men on the rooftops. Lieutenant Myas, knocking me out of the path of a shard of metal. It struck her shoulder, spinning her around. A last-ditch effort as she raised her hand to shoot flames into an attacker, even as blood streamed from her wound.

Then another spray of metal, puncturing her flak vest, driving deep into her body.

“Yes,” the lieutenant before me said, eyes hard and tone like ice. “You knew Inés. My sister.”

That bastard Firth.

“I did,” I replied, throat tight. Her sister’s first name was familiar from the email I’d sent to her parents in her memory, even though I’d never used it. “She was a brave and dedicated—”

“She died babysitting you on a patrol you should never have been on.”

I closed my eyes, taking that hit. Then I opened them again and met her seething grief. “I have nothing but admiration for Inés, but let me set the record straight. I was on that patrol under orders from Marlow, and we responded to a one-eighty-seven.” Supe attack on norms. “Inés Myas didn’t want to sit idly by any more than I did.” It still hurt, the memories recent and raw. “We didn’t know it was fake, a setup to ambush us with an overwhelming force. Many people died that day, but none I regret more than your sister, who gave her life to save mine.”

Kara stood quiet beside me, and Iyoni wore a distant look, no doubt remembering her own part in that day’s events. Lieutenant Myas watched me, jaw clenched tight, eyes haunted.

“Firth has appointed you as my liaison for…” Petty reasons. That fucker. I squared my shoulders, clamping down on my anger. It wasn’t her fault. “Whatever the reason, if you want reassignment, I’ll make it happen, no questions asked.”

The lieutenant said nothing at first, arms still folded, posture radiating her hostility. Then she sighed, shoulders untensing. “No, I don’t want to be reassigned,” she said, half reluctant, half resigned. “I hear you’re going after Theron Vale, and frankly I’m the best hunter-class operative in REACT.” She regarded me for a moment longer, then sniffed. “I’ll work with you if you turn up on time from this point forward.”

Seemed Firth had other reasons for choosing her, not just petty revenge.

Myas appeared human, but I wasn’t sure. I brushed her with my ability to sense supe magic, and yeah, she had plenty. Her aether felt like a cool pool on a hot day, crisp and refreshing. A hydro—water mage—and a very powerful one. Top quartile, easily, or ‘Class-A’ as Senator Crewe would’ve put it.

“Sounds fair.” I offered my hand and she took it with a firm, crisp grip. “Call me Xan.”

She tilted her head to one side, appraising me, then gave a grudging, “Tereza,” the r catching with a hint of an accent.

“Nice to meet you.” I gestured to the waiting Humvees, keen to move forward from our awkward introduction. “This patrol is a publicity stunt, I’m afraid. Marlow’s orders again. But let’s take a ride and use the time to get to know each other a little better. Vera Kline has a setup at the city block Theron Vale burned down, so when I’ve given the media their soundbites, we can take a look around.”

“Then let’s get on with it.” She raised a hand and circled a finger, and the crews flicked cigarettes away and climbed into the vehicles.

The four of us took the last one, the two front seats filled with a driver and navigator. We sat in the rear on two benches facing each other across the width of the vehicle, Kara beside me, Iyoni next to Tereza.

“I believe the plan was to circle into the city from the north,” I said as the two Humvees pulled out. “But as Vera Kline is expecting us for eleven, maybe we should head straight there.”

“You catch that, Rogers?” Tereza asked the driver. “We’re skipping the patrol because the Assistant Director was late. Take us to his photo op.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I pressed my lips together. Maybe I’d deserved that, but it was nothing if not blunt. “You can still change your mind about working with me.”

Tereza gave me a flat look, chestnut eyes flinty. “I’m a professional, Assistant Director. That means I can work with someone, even if I don’t like them.”

Kara chuckled softly and gave a muttered, “I like her,” toward the window.

We’d left SPAR’s compound and were heading on the main road into the city, the traffic light and undermining my earlier excuses. A flat, grey sky cast an uninspiring gloom, washing out all the colors while optimistic Christmas lights tried to compensate. They had a lot of work to do to bring cheer in the wake of the riot, too many shop windows still smashed and unrepaired.

“Is this your team?” Iyoni asked politely, her serene voice taking the edge off the mood. “Don’t specialists like you normally work alone?”

“That’s right,” Tereza replied with a hint of surprise that Iyoni had known. “I commandeered them for this. It’s a pretty standard practice in REACT.” She gave me a contemptuous glance. “That’s a Rapid Engagement and Apprehension Containment Team, for your benefit.”

Natalie’s tour had covered that a few weeks previously, so I already knew. But I didn’t mind her getting her jabs in; I was still reeling from the shock of discovering Inés Myas had a sister. I owed her my life, and this was an opportunity to prove something to her memory. Winning over Tereza was my new goal.

“You’re a hydro, aren’t you?” I said casually. “How does that help you as a hunter-class operative?”

She blinked in surprise. “How do you know that?”

I gave a half-shrug and a self-deprecating smile. “A warlock thing.”

“Bullshit,” she said bluntly. “No one can tell what power a supe has.”

“I can.”

“More likely Firth told you,” she said like she didn’t buy it. “I can track supes. If I get a feel for Theron Vale’s signature, I’ll recognize it again.”

“So you can detect powers too?” It was a very rare ability. I’d never met anyone else who could do it.

“No.” She eyed me like I’d grown a second head. “You implied you could sense my aether.”

“I can.”

She ignored me like I hadn’t spoken. “What I do is pattern-match. I know what aether belongs to you or you,” she said, pointing to Kara then Iyoni, “but I can’t tell what power you have.” Her gaze cut to me, suspicion clear in her tone, “No one can do that.”

I didn’t correct her again.

“So cool,” Kara gushed a little. “How do you do it?”

“Water is a very sensitive conduit, and there’s always moisture in the air,” Tereza replied, her voice warming at Kara’s admiration. “Energy residue leaves a distinct taint, and I can pick it up once I know what to look for. With my magic, I can track a rogue supe down and subdue with non-lethal force.” She met my gaze, a challenge in hers. “I have more captures than any REACT operative. I caught Marietta Kye.”

“So did I,” I said, “so we have that in common.”

Her expression turned contemptuous, again not believing me. “Do you ever take anything seriously?”

“He did.” Kara came to my defense. “She was helping Moreau after he released her. Xan took her down. She’s back in a cell now.”

Tereza’s eyes narrowed as she reassessed me.

I winked at her and pulled out my phone. There was no winning this woman over with just one Humvee ride, but maybe over time she’d grow to tolerate me. Meanwhile, I still hadn’t replied to Emma, and it preyed on my mind.

She’d said she was angry at me but liked my suit, blamed me for not telling her I was a warlock, but wanted to meet up again. The signs were obvious, but it didn’t change the fact that she was a norm, and my world was far from safe for her. I’d only ever seen her as someone to protect, an employee I was fond of, who helped me run my bar. Now, I didn’t even have that.

I’m sorry I never told you about the warlock thing. Truth is, I didn’t even know until Halloween. I wasn’t keeping secrets. The uni let me go and took the bar back, so I won’t be returning. My world’s not safe right now, and I’d rather you stay clear of it. Take care, okay? And if you ever need any help, reach out.

I read it over a couple of times, not best pleased with it, but it would have to do. Personal, but clear—I hoped—the message being a fond goodbye. I hit send and looked up, only to find Tereza watching me. She glanced away.

We were well into the city now, heading toward the block that Theron Vale had attacked, not-coincidentally targeting Kara’s apartment building. We hadn’t seen it yet, except on TV. Kara’s eyes were fixed on the window, no obvious tension in her body, but I knew her well enough to know she was masking. I reached across and took her hand, and she squeezed back. I hid my wince. My physical strength had grown considerably since Kara and I had… physically consummated our bond, but hers had grown too, and it was far in excess of my own. Bruised finger bones and crushed ribcages were the price one paid for bonding supernaturals.

We turned a corner and Kara took in a hissing breath. There ahead of us was the burned-out shell of her building, looming against the sky like a post-apocalyptic ruin. As we approached, we saw the press arrayed before a podium on a temporary stage, the damaged block as its backdrop.

“I’ll make this as fast as I can,” I told Tereza. “I want to get onto hunting Theron Vale as much as you do.”

She grimaced and said nothing, which was an improvement over the biting retorts she’d given me so far.

Our Humvees pulled up nearby, and a staccato blur of camera clicks greeted me as I disembarked. Kara got out and stared for a long time up at the building where she’d lived.

“You all right?” I murmured.

“Yeah.” She nodded jerkily, then joined Iyoni and me as we made our way toward the temporary stage that had been erected, along with a large and formal-looking podium displaying SPAR’s logo. Tereza remained behind, leaning against the hood of the Humvee in resignation, her pissed-off scowl making it clear what she thought of this waste of her time.

Vera Kline met me to one side of the stage. “Good to see you, Assistant Director.” She handed me a stack of cue cards, which I flicked through as she spoke. “We’re going for a simple statement today, just your support for SPAR, and commitment to finding those responsible for this atrocity.”

I skim-read what she wanted me to say. “Every other word is ‘warlock.’”

“Not quite,” she replied, taking my rather obvious hyperbole literally. “But it doesn’t hurt to remind them of a show of power, does it? You are, after all, one of a kind.”

Even more than she knew. “Fine.” I arbitrarily halved the stack of cards she’d given me and passed the rest back. “We’ll keep it brief.”

“But—”

I left her gaping and took the steps onto the stage, heading for the podium as Kara and Iyoni flanked me. Cameras tracked my every step, the logos of a half dozen news outlets represented in the press crowd. I did my best to reflect a suitably grave disposition, but I wasn’t cut out for PR. Yet it wasn’t too bad if I likened it to walking into a lecture hall full of unfriendly students while nursing a hangover from the night before. In that, at least, I had a fair amount of experience.

“Thank you for waiting, ladies and gentlemen,” I began, setting the cards on the podium before me and trying not to grimace at Kline’s pre-approved narrative. “I’m not going to keep you long today; we have work to do on this site.”

“Mr. Sullivan,” one of them called. “Are you going to personally hunt down Theron Vale?”

“Does SPAR know where Vale is now?”

“What is SPAR doing about the unrest?”

“Have the other escapees been located, Mr. Sullivan?”

I raised a hand in placation and gave them a rueful smile. “If you let me get through the officially sanitized script, maybe we can tackle some unofficial questions at the end?”

They settled down with a light chuckle, cameras focused on me from all angles.

“Yesterday’s attack was an isolated act carried out by a rogue supernatural without sanction or affiliation,” I began, already thinking I might keep it to a card or two. Kline and Marlow wouldn’t be happy, but… so what. “Events like this remind us why unity between humans and supernaturals matters, and…”

I was looking out over the crowd when it happened.

A man at the back raised a hand. Not to seek attention or ask a question, but pointed directly at me. No fanfare, no overt drama; his arm came up, his expression determined. I watched it all as if it was in slow motion, even noting his dark suit over a white shirt and tie, like he was on his way to the office, not about to attempt an assassination.

“Down!” Iyoni shouted, and it was like her shout snapped everything back into real-time.

Splinters of stone erupted from his palm, shooting over the heads of the press and crossing the distance between us faster than I could react. Kara leaped in front of me, her black shield a dense nimbus around her, grabbing my shoulder and pushing hard even as my own reflexes finally awoke.

The first splinters hit her shield, shearing off with a clatter of shrapnel as they struck the podium, the ground, and the building directly behind us. One penetrated her defenses, skimming her shoulder and driving on through, leaving a fine mist of blood in its wake. She winced, jerking as others thudded into her back, even as she crouched behind the podium with me.

“Fuck,” I exclaimed. “Are you—”

In the corner of my eye I saw another man step out of the press crowd, arm coming up. He was out wide, with a clear shot directly at me, a glint of something sharp already forming in his hand.

I pulled on my bond to Kara, drawing her aether to me, my own shield snapping into place and tinting the world dark. An instant later, a fireball struck the podium, flames washing around in a rush of heat. But that didn’t bother me: Kara was a demon; fire was like a tingly foot bath. My focus was on the spray of metal splinters launched by the nearby supe at a distance of barely twenty feet.

I pushed Kara into the hollow of the podium, covering her with my own body as I pressed close. Shards struck my shield, deflecting off who knows where, but they lacked the power to penetrate. That was encouraging.

A breath later, a ray of white light passed straight through his head, leaving a small seared hole where it entered. He took a surprisingly long time to drop, as if he’d been perfectly balanced at the moment of death. Iyoni stepped forward, both hands out, aiming in different directions as she returned fire, her shield an aura of white light, making her look half angelic, half ghostly. But her expression was thunderous, eyes blazing with vengeance.

From behind me, a violent explosion marked the destruction of a Humvee.

Myas.

I was not letting this happen twice.

Leaping up, I took in the scene. Most of the press had hit the ground, arms over their heads, with some running for cover. There were at least a dozen attackers, fanned out around us in a semicircle to give them lines of fire. Tereza’s REACT force had done what their name demanded, engaging three of the supes nearest them.

An arc of lightning hit my side, spinning me around despite my shield, and ice lances whipped past, missing my head by inches. I activated Farron’s ring that I still wore, a buckler of pure energy covering my arm. An instant later, another ice lance crashed into it, and the small shield flickered and died.

Kara found her feet, sticking close to my side, her shoulder bleeding and that arm hanging limp. The podium we’d just abandoned took another hit, a kinetic blast of some type reducing it to splinters.

“Get off the stage!” Iyoni yelled, shooting rays of light with more speed than accuracy, trying to keep our attackers’ heads down. A shadowy demonic bolt struck the center of her back, the force of it driving her forward a step, and my heart stopped. But she was uninjured, just pissed off, and reached with one hand under her other arm to snap-fire a shot behind her.

“Shield, Xan!” Kara yelled at me, her good arm pushing me forward. The attackers were out of range of her whip, but her horns were out, curving over her head in defense, and her panther-like tail lashed angrily behind her.

“But—”

“Live now, argue later!” Iyoni screamed, taking another dark bolt to her side, and returning fire with deadly accuracy. An attacker spun and fell, a chunk of his chest missing. But Iyoni winced, hand going to where the bolt had hit.

They were right, damn it. This wasn’t the time to hide.

I drew on Iyoni’s power too, unleashing the full magic of my aetherborn abilities. My strength swelled, my black shield marbling as Iyoni’s white melded perfectly. Another spray of stone shards struck in a scattered pattern across it, and it barely even rippled.

Turning to find the supe who had dared to attack us, I raised both hands. Kara injured, Iyoni injured… my rage threatened to consume me, but I fought for control. My own magic flashed across the space between us, a bolt of Iyoni’s white rimmed with Kara’s black, crackling through the air to strike his shield, passing through like it was never there, and punching a hole into his chest. He fell back with arms flying wide, slamming into the asphalt with a sickening wet finality.

“That’s it!” someone yelled. “Pull back!”

On every side of us, supes began running for the nearby buildings. No longer needing to protect me, Kara released her wings, leaping over the heads of the press to land near the Humvees, her whip cracking out and wrapping around the waist of a fleeing supe.

A pyro with a blue-flame shield caught my eye, and another of my bolts caught him as he ran, sending him skidding across the asphalt, more like a bag of garbage than a body. I grunted as the energy usage caught up with me, suddenly feeling like I hadn’t slept for days.

Iyoni had my back, both hands up ready to act, but held her fire as the remaining supes withdrew.

I didn’t. There was another running toward the mouth of a side street, this one with the earthen skin of a golem, his suit split open when he’d transformed. I took careful aim and let fly. The bolt crossed the distance so fast I almost missed, having led him too much, expecting it to take longer. It seared across his flank and smashed into the building beyond, but he cried out, stumbled, then fell, and didn’t get up again.

“Xan!” Kara shouted, drawing my attention.

She was near the remaining Humvee, the other in flames and on its side. Bodies in SPAR uniforms lay inert on the ground, either caught in the blast as the vehicle exploded or targeted by the mages we’d fought. But Kara knelt beside the only one I recognized. Tereza’s flak vest was half torn away, crimson pooling on the asphalt beneath her.

“Iyoni,” I whispered, “tell me you can heal that?”

“Shit, I don’t know.”

We ran across the stage, skipping the stairs and leaping over Kline’s crouched form, reaching Kara in moments. I slid to my knees beside Tereza, her eyes closed, her face too peaceful.

“No. No, no, no. Not again.” I looked up for Iyoni. “Heal her, please.”

“It’s too much, I can’t—”

“I can give you more power,” I said, pulling from Kara and shoving it down my link to Iyoni, whose shield flickered before mirroring my own marbling. “Try. You have to try.”

Iyoni clenched her jaw and dropped to her knees beside Tereza’s inert form. “I heal headaches, not… major trauma,” she muttered, then held her hands over the wound.

Her shield flickered and disappeared, white-black light surrounding her hands, and the aether flowed into Tereza. I held my breath as the bleeding slowed, then stopped, the jagged-edged wound sluggishly drawing closed. Iyoni slumped forward, barely catching herself before she landed on Tereza.

“I can’t… do more,” Iyoni gasped, wincing as she clutched at the wound in her own side.

Tereza’s injury wasn’t fully healed, but neither was it a bloody gash any longer. Yet she lay still, olive skin tinted an unhealthy grey, like she was…

Kara pressed fingertips to the side of her neck, then grimly shook her head.

“No.” I refused to accept it. “Don’t you dare!” I half-shouted. Iyoni had done most of the work; the wound didn’t look so bad anymore. Certainly no longer fatal. Maybe Tereza just needed a little help, a reminder to live. Like Iyoni had, back in Moreau’s warehouse.

I reached for both my bonded, drawing on their power, pooling it inside myself. Then I pushed it all into Tereza, like shoving her soul back into place. My vision greyed at the edges, skin clammy with sweat despite the cold. “Come on,” I muttered through gritted teeth, pouring everything I had into her. “Come on, goddammit.”

“Xan,” Kara gasped, wincing as she slumped to one knee beside me. “It’s no good…”

But I didn’t listen, continuing to push every scrap of aether I could draw into Tereza. I couldn’t watch another Myas die at my feet.

All I needed to do was give her a boost, then she’d wake. People came back from injuries like that all the time, didn’t they?

Iyoni whimpered, her head lolling forward, platinum blond hair falling around her face. Kara reached for me, her hand dropping before it touched, like it was too heavy.

“Come on!” I yelled at Tereza, forcing what little I had left into her in a last-ditch effort. My heart seemed to stutter, vision tunneling until I could hardly see light. Had I gone too far? I couldn’t risk my bonded… not more than I had already.

My aether abruptly jerked inside her, like a magnet finding iron. No, stronger even than that. More like a leash, snapping taut, in a rush of cool blue aether. It felt just like when—

Oh, fuck.

I pulled back what remained of my energy, sucking in air like I’d surfaced from the deep. Kara and Iyoni echoed me with pained gasps, their heads gradually rising.

Tereza’s eyes flickered then opened, bright and blue like sapphires in the sun, before fading back to their usual chestnut brown.

She lay on the ground, massaging her chest with one hand, the kind of reflex that spoke for itself, staring at me in equal parts awe and alarm. I saw the moment she recognized the truth: her jaw tightened, lips pressing into a scowl that left no mercy.

Her voice came rough, scraped raw. “What the hell did you just do?”


Six

I sat in the back of a SPAR ambulance, getting checked over by life mages despite assuring them I wasn’t hurt. NPPD kept the gawping civilians behind a cordon, while the media spoke in clipped, excited voices to their cameras.

Kara and Iyoni had already been healed and loitered nearby like a pair of rottweilers, their pissed-off expressions the only thing keeping news crews away. Tereza had been taken to New Providence City Hospital, not far from SPAR HQ. Something about a precaution ‘as she had technically died.’

Cameras rolled nearby, reporters using us as their background. Not the PR Kline had been looking for.

I pulled Farron’s ring off my finger and examined it. The once pristine circle was now pitted and tarnished. Either all its magic had been used up, or the force of that ice blast had been enough to overload it. It had saved me today, and helped me fight off Marietta Kye in the warehouse, but it was useless now. I let it fall; it bounced once and rolled beneath the ambulance.

“Check this out,” Kara said, handing me her phone. “They’re fast.”

I grimaced at the headline: He’s not a warlock. What is he? Above a ‘Breaking News’ caption, footage showed me stepping out from behind the podium, my black warlock shield taking on the distinctive marbling as I pulled Iyoni’s power to me, grim-faced as I fired a black-and-white bolt at an off-screen target. The footage paused on that shot, zooming in as another bolt left my palm. It looked pretty cool, but was a whole heap of trouble.

“Shit,” I muttered.

What did I expect, that the camera crews were too busy cowering to stop rolling? I should’ve known better. Hell, I did know better, but what choice had there been? Pinned down, attacked on all sides, the podium and stage far too exposed.

The lieutenant of the newly-arrived REACT squad approached. He had a slight build and a no-nonsense demeanor, hair buzzed military style. He offered me one of the portable SATCOM transceivers SPAR used, like a big walkie-talkie. “Assistant Director, Director Marlow is on the line for you.”

Great.

I took it reluctantly, walking away from the ambulance for some privacy, Kara and Iyoni flanking me. “Director.”

Marlow’s voice may have been tinny, but it lost none of its bite. “Xan, did you hear the brief about needing positive press?”

“Yes, I’m fine, thank you for asking.”

“We’re far from fine. You’ve really stirred up the shit now. I’ve had Washington on the line. The Secretary of Homeland Security, no less. The celestials are demanding to know what you are. What the hell are you, Xan? Because you’re sure as hell not a warlock.”

“Sorry, Director, you’re breaking up.” I killed the call and tossed the transceiver back to the lieutenant, who caught it with an impassive expression, like he didn’t want to get involved.

“Let’s get out of here, Xan,” Kara said. “Go somewhere quiet, think this through.”

I glanced at Iyoni for her opinion, but she was already nodding. “Back to the hotel. No one knows we’re there.”

“For now,” I muttered. “But that won’t last. Not with us spread all over the news.”

Some of the media were having minor cuts taken care of by medics and life mages, while most of them were busy talking to cameras, reporting on the biggest news story of the year. The combined chaos of police, SPAR personnel, and the vehicles that now filled the street offered enough cover to slip away, and I headed for the nearest side street, trying to look casual like we weren’t fleeing the scene.

Behind me, the good lieutenant intercepted two intrepid journalists who were trying to follow.

“Duck through here and run for it?”

“Inelegant but effective,” Iyoni commented.

“We’re not being followed,” Kara said as she rounded the corner last. She scowled. “I hate the paparazzi.”

“We can find a cab a few blocks away,” Iyoni added, voice composed as always. Nothing ever flustered her.

We passed a couple of smelly dumpsters, walking fast once we were out of sight. No shouts ran out, no pounding of feet behind us. I owed that lieutenant a beer.

“So what happened with Tereza?” Kara asked as we walked, gaze sharp like she’d already figured it out. Iyoni glanced at me too.

“You know when I shoved my power into Iyoni to heal her, back in the warehouse where we fought Moreau?”

“Sure.”

“I did the same thing.” I winced. “At least it kept her alive.”

“But you bonded her, didn’t you?” Iyoni guessed.

“Yeah,” I admitted, still unable to believe it had happened again.

Iyoni gave a half laugh. “She’s gonna be pissed.”

I nodded. “Yep.” Of all the people.

“Not only that, but she’s in the hospital,” Kara pointed out. She looked at Iyoni in shared understanding. “Too far away to be comfortable. She’s going to be freaking out.”

“Well, I’ll just have to figure out how to un-bond her,” I said. “And fast.”

“There is no un-bonding.” Kara bluntly dismissed my hope. “Not for a warlock, anyway.”

“Warlock bonds are always permanent,” Iyoni added indifferently, like everyone knew that and was fine with it. “I don’t imagine it’ll be different with you as an aetherborn.”

“Probably stronger,” Kara theorized.

“Certainly feels strong,” Iyoni agreed. “When I was in the celestial compound?” She shivered and grimaced. “I hated being away from you.”

“We should go to the hospital then,” I said with reluctance.

“Meh.” Kara pulled a face. “I’m tempted to leave her to sweat a while.”

“She didn’t seem to like you much,” Iyoni added with a serene smile.

“Well, I did get her sister killed, and almost got her killed too.” And then I’d bonded her. Hell, she had reason to hate me. I shook my head and sighed. “No, we’re going to the hospital. I have some explaining to do.”

We hailed a cab a few streets later, one big enough for three of us and Tereza too, in case she wanted to join us once we’d found her. My phone dinged as we drove over, with another message from Emma.

You didn’t tell me you were a warlock. Then you told me you would’ve told me you were a warlock if you could. Then you said you weren’t keeping secrets. And now you’re not a warlock?

No kisses this time.

Fuck. Between her and Tereza, was there no limit to how much guilt I could be feeling?

Paul lingered in the back of my mind, too. My roommate until a few weeks ago, and for lack of other options, my best friend. He hadn’t reached out in ages, but then neither had I. I supposed becoming a world-famous warlock overnight was too much for our casual bromance to survive.

I slid my phone back in my pocket, the message unanswered.

The taxi driver dropped us off in the waiting-only area, agreeing to stay with the meter running. We wouldn’t be long—I hoped. Kara and Iyoni got out to join me, like there was any question they’d wait in the car. Even here their eyes scanned the area, looking for threats. The ambush had shaken them both. Iyoni had a thin aura of light around her, like she was subconsciously shielding and ready to act. We drew many a stare as we walked in, with mutters of ‘warlock’ and ‘was that Xan Sullivan?’

I flashed my ID at the main desk. “Morning. Which room is Lieutenant Tereza Myas in?”

The receptionist answered me wide-eyed, gaze flicking to the TV on the wall that showed the news, and back to me. The bustle of colleagues behind her all paused to gawp. “The SPAR wing, Assist… Mr. Sullivan.”

“‘Xan’ is fine.” I gave her a smile. “Where is that?”

We took directions, declined the offer of a guide, and headed off down long white corridors, still collecting glances from all we passed. The attention was getting tiresome.

My badge let us into the wing and past the security guard sat outside Tereza’s room. I knocked twice.

“Come in.”

She was sitting up in her bed wearing a hospital gown, an IV line in one arm, cables running from her chest to an ECG nearby, looking decidedly grumpy. Her eyes narrowed when she saw me.

“I felt you coming,” she said in greeting. “For the last half hour, I’ve been sitting here with something pulling at me, like that feeling I left the stove on but a thousand times worse. Then suddenly it goes away, and you walk in. One more time, Assistant Director: what the hell did you do to me?”

“He saved your life,” Kara said, fanning out to one side to me and crossing her arms, while Iyoni took the other.

“She’s not wrong,” I added. “Your heart had stopped. Iyoni healed most of your wound, but it wasn’t enough. I used my power to…” Reconnect your soul? That would only sound melodramatic, even if it was most accurate for what I’d felt. “…jumpstart you.” I hesitated for a breath, then let her have the truth. “It formed a bond in the process.”

“What kind of bond?” she snapped.

“Like a warlock one,” Iyoni said, with her trademark serene smile. “Powerful, unbreakable, and permanent.”

“You’re his vassal now,” Kara added.

I winced. “Let’s maybe break it to her gently? And Kara, I hate that word.”

She looked chagrined. “Sorry, Master.”

“Wait, wait, wait. Master?” Tereza’s gaze flicked from Kara, to Iyoni, then me. “You bound me like a fucking demon?”

Kara pointedly cleared her throat, her black aura shimmering into sight as her horns curled over her head. Then she let them both fade, and scowled at Tereza.

“Forgive me for any unintended offense,” Tereza said to her with forced calm. “What I meant to say was—” Her gaze snapped back to me. “—you fucking bound me like a warlock binds a demon?”

“Essentially, yes.”

“How? How is that even possible?”

“He’s not a warlock. He’s an aetherborn.” Iyoni was still helping out with blunt truths.

Tereza’s eyes flicked from her to Kara and back again. “Are you both bonded to him?”

“That’s right,” Iyoni echoed.

“Yeah,” Kara confirmed at the same time.

Tereza leaned back against her pillows, staring at me like something she’d found on the sole of her shoe. “Well, good for you. I’m not interested, Mr. Warlock… Aetherborn… whatever the hell you are. I say this with the minimum of respect in honor of your rank: get the fuck out of my room.”

Fair.

“Iyoni, would you please give her your number, in case she needs to reach us?” I turned for the door. “Come on, Kara.”

“But she’s going to—”

“No, she’s been perfectly clear.” I held the door for Kara and waited as Iyoni scrawled her number on a piece of paper on Tereza’s bedside table, then followed her out. I stopped in the threshold and met Tereza’s thunderous gaze. “For what it’s worth, I didn’t intend for this, and I’m sorry.”

I had to admit it sounded pretty hollow, and she made no reply. I closed the door quietly behind me.

In the corridor outside, Kara and Iyoni finished a quick exchange, then together we made our way through the hospital, back to the cab. Iyoni walked with her phone in her hand, glancing at it from time to time. She began to slow down as we neared the main entrance.

“That’s cheating,” Kara said, walking faster.

Iyoni’s phone dinged, and she held it up and waved it smugly at Kara.

“Shit,” my demon said. She glanced at the doors. “Twenty feet. I’d have won if you hadn’t dawdled.”

“Wasn’t dawdling,” Iyoni said to her phone, typing a quick reply. Neither of them showed any intention of taking another step.

“Are we going?” I asked.

“She’ll be two minutes,” Iyoni replied. “She’s getting dressed.”

I shoved my hands in my pockets and sighed. Great. Yet another bond I didn’t ask for and didn’t want. If Tereza didn’t hate me before, she would now.
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For lack of better options, we went back to the hotel.

No one said anything in the cab ride. I sat up front, ostensibly for more leg room, but mostly not to have to see Tereza glaring at me. Still felt her eyes on the back of my neck for the entire ride.

“This is where you’re staying?” she said as she walked into the ridiculously opulent suite. “What a waste of money. I can’t believe SPAR is paying for this.”

“They’re not.” I pointed to Kara.

“Huh.” Tereza huffed in realization. “Figures. The demonic elite are so…” She cut herself off as Kara raised an eyebrow, then muttered, “Never mind.”

That landed about as well as expected, and I cleared my throat.

In keeping with the rest of the ambiance, the room had its own well-stocked bar. I gestured toward it. “A drink might help us all. What can I get you?”

“It’s barely lunchtime.” Tereza crossed her arms defiantly. The move drew attention to the fact that she was still wearing the clothes she’d started the day in, having had no other option when she’d dressed and left the hospital. She’d lost her flak jacket, and the tight long-sleeved shirt she’d been wearing beneath was partially torn on one side, where her wound had been. Olive skin showed through, smooth and healthy, the SPAR life mages able to finish what Iyoni had started. But the shirt itself was still darkened by the stain of her blood.

“Maybe something clean to wear, too,” I suggested, glancing at Kara. “She’s about your size.”

Kara eyed Tereza critically. “Yeah, should be close enough. Would you like to come and choose?”

Tereza glared at me, as though it were my fault she needed a change of clothes, then accompanied Kara into our bedroom. I busied myself behind the bar, fixing a gin and tonic.

Iyoni came and sat on one of the barstools, watching me. It almost felt like I was back at the uni, mixing drinks for students.

“Glass of wine for the lady?”

“You used to own a bar, right?”

I chuckled dryly. “Up until yesterday, yes.”

She rested her elbow on the bar, then propped her chin on the back of her hand, gazing at me. “Last Word, bartender.”

I quickly checked the bar offered what I needed. “Good choice.”

Punchy and intricate, herbaceous a balance of sweet and sour, it suited Iyoni. By the time I’d finished mixing gin, Chartreuse, maraschino liqueur, and lime juice, Kara and Tereza reemerged. I slid Iyoni her cocktail with a flourish, then offered Tereza my best smile. “Would you like that drink now?”

“Sparkling water.” She walked past the bar, not looking at me, and flopped down onto one of the two large sofas. Kara had found her a simple blouse in a deep purple, and it suited her skin tone, even if it looked a little odd with her black tactical pants.

“A beer, please, my Master,” Kara said to me.

Tereza twitched an eye as she heard it, but made no comment.

We carried our drinks to the sofas and I set Tereza’s water on the coffee table before her, then sat down opposite. Iyoni took the seat beside her, turning to half face her, while Kara sat beside me. All very civilized. Not at all awkward.

Tereza picked up and toyed with her glass but didn’t drink from it, as though she didn’t trust the man who’d poured it. Her eyes flicked between us, lips pressed thin, body language tense.

“Obviously you’re a demon,” she said, pointing at Kara. Her finger swung around to aim at Iyoni. “Celestial?”

“Yes.”

“Prove it.”

Iyoni didn’t move, but her white nimbus sprang up around her, giving her an ethereal glow. She let it fade away as she took a sip of her drink.

“How can he bond a celestial?” Tereza asked of the air, like I wasn’t in the room. I didn’t object; she needed to figure this out for herself.

Kara answered. “Because Xan’s not a warlock, he’s aetherborn. Half Nephilim, half Cambion, wholly unique.”

“Nephilim is celestial,” Tereza said, the hint of a frown between her eyebrows. “What’s a Cambion?”

“Half demon,” Kara replied.

“Well I suppose that explains why he can bond you, but it sure as hell doesn’t explain why he can bond me.” Tereza set her drink down on the table near the arm of her sofa, untasted. “I’m no demon or celestial.”

“In theory, an aetherborn can bond anyone,” Iyoni murmured.

“The demon I can understand,” Tereza said, with a hint of prejudice. “But you? Why did you let him?”

I tensed as Iyoni’s lips twitched. “I didn’t,” she said. “It just happened.”

Crap.

Tereza’s penetrating stare swung to Kara. “And you? Did you volunteer?”

“No,” my demon admitted. “Although it was a life or d—”

“He’s bonded all three of us without consent.” Her gaze fell on me, her lip curling in distaste. “So what happens to our bonds when he dies?”

That was the wrong thing to say.

Kara and Iyoni both leaped to their feet, auras snapping into place around them, one black, one white. A curling whip of shadows manifested in Kara’s hand, and Iyoni’s celestial sword thrummed with energy. I hadn’t seen it since the warehouse, and took a moment to examine it again. The blade was double-edged and white, pure aether, with a hint of celestial runes running its length. Tereza had a much closer view: it was pointed right at her.

She raised her hands in placation. “Just asking. It’s been a tough day, okay?”

For a long moment the tableau held, neither Iyoni nor Kara relaxing their aggressive postures. I said nothing, letting them resolve it themselves.

Then Kara lowered her whip, looking to Iyoni. “Doesn’t the bond stop her hurting him?”

“I don’t know,” Iyoni replied. “Does it?” She let her sword fall to rest point down beside her leg, but didn’t take her eyes off Tereza.

“Well, can you hurt him?” Kara asked. “I can’t.”

“Never tried,” Iyoni replied, glancing at me. “Not sure I want to, either.”

“We should probably check,” Kara mused. “Otherwise, we don’t know if…” She jerked her chin toward Tereza, who hadn’t moved, her hands still raised in as non-threatening a posture as she could make. In that moment, I felt some empathy with her.

“Do you want me on my knees, head bowed?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “Or is it enough to offer my least-favorite arm?”

They all looked at me, but it was Tereza who spoke. “I don’t get it. If he can control you both, why is this even a thing?”

“Free will,” Kara muttered thoughtfully. She let her whip disappear and released her aura. “Ah, fuck. He hasn’t given it to her yet. Of course she can’t hurt him.”

“How do you know he didn’t say something in the hospital room?” Iyoni asked, sword rising again. Tereza had let her hands fall, but they quickly came up as she saw Iyoni’s expression. My celestial didn’t appear overly angry, she just had the look of someone who would stab first and maybe explain later.

“It’s a fair point,” Kara said. “But I think we need to know anyway.”

“Well, you can’t do it.” Iyoni sounded resigned. “Keep an eye on the hydro, and I’ll… apologize to Xan after this.”

That was all the warning I got.

She spun and lunged, the move too fast to really dodge, especially when I was sitting on a sofa. Her sword flashed toward me, aimed not for a killing blow, at least, but still set to skewer me through a shoulder. I pulled Kara’s shield to me on instinct, the room tinting heavily as her black demonic aura enveloped me. Was it even enough, against Iyoni’s stronger celestial magic? I knew she wouldn’t really kill me, but hurt me, in the interests of science?

Yet her sword stopped as if of its own accord, an inch short of me. Iyoni strained, wincing as she did so. My heart thudded hard in my chest, a handful of loud beats, then she slumped, her sword disappearing into nothing.

“We’re good,” she said, letting out an explosive breath. “We can’t hurt him.”

I let my shield fade away and pried my fingers free of the death grip I’d taken on the arm of the sofa, then took a sip of my gin and tonic.

“You’re all… insane.” Tereza gave her verdict. “He’s bonded you—us—against our will, you can’t stop him, yet you seem happy about it?” She looked from Kara to Iyoni, disbelief in her eyes. “He’s brainwashed you. How is that a good thing?”

“No brainwashing here,” Iyoni said like there was never a doubt. “I Judged him and found him worthy. That’s not an ability anyone can fool.”

Kara looked thoughtful, as she considered it. “I hated him at first, then got to know him and fell in love with him.” She gave me an adoring, playful glance. “It didn’t even take long, in the end.”

Iyoni pointed at Tereza. “Xan may have bonded you, but he did it while he saved your life.”

“And he’s amazing in bed.” Kara added, not to be undone.

I let my forehead fall into my palm. “Not. Helpful.”

“Wait. He’s fucking you too?” Tereza said, her lip curling in disgust. “Both of you, I’ll bet. That’s—”

“—One hundred percent consensual.” Kara interrupted. “Don’t you get it? He didn’t force me to love him; I did that all by myself.”

“You think you did,” Tereza argued, “but he’s bonded you. How do you know he didn’t just tell you to think that?”

“Because you don’t know him like we do.” Kara bit off every word.

“Drop it,” I said wearily. “This façade has gone on long enough. Whatever you say, she’s not going to be convinced.”

“You know what?” Kara said, flicking a glance my way before focusing back on Tereza. “I won’t drop it. And you know why? Because I don’t fucking want to, and I can do whatever I like.” She leaned forward, right in the hydro’s face. “You ever threaten Xan again, I’ll kill you myself, bond or no bond. I may not be able to hurt him, but I sure as hell can hurt you. You don’t want to believe us, then don’t.” She pointed across the room. “The door’s right there. Go see how it feels to live with the bond pulling at you every day. By the way, on that point? You wouldn’t even be bonded if he hadn’t had to save your ungrateful life. And he only did that in memory of your sister, not for you.”

She held her position, breathing hard, while Tereza pressed herself back into the sofa, giving her as much space as physically possible. The silence lay thick and heavy, until Iyoni let out a short laugh.

“Well, that pretty much answers the free will question. Xan tells you to drop it, and instead you scare the crap out of the newest member of his chorus.”

Kara straightened, still glaring at Tereza, then turned on her heel and strode off into our bedroom, slamming the door behind her.

“She’s not wrong, though,” Iyoni added lightly. “If you do try anything to hurt Xan, it won’t just be Kara you have to deal with.” Her sword reappeared in her hand so fast Tereza didn’t have a chance to move, the point of it less than an inch from her eye. “You might be good, Hydro, but I’m better.”

“Iyoni,” I said warningly, “that’s enough.”

“I’m just playing,” she said lightly, the sword disappearing as fast as it came. She left Tereza with a look that said she wasn’t playing at all, then walked off into the bedroom to join Kara, leaving me with the pale-faced Latina.

I drained my drink in a couple of quick swallows, and rose, heading for the bar. “It might be early, but I want a bourbon. You good with the sparkling water?”

“Bourbon’s fine,” Tereza said. “No ice.”

I filled two glasses while neither of us said anything, then brought them both back over. “I’m sorry,” I said, handing one to her. “I really mean that.”

“Yeah,” she said flatly, taking a deep swallow. She watched me as I sat back down again. “Tell me one thing.”

“What?”

“Kara said you bonded me because you saved my life.” She gestured toward the closed bedroom door with her glass. “You save theirs, too?”

“No. Both of them were accidents.” I gave a dry chuckle, though it wasn’t at all funny. “I bonded Kara when a werewolf was about to rip my throat out, and she stepped between us. Iyoni…” I took a gulp of the bourbon, letting the burn mingle with my memories. “I bonded her immediately after your sister gave her life for me. Inés bought me seconds, nothing more than that, and if I hadn’t bonded Iyoni, I’d have died too.” I met Tereza’s gaze across the coffee table, a dozen feet between us, and lifted my glass in salute. “To Inés.”

“To Inés,” Tereza echoed in a mutter, and we drained our glasses.

For several moments, we both lost ourselves in our memories. Then I stirred myself, getting up once more. “I should’ve brought the bottle over.”

“You planning to get drunk?”

“Giving it serious consideration.” I refilled my glass as I walked back, set the bottle on the coffee table between us, then slumped into the sofa.

“So you didn’t bond Kara or Iyoni on purpose?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Nor me?”

“No. Nor you.” I took a sip, intending for this one to last a little longer. “I know there’s no reason for you to believe me, but—”

“I do.”

“Oh? Why?” I asked, curious.

“Kara said she hated you at first. Having just had her in my face…” She waved her glass through the air for emphasis. “No one would be crazy enough to choose her on purpose.”

I chuckled. “I fell for her, the same way she fell for me. Maybe neither of us chose it, but we don’t regret it. Not anymore.”

“What did she mean, that you gave her free will?”

“Technically, the bond means you have to do whatever I say. I’m not knocking it, but that’s not my kink.” I met her gaze. “You don’t have to do anything I say unless you want to, okay?”

“No shit,” Tereza muttered. “Wasn’t about to.”

I wasn’t convinced that was true, but now it wasn’t an issue either way.

“I’m sorry about Kara and Iyoni,” I said. “They’re protective of me.”

“Because of the bond?”

I shrugged. “Partly, I suppose. I guess that’s why warlocks have them.”

“But you’re not a warlock.”

“Same principle.”

She nodded. “So if a man burst in here right now and tried to shoot you, I’d find myself diving in front of the bullet?”

“Not now that I’ve given you free will,” I said. “You get to choose.”

“Then I think I’ll stay right here.”

“Luckily, the door’s locked.”

Her lips twitched, her head tilting to one side as she assessed me. “You’re not like what I thought you’d be.”

“In a good way?”

She raised her glass. “Anyone who drinks bourbon straight can’t be all bad.”

I’d take it. “All this bond stuff aside, I do want to track down Theron Vale. Will you help me?”

“That’s my job, isn’t it?” She took a sip, regarding me over the rim of her glass. “Why do you care?”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know a lot about warlocks, only that they’ve always been powerful, and you’re an aetherborn. What can you do, level cities? Bond Theron Vale if you find him?”

“Absolutely not.” I cut that one off nice and early. Maybe I couldn’t control when and who I bonded, but I hoped my subconscious chose people for the right reasons. A mass-murdering pyro elemental would never make that list. “We’re bonded now, so I’m going to trust you.”

“I’m listening,” Tereza said warily.

“Silas Moreau was my father,” I began. Her brow furrowed. “He—”

“Fuck,” she spat, leaping to her feet as bourbon splashed onto the carpet. “I knew it!”

“What? How could you—”

“I knew you had an angle.” She paced angrily, voice raised. “You’re working with the prisoners he set free!”

“No, I’m trying to stop—”

The bedroom door opened, Kara and Iyoni rushing through. “Xan? Is everything all right?”

Tereza leveled a finger at me in accusation. “He’s Moreau’s son!” She paused, studying them both with narrowed eyes. “You already knew, didn’t you? Fuck! A demon and a celestial, figured it was too good to be true.” She whirled on me. “You’ve corrupted them!”

“Calm down, Puddle Jumper,” Kara said, crossing her arms over her chest.

“What did you call me?”

“You heard. Yes, we know he’s Moreau’s son, but you’re the one playing catch up. Xan didn’t help him, he’s not affiliated with him, and we’re the ones that killed Moreau. Xan is trying to clean up his messes. That’s why he asked for you in the first place.”

Tereza stilled, expression shifting from fury to stunned disbelief. “You killed him?”

“I was trying to tell you,” I said wearily. “My focus is ensuring that the prisoners my father released are put back where they belong.”

She stared at me for several breaths. “Oh,” she said at last. “That… also makes sense.”

“Great,” I said dryly. “Well, if we’re done here, maybe we get back out there and track Theron Vale down? Or we could just argue some more, and wait for him to set fire to another part of the city.”
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A police presence remained outside Kara’s building, sealing off the street, and two SPAR Humvees were parked behind the cordon, along with a boxy troop-carrying truck that announced the presence of the National Guard. More worryingly, there were still a handful of news crews using the backdrop for their updates, and I didn’t want to go anywhere near them.

We exited our taxi half a block back, continuing on foot. In the hope it would help disguise me a little, I pulled up the collar of my new leather jacket. It mirrored Iyoni’s in cut, though mine was black. She hadn’t even bothered to button hers, and beneath, her usual white T was cropped, showing both a hint of cleavage and a line of bare stomach above her white leather jeans. Damn sexy, but it was freezing out.

“Aren’t you cold?”

“Hmm? Oh no, I have a little celestial cantrip that keeps me warm.”

Good for her. I turned to Tereza. “How close do you need to get?”

She clicked her tongue, not looking hopeful. “There’s so much aether residue that isolating a single individual is going to be almost impossible. I’ll need to get as close as I can.”

“Fine,” I said with reluctance. “I suppose I’ll have to bear the news teams.”

“Why don’t you stay here?” Tereza asked lightly. “It won’t take long.”

That was thoughtful of her. “All right, thanks. Good luck.”

She tilted her head, looking at me with curiosity. “I didn’t expect you to agree to that. What makes you think I’d come back? Aren’t you at least worried I might tell the media where you’re hiding out? Or that you’re Moreau’s son?”

“If that’s what you want to do, I can’t stop you, can I?”

“You could order me not to.”

“Tereza…” I looked around for something suitable, and spied what I wanted in an alleyway. “See those dumpsters?”

“Yeah…”

“Go climb into one, then rub whatever you find inside through your hair.”

Kara laughed.

“Hell no!” Tereza took a step back, glaring at me. “I knew it. You’re sick. I’m never going to do what you tell me.”

“But it was an order,” I said, emphasizing the word. “Now do it.”

She crossed her arms, fire flashing in her chestnut eyes. “It doesn’t work on me, you manipulative son of a—!”

“Great. Now that we’ve established that once and for all, shall we stay here while you go and track down Theron Vale?”

Tereza’s mouth hung half open for a moment before she blinked twice and shut it. “That was a test.”

“No, it was a demonstration.”

“Well it didn’t work.”

“That was the point of the demonstration.”

She huffed at me, then turned on her heel and headed down the street toward where the police roadblock awaited.

Kara hooked her arm into mine, pressing close as we watched her walking away. “Fiery Latina puddle-jumper you’ve found. Poor girl’s quite confused.”

“I heard that,” Tereza called back. “Sound carries better when the air is moist.”

“I bet that’s not all that’s moist,” Kara continued in the same vein. “Nice ass, too.”

Despite the growing distance we all saw Tereza stiffen, half-stumbling as she missed a step.

“Be nice,” I muttered.

“I am being. She needs a firm prod to get on board.”

“Probably in that ass,” Iyoni added.

“Not you too,” I said while Kara laughed.

“Sorry-not-sorry,” Iyoni replied. “It’ll take me a while to forget her casual suggestion that we killed you.”

“Damn right,” Kara said through a clenched jaw, then aimed her next comment down the street. “And I hope you heard that, too.”

Tereza had reached the roadblock, and we watched as she flashed her SPAR badge and walked through, disappearing among the mingling personnel within.

“She’s not going to find anything,” I said. “Not that clearly identifies Theron Vale, anyway.”

“Yeah.” Iyoni stared after Tereza. “How many mages cast spells this morning?”

“Twenty, maybe.”

“Did you guys catch what they said at the end?”

“‘That’s it, pull back’?” Kara asked. “Yeah, I caught that.” Her jaw tightened. “Right after Xan marbled his shield.”

“I wondered about that,” I agreed. “But it makes no sense to sacrifice, what, six mages? Just to out me as an aetherborn?”

“Ten, I think,” Iyoni said. “REACT took some down.”

I couldn’t wrap my head around it. “Who wastes lives like that? Especially when all they needed to do was put an anonymous call into one of the news outlets.”

“Who would’ve believed them?” Kara asked. “But maybe their intent was to kill you, and they only retreated because they’d lost too many.”

“That doesn’t really fit with, ‘that’s it, pull back,’” I mused, rubbing my beard.

Iyoni scuffed her boot against the sidewalk. “It wasn’t my point anyway.”

“Oh?”

“Well, if the winning theory is that they wanted to out you as an aetherborn, then it means they had to already know.”

“Moreau’s sons,” Kara ground out.

“Exactly.”

“Could still be other reasons,” I said, not really believing it. “Maybe they were just probing for strength, or reaching a threshold of chaos to make a statement.”

“Sure, that’s possible.” Iyoni let it hang to show she didn’t really think so, then smiled playfully and winked at me. “I bet you a morning blowjob that Tereza comes back with a whole bunch of traces that all lead to Moreau Corp.”

Kara perked up. “How does that work? If you win, you get to give him a blowjob? What if you lose? Does he get to claim it?”

“That’s the beauty of it,” Iyoni said serenely, like she was admiring a splendid sunrise.

“Nice.” Kara drew out the word, giving her a nod of respect.

I chose to ignore that wager. “What bothers me is how Anton Reznik and Isla Merrow are being so quiet. Why have we only seen signs of Theron Vale?”

“Maybe they’ve skipped town,” Kara suggested, but none of us believed that. We let the possibilities prey on our minds before Kara spoke again. “Why did your father want them out anyway?”

“Reznik was the mind-control supe that ran that cult a decade ago. Do you remember?”

“That would play well into Moreau’s media control, I suppose. What about Merrow?”

I shrugged. “Don’t know.”

“A silicon kinetic. It’s a very rare ability.” Iyoni filled us in. “Elementals use aether to create effects while kinetics are constrained by what’s already there, right? But silicon is widely used in glass and construction materials. She collapsed a subway tunnel in New York. Her former lover was driving the train she derailed.”

Kara frowned. “That’s it? Doesn’t sound like enough to get a private suite in SPAR’s maximum-security resort.”

“Not by itself,” Iyoni replied. “If you ask me, she was in there because she’s just too powerful to put anywhere else, and borderline insane.”

“With a power like that, how did SPAR even contain her?”

“Suppression collars.” Iyoni spoke as she looked down the street for signs of Tereza. “It’s the only way to manage powerful supes with a variety of abilities in the same area. Practical, if unpleasant.”

“Good to know,” I said dryly. “So Moreau let out an assassin, a cult leader, a pyro elemental mass-murderer, and someone capable of leveling a city if you spurn her.”

“And save for you taking out Marietta Kye, we don’t know where any of them are.”

Kara crossed her arms, thoughtful. “How did your dad expect to control them?”

I winced. “Sounds so much worse when you call him that.”

“Shit, sorry, Master.” She never called her own father ‘Dad’, and understood only too well.

I waved it off. “It’s another good question, though. Maybe just the offer of wealth, who knows? Throw enough money at it and he could get whatever he wanted.”

Iyoni shook her head. “No, I don’t buy that. If wealth was the only motivation, Vale wouldn’t still be active. With Moreau’s death, no paymaster, right?” She gestured toward the burned-out apartment block. “This smacks of idealism or revenge.”

“Neither of which he’ll let go of easily,” I finished for her.

“Exactly.”

“Puddle Jumper’s coming back,” Kara said, drawing our attention to the hydro as she passed the SPAR barrier and made her way toward us.

Iyoni smugly addressed the air. “I’m about to win my bet.”

It seemed Iyoni was keen to move our relationship on now that we’d cleared the air, and I wasn’t about to stop her.

“A puddle jumper is a kinetic hydro,” Tereza said as she walked up. “I’m an elemental.”

“Yeah, I know.” Kara looked decidedly unbothered.

“It’s not even the right insult.”

“That’s why it’s funny.”

Tereza glared at her.

“Girls,” I murmured, with a pointed look at Kara. She gave me an innocent smile back. I spoke to Tereza. “So what did you find?”

She took a breath to steady her irritation, cast Kara a final look, then answered me. “No way of pulling out a single thread from that mess. But I did pick up a dozen signatures that fled away from the scene.”

“Can you track them?” I asked.

“Not now,” she replied bluntly. “The residue fades with time. But I’ll know them again when I see them.”

“Crap,” I muttered, then pulled out my phone, googling the number I needed. “Plan B, then.”

“We have a plan B?” Kara asked, as I lifted the phone to my ear.

“Moreau Corporation.” The lady on the other end sounded chipper and welcoming.

“Varek Moreau, please,” I requested as Kara’s eyes widened, Iyoni looked thoughtful, and Tereza frowned.

“Is he expecting your call, sir?”

“Uh… no.”

“Then I’m afraid I can’t put you through. Would you like to leave a message?”

“Tell him Xan Sullivan called.”

“Yes, sir. I have your number on my system; is that the best one for Mr. Moreau to reach you?”

“Yes. Thanks.” I killed the call and met their inquisitive gazes. “First, we need information, and SPAR doesn’t have any. It’s time to try a different route. Second, if those attacks were instigated by Moreau, I want answers. And third…” I paused, locking the emotion down where it belonged. “Third, I want to know what information Moreau had on my mother.”

Kara folded her arms. “You said you weren’t going to join them.”

“I know I did, but they won’t help me without some commitments.” I grimaced. “I may have to pretend some interest.”

“Naturally you want to find your mother, and you know I’ll support you. We all will.” Kara ignored Tereza’s noise of protest, and plowed on. “But isn’t this a bit like walking into the lion’s den?”

“Maybe, but Varek told us many of my half-brothers wanted to throw their name behind me, right?”

“Don’t tell me you trust them,” Kara said bluntly.

“Certainly not. But we have an ace in the hole they don’t know about.” I winked at her as my phone began to ring. “Hello?”

“How nice to hear from you, Brother.” Varek’s cultured but oily tones came down the line, still sounding more like an undertaker than a prominent demon mob boss. On reflection, maybe the two weren’t that far apart. As he continued, I switched the call to speaker so the girls could hear. “I’m so sorry your call wasn’t put through. We’ve taken on board the training issue.”

“Right…” That suggested their receptionist wasn’t having a good day. “I’m after some answers, Varek, and you seemed well positioned to give me them.”

“The attack this morning? Yes, I saw it on the news. It wasn’t my faction, just to get that out there early. But it was some of our brothers.”

Iyoni fist-pumped, looking pleased, but the confirmation didn’t come as a surprise.

“They’re not subtle, are they? Attacking me in broad daylight before cameras.”

“I did warn you, Xan. If you were to join us, we could offer protection, and—”

“I can protect myself, as they found out. Was it worth it for them to lose so many? Fratricide is so needlessly biblical, isn’t it?”

Varek chuckled down the line. “I don’t think anyone cares when there are so many of us.”

“Still expensive when they achieved nothing.”

“Did they?” Varek asked, like he already knew the answer. “Your secret is out now, and that puts blood in the water.”

“And you sound so happy about it.”

“Oh, I am. It encouraged you to make this call, didn’t it?”

I paused long enough to let him think he’d rattled me, then pushed for what I wanted. “You have resources and information I don’t have access to. It would be a show of trust if you made some of that available.”

“Of course, Brother, of course.” He acquiesced too quickly to mean it had any value. “What would you like?”

“News on Theron Vale’s whereabouts. Access to Moreau’s—Silas Moreau’s—archives.”

He chuckled quietly. “You don’t expect me to give out our crown jewels without something in exchange, do you?”

And there it was.

“What happened to the ‘we’re all behind you, and we want you to take over’?”

“Still very much the offer, but you rejected it out of hand. You haven’t even come to meet us.”

“Why would I? You just tried to kill me.”

“Like I said, it wasn’t us.” A thoughtful sound came down the line. “All right. As a show of good faith, I’ll pull together what we have on Vale. Meanwhile, so sorry to hear your apartment building was burned down. Our father had a house earmarked for you when you inevitably joined us. Did he ever tell you?”

He had. I still wasn’t interested. “Send me the information you have on Vale, and I’ll have a think about it.”

“I’d prefer to give it to you in person.”

“I’m sure you would, but no thanks.”

“For trust to form, it needs to go two ways, Brother. Come to our HQ tomorrow evening; we should have something by then. You have my word you’ll be quite safe.”

“You’ll forgive me if I need an assurance a little firmer than that. Instead, we’ll meet at a place of my choosing. Bring those that are loyal.”

“All of them?” he asked in surprise. “Do you have space for forty people?”

I hesitated. He had said there were that many willing to commit, but did I want such numbers in range of me? “A dozen of the most prominent.” That would have to do. “How well can you control them? How much do you trust them?” And how much did I trust him.

“We can trust them, Brother.”

I only had his word for it. “Fine. I’ll let you have the details late tomorrow.”

I ended the call before he could say anything further, his oily voice beginning to grate.

“What’s our ace in the hole?” Kara asked, as soon as I lowered my phone.

“Your parents,” I answered bluntly. “In the short term, we can lean on them to match strength. But I also want to ask Virelle if she would do the oath thing again.”

Kara’s expression clouded at first, but then cleared in understanding. “You want to bind Varek’s loyalty?”

“It would fix the trust issues.”

“Is there anyone you meet you don’t bond?” Tereza muttered.

“That offer of a house is half-tempting,” I said as I tucked my phone away. “But it’s probably wired with hidden cameras, bombs, or has rattlesnakes in the basement.”

“Kamikaze bomb-wearing rattlesnakes with cameras strapped to their heads.” Iyoni wore a dreamy look as she imagined it.

I did a double take then just went with it. “Kara, can you reach out to Dacien and Virelle for tomorrow night? And I bet Marlow’s hounding me for answers.” I’d been ignoring the texts on my phone, but a check showed there were a lot of them.

Kara pulled her own phone out and began tapping at her keyboard as Tereza cleared her throat.

“Do I need to know who those two people are?”

“My parents,” Kara replied.

“Oh. More demons.”

Kara paused mid-typing. “Do you have a problem with demons?”

“I say this with the greatest respect for present company,” Tereza said cautiously, “but do you know anyone who doesn’t?” She waved a hand in my direction. “There’s a reason warlocks were feared and hated too.”

“Wait, hated?” Feared, I could understand.

“They’re not feared and hated!” Kara snapped.

“We must’ve had different history books.” Tereza held her hands up. “But when you get someone who not only binds people to their will but focuses exclusively on demonic magic, then…” She trailed off with a shrug like the concept was self-explanatory.

“That’s why I’m such a breath of fresh air,” Iyoni said, tossing her platinum blond locks with an exaggerated move.

“I’m about done in,” I said with a yawn. “After watching you all bleed this morning, I think we deserve the rest of the day off. I’ll call Marlow, then we can head back to the hotel.”

“What are you going to tell her about me?” Tereza asked.

“Nothing,” I replied. “Firth already assigned you, so there’s no need.”

Tereza looked uncomfortable. “What’s the range of this bond? How far can I go before it yanks me back?”

“Depends how long,” Kara said. “I’m guessing it felt fine walking down the street, right?”

“Yes.”

“But if you stayed there an hour, you’d be twitching. Three, and it would be a lot worse.”

“Shit. So I can’t even sleep at my own apartment?”

“Stay with us. There’s plenty of room.”

Tereza eyed her coldly. “No, thank you.”

“Suit yourself. Why don’t you head off home now, then? And we’ll see you back for dinner when you crumble and can’t take it anymore.”

Tereza scowled, then walked off muttering.

“She won’t make it until dinner.” Iyoni gave her opinion. “You’re right about her ass, though.”

Tereza turned on the sidewalk. “I can still fucking hear you!”

“Yeah, we know.”


Nine

Virelle and Dacien insisted we drop by that evening to discuss things in person, so once again I found myself sitting in a department store while Kara and Iyoni bought cocktail dresses.

I spent much of the first hour on the phone with Marlow, then Kline, while people kept walking past and staring at me. Some of them more than once.

At times, it made focusing on the call difficult. Yes, I did know I was an aetherborn. No, I hadn’t seen the need to tell them. For obvious reasons. Yes, I was still loyal to SPAR (or loyal to hunting down Moreau’s escapees, anyway). No, I didn’t realize how much trouble I’d caused, and nor did I care. Sorry, yes, I did have to go because the conversation was fucking boring and besides, the music in the department had switched to a song I liked.

No sooner had I ended the call than a woman who had been watching me for some time approached. She was pretty, early twenties, and clearly nervous.

“Um… you’re Xan Sullivan.”

“At your service.”

This turned out to be the wrong reply, because she flushed bright red and almost dropped her phone. “Could… could you… could I…” She gave up trying to speak and raised her phone with a plaintive look.

“You want a picture?” I offered as politely as I could, trying really damn hard to keep my resignation from my tone.

“Oh yes!” she said, and looked prettier still when she smiled. “If it’s not too much trouble?”

“Sure.” I stood up and posed while she snapped a dozen selfies.

“Thank you so much,” she gushed.

“You’re welcome.”

“You’re even more attractive in real life.” She blushed hard, looked down, looked up and gave me doe eyes. “I’m going to hate myself forever if I don’t ask you this, so… can I have your number?” she said in a rush. “Or would you like mine? You could call any time.” She bit at her lip. “Or visit?”

“That’s a very kind offer,” I said with as much grave sincerity as I could muster. “However, I’m not sure my demon would appreciate it.”

Which was a blatant lie. Kara would probably come and watch, maybe even join in.

“Oh. Yes, of course.” She seemed half disappointed, half relieved. “Thank you so much for the pictures.”

“My pleasure.”

I let her leave and deliberately turned my attention elsewhere, so as not to encourage her further. It felt like the kindest thing to do, especially when she paused twenty feet away and gave quite a loud scream of released tension, before hurrying off.

I gave a brief chuckle and sat back down again, checking my phone. The afternoon was growing late but there’d be no word from Tereza. She didn’t know where we were, though she had Iyoni’s number. I personally thought we wouldn’t see her before dinner; she was too stubborn. Besides, both Kara and Iyoni had managed hours away from me, even if neither had enjoyed the experience.

Kara had been livid when I walked off in the early days of our bond, so maybe I was wrong and Tereza wouldn’t let her pride keep her away. Iyoni had fared best. She spent two days at the celestial compound, though admittedly she was trembling when we saw her at the airport. Quite disconcerting, in view of how composed she was the rest of the time. Maybe it was a lot worse than I thought.

I was glad I didn’t have that side effect of the bond. Lucky me; not fair on them. I’d have to ensure the media didn’t find out; it would get twisted into some white male supremacy thing and even risk the girls coming under fire. I could just imagine the questions. Why do you put up with it? Don’t you stand for feminism? Aren’t you able to resist? Iyoni might laugh it off, but Kara would break heads.

On the subject of the media, my news feed only covered one topic, the riots and even Vale’s arson already pushed aside. The footage of me marbling up in public had been shown so much it was now giving way to wider discourse about ‘what it all meant’. And either some enterprising journalist had dug the name out of history, or more likely, a Moreau brother had leaked it, for ‘aetherborn’ began to come up.

With the sound down and subtitles on to not draw attention, I watched an ‘expert panel’ debating what my existence meant for the evolution of supes in particular and humanity in general. So when the girls stepped out of the changing room and declared they were finally done, it was a relief for more than one reason.

They both carried garment bags in one hand and shoe boxes in the other—because obviously it wasn’t possible to buy a dress matching existing footwear. I picked up my own garment bag, containing the new dark navy suit Kara wanted me to wear, which I’d bought an hour before.

“All sorted?”

No, they weren’t. Neither of them had the makeup they needed, so I wearily took another seat not far from the beauty counter and flicked open my phone again.

In the end, we didn’t get back to the hotel until almost six o’clock. I showered and changed into my suit, sitting down with a bourbon while the girls got ready in the bedroom. I had thought Kara said we were due at her parents for seven, but that came and went with no sign of them, so I must’ve misheard.

Then the bedroom door opened, and they both came out.

Kara’s dress was black; sleek, minimal, and calculated, hugging her in clean lines, a narrow band of white piping tracing the neckline and hem in deliberate contrast. Her dark hair was swept up to show her throat, a few loose strands softening the severity. Warm bronze makeup highlighted her cheekbones, and deep red lips concluded an effect that was classic, dangerous, and wholly her.

By design, Iyoni mirrored her in reverse. Her dress was the same cut in white, with black edging that emphasized her collarbones and slim waist. Her makeup followed the theme with a silver shimmer at the eyes, a pale gloss on her lips, and a touch of blush emphasizing her strikingly beautiful features.

Standing side by side, they looked less like opposites than inverses, two halves of the same dangerous symmetry.

“Wow.” Staring at them, that was about the limit of my vocabulary, but it seemed to work, for they both broke out in smiles.

“Do you like?” Kara asked, giving me a twirl. Her cocktail dress was backless, her beautiful smooth skin on display.

“Phenomenal.” Vocab had improved. I stood up to give Kara a kiss, only to be held off at arm’s length with the protest of protecting her makeup.

“You can smudge it later,” she promised me.

“You can smudge mine now,” Iyoni said, boldly stepping into me and hooking her arms around my neck. She lifted her chin and drew my head down, and I tasted her for the first time as she pressed her slim body against me. She kissed the same way she did everything else, with control and a hint of distinctive playfulness, her tongue there one moment and hiding the next, encouraging me to go hunting.

I let my hands rest on her slim hips, her body feeling almost delicate beneath my touch, even though I knew she wasn’t. Her fingers pushed into my hair, a contented little mewl escaping her as she sucked on my tongue for a moment before breaking the kiss, stepping back with a smile, fingertips brushing lightly against her mouth.

“Satisfied?” Kara asked.

“It’s a promising start,” Iyoni replied, eyes glinting mischievously.

Well, I wasn’t having that.

My arm snaked around her waist, discovering her dress was backless like Kara’s, her smooth skin warm beneath my palm as I pulled her against me. Then I slid both hands up to cup her face, her lips parting as she drew in a sharp breath at my touch, eyes closing in anticipation. But now I was controlling the tempo. My fingers lightly caressed the sides of her neck, my hands firm enough that she knew herself held, and I took my time, brushing my lips over hers. They parted, the tip of her tongue coming out to play, but we’d moved past games. I teased her lips with my tongue, letting our kiss deepen. This time, when I tasted her, I didn’t let her hide away but used the kiss to call her out, to strip away all that playful coy flirtation, to let her know I wanted her as much as she wanted me.

She moaned into my mouth, her body pressed so tight against me that we couldn’t get any closer. Not with clothes on. Hell, if we didn’t have a dinner appointment, we wouldn’t be going out at all but straight back into the bedroom. Only then did I break the kiss, drawing back to watch as her eyes fluttered open.

“Satisfied?” I asked softly, echoing Kara’s question.

Iyoni took a moment to compose herself, then gazed up at me, apparently not trusting her voice.

“That’s a yes, Master,” Kara supplied. “Damn, that was hot.” She fanned herself.

“We should probably go,” I said reluctantly, knowing it was true but not wanting to release Iyoni just yet. “We’re going to be late.”

“We already are,” Kara said. “But the car’s here.”

Iyoni blinked twice then gently pulled back, chewing at her slightly swollen and well-kissed lips with her small white teeth. “I… need a moment.”

Kara gave her a knowing look. “There’s time for you to touch up your makeup, but not time to do what you’re thinking about.”

Iyoni’s pale complexion did her no favors when she blushed, and it occurred to me I’d never seen her blush before. All those comments she’d made back in Kara’s apartment without a trace of self-consciousness, but one decent kiss and she’d come undone. It was promising.

She ran her hands over my chest, ostensibly to straighten my jacket and the white shirt beneath, her palms lingering more than was strictly necessary, then gave me another fleeting glance, and turned for the bedroom. The smooth skin of her naked back held my eyes as she walked away, and the lines of her tight dress weren’t interrupted with underwear.

Kara watched me with a knowing smile.

I considered myself very fortunate. “The two of you are beautiful.”

“We are, aren’t we?” she said, taking her due, and stepped forward to finish adjusting my clothing in the places Iyoni had apparently missed. “It should be an interesting evening, but we don’t need to stay longer than we must.”

“At least we have the oath in place.” I took some comfort from that; Kara’s parents couldn’t blackmail me any longer.

“Oh, I don’t think Virelle and Dacien will behave themselves.” She looked up at me. “Are you sure you want to ask my mother for a favor? She’s sure to extract something in return.”

“Yes, I know,” I admitted. “But I can’t see another way of finding Vale, beyond waiting for him to start another fire.”

“He might’ve left the city. That might’ve been a one-off.”

“You think so?”

“Not for a second.”

“Me neither.”

We shared a moment of grim understanding. Theron Vale had tried to kill us, and would try again.

“What about him finding us?” Kara asked. “He found my apartment.”

“That presumes he’s looking,” I said. “Even if he is, this hotel isn’t connected to us, and it’s only been two days.” I tried to lighten the mood. “Plus, we’re fire resistant.”

“Resistant, yes,” Kara said seriously, “but not immune. Don’t underestimate the temperatures a pyro elemental can reach, and Vale is powerful.”

“Well, at least we have a hydro.”

“Which would be useful if she didn’t hate you so much.”

So much for a lighter mood; that had failed spectacularly.

I was saved by Iyoni’s reappearance, composed and serene once more, makeup perfect but lips still slightly swollen. She smiled at me with a hint of tenderness, and together we headed for the door.

“Dinner time and no Tereza,” I said as we left. “No wager on this occasion?”

“No, there is one,” Kara replied with nonchalance and no intention of elaborating.

Deliberately mysterious, but I wasn’t going to ask. This was something the girls could manage between them. Their gentle ribbing of my latest bonded stemmed in part from her opening suggestion of killing me, which neither Kara nor Iyoni had been quick to forget, and in part because they’d been through it themselves.

Besides, Tereza was no wallflower. She’d deal with it, and if she didn’t or couldn’t, either the teasing would stop, or I’d step in.

Kara had hired an SUV for the evening, choosing something with enough seats that we could all have been comfortable if Tereza had come too. Kara’s Aston Martin had been at her apartment, so that was gone. She’d never mentioned it. I recalled she had a Porsche, too, which she’d left at Bay Uni—though I suppose someone would’ve collected it by now. Must be difficult keeping track of all those expensive cars.

We drove out into the hills above New Providence to Kara’s parents’ house, the gothic mansion of demonic gloom. Iyoni clashed the moment she climbed out of the car, bringing a radiance that the building hadn’t seen since the first stone was laid. I offered them both an arm, walking up the steps with a lot more confidence than the last time we’d been here.

Harrington opened the door for us, the butler giving me a brief look of recognition but even his carefully disciplined demeanor couldn’t hide his curiosity at seeing Iyoni.

“Good evening, Miss Halden and party. Your parents are waiting in the dining room.”

That was a pointed reminder of how late we were.

I barely resisted the urge to clap Harrington on the shoulder and give him a hearty ‘thanks, old boy’ in a faux British accent, and instead we trooped dutifully through the enormous foyer, decadent in black marble yet slightly oppressive, an ideal fit for the Val’Sheran family to which the Haldens belonged. It was a clan, I supposed, though rarely mentioned—or if it was, I wasn’t privy to its inner workings. Only that this was the upper echelons of the demonic elite that unofficially controlled much of the supe presence in New Providence, half through careful political donations and half through underworld coercion. Kara’s parents weren’t very nice people.

“There you are!” Virelle rose from her seat as we entered, predatory in a cocktail dress that was barely there, embracing Kara while ignoring her daughter’s stiff poise. She was the reason for Kara’s perfect bronze skin, but where Kara’s hair was dark, Virelle’s was a platinum blond the same shade as Iyoni’s. For a discordant moment, it occurred to me that my bonded’s mother was actually a little like combining Kara and Iyoni, at least in appearance. It was a thought I quickly pulled back from, and decided then and there never to think it again.

Dacien was a big man with classically strong features and long wavy dark hair, probably regarded as handsome by the ladies, but all I saw was the man who’d blackmailed me since the day I met him. Even if we now had a magically-binding oath in place of mutual protection, I would never trust nor like him. He came around the table and offered me his hand, and we shook with guarded expressions.

The situation had changed in more ways than one; not only could we not hurt each other, but with both Iyoni and Kara here, the outcome would not be as one-sided as it had before. It was interesting to consider that my power levels were now on par with a demon who was over a hundred years old.

He had fought Moreau that night and lost; Kara and I had killed my father. A point that no doubt was on Dacien’s mind, too. I wasn’t a warlock in isolation any longer; I was an aetherborn, with both my bonded present.

“Welcome to our house,” Virelle greeted Iyoni cordially, which was almost funny. The first time they’d met, Iyoni’s very presence had almost brought us all to blows.

“A pleasure to be here,” my celestial replied, expression giving away nothing, as usual.

Even Virelle paused, regarding her for a moment longer before showing us to our seats.

“You don’t mind if we eat first, do you?” she asked, the staff entering with plates of food and without any obvious signal. “Only the lobster turns so rubbery if not served promptly.”

First-world problems. “We wouldn’t want the chef sobbing in the kitchen.”

That remark resulted in a rather cold start to the meal, with Dacien sneering at me whenever he took a sip of wine, Virelle ignoring me and addressing only Kara, who glanced at me with little pleas for help from time to time. Iyoni retreated to her own world, tucking in while her eyes lost focus, as if paying no attention. But I’d wager anything she heard every word.

Yet soon enough the meal was finished, and we sat back in our chairs with drinks in hand while the dessert plates were whisked away.

Virelle got us started. “You’ve been on the news of late, Xan. I thought your intention was to keep your aetherborn identity a secret.”

This was the Valkyrie Demon who had killed six of her own guards to hide my true nature, but if that was on her mind as she made her comment, there was no sign of it.

“Well, we decided surviving that ambush was a higher priority.”

“And who wants you dead so badly, hmm? Vale?”

“I think he’s on the list, yes. But the attack was my half-brothers.”

Virelle nodded in understanding. “Is that your favor? To kill them all? We could do it, but it would be expensive.”

“For Moreau’s spawn, we might offer a bulk discount,” Dacien drawled, then took a sip of his brandy. Still bitter about his defeat, then.

“Thank you, but I had something else in mind.” I leaned forward. “A faction of my brothers are claiming they want to offer me their loyalty. This could be useful in a number of ways, if I could trust them.”

Virelle sniffed. “You can’t.”

“True. But I could if you bound them with an oath of some type, one that magically reinforced that which they’re apparently willing to make themselves.”

She tapped her lips as she considered it, then a playful smile curved their corners. “Deliciously ironic, and you’re right: that would be useful. Access to a swathe of Moreau’s empire? We could do a lot with that.”

“Xan could do a lot with that,” Kara said pointedly. “He’s not offering to turn control over to you, Mother.”

“Alas, such an easy arrangement spoiled. What payment did you have in mind instead?”

“What do you want?” I asked guardedly.

Virelle leaned back in her chair, one hand casually resting on her chest, above the cut of her plunging neckline. “I’ve been doing some research,” she began, looking at me like a slab of meat in a butcher shop window. “Warlocks gain power when they bond their vassals, as you know. Their power also increases when they… join with their vassals, as no doubt you’ve discovered with my daughter.”

I cleared my throat awkwardly and took a sip of wine.

“Mother,” Kara said warningly.

“I think I told you once that my dear husband allows me to play with whomever I want, and—”

Kara sat bolt upright in her chair. “Mother!”

“Oh hush, child,” Virelle said sharply. “Don’t ‘mother’ me all the time. It’s so tedious.” She focused back on me. “Not only does the warlock gain power from such a union, but the vassal does too, as again you have no doubt noticed.”

“Are you suggesting I bond you?” I asked, then raised an eyebrow at Dacien in pure morbid curiosity. “Are you that open-minded?”

“No,” he said, the single word a growl.

It was moments like this that I was grateful for our mutual pact of non-aggression, for with the look he was currently giving me, things would’ve fast become violent without it.

“I’ve discovered a bond isn’t necessary.” Virelle pulled my attention back to her. “So long as it’s a supe, and a certain ritual is performed, there can still be a mutual gain of power.”

I wish I’d known about that ritual when I’d spent a decade sleeping my way through an enthusiastic flock of willing students. But then I hadn’t known I was a warlock either, so I’d missed out there.

“It’s a tempting offer,” I said dryly, “but I think we need to look to a plan C.”

Dacien leaned forward, like he’d been waiting for me to reject his wife. “Full management of all funds in and out of the faction you’ll control,” he said, ever the banker. “Halden Corporation to have exclusive rights, for the duration of your life.”

“Absolutely not, Father.” Kara’s tone was laced with cutting scorn, and I leaned back and let her do her thing. “If Xan agrees, you can have access for ten years, with renewal based on performance, and full transparency of where funds are used.”

“Full transparency isn’t practical, daughter dear.” Dacien waved a hand airily. “Money can end up in such far-flung places.”

“Full transparency is practical, when you use legitimate businesses.”

His lip curled. “Why would you want that? You’ll cripple your gains.”

“That’s the offer on the table,” I said. “I’m sure someone with your connections could make a lot of money with a ten-year exclusive arrangement, even if you do have to pay taxes on it.”

Dacien said nothing, which at least wasn’t a refusal, and Virelle spoke again.

“It seems my husband has made a gain, but I’m still unsatisfied, and I’ll be the one performing the oath.”

Kara made a noise of distaste. “At least make a suggestion that doesn’t involve sleeping with my bonded.”

“Dinner, then,” Virelle said.

“We’ll come around Christmas.”

“I am sure you will,” Virelle replied. “No, I meant Xan and me. Just the two of us.”

Kara shook her head. “No.”

“Oh come now, dear. Do you not trust him?”

“It’s you I don’t trust.”

“So hurtful,” Virelle said, more demonstrative than genuine, “but it’s not your call, is it?” She arched a perfectly formed eyebrow at me. “Do you agree to my terms? It’s the best deal you’ll get.”

“Fine,” I said, as Kara tensed. “A dinner, just the two of us, at a time of my choosing.”

“Within the next month.”

I nodded my agreement. “Done.”

“Excellent,” Virelle declared. “Then we have an accord. Now, onto more important things.” She fixed her daughter with a penetrating stare. “When are you two getting married?”


Ten

For some reason, Virelle and Dacien assumed we’d stay the night, but we left as soon as we’d assured Virelle we would be getting married, even if we hadn’t yet set a date.

“Dinner with my mother,” Kara muttered as she drove, taking out her post-visit tension with her right foot. I surreptitiously gripped the side of my seat and readied myself to shield at short notice. “What the hell would she want a private dinner for? Why can’t she leave you alone, and stop interfering like a…”

I let her words wash over me, focused on the more pressing worries on my mind. The pending meeting with Varek. Whether Moreau’s archives would give any clues to my mother. How long until Theron Vale made his presence felt with flames. What Reznik and Merrow might be planning.

It was quite a lot. I could use a holiday.

Today was Friday, marking exactly five weeks since Halloween. What a busy time it had been. Awakened powers I didn’t know I had, bonded a celestial and a demon, became world-famous. Or notorious, depending on the point of view.

And crap, I still hadn’t replied to Emma. I pulled my phone out, reminding myself of her latest message. Would it be best to ignore her and just let whatever this was die? It wasn’t anything; that was the point. Paul hadn’t made any efforts to get in touch—but given how shallow he was, that didn’t really surprise or bother me.

Emma was a different story. She’d been a friend, my last thread to a life that no longer existed. But Kara was right; there were hints of infatuation and that wasn’t healthy. Was it leading her on to maintain contact, even through the sole medium of angsty texts? An indulgence because I didn’t want to admit my life prior to Halloween no longer mattered?

I sighed, and typed a response.

I told you my life wasn’t safe. If recent events prove anything, it’s that you don’t want to be near me. I’m not trying to be insulting, but how long do you think a norm would last when the next incident happens? It’s better you focus on your life, and forget me.

It was a bit melodramatic, but it would have to do. I hit send and slipped my phone away, but it vibrated almost straight away.

How can I forget you when you’re on the TV every damn day? Also, what makes you think I’m a norm?

I blinked. I knew she was a norm; my power could sense supes, and she wasn’t one.

What do you mean?

The three dots appeared to show she was typing.

Which bit wasn’t clear? I’m not a norm, and I have to see you every day. Do you know how much that hurts?

Crap. Twice.

“What’s the matter?” Kara asked. I hadn’t even noticed she’d stopped monologuing, but she’d sensed something was amiss.

“Emma says she’s not a norm.”

“What is she then?”

“No idea.” I typed a response. Out of curiosity, what are you?

My family are weres. I was a late bloomer.

“Huh.” I stared at the message. Would I have picked up were aether before she first transformed? Evidently not. And ‘was’ implied she now had. “She’s a were.”

What was the best response to that? Well done, and would you like a lint roller for Christmas?

I settled for a cautious, congratulations.

“Isn’t she nineteen?” Kara reminded me, not that I’d forgotten. “That’s damn late to be coming out.”

“Not if she’s an alpha,” Iyoni piped up from the back. “Quite common for the stronger weres.”

Emma’s response came through. Thanks. See you on TV.

I huffed a sigh and shook my head, sliding my phone back into my pocket. This was why I didn’t have relationships with nineteen-year-olds. What were we going to talk about? K-pop?

Emma was a distraction I couldn’t afford.

Kara pulled into the hotel’s parking garage and we took the elevator up to the tenth floor.

“I’m exhausted,” she said. “A dinner with my parents is harder than fighting off a dozen—”

She stopped abruptly, mid-speech and mid-movement, and I almost bumped into her. There, on the floor outside our room, sat Tereza, a holdall beside her. Knees pressed to her chest, arms hugging them, face tear-stained but angry.

“Where the fuck have you lot been? I’ve been texting you all damn night.”

Kara turned to Iyoni, eyes narrowed in suspicion. But my celestial didn’t look overly concerned.

“Sorry,” she said, not sounding it. “This dress has no pockets.”

“That’s cheating,” Kara muttered.

I used the keycard to open our door. “Come in, Tereza. Let’s get you sorted out.”

“I don’t need sorting out.” She pushed herself up and grabbed her bag, angrily striding past me. She flung her holdall down beside one of the sofas and spun to face me, hands on her hips. “What I need is for you to figure out how to undo this damn bond.” Iyoni and Kara walked past, both tiptoeing toward the bedroom, but Tereza’s hand came up, finger pointed in accusation. “And I need you to answer your damn phone.”

“The bond is permanent,” Iyoni replied. “We told you that.”

Tereza scowled, eyes filling with tears. “It can’t be! It just can’t be!”

“It is,” Kara added, the words far gentler than the tone she normally used for Tereza. “And I’m sorry you don’t like it. But isn’t it better than being dead?”

“I’m a prisoner,” Tereza retorted, her finger now pointed at me. “His prisoner!”

“It’s one way of looking at it,” I said, shoving my hands into my pockets and bracing for the brunt of her anger. “For what it’s worth, I’ll remind you I didn’t choose this. I’m sorry it came out this way. All I was trying to do is save your life.”

She swallowed hard, then abruptly dashed the tears away and walked to the window, looking out over the city, expression haunted in her reflection. I said nothing more, giving her time.

“I went back to SPAR this evening,” she said after a while. “Used my access to go into Records and Archives, and pulled what they had on warlock bonds.” A sharp, bitter laugh. “It didn’t take long; they hardly have anything, like you’re a goddamn enigma.”

“Well, it’s been a thousand years since the last one.”

“It’s been sixty-three years since the last one,” Iyoni corrected calmly, and we all stared at her. “I told you before, they crop up every century or so, with the cosmic roll of the dice. One came into power in Japan, but didn’t make it.”

“‘Didn’t make it?’” Tereza echoed before I had a chance to. “What does that mean?”

“He was judged, and found wanting. That’s what usually happens when a warlock emerges.”

“But you judged Xan.”

“Yes, I did.”

“So it’s your fault. You got it wrong. Judge him again!”

“The judgment doesn’t make mistakes,” Iyoni replied calmly. “It’s an ineffable, infallible power that, once used, stands for all time. There is no ‘judge him again’ because there doesn’t need to be.”

Tereza crossed her arms, hugging herself as she trembled. “What are you, a god?”

“No, I’m a celestial.”

Tereza narrowed her eyes. “What does ‘worthy’ mean, anyway? That’s what you called him before. Worthy.”

“It means just that.” Iyoni was in her element, voice serene and with no trace of hesitation. “A consistency with his own truth, which on balance holds good for him and those around him. A summary of intent, not of consequence. He’s not an aberration that will tear the veil like most warlocks. His soul is stable, and…” She cast me a deep look. “…in his particular case, anchored through compassion.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. However, Tereza did.

“You love him,” she accused. “You’re biased.”

“Whether or not I do now is neither here nor there. I judged him before that point.”

I blinked. She told me she didn’t love me, but now she wasn’t denying it so resolutely.

“And if you hadn’t found him ‘worthy’”—Tereza gave the word air quotes and all her scorn—“what would have happened?”

“He would’ve been obliterated.”

“Tell me something,” Tereza said with the air of someone making a connection. “Did you judge him before or after you bonded him?”

“After.”

“Before or after he granted you his famous free will?”

“Before, not that it matters.”

I closed my eyes and winced.

Tereza scoffed. “Do you not see? Do any of you not see?” She dismissed Iyoni with a wave of her hand. “She didn’t judge him! You’re prevented from doing him any harm! His bond has you thinking whatever he wants. No wonder you judged him ‘worthy’; his bond stopped any other option!” She took a step forward, warming to her theme. “You say free will doesn’t matter, but every warlock in the last millennium was obliterated as an aberration. And there you stand, bonded to him because he isn’t a warlock at all, but something far, far more dangerous, his very bond preventing the judgment.”

“No,” Iyoni replied calmly. “It absolutely occurred.”

“Then it was flawed!” Tereza shot back.

“It can’t have been,” Iyoni said simply.

“I agree,” Kara added, words full of her own conviction. “I know Xan, and Iyoni’s interpretation of him is absolutely right, on every point.”

“I don’t agree,” I said quietly.

Three pairs of eyes swung my way, two of them filled with hurt and confusion, one with puzzlement growing into vindication.

“I think we can’t know for sure if Tereza isn’t right.”

“Exactly,” Tereza said with a furrowed brow, vindication returning to puzzlement. “Are you suggesting you deserved to be obliterated?”

“I’d rather not be, but if the judgment was flawed and I could…” I paused, the thought heavy. “…tear the veil, then that’s apocalyptically bad, right?”

“Thank you,” Iyoni said. “I rest my case.” She raised an eyebrow at Tereza. “See?”

“No, I don’t see. How—”

“Intent not consequence, anchored through compassion.”

Kara crossed her arms, staring Tereza down. “Let’s do a quick recap. Xan saved your life, apologized for bonding you in the process, gave you free will, proved to you that you didn’t have to go dumpster-diving, let you walk away when you wanted to, and has spent the whole time brooding in guilt. Whereas you’ve attacked him at every turn, questioned his morality and all his actions, threatened to kill him, shown as much gratitude for your life as a manic depressive, insulted both me and Iyoni, questioned a celestial’s judgment because you don’t like the answer, and implied it was a travesty he wasn’t obliterated.” She paused, glaring hard, while Tereza quailed beneath her onslaught. “So I’m done with this bullshit. Stay here or get out, I don’t care, but if you stay, from now you do so with some respect.”

Kara held her gaze for a long moment until Tereza lowered hers, then she turned to me, voice softening. “It’s late, and we’ve all had a difficult evening. Why don’t you come to bed?”

“Yeah,” I said, drawing out the word. “I think that’s probably a good idea.”

Kara pointed at the sofa and gave Tereza another hard look. “Sofa bed if you want to stay.” Her hand lifted, finger still extended. “Door if you don’t.” Then she walked past us to the bedroom, taking Iyoni’s hand as she went, pulling her along behind.

An awkward silence descended, while too many emotions crossed Tereza’s face to know what she was feeling.

I opened my mouth to speak, but she raised a hand. “Don’t. Just… I can’t take it right now.” Her hand lowered as she sucked in a trembling breath. “Thank you. For… saving my life.”

It might’ve sounded more forced and reluctant than genuine, but it was a step forward. Perhaps a big one.

“You’re welcome.” I paused, tempted to add more, then decided silence would serve better. Kara and Iyoni had covered the bases anyway. I’d fight tooth and nail to keep them safe, and it was clear they’d do the same. I settled for a simple, “Good night,” the conversation over, and headed for the bedroom.


Eleven

Morning came in the form of sunlight pushing through our curtains, the tail end of a vivid dream I hadn’t wanted to leave, and Kara’s nude form pressed soft to my side.

Something warm and wet was busy between my legs, and in a sudden moment of clarity, I realized what was going on. The duvet shifted as Iyoni bobbed, my morning wood sinking in divine pleasure into the depths of her mouth, the reality better than the dream.

Kara’s fingers played over my chest as she kissed the side of my jaw. “Is she any good?”

‘Good’ didn’t begin to describe it. Iyoni’s tongue trailed over my cock even as her mouth slid down my shaft, then her throat opened to take me in, tight and slick. She paused, her face pressed almost to my groin, then slid back up with a hum of appreciation.

I groaned, one hand fisting in the sheets, the other clutching at Kara as I pulled her close.

“Keep going,” she murmured. “I think he likes it.”

From beneath the duvet sounded a purr of contentment, the vibrations traveling along my cock and pulling another moan from me. Iyoni’s delicate fingers reached between my legs, cupping my balls as her throat enveloped me, and it was all I could do to control my hips as I resisted the temptation to thrust.

Kara pulled the duvet out of the way, giving us a better view as Iyoni continued to pleasure me, eyes sparkling with mischief as she swirled her tongue around the head of my cock deep within her mouth, then sank down again. She took me like she wanted it to last forever, a slow descent that only ended when there was no more to take. Such perfect technique and no hint of a gag, no hesitation, just slick, eager heat gripping me like a vise. Watching her swallow me whole was fucking obscene, and I didn’t want her to ever stop.

“Damn…” I breathed, doing my best to hold onto my control, if only to ride this dream as far as it went.

Iyoni seemed to take that as encouragement, speeding up as her hand came around the base of my shaft. Now she wasn’t taking me as deeply, but her tongue was more active, her lips making a perfect seal. Her hand moved in unison, twisting as she slid it up and down, the sensation different yet no less intense. Her hair brushed my thigh, a light, soft contrast.

“Fuck her mouth, Master,” Kara encouraged. “She wants you to.”

My hips jerked at her words, driving up, and Iyoni moaned her encouragement.

“Yes,” Kara hissed, her own excitement evident. “Don’t hold back. Your celestial isn’t fragile.”

I slipped my hand into Iyoni’s hair and she hummed at my touch, pushing her head against my hand as if seeking a firmer hold. She didn’t stop what she was doing or miss a beat, but the angle changed until the head of my cock hit the back of her throat each time she went deep.

I thrust up into her mouth, wanting more, entwining my fingers in her hair to hold her still. She braced herself, a little whimper of eagerness escaping, her gaze seeking mine as she begged with her eyes. The little minx knew exactly what she was doing, and it tipped me over the edge, my control fraying.

She’d already shown I didn’t have to worry about hitting her throat, and it was freeing to use her mouth as I drove toward my climax. My thrusts became short and fast, and she spurred me on by running her nails beneath my balls, her other hand tightening on my shaft, making it clear she didn’t want me to pull away.

My body tensed as I erupted into her mouth harder than I could remember coming in a long time, and she watched me the whole time with a sultry look, her tongue coaxing out every last drop. It wasn’t just the physicality of it, but the way she’d invested her own enjoyment in mine.

“So hot,” Kara murmured, and I had to agree.

I slumped back into the bed, fully spent, while Iyoni continued to clean me with gentle, greedy licks, then let me fall from her mouth with a satisfied smile. “Good morning.”

I chuckled briefly. “Yes, that’s one way of putting it.” Then I dragged her up to nestle on my other side, one arm around her, the other around Kara. “What a lucky warlock I am.”

“Aetherborn,” Kara corrected.

“That too.”

“We love you, Xan,” Iyoni murmured. “I wanted you to know, even if you haven’t pinned me down yet.”

I hummed in contentment as they curled up against me, still catching my breath, the sheets a mess of heat and sweat.

*

It was a Saturday, and with nothing much to do until the evening rendezvous with Virelle, Dacien, and Varek’s contingent, we spent a lazy morning lying in bed. When we eventually emerged, showered and dressed, Tereza was sitting on the sofa drinking coffee and flicking through her phone.

“Sleep well?” I asked, walking into the small kitchen to find there was a pot on the hotplate, still mostly full.

“Not really.” She rose and brought her mug over for a refill. “I did a fair amount of reading and a lot of thinking.”

“Uh-huh?” I split what was left between four mugs, and we leaned on the island counter while we sipped.

She laid her phone down and gestured to it. “The media can’t decide if you’re the people’s savior or the greatest threat ever to roam the Earth. But I pulled up recent footage. Your brief interview during the bomb search, the library opening.” Her lips twitched. “It looked like you hated that.”

“Did it?” I asked, surprised she’d almost made a joke. “I never watched what Kline used.”

She shrugged like it didn’t matter. “The point is, I’d like to know which version’s true.”

Kara grinned at me over her coffee cup.

“I’m no villain,” I said wearily, “but neither am I a savior.”

“You hunted down Moreau’s bomb,” Tereza pointed out.

“Which didn’t exist.”

“You’re looking for Vale, now.”

“And haven’t found him.”

“No, but…” She glanced at Iyoni before continuing. “It’s your intent.”

“Sure,” I said, my irritation rising. “But it’s also my job. And Vale is out there because my father let him off the leash. He’s killed, and has no compunction about doing it again. It’s not about being a savior, it’s about doing what’s right.”

“Fair.” Tereza nodded thoughtfully. “I see it the same way.” She took a sip of coffee, then seemed to reach a decision. “Fine. Then I’m all in.”

“You are, huh?”

“Yes.”

“With hunting Vale?”

“Yes, with that. But also with everything else.” She held my gaze. “If this bond is permanent, like you’ve all said, then I’m going to be around a while, aren’t I? And if you want to start by hunting criminals, that’s my job too, isn’t it?” She set her mug down like it was a punctuation mark. “That’s reason enough.”

“Well done for catching up,” Kara muttered.

Tereza flicked her a hurt glance, then raised her chin. “I apparently died and was revived attached to a man I didn’t know.” Her knuckles whitened around the mug. “Excuse me if I took a day or two to process.”

“I think you’ve demonstrated your strength,” I said quietly. “And we need you for this, so… thank you.” I continued before she had a chance to speak. “But it’s not enough to say you’ll do your job, not when we’re bonded. We need to know that we can trust you to fight beside us, if it comes to that.”

“When it comes to that,” Kara corrected. She jabbed a thumb at me. “He always finds trouble.”

“I’m not professing blind loyalty here,” Tereza replied, “but yeah, I’ll fight with you, the same as I would with any SPAR unit.”

“We’re not really SPAR, though.” I gave a dry chuckle. “Tonight, we’re meeting with two factions of the demonic underworld.”

“So you said.” Tereza took it in stride. “Undercover SPAR unit then.”

“Xan’s unit,” Kara said.

“Under the covers with Xan’s unit,” Iyoni added dreamily.

I was almost used to her innuendos and surreal-edged interjections, and barely blinked this time. Tereza gave the customary double take, being a lot newer.

“So you’ll help?” I asked, wanting confirmation.

“All for one and one for all, huh?” Tereza nodded. “I’m good with that.”

I clinked her mug. “Then welcome aboard.”

*

The day passed in lazy domestic comfort in the luxury of the hotel suite. Iyoni and Tereza were talking quietly, and Kara had disappeared for a swim in the ostentatiously large tub.

I was reading the news on my phone, which wasn’t doing much for my mood.

It seemed the whole world was now talking about aetherborns, and what it meant that one had arrived among us. There were far too many divine references for my liking, not least because of the celestial heritage that had been identified. Never mind that the true celestials like Iyoni had made it quite clear that they were not, in fact, angels. No wings, no halo, no…

“Iyoni?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you play the harp?”

“God no. What a horrible instrument. Completely impractical. Why do you ask?”

“Nothing. Just wondered.” So much for stereotyping.

“I did get to level five on the piano, but hated it. Haven’t touched it in…” She looked reflective. “…sixty-three years.”

“I bet you sing like an angel,” Tereza said playfully.

“Only in the shower.”

Supernatural perception was an odd thing. On the one hand, celestials were half-Nephilim, so angelic references weren’t wrong per se. But the truth was weirder. In modern parlance, ‘half Nephilim’ didn’t literally mean a cross between an angel and a human, but referenced a race all of its own. Both Iyoni’s parents had been celestials, which meant that in the strictest sense, she was a quarter-Nephilim. But the bloodline didn’t seem to dilute, with every subsequent celestial just as much half-Nephilim as the generation before.

The ‘half’ prefix was optional, often dropped in casual conversation, more political correctness than a statement of fact. A nod to acknowledge ‘not strictly’ rather than ‘spawn of human and angel.’

It was the same for demons. Kara’s mother was a half-Valkyrie demon, her father half-Incubus. The glamour Kara wore to appear human became almost her true identity, like most supes fitting in, her demonic aspects only coming out when she fought. And she was a Lilim demon, which just went to show that aether didn’t really care much about parentage.

As for my own parentage, Silas Moreau had been a Greed demon, while Virelle had been adamant my mother was a celestial, and the media speculation had drawn the same conclusion. Needless to say, the celestials were being very tight-lipped about their role in bringing about the world’s only aetherborn, with no one breaking ranks to speculate who my mother might be.

Not for the first time, I wondered if she were still alive, and whether she’d ever given any thought to the son she’d abandoned, more likely than not thinking I was a norm. Because yes, aether did skip generations too, and I had been that weak even when I finally awoke my powers.

From a nothing on the power bell curve to world-famous in the space of five weeks. And that had been as a warlock. Now that I was outed as an aetherborn, how much worse would it get?

I hadn’t realized I’d been staring unseeing at the same news article for the past ten minutes until a text arrived, the banner appearing at the top of my screen. From Emma.

Sorry I was so rude yesterday.

That demanded a reply. The only problem was, I had no idea what to say.

You weren’t rude.

There. A little white lie.

Her response came almost instantly. Are you busy?

I frowned at the three words on my screen. What was that supposed to mean? Was I gainfully employed? Not currently getting attacked at a news conference?

Not right now.

Can I see you then?

Okay. That escalated quickly. I don’t really have time to come to PA. Things are a little hectic. To put it mildly. A mass-murdering fugitive to hunt down, brothers to oath, a mother to find.

I’m in New Providence. Got in an hour ago. Staying in the Dolce Villa Hotel on Atwells Avenue. Where are you?

A quick google showed she was less than a mile away.

But did I want to see her?

It was early afternoon, and we weren’t due to meet with Virelle and then Varek until the evening. But Emma had come all this way. The very least I could do was give her some time.

In an hour? Somewhere quiet, please.

Otherwise I’d be getting dragged into selfies all afternoon.

How quiet do you need? Coffee shop or somewhere really dead?

That wasn’t a bad idea. Swan Point Cemetery?

A long enough pause that I wondered if that was a bad choice, but then her response came in.

That works. Corner of Beach and Hemlock Avenue. 3pm?

She must’ve googled it. I’ll be there.

“Iyoni, I’m heading out for a bit.”

“Right, I’ll get Kara.”

“Uh… she’s in the bath. It’s okay, I’ll go myself. I won’t be long.”

She gave me a look as she stood up. “Two days ago, Theron Vale tried to kill you. Yesterday, twenty mages tried to finish the task for him. You’re not going anywhere by yourself. I’ll get Kara.”

She headed for the bathroom, leaving Tereza and me sitting in awkward silence.

“So…” she began. “Where are we going?”


Twelve

Swan Point Cemetery had two hundred acres of beautifully landscaped paths, river views, and almost no people. The grave for H. P. Lovecraft was around here somewhere, but that tended to have visitors. A look at the map showed that the place Emma had chosen was in the far corner, away from the crowds.

Yet there were fewer people out today anyway, the city still on edge from the recent riots, norm-supe relations at their lowest in decades. Most stayed home, the cold weather an added deterrent.

I wrapped up warm, a beanie pulled low over my head to help disguise me, along with sunglasses, justified with the low and bright wintry sun.

“I feel ridiculous. Like a Hollywood celebrity trying to avoid being mobbed.”

“You don’t look ridiculous,” Kara assured me. “The hat and glasses go with the whole leather jacket thing. You look as hot as you always do. Brooding and mysterious.”

“I’m not mysterious and I don’t brood.”

Kara scoffed. Iyoni made an ‘uh-huh’ noise.

“And you are a celebrity trying to avoid being mobbed,” Tereza added. “Not every Hollywood actor is known to everyone on the planet. You are.”

“Thanks,” I said dryly. “That helps.”

Emma was already waiting for us, despite it not quite being three o’clock. Her energy was wild and primal, her aether strong. She was high on the bell curve, supporting Iyoni’s theory that late blooming weres ran to alphas.

She paced up and down the path with nervous energy, hugging herself. Though that may have been the cold, she looked spectacularly underdressed in jeans, a thin shirt, and a light jacket, not even zipped up.

She turned at the end of her back-and-forth, saw me, and froze. Then her eyes flicked past to the girls, widening as they stopped on Kara.

“You guys okay to hang back here?” I asked quietly.

“Sure.”

I walked the last thirty yards to meet her. “Hey.”

Emma flicked me a glance, then stared past me to where the girls had stopped. “What’s she doing here?”

I did a half turn. “Who?” Or rather, “Which one?”

“Kara. She was with you at the memorial service. You said you’d crossed paths.”

Yeah, I had. “Sorry about that,” I said honestly. “It was before we were ready to share it with anyone. We barely understood it ourselves.”

Emma dragged her eyes away from the girls to focus on me. “I didn’t know. I probably would’ve done if I paid more attention to the news.” She gave a bitter laugh. “I tend to avoid it. There’s a lot of focus on you.”

There was a lot of emotion behind those words. “Right. Sorry that it’s everywhere. Must make it hard.”

Her gaze ran over my face, eyes dark and searching for something. I pulled off my sunglasses and gave her a smile. “You warm enough? It’s pretty cold out here.”

“I’m fine. Weres run warm.” She bit at her lip. “Your beard is longer.”

“Yeah.” I rubbed a hand over my jaw. “It needs a trim.”

“No, I like it. It suits you.” She rocked slightly toward me, then back again. “It’s good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you too.” That sounded lame. “How—”

Emma closed the gap between us, arms coming around in a hug that felt half desperate, more than friendly, and loaded with undertones. She squeezed hard with the vigor of a were, and if it hadn’t been for my increased strength, my ribs would’ve popped.

I returned it, a little stiff. “You’re a lot stronger.”

“Shit,” she said, abruptly letting me go. “I keep forgetting, damn it. Did I hurt you?”

“No, it’s fine.” The tension came right back. Or perhaps had never left. “I was going to ask, how was it, coming into your powers?”

“It was fine. A bit of a relief, to be honest.” She pushed her hands into the pockets of her jacket. “My family were beginning to wonder if I was ever going to shift, then I came out as an alpha.” She smiled with a hint of pride. “They threw me a big party.”

“I’m sure they did. What kind of were are you, by the way?”

“Oh, sorry. Leopard.”

“Cool.” A robin fluttered down to land among the leaves and puffed up its feathers. It hopped along the grass and stopped to peck at something I couldn’t see. “I don’t know much about leopards.”

“Oh, well. Not much to know really. We tend to be solitary, not like wolves or lions. Very passionate. Strong tempers run in our family.” She smiled coyly. “And leopards like sex. A lot of sex.”

I coughed into my hand and cleared my throat. “That’s… great. I can really see that suiting you.”

“I keep thinking of that night you walked me home,” she continued like I hadn’t spoken. “You told me it wasn’t the right time for you to hook up with anyone, that life was complicated. Do you remember?”

“I do,” I said carefully.

“Life’s always complicated, Xan. There’s never a right time.” Her hand reached out, resting on my arm, giving it a squeeze through my coat. “I can’t imagine how complicated your life is right now, but…” Her eyes slipped from my face to look at the girls behind me, who were probably hearing every word. The cemetery was quiet, the air still. “…that’s why you need people around you that you can trust.”

“You’ve given this some thought,” I said, buying myself some time.

Emma’s hand fell away and she looked off into the trees. “I have, but it’s not going the way I expected.” Her voice became a mutter. “More awkward than I thought.”

She wasn’t wrong there.

“Sorry, that’s my fault.” I gestured at our surroundings. “It’s probably the venue. Not really a quiet coffee somewhere, is it?”

“What’s it like being world-famous?”

“I don’t really know yet. Just trying to keep my head down and not read the news too often.”

“Makes sense.” She took a breath, then spoke in a rush. “So, I want to bond with you.” Her cheeks tinged pink.

“What?” No, that wasn’t the right response. “I mean… that’s… really flattering.” That wasn’t the right response either.

“Flattering?” She laughed without any humor. “I’m an alpha were now. Do you know how many offers I’ve already—” She cut off and took another breath, trying again. “I could really help you. Are you hunting Vale? Leopards are great hunters.”

“Vale’s dangerous, Emma.”

Her chin came up. “So am I.”

“I don’t doubt it,” I said gently. She had the power. Whether she had the experience was a different matter. “But… I don’t even know how the bonding works.”

She leaned closer, her voice dropping, promise in her tone. “We can figure it out together.”

“I already have several bonded, and…”

“I know.” She shot a glance past me toward the girls. “But I told you already: leopards like sex. We’re not the monogamous type. So it doesn’t bother me that you have bonded, just like I’m sure it won’t bother you who I sleep with. Anything I can do, you need only say the word.” She looked up at me coyly with eyes that glinted yellow. “Anything at all.”

“That’s a really kind offer,” I said, trying to keep my tone light, but it bothered me plenty. That wasn’t the way a bond could work, nor was it the way I would want it to. “The bond is complicated, Emma. I’d be tying you down.”

“Down, or up?” She asked playfully. “I’m not averse either way.”

“I’m trying to say it’s a commitment. The bond is permanent.”

“Really?” She glanced behind me at the girls again. “You mean you haven’t yet figured out how to un-bond?”

“I mean I’m not sure it’s even possible.” And I had no idea where to look to find out if it was.

She paused, taking that one on board. “Well, that would be okay, I guess.” She bit at her lip. “It wouldn’t mean we had to spend every moment together, right? We could still… you know… see other people as well as each other?”

I subtly drew in a breath and let it out again. “Look, my world is full of politics, people trying to kill me, and crowded enough as it is. You’re young, your whole life ahead of you. And you’re going to live for a long, long time. Do you really want to be bound to me from practically the beginning of it?”

“Yes,” she said, wide-eyed and nodding. “That is exactly what I want.”

She wasn’t listening. I tried again.

“I’m not happy sharing my bonded with others,” I said bluntly. “The bond pulls at you constantly, and you would be miserable if you were away.”

Emma frowned, jerking her chin at the girls behind me. “Are they all your bonded?”

“Yes.”

“So… you can have more than one, but they can’t?” She tilted her head, smiling like she’d just pointed out my mistake, which I must surely be about to correct. “Should make it fair, right?”

“They’re happy with the arrangement,” I said stiffly. It wasn’t really any of Emma’s business anyway.

“Oh, good for them,” she said, feigning indifference. “But that doesn’t stop us having a different arrangement.”

Blunt hadn’t worked. Time to be blunter. “I don’t want any arrangement with you, Emma. I’m sorry, but the answer is no.”

She took a half pace back, disbelief in her eyes. “But I’m strong, now. I shifted. I’ve become the person you want.”

“What you want is someone who isn’t drowning in death and politics.”

“Damn it,” she snapped, “I’m old enough to choose what I want for myself!”

Barely.

“And what about what I want?”

“You want me,” she said, confusion creeping in. “We had… a thing. You always kept me safe. You always walked me home. Why do that if you didn’t want me?”

Because it was the right thing to do. “Because you mattered, Emma. You still matter. But that’s not the same as a relationship.”

“Do you expect me to give up?” she asked, her voice catching. “I love you.”

And she said it. “Emma… no. You care, I get that. But it isn’t love.”

She stared at me, swallowing loud enough that I could hear it, tears rising in her eyes. Then she turned away, walking off down the path, hands clasping her own arms, back stiff.

I watched her go.

Footsteps behind me announced my bonded arriving.

“That was painful.” Iyoni gave her opinion.

“The girl’s dreaming,” Tereza said. “She wants to have her cake and eat it too.”

Kara hooked her arm through mine and leaned in. “You did the kindest thing you could, Xan.”

I put my sunglasses back on. “I think we’ve wasted enough time here. Let’s go and meet Virelle and Dacien, and get ready for my brothers.”

My old life was gone. It was time to focus on my new one.


Thirteen

Virelle and Dacien had loaned us one of their warehouses at the docks, the same one we’d brought Farron to a fortnight before. I texted Varek the details late that afternoon, then the girls and I arrived early to ensure everything was ready.

There were no vehicles outside, but Kara’s parents were waiting, Dacien in a suit, Virelle in a black leather jacket over jeans, casual but sharp. Guards loitered at the periphery in numbers, eyeing us as we walked in.

I gestured to them sarcastically as we walked up. “Do we have enough men?”

“More out back,” Virelle replied, “in case we need the element of surprise.”

“That’s not what I meant.” The central space had been cleared, crates shoved to the sides out of the way, the concrete floor grimy underfoot, but Varek was bringing a dozen, and I didn’t know how well he could control them. “Packing rival factions into one room is asking for bloodshed.”

“Better too many than too few,” Dacien replied.

“This is supposed to be civil,” I reminded him. “We want them willing to agree to an oath, not wary and defensive. Have the guards out of sight.”

Dacien’s jaw flexed. “Then if a fight starts, it’ll be over before help arrives.”

“So we don’t start a fight.”

“Foolish,” he growled out, but clicked his fingers and gestured over his shoulder. As one, the guards made their way to the back of the warehouse. “You’re making a mistake.”

“We’ll see.”

The wait was tense. Dacien paced while Virelle leaned against a stack of crates and watched me the whole time. Tereza pretended to ignore them while casting glances, and Kara stayed close to me, shoulder brushing mine. Only Iyoni seemed unaffected, sitting on a crate and swinging her legs.

At nine o’clock, the sounds of many vehicles pulling up announced Varek’s arrival, and he’d brought numbers. Dacien shot me a warning look as if waiting for me to call the guards back, but I was keen to avoid this becoming a massacre. Iyoni hopped off her crate, flanking me with Kara. With both of them there, I felt ready for whatever came.

Varek entered first, a handful of men following that quickly became the dozen we’d agreed, then more. They filled the space, fanning out and eyeing me, all wearing suits like this was a business meeting. Shiny black shoes stirring the grime on the warehouse floor.

“Good evening, Xan.”

“Varek.” I gestured to those behind him. “How many of these are brothers, and how many your guards?”

“All of them are our brothers.” He looked apologetic. “I know you said a dozen, but we had difficulty deciding.”

A quick count showed nineteen, including Varek. All looked in their twenties or thirties, but that meant little with supe slow aging. “How many children did Silas Moreau have?”

“A lot more than this,” Varek replied without humor, “but the others have splintered off into other factions.”

“About two hundred,” one of them added, “if you assume half were women.”

“Our father was a busy man,” another said dryly, and others gave a knowing chuckle.

“Well, maybe we’ll skip introductions then.” I focused on Varek, but addressed them all. “You told me you wanted me to take on the mantle of our father. I’m listening.”

But before Varek could reply, a man pushed his way to the front, crossing his arms belligerently. “What makes you think you’re strong enough to lead us?”

“Stand down, Bran,” Varek said. “We’ve discussed this.”

“Let him talk for himself,” the man called Bran growled, not taking his eyes off me. He was a big fellow, more than a few inches over six feet with broad shoulders and arms that suggested a lot of time in the gym.

“I didn’t ask you to come,” I replied. “You’re here because you want to be.”

“Oh, I want to be,” Bran agreed. “I wanted to see with my own eyes the man that feels he has a claim to lead our father’s legacy.” He spat at the ground at my feet. “Weakness, that’s what I find.” He sneered, eyes flicking past me to Iyoni and Kara. “A man that hides behind women.”

I sighed. I should’ve seen this coming. “Is this how the rest of you feel too?” I asked, looking past Bran to the other men Varek had brought.

Most of the others drew back, distancing themselves. Some with disdain, others with an eagerness that suggested a conflict was inevitable, and were keen for it.

“It isn’t, Brother,” Varek assured me. “But some of us have seen you fight already. Bran wasn’t there.”

I let my senses extend through the room. Most of them had the dark, heavy feel of demonic magic, which made sense with Silas Moreau as their father. But here and there other aether added a cool splash of hydro magic, the vibrancy of life, or the musty sense of earth—and more besides, in a medley of sensation. The man before me was none of these, his aether primal and raw. Shifter magic. His power levels were center of the bell curve. Once, that would’ve been enough to worry me, but not anymore.

I let my eyes run over him in studied provocation. “Your mother was an animal, huh?”

He growled at the insult, then shook his head as he realized I’d meant it literally. “How did you know?”

“Lucky guess.” I scratched my cheek in a show of indifference, and addressed Varek again. “What’s the deal? We arm wrestle?”

“Bran wants a duel,” Varek said with distaste. “Winner takes the claim to the legacy.”

“Uh-huh.” I regarded the big man in front of me. “So I’m your meal ticket to power.”

“You talk too much,” Bran replied. “I challenge you, it’s as simple as that.”

“Rules?” I directed the question to Varek, but didn’t take my eyes off Bran.

“You fight to the death or submission. No one else can intervene.”

“And there’s your weakness, aetherborn,” Bran crowed. “Alone, you are nothing.”

He wasn’t wrong about that. But I wasn’t alone.

I pulled off my leather coat, making a show of nonchalantly folding it and handing it to Kara.

“Kick his ass,” she said clearly, her voice carrying through the warehouse as a message to all of them. Iyoni gave me a serene smile, unbothered. Tereza watched with wide eyes; Virelle with hunger in hers.

I turned back to my big half-brother. “Let’s get this over with then.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make it quick,” he grinned. Fur flew over his skin, his shirt and pants splitting as his body packed on muscle. His torso lengthened, shoulders rounding, facial features extending into drooling jowls full of sharp yellow teeth. In moments, a half-man, half-bear stood before me, now well over eight feet tall.

I raised an eyebrow. “Nothing says civilized like a heartbeat away from rabid.”

His snarl echoed through the warehouse, defiant and bestial. Then he spread his arms wide, hands now viciously curved claws, put his head down, and charged.

It would’ve been a simple matter to channel Iyoni’s energy and put a bolt of light through his chest. Weres were tough and naturally resistant to magic, but drawing on both my bonded, my power was far in excess of his.

Yet this needed to be a show—and besides, I didn’t want to kill him. Not if I didn’t have to.

My shield sprang up around me, instantly marbling as I pulled from both Iyoni and Kara at once. I had access to Tereza’s hydro magic too, which would further increase my strength, but I left her alone; it felt somehow intimate to use hers. Besides, with both Iyoni and Kara feeding into me, it should be enough. I leaned heavily into Kara’s demonic aether, and her trademark black flames formed gauntlets around my hands, edged with Iyoni’s celestial white.

Bran lumbered toward me faster than I expected, arms coming around to grapple me. He would try to pin me against his powerful chest where I’d be helpless to his claws and fangs. For a fleeting moment, I feared I’d been too rash, that sheer weight and momentum would trump my power. But I trusted the power of my bonded and stepped into his charge, meeting him toe to toe. I bent my knees then thrust up into a strike with my whole body behind it, my fist rising to meet his snout even as it opened to crush my head, my uppercut a thing of raw strength, not finesse or technique.

My blow smacked into his lower jaw, slamming his jaws closed, an incisor snapping off. I hadn’t needed to worry after all; it stopped him cold. His head flew back, spine arching so much his feet almost left the floor. I followed through, finishing my punch, a shout of my own filling the warehouse.

Bran crashed onto the ground at my feet, heavy enough to shake the room, skidded back a foot or two in the dirt, and lay insensible. A trickle of blood ran crimson from his slack mouth.

I hoped I hadn’t killed him, but werebears were supposed to be tough.

Letting my shield drop away, I stood with hands on hips and met the gaze of my watching brothers. Half of them were staring in amazement, one or two with genuine fear, the rest in open admiration.

“Anyone else?”

Silence met this offer.

After a suitable interval, Varek cleared his throat. “Excellent, Brother. Well, I think that confirms what we already knew.” His eyes glittered with fervent dedication. “A new dawn for the Moreau legacy.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I replied. “There’s still the small matter of trust. Are you willing to swear an oath?”

On the ground, Bran’s fur receded, skin pushing through like cream rising. His chest rose and fell; unconscious, not dead. Tough bastard indeed.

“Yes,” Varek said simply. “We’ll sign a contract of—”

“A magical oath.” I interrupted him. “Binding.”

My words created a stir among those gathered, but Varek didn’t hesitate. “Very well.”

“I’m not signing up to be a slave,” one of them muttered. “If I wanted that, I’d have joined Victor.”

“Nor I,” said another. “I won’t be bound by anyone.”

An interesting insight to how some of the other factions were being run. “Nothing so arduous,” I assured them. “It will be a pact of trust—”

But Varek gestured, fingers flicking in a pre-arranged signal.

Instantly, half a dozen of those present turned as one, raising their hands. The two men who had spoken barely had a chance to react, though one got a shield half in place.

“Stop!” I yelled.

Demonic shadowy bolts hit both of them, punching through flesh and bone, blasting them backwards to crash to the floor, broken and bleeding.

The copper tang of blood filled the air, and neither body so much as twitched.

I glared at Varek. “Damn it, this is not what I wanted.”

“They refused,” he said blithely. “To let them live would be weakness.”

“I am not my father,” I growled. “The oath I would ask of you is for trust and mutual protection, not slavery and obligation.” I met the eyes of the others. “You are free to refuse, if that is your wish. I will force no one.” Still hollow from the needless deaths we’d just witnessed, I stared at Varek. “And you will not harm anyone who wishes to leave.”

He bowed his head. “Your will, my lord.”

Fuck, that was creepy. “Call me Xan.”

A man took a step toward the door, glanced first at me then cautiously at Varek, then hurried through before anyone moved. Another followed without looking back. The rest remained.

“A binding magical oath depends on the wording,” a man to one side said thoughtfully.

“It’s weakness,” another muttered.

“Didn’t you just see what the rest of us saw?” one of them scoffed. “Say that louder and a bit closer to him.”

The man at the side turned to the brother that had objected. “It’s refreshing to know where we stand for once. Aren’t you tired of watching your back all the time? It’s practicality, not weakness.” He looked at me. “If the oath is mutual, I’ll swear it.”

Interest piqued at this comment, eyes snapping to me to see how I’d react.

“It will be,” I said firmly, then turned to take my coat back from Kara. It was chilly in just my shirt, and I needed a moment to compose myself after two of my brothers had been murdered in cold blood. She gave me a smile of encouragement, eyes shadowed by what we’d just seen, and I gave her hand a quick squeeze.

Then I gestured Virelle forward. “This is Virelle Halden, as some of you may already know. She is my bonded’s mother, and has my trust. She will perform the oath.”

Another stir ran through the men, some of them shifting in disapproval, but no one objected.

“As to the oath, you will all swear not to harm me, my bonded, or my allies, directly or indirectly, and to act in my defense if called. In return, I will swear not to act against you.”

I paused, letting those words sink in. It gave me the protections I wanted, with the minor caveat that it didn’t bind Kara or Iyoni. I wondered if any of them would notice. “Last chance to leave.”

Varek stepped forward, taking a knee. “I would be honored to go first, my… Xan.”

The kneeling wasn’t necessary, but I wasn’t going to delay further. I gave Virelle a nod, then clasped arms with Varek. His grip was wiry and thin, the hands of a manipulator.

Dark threads of Virelle’s aether curled around our hold, binding us as Varek began the oath. “I swear not to harm Xan Moreau, his bonded, or his allies, directly or indirectly, and to act in his defense if so called.”

I paused to give the moment the gravity it deserved, then spoke clearly, as much for the example. “I swear not to act against Varek Moreau.”

Virelle’s magic faded away, and Varek stood up, giving me a deferential nod.

Several of the others took a step forward.

But Bran pushed himself to his feet, standing tall in the rags of his torn clothing. “I’m next,” he growled.


Fourteen

By the time the last of my brothers had been oathed, the hour was late. Varek admitted he’d made little progress tracking down Theron Vale, and we agreed to meet at Moreau Corporation HQ in the morning to review what progress he’d made and put a plan in place.

Virelle waved us off with a reminder of my promise for an intimate dinner, which had Kara scowling. Dacien watched from a distance with arms folded.

Kara drove us back into the city and it looked more peaceful than it had in a while. The riots and discontent had mellowed with the passing of time and the strong police presence. It was Saturday in the first week of December, Christmas on the way with colored lights twinkling on every street, and perhaps that helped bring some goodwill and calm the mood.

And it was too damn cold to be out.

Kara glanced across at me. “That went well.”

“It would’ve gone better without Varek killing two of our brothers.” Their deaths weighed on me; I felt responsible.

“Two dead demons,” Tereza said flatly, from the seat behind Kara’s.

I turned to look at her, eyes hard. “Two dead people.”

She held her hands up in placation. “Yes, and that was my point. You care, don’t you?”

“Of course I goddamn care.”

“And you let two others go. The two that fled clearly aren’t our friends, so they’ll run straight to our enemies.”

“You think I should’ve let Varek kill them?”

“No, I don’t,” she said. “But I thought you might.”

I clenched my jaw tight enough to ache.

“And then your oath… you know they would’ve agreed to almost anything? You could’ve forced them into subservience, the way you’ve—” She cut herself off abruptly.

“The way I’ve what? Bound you?”

She shook her head in frustration. “I’m processing, okay? I do it out loud sometimes.” She banged one clenched fist on her knee. “What I’m trying to say is that I’m paying attention. I’m understanding that you’re not… what I thought you were.”

“Slow progress is still progress,” Iyoni said in a sing-song voice.

“A little more each day.” Tereza gave me a weak smile. “Maybe we just got off on the wrong foot, what with you getting my sister killed and then binding me without asking.”

“You were dead,” Kara muttered. “That’s an exception for seeking consent.”

“I was there, you know.” Iyoni’s tone had turned flinty. “The day your sister died. Xan didn’t get her killed.”

Tereza’s face hardened. “Are you suggesting that—”

“I’m suggesting nothing. We walked into an ambush, heavily outnumbered. Supes all around us and on the rooftops, norms with automatic weapons. It was all planned. That any of us survived is, quite frankly, a miracle.”

“Weren’t they there for Xan?” Tereza asked. “That’s what I heard.”

“Yeah, they were.” Iyoni didn’t try to deny it. “Does that make it his fault?”

Tereza looked down. “No.”

“Marlow thought highly of your sister,” I said in a gentle voice. “She was devastated on hearing she’d died.”

Tereza’s head came up. “You wrote the email to my parents, didn’t you?”

The muscles in my face stiffened. “I did.”

“I hated you for that,” she admitted. “To be the reason she died, then to write a ‘so sorry.’ I refused to read it at the time, but… yesterday I asked them to send it to me.” Her chestnut eyes filled with tears. “It was… heartfelt. Full of pain, but genuine.”

“Yeah.” The word slipped out as I thought back over what I’d written.

“Nineteen days,” Tereza breathed. “That’s how long it’s been since she died.”

The car fell quiet, and Iyoni reached across and took Tereza’s hand.

“We’re almost back at the hotel,” Kara said gently. “What do you want? A drink? A bath? Bed?”

“Yes to all of those.” Tereza’s voice wavered as tears spilled from her eyes and ran down her cheeks.

*

Iyoni slipped into the bedroom and softly closed the door behind her. “She’s asleep,” she said. “Poor thing.”

“Was I too hard on her?” Kara asked into my chest, then pulled back to search my eyes for an answer.

“It’s been difficult for all of us,” I replied diplomatically. Yes, Kara had been sharp once or twice, but Tereza had come out guns blazing from the start. Though maybe her grief justified it. Not to mention the bond… and dying.

Iyoni shrugged out of her robe and climbed into bed on my other side. “I think she’s strong,” she said as she wormed her way under my arm and pressed her nakedness against my side. “It didn’t help that she carries some of the common prejudice against demons.”

“Well yes,” Kara muttered, laying her head back down on my chest. “No one likes demons.”

“I like one or two,” I said, sliding my hand down her back.

Her head came up again. “Two?”

I thought about it for a moment. “Fair point. I’m struggling to think of another.”

“Virelle likes you,” Iyoni pointed out.

Kara tensed under my arm.

“New rule,” I said. “Let’s not mention any parents while we’re in the bedroom.”

Kara took a few moments to relax and Iyoni snuggled in closer. I was sandwiched between the warmth of both of them, overheating and starting to perspire, my arms pinned and in danger of losing circulation. A worthy penance.

“Disappointing that Varek had nothing on Theron Vale,” Iyoni commented. “I thought that was the whole point of him wanting to meet.”

“Mmm,” I agreed. “Just an excuse to get closer, I suppose.”

“Can’t really blame him.” Kara kissed the side of my neck then settled her head on my shoulder. “But he’s not getting in this bed.”

“No risk of that,” I said dryly. “It’s frustrating that Vale has disappeared without a trace.”

“New Providence is a big city,” Iyoni said through a yawn. She rested her hand on my chest, fingers overlapping Kara’s, and closed her eyes. “Assuming he’s even still here.”

“It’s too late to worry about it tonight,” I replied. “Sleep, now.”

But I lay awake long after both girls’ breathing had drifted into a slow, regular rhythm.

*

The door burst open, smacking into the wall and waking me instantly.

“Get up, he’s here!” Tereza stood in the doorway, light spilling through, pulling a shirt on over her head.

Iyoni reacted first, out of the bed and onto the floor in a crouch, scanning for threats like she was about to manifest her sword. Kara wasn’t far behind, her exit less graceful but no less determined, and the duvet half went with her. I grabbed it in reflex, just managing to pull it over my waist, and glanced at the clock: 2:42 a.m.

“Who’s here?” Iyoni asked as she worked her jeans on over her ass.

The fire alarm ripped through the hotel, three shrieks, a pause, then three more, loud enough to force motion.

“Vale.” Tereza grimly gave the answer we’d all simultaneously reached. She turned away as I also leaped out of the bed, pulling on jeans and boots. We struggled into shirts and grabbed our coats on our way to the door.

Iyoni pulled it open and heat rushed in, the air shimmering with it, the hallway outside already hazy with smoke near the elevator shafts. The sharp, acrid smell clawed at my throat.

“Too damn fast.” Kara covered her mouth as she coughed. “How is it up here already?”

“This fire isn’t natural,” Tereza said grimly. “Vale’s feeding it.”

A door opened down the hallway, then a second, other hotel guests stepping out in pajamas, choking on the smoke. From below came the sound of panicked screams.

I turned to Tereza, my voice urgent, shouting over the screeching alarms. “Can you still sense Vale?”

“No—no moisture in the air. But he’s an elemental, isn’t he? I think he’s feeding the fire. We have to stop him, or this building will be incinerated in minutes.”

“Can you douse the flames?”

“Not if Vale’s pushing more in.”

I made a snap decision. “Tereza, stay with Iyoni.” My celestial was tough, but unlike Kara, she didn’t have the advantage of demonic fire resistance. “Do what you can to save as many as possible. But get yourselves out.” I turned to Kara. “You’re with me. We’re going after Vale.”

“Damn right,” she growled, already racing for the door to the stairs.

I followed on her heels as, behind me, a dense mist of water sprayed through the corridor while Tereza doused the hallway and Iyoni yelled at people to move.

Kara yanked open the door to the stairs and we charged through, trusting the others to do what they could.

The air was full of smoke, which could only mean the fire doors had already failed. The alarms were louder here, hammering our ears. Less than two minutes since they’d first sounded, and the smoke had reached the tenth floor. The building was losing the fight.

We took the stairs three at a time, trusting to our supe-enhanced agility to keep our feet, bouncing off the walls to make sharper turns. For the first five floors there was no one in our way, none of the other guests yet out of their rooms. They were all too slow, the fire too fast, and I grimly acknowledged Iyoni and Tereza wouldn’t have time to save them all.

I hoped they wouldn’t take risks. Damn it, I should’ve told them to get out and not delay, but… all those people.

On the fourth floor, we passed a figure in a bathrobe who yelled after us, their voice raspy with smoke, but we didn’t stop. I pulled aether from Kara, snapping my black shield into place, and gaining the heat resistance that came with it.

The stairwell door on the third floor was open, a few people spilling through, arms across faces in a futile attempt to keep the acrid fumes away. The hallway beyond was on fire, sprinkler systems having no effect. The air was thick with dense grey smoke, walls glowing with a dull orange. A sharp crack preceded a dull roar as a window gave in, flames exploding out of a room. People screamed, both near us and farther within. Someone started wailing the name of a loved one.

“Tereza!” I yelled back up the stairwell. “Out of time!”

“Coming!” Her reply came instantly, but from several floors higher.

“Move, people!” Kara shouted, using the banisters to vault ahead of a slow couple on the stairs. I slipped between them, clipping the man’s shoulder, not stopping to apologize.

Flames met us on the floor below, spilling from the hallway. Another smell mixed with the smoke; the sickening stench of burned flesh. People congregated with panicked faces, pushing against each other. Some of them tried to go up, adding to the chaos. There was no way down, not for norms. Vale had sealed them in.

“Make room!” Kara shouted at them, forcing her way through. The black aura of her shield helped people make the right decision, stepping back in fear of her as much as the fire.

“Demon!” someone yelled, like Kara was responsible. We’d obviously come from a higher floor, but prejudice always trumped logic.

“That guy looks like the aetherborn.”

We ignored them and pushed through, and now the heat was so intense my hair was beginning to singe even with Kara’s shield. I pulled from Iyoni’s bond too, strengthening it. Smoke filled the stairwell, thick and grey, rolling up the walls and ceiling. Screams mingled with the roaring crackle of hungry flames.

The first floor fire door still held, no one but us able to reach it. Kara pulled it open, and I had only a moment to see the blaze beyond, before the fire exploded toward us with the oxygen we’d fed it. Flames burst through the doorway, the force of it pushing the door wider.

We ducked beneath it, Kara in full demonic form, her inky black tail flicking impatiently, and her horns curling around her head.

And there in the lobby, surrounded by flames with more spilling from his hands, stood Theron Vale. His shield shimmered the red-yellow of a sunset, reflecting on his face and giving it a maniacal glow. He saw us at the same moment and let out a peal of laughter: high, clear, and totally insane.

Kara leaped forward, wings snapping out to push her through the air, the fire gusting at her passage. Her whip curved around her then flicked out. But Vale negligently flicked his wrist, and a jet of flame dissolved her whip before it could hit.

I’d never seen anyone counter her whip like that. I didn’t even know it was possible, and even Kara seemed to hesitate. My sense of his strength had him at roughly Iyoni’s level; strong, but that strong?

Kara recovered fast as I rushed after her, one arm over my face against the flames, the heat so intense my shield couldn’t keep it all out.

She landed before him, tail lashing, ebony horns glinting in the firelight. She punched toward his chest, but he leaped back as fast as her, flames propelling him like a jet engine from his outstretched hands.

And Kara took the full brunt of it. Her shield melted away like it wasn’t there, and the flames wrapped around her, thick enough to hide her from sight.

“No!” I screamed, raising a hand even as I ran. A bolt of black-white aether shot out from my palm, too fast for Vale to dodge. He still tried, eyes widening in shock, twisting away. It caught him in his shoulder, punching through his shield, the force of it spinning him around.

His hand clutched at the wound, crimson blood leaking through as he restored his shield. Then he pointed at Kara who had crumpled to the ground, before racing for the door. His high-pitched giggle followed him out.

I slid to my knees beside my demon. Her clothing had been half-incinerated, her skin blistered with burns. But thank fuck, she was still alive. Her red eyes were open, face screwed up in pain.

“You’re supposed to be fire resistant,” I told her as I gently picked her up in my arms.

“I am, damn it,” she hissed through clenched teeth. “I’d be dead if I wasn’t.”

My jaw tightened. “Dying is not an option. I’m getting you out.”

“Leave me and get Vale.”

“Not a chance.” I bit off every word.

She made to argue again, but broke off as a fine spray of water descended on us, so dense it blurred the air. Kara was drenched in seconds, only my shield keeping me dry. Tereza stood in the lobby entrance, her face a mask of fierce concentration as she switched spells, the mist fading as fountains erupted from her hands. She began to push back the flames, forging a path through the lobby.

Norms crowded behind her, cowering against the heat. Iyoni brought up the rear, glowing white with her celestial shield.

“Kara needs healing!” I shouted at her over the unceasing hiss of steam as a million water droplets fought the crackle of flames. But I didn’t wait, kicking open the hotel’s glass doors and carrying Kara outside. I crossed the street, not stopping until I was far enough away from the heat, everything lit by flames that were by now roaring up the sides of the hotel. The building was doomed, and it was too late for anyone not with Tereza.

Iyoni burst out through the doors, not bothering to open them, blowing a hole that would make it easier for the masses to exit. She skidded to a stop as I lay Kara gently on the sidewalk, hands glowing white as she began to use her healing.

“Go!” Tereza yelled behind me, chivvying slow-moving norms out of the building. Fifty of them, maybe… not more than that. How many had been inside?

“Is she all right?” I asked Iyoni.

“She’ll live,” my celestial replied, eyes closed as she focused on a bad burn across Kara’s stomach, the skin black, pink and raw.

“What are you waiting for?” Kara breathed, the words hurting her to say. “Go get Vale.”

“We’ll get him another time.” I dropped to a knee beside her, reaching for a hand but stopping as I saw how burned it was, not wanting to cause her more pain. “I’m not leaving you.”

“Yes you are, damn it. Take the puddle-jumper and go get him.” She glared at Tereza. “You keep him safe, you hear?”

“Kara, we’re not—”

“I don’t want you here, Xan,” Kara whispered. “Don’t look at me like this.”

“I’ll get her to the city hospital,” Iyoni said. “I promise.”

Kara gave me a look of fierce determination, then deliberately turned her head to hide her face.

Tereza stood a few feet away, watching grimly.

I pushed myself up, icy rage mingling with my fear for Kara. “Can you track him?”

“Yes,” she said, eyes flashing. “Ready when you are.”

I took a last look at my demon, lying bleeding and burned on the ground. Then I clenched my fists, and turned away.

“I’m ready now.”


Fifteen

Tereza sprinted for a side street, and I took off after her.

“Did you see what he did to Kara?” I called to her as we ran.

“No, I didn’t get there until he’d already fled.”

I clenched my jaw. “Double jet-engine flame shot at point-blank range.”

Tereza threw me a wary look, then veered sharply onto another street. “Through her shield and demonic fire resistance?”

“Yeah.”

“Fuck,” she muttered. “So what’s the plan?”

“You track him,” I said between breaths, “I kill him.”

She turned into a dark alley without hesitation, and I rounded the corner close behind her. “Good plan.”

No sooner had the words left her mouth than my shield flickered and faded.

I skidded to a halt. Had something happened to Kara? Had she been more severely injured than I had thought?

But when I checked, my bonds burned bright. All three of them: black, white, blue.

Tereza stopped a dozen feet ahead. “What is it?”

“My shield.” I tried to draw from Kara again, but nothing. No white shield from Iyoni, either.

“Is there a range limit?” Tereza asked.

Shit. “Truth be told, I don’t know.”

“Can you shield with my aether?”

“Don’t know that either,” I muttered, but it sounded like an invitation, so I pulled on our bond.

Immediately, an aura of blue sprang up around me, cool and fresh, shimmering like a still lake beneath the sun. The world took on a pale azure hue.

“That’s a yes,” I said, relieved it was working, not least because it suggested Kara and Iyoni were both fine. Just out of range, like Tereza had said. “How resistant is your magic to fire?”

“Normally, pretty damn strong,” she replied, taking off again as I followed. “But against Vale? No idea.”

“How close are we?”

“Also no idea. I get a trail through the air where he’s passed, little motes of aether that my water tracking picks up. But it’s not a blip on a map.” She threw me another glance. “There’s blood in the air, too. That your doing?”

“Yeah, I hit him with a spell. And I’m going to do it again.” And again. Until he was dead, and couldn’t ever hurt any of my bonded.

We ran out of the alley, across a road as the only car out at this hour flashed its headlights and honked us, and into another side street. How far had we gone from the hotel? How far could Vale run with that wound in his shoulder?

“We must be getting close,” I panted, beginning to struggle to keep up with Tereza. She had the body of a soldier, lithe and finely muscled, and seemed barely out of breath. I was pretty fit; she was fitter.

The street carried on, but Tereza swung sharply into the parking lot of a nearby apartment building, most of the spaces filled. The occasional streetlight cast just enough illumination, while making the shadows pool deeper. It was too late for anyone to be around, and no sign of Vale. She raced between the parked cars, single-mindedly pursuing the trace only she could sense, and I fought to keep up, legs protesting every step.

But there was no way I was stopping until we’d caught Vale.

Immediately ahead of Tereza, a sedan exploded in her path. One moment it was dormant, parked in its row; the next, it was a ball of fire, metal shards flying out like shrapnel.

Yet Tereza reacted instantly, skidding to a stop as her hands flew up. A wall of water formed before her, like a wave turned vertical, translucent and rippling in the air. I was certain it was too thin to be effective—but I was wrong. The gout of fire couldn’t penetrate, diverted away. Metal shards glanced off it like it was solid, ricocheting into other nearby vehicles with clangs and the shattering of a window or two. Then she dropped her hands, and the wall fell to splash in a deluge on the asphalt.

Vale leaped onto the hood of the car behind the one he’d exploded, giggling in his insane high-pitched way. His clothes were ripped over his shoulder where my spell had hit. The wound was no longer bleeding, skin red and raw like he’d seared it closed. It didn’t seem to hamper him as another jet of fire roared toward us.

Both Tereza and I dived out of its path rather than take it head-on, she one way, I the other. Vale laughed again, spreading his hands apart to track us as we rolled away, flames gushing from his palms like there was no end to them. Cars on either side of us caught fire, tires bursting and glass splintering.

I came up on one knee and lifted my hand, taking careful aim.

But nothing happened.

There was no choice but to dive to the side as his flames sought me, taking scant cover behind a car that was already flaming, and might explode at any moment.

Not only could I not draw a shield from Iyoni and Kara, but neither could I call on their aether to power the one spell I’d learned. I had Tereza’s bond, but I didn’t know what she could do beyond that wave-wall and a heavy rain-mist. Giving Vale a wash wasn’t my goal.

But Tereza had other weapons in her arsenal. She sprang to her feet, arms extended and aimed, and a powerful jet of water met his fire and sliced straight through it. It was water cannon meets flamethrower, and Tereza was winning.

Yet she was using two hands to Vale’s one, and his other stopped shooting flames my way. Instead, he spun his hand in the air, like he was stirring eggs into a cake, giggling inanely the whole time. Another torrent of fire formed out of thin air around Tereza, swirling like a tornado as it closed in on her shield in seconds.

“No, damn it!” I ran out from behind the car, not willing to see another of my bonded fall to this insane murderer. With both hands raised, I drew on my bond with Tereza, thinking back to the warehouse where I’d learned to cast my first spell. I focused on the water cannon Tereza was still shooting from her hands, and tried to duplicate it.

Visualize, aim, push out my power.

A thin jet of water shot from both my palms, under so much pressure they appeared white. They crossed the gap in a blink, striking the center of Vale’s shield and sending him careening off the hood of the car to fall with a crash against the one behind, where he slumped out of sight between the vehicles. Immediately, his jet of flame cut off, and the blazing tornado around Tereza dispersed into the air like mist on a hot day.

I winced as my energy plummeted, seeing dots before my eyes, my shoulders slumping. Another shot like that and I’d be unconscious, a sitting duck for Vale’s weakest spell.

But had I killed him? Was he out?

“Stay back!” Tereza yelled, creeping closer to get a view, arms extended in preparation for an attack. The car Vale had been standing on was directly between her and where he’d fallen, while I had the angle.

I took a shuddering breath, some of my strength returning. In a slow arc, arms out ready to cast another spell, I moved to get a clear view of him. I had to ensure Vale was dead, and make him that way if he wasn’t.

The car shot sideways toward Tereza, like it had been punted by a giant’s hammer. She had no chance to dodge and it smashed into her, knocking her back as she cried out in pain. She smacked into the car behind her, bounced off, and fell stunned to the ground.

Vale was left exposed, crouched on one knee, both hands controlling the small explosion he’d used to force the car away. And I was already aiming.

Yet he was almost too damn fast. One of my jets missed as he twisted away, but the other struck true, cutting into his chest. He screamed, falling away, even as he somehow got off another gout of flame. Both spells collided as steam filled the air with a searing hiss. My energy plummeted fast, my inexperience with the spell taking its toll. Vale had no such limitations.

As I dropped to one knee, he rose to his feet. One arm hung limp, clothes torn away across his chest by the force of my spell, skin raw and bleeding. Yet he was standing, and I was not. The point where both spells met shifted inexorably toward me, his flames stronger than my water. And I was growing weaker by the second.

There was nothing I could do as my magic faltered, the jet of water losing power. His flames roared over me, my whole world becoming an inferno. My shield held for a moment, weakening beneath the onslaught. Then it began to fail, flames pushing through holes in the aura. My clothes caught alight, my jacket melting to one arm, the skin blistering instantly. I tried to draw in a breath but there was no air, only heat.

Abruptly, it cut off. Another jet of water struck Vale, driving him into the side of the car. Tereza had regained her feet, rage in her eyes, hands extended and shooting out a constant stream.

But I hardly noticed, every nerve ending in searing agony. Flames wreathed my long leather coat, burning through to the flesh beneath. It was all I could do to fall to the ground, rolling as I tried desperately to smother the fire and get away from the pain.

“Xan!” Tereza screamed my name, cool water dousing me. It helped, but it didn’t stop the stinging torture that crawled across my chest, my back, and down my arms, like a million needles digging in.

It was a struggle to raise my head, peering through eyes that didn’t want to open. Was Vale down? Had we done it? The smell of burned flesh was nauseating. Crap… was that my flesh?

Tereza fell to her knees beside me. “Oh God, Xan.”

“Is… he… dead?” Every word was torture. My lungs felt blistered, my tongue wouldn’t obey me. I wasn’t even sure I was coherent.

“Don’t try to talk,” she cried. “Save your strength.”

But I had to know. I focused through the pain, trying to form just one word. “Dead?”

“No.” A blunt denial. “He escaped. I’m sorry, I was too…” Tereza was crying, her words laced with sobs. Why was she crying? Was she badly hurt?

My vision swam with despair and anguish. All this suffering, and we hadn’t even killed the bastard.

“Hold on, Xan.”

I lay on the ground, unable to do anything else. I wanted to stand, but my arms and legs wouldn’t respond. My skin was too tight, as if any movement would rip it wide. And all of me ached with a ferocious pain that seemed to bite deeper with each passing moment.

“Lieutenant Myas. I need a medevac helo. No, priority one, goddammit. It’s Xan Sullivan. Yes, that one. Extensive burns. Parking lot, Willard Avenue.”

She wasn’t talking to me. I didn’t know who she was talking to; my eyes wouldn’t open.

“Help’s coming, Xan. Just hold on. Please.”

I wanted to hold on, but I couldn’t. Blackness closed in, and part of me felt relieved.


Sixteen

The gentle murmur of voices and the steady beep of a machine pushed through into my consciousness.

The scents of spring flowers and freshly cut grass hit me first. Wasn’t it December?

Oh. Life aether. A lot of it.

Something held my eyes closed, or I didn’t have the strength to open them. I extended my awareness, reaching out with my ability to sense supes. Three life mages stood close, pouring their power into me. Beyond them, I felt others: dark and heavy demonic aether; the sharp, clean tang of celestial magic; and the cool, crisp touch of water.

I checked my bonds, all three of them: black, white, and blue.

“Did you feel that?” Kara said sharply.

“Like a twang in my chest.” Tereza sounded puzzled.

“He’s awake.” Iyoni’s voice came next, dreamy and slightly sing-song.

“Oh, thank God,” Kara said. A hand gripped mine. “Xan? Can you hear me?”

My jaw wouldn’t move to reply. My skin felt too stiff.

“Please miss.” One of the mages nearest me. “We need this area clear.”

“Work around me. He’s awake, and I’m not letting go.”

“Are you sure? The machine—”

“I’m sure. Just finish, please.”

“We’re all sure.” Iyoni again. “We can feel him.”

“Well, that’s positive,” the life mage replied. “But we still need you to back away. This will take hours.”

“Xan?” Kara murmured by my ear. “Remember the warehouse? Remember waking Tereza? Take our energy, Xan. Pull it inside you.”

That I could do.

I latched onto their bonds, drawing gently as I filled myself with their essences. Light mixing with dark, refreshing blue mingling throughout.

“What the hell…?” the life mage blurted.

“That’s it, Xan. Take what you need.” Kara encouraged me. “We’re all here.”

Strong, fresh aether filled me, and I took a deep breath. My chest filled with air that tasted too dry and slightly metallic. There was something over my mouth and nose. I felt more alert with every breath, and was able to draw more from my bonded.

“Are you sensing this?” a mage breathed in awe.

“I’m… not sure what I’m sensing…” another replied.

“His skin!”

Now that he mentioned it, my skin did feel better. Not so tight. My eyes still wouldn’t open, though.

I settled for a squeeze of Kara’s hand.

“Oh, I felt that!” she cried. “He’s stronger.”

“Doctor Cleo, let’s just go with this,” another mage said. “Our life aether is being boosted by whatever you three are doing, so just keep doing it.”

Kara gave my hand a squeeze. “Yes, Doctor,” she said, like it was them and not me.

*

Less than an hour later, I was sitting up in bed as Kara firmly showed the doctors out. They were still talking about miracles, staring at me like I shouldn’t be alive, and had a barrage of ‘tests’ they wanted to run. But she wasn’t having it.

“We’ll call you if we need you.” She gave the last one an encouraging shove, closed the door, then turned around and leaned back against it, her polite mask dropping away to something far harder. Her eyes found mine. “You scared the hell out of us.”

“She means welcome back,” Iyoni said.

“She means,” Kara began firmly, “pull shit like that again and I’ll never forgive you. Master.” The last word carried some of the exaggerated scorn I hadn’t heard since our first days together.

I set aside the hand mirror I’d been using to check my skin was unmarked and back to its usual shade, and raised an eyebrow at her. Luckily, most of the damage had been neck-down; my shield had held longest around my head, so my eyebrows survived, and my beard hadn’t even gotten its trim.

“Didn’t you tell me to go get him?”

“I didn’t tell you to face-plant into a fireball.”

I winked at her. “I figured if it was good enough for you…”

Kara harrumphed while Iyoni grinned.

My celestial had commandeered a car and driven Kara to the hospital, so she’d arrived first. Her burns had been a fraction of mine, one of the life mages had been keen to point out, and she was back to her usual self: getting angry with me half the time, clinging on tight the other half. Nothing ever seemed to bother Iyoni, so that only left my last bonded.

Tereza stood leaning with one shoulder against the wall, staring straight ahead at a potted plant to avoid looking at me. If I was horribly scarred and disfigured, I’d understand it. But I wasn’t. Between the life mages and the aether of my bonded, I’d made a ‘miraculous recovery’. Apparently, with 72% burns, I was lucky to be alive. Tereza was responsible for that, because she’d kept me in a water bath until the helo arrived.

I let my gaze settle on her, and even Kara went quiet, waiting expectantly.

“How are you doing, Tereza?”

She started at the sound of her name, giving me a guilty look. “Fine.”

‘Fine’ could mean anything: post-traumatic stress, survivor guilt, anger at being put in that position, resentment that the man who’d bonded against her will hadn’t died when he’d had the chance. The one thing it didn’t mean was that she was ‘fine.’

This was far from Tereza’s first rodeo. That didn’t make trauma any less impactful, though she’d seen a lot in her life. She wanted Vale’s scalp as much as the rest of us. And if she hated me, she probably wouldn’t have saved my life.

That didn’t leave many options.

“Why are you feeling guilty?”

Her frowning glance confirmed my guess was right. “I didn’t say I was—”

“But you are.”

Her frown became a scowl. “Now this damn bond lets you read my mind?”

Bingo. Knew it.

“No. Simple deduction.”

Her eyes narrowed, then she focused back on the plant. “Too damn smart for your own good.”

“You should’ve heard some of his lectures, Puddle Jumper,” Kara offered helpfully. “Half the time, the only person who knew what he was talking about was him.”

I flicked a glance her way. That was actually a bit rude, and not so helpful. She gave me an innocent look, and I arched a brow at her, then focused back on Tereza.

“So why are you feeling guilty, Lieutenant?” The use of her title was a deliberate provocation, and her gaze hardened as she looked my way.

“We going formal now, Assistant Director?”

“The way I figure it, you’re blaming yourself for something. You’ve got a lot to choose from. Kara’s injuries? The deaths in the hotel? My own narrow escape? Or maybe Vale getting away. But you’re a professional, Lieutenant. If you’re going to beat yourself up over things you can’t control…” I trailed off with a smile as I remembered what she’d told us when we first met. “Oh, I get it. You’re so used to always succeeding you’ve forgotten what it feels like to lose.”

“Get out of my head, Xan,” she growled.

“I can’t help it,” I said easily. “Philosophy and psychology both stem from the same questions. Why do people think the way they do? What is truth, identity, emotion, meaning?”

“Is there a point somewhere?”

“With philosophy? I think the point is that there isn’t a point somewhere.”

Tereza turned her back to the wall, leaned against it, and crossed her arms. Defensive body language if I ever saw it. “I almost got you killed.”

There it was.

“You saved my life.”

“Only after I almost got you killed.” She huffed a sigh. “Water is my domain. It beats fire every damn time. Why do you think I was assigned?”

Okay, we were being blunt. I could do blunt. “Well, because you’re the best hunter-class operative SPAR has, and because Firth knew your sister’s death would shove a wedge between us.”

Her eyes narrowed in hurt, the wound still raw. But there wasn’t blame there, not anymore. We’d moved past that.

Now we needed to move past this.

“Vale is classified as a top-quartile supe,” I continued. “What you SPAR folks might call a Class-A. But after what I saw tonight? He’s easily Class-S. That much power? Matching the two of us and winning? Two different abilities in addition to a shield?” I shrugged. “I’m not sure I can cast two at once. Can you?”

Iyoni’s interest piqued. “Two at once, and different?”

“A jet of flame with one hand, a fire tornado with the other.”

“That’s pretty rare,” she said, impressed.

“Yeah?” I focused on her, taking the distraction for Tereza’s benefit. “You have more experience than the rest of us. How rare are we talking?”

“Well, if I consider all the people I know who can use two at once… Archon Elaris Wynn. Vale, evidently. Me. So, three.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You been holding out on me, Iyoni?”

“Absolutely, but the offer is still there whenever you want to take it.” She bounced her eyebrows at me.

“All you ever think about is sex,” Tereza muttered.

“Wait ‘til he’s had you,” Kara said. “Then raise that objection again.”

“Says the succubus.”

“I’m a Lilim Demon actually.”

“And I’m not a puddle jumper.”

I coughed into my fist as Tereza chose me to glare at over Kara.

“Anyway,” I began, pulling us back on topic. “Vale was trying to kill us, and none of us died. Moreover, we now know more of what we’re facing. I’m going to put that down as a win for Team Us, and no one is to sit here wallowing in guilt.”

“A whole lot of people died tonight,” Tereza reminded us grimly. “We don’t know where he is, and yet again you have nowhere to live.”

“The first is very sad, but we can’t do anything about it. As for the second, we’re due to meet with Varek tomorrow—or later today, now. I’m guessing he can solve the third, too.”

Tereza didn’t look impressed. “It doesn’t change the fact that Vale kicked all our asses. How the hell are we going to win next time?”

“Like this,” I said.

Then I pulled Kara’s aether to me, forming my black shield. Iyoni’s came next, the shield marbling into its familiar black-and-white. Then I deliberately twanged Tereza’s bond, drawing a gasp from her, before I added her magic to my shield. The blue merged in, not creating a three-way marbling as I had anticipated, but with cool azure lines that lay between Iyoni’s white and Kara’s black. It played tricks with my eyes, giving the room an electric blue black-and-white effect, like a storm flash in a Film Noir freeze-frame. But I’d get used to it.

“That is fucking cool.” Kara gave her verdict.

“I really want to shoot stuff at you right now,” Iyoni said eagerly. “Can we see how tough that is?”

“Er… you just admitted to being Class-S, and they only just healed me.” I spread my hands to suggest it wasn’t my choice. “I don’t think they’d like having to do it again.”

“If you can’t block her, you can’t block Vale,” Tereza pointed out.

I’d walked into that one. “What about ricochets? That plant pot you keep staring at will be the first casualty.”

“I think they have a point,” Kara said, earning a glare from me. She was supposed to be the one person I could depend on… when she wasn’t pissed at me. “We should go somewhere quiet and give it a test.”

“Thanks, but—”

A jet of water struck my shield, reflected at an angle, took a chunk out of the wall, bounced again and smashed the plant pot. Tereza looked momentarily sheepish, then grinned. “It’s pretty tough.”

I dropped my shield quickly, holding my hands up in surrender before either of the other two had the same idea. “The point is, with the four of us working together, we can stop Vale. That’s the takeaway here. Let’s meet with Varek, and get a plan together for tracking him down.” I pointed an accusatory finger at Tereza. “Also, you owe the SPAR wing of New Providence City Hospital a new plant.”

She shrugged. “They already take 3% of my paycheck. They can afford it.”


Seventeen

We managed to snatch a couple of hours’ sleep, with Iyoni and Tereza curled up in uncomfortable hospital chairs while Kara shared my very narrow bed. But as Tereza had pointed out, once again we were homeless, and getting a hotel at 5 a.m. on a Sunday morning was as pointless as it was unlikely.

So we were up early, and I texted Varek to get him out of bed while Kara ordered an Uber Black and Iyoni found us spare SPAR clothes to replace our burned ones, basic tactical pants and a shirt were a significant improvement over a hospital gown open at the back.

Our driver was bleary-eyed at the end of his night shift, the first light of dawn illuminating a clear sky as we drove across the city. The roads were empty, no one else around.

The emergency services would still be dealing with the remains of the Omni hotel, but our path didn’t take us near it, and we had no interest in a diversion.

Our destination was College Hill, where the corps all had their HQs in concrete and glass.

Yet as I was just thinking the rest of the city was still in bed, my phone proved me wrong, buzzing in my pocket. I pulled it out and checked the caller ID: Marlow. She must never sleep.

“Morning, Director.”

“Xan. One of these days I want to have a conversation with you that doesn’t begin with ‘what the fuck have you done now?’”

“I haven’t done anything, save for defending myself when Vale tried to kill me again.”

“Yeah, I have hospital reports on my screen. Sorry you were injured, hope you feel better now,” Marlow rattled off with total disinterest. Then her voice sharpened. “Do you not think you had a duty of care to the other guests in the hotel?”

I bristled at that. “We saved as many of them as we could. That fire spread far too damn fast, and—”

“That’s not what the news is saying.”

“Since when do we care what the news reports?”

As one, all three girls reached for their phones.

“We always care what the news says, Xan.” Marlow sighed, far too wearily for this early in the morning. “The Assistant Director of SPAR is being painted as a callous vigilante at best, a coward hiding behind civilians at worst. That doesn’t just reflect poorly on you, it reflects on us.”

“Are you saying we shouldn’t have engaged Vale?” I growled down the phone. “It would’ve been a lot worse if we hadn’t. Leave him unchecked to pump more flames into that building? No one would’ve got out.”

“Yeah, well saving a few of them would’ve given a PR position to defend from.”

“We. Did.” I emphasized each word.

“That’s not what’s being reported. I need you to come in, help Kline sort this mess out.”

It was my turn to sigh. “I’ve got things to do, Director. Besides, it’s Sunday. Can’t this wait until tomorrow?”

“No, it can’t wait—”

“Yes it can. Anyway, I’m on retainer, not an employee. I don’t work weekends.”

“This is an emergency situation—”

“Not anymore it isn’t. It’s a PR one, and you don’t need me there to know the reports are fiction, Director.”

I killed the call and looked up to see all three girls staring at me.

“Well? How bad is it?”

“Pretty bad,” Kara said grimly, scrolling through the page she had open. “It implies that you were hiding at the hotel, using civilians as a shield. Then sacrificed them to make good your escape when Vale attacked.”

“Two hundred and sixty-four deaths,” Tereza read out in horror.

“That makes no sense.” I frowned. “We didn’t see anywhere near that number. How many came out of the top floors as you caught us up?” Those were the ones least affected. They should easily have had time to follow the path Tereza had made.

“This report says they all died,” Iyoni said in confusion, reading from her own phone. “But I was there when the first responders arrived. There were at least fifty survivors, mostly in good health.”

“We saved people,” Tereza muttered. “We’re not responsible for Vale’s attack.”

“Exactly.” I gave her a nod of encouragement. “What pisses me off is that they’re claiming all those deaths to get at me, instead of accurately acknowledging the ones who did die, and putting them on Vale. It’s an insult to their memories.”

“It’s bullshit,” Kara said angrily. “I just googled it. The hotel has a capacity of three hundred. So they’re saying it was nearly full? On a random weekend in December? That makes no sense.”

“It does if someone is manipulating the sentiment,” I said grimly.

“Who would do that?”

“Politicians scared of me. Editors seeking a new angle. Human pressure to make supes look bad.” I waved a hand. “The motivations are there, but I bet if you look, you’ll find a lot of those outlets are owned by Moreau Corp.”

“Varek?” Kara asked in surprise while Tereza went for her phone again.

“No. He’s oathed, and this counts as damage. But someone in the organization? Sure.”

“You’re right,” Tereza said, looking up from her phone. “They’re painting you as a villain.” For once, the accusation in her tone wasn’t directed at me, and her eyes blazed with indignation, as if to object that anyone could see me so poorly. It was a complete one-eighty from where she was just a few days ago. If I had to choose between Tereza’s support or the media’s, it was an easy decision.

“I don’t care about that,” I said dismissively. “The media are fickle. We stop Vale and they’ll be singing our praises fast enough.”

The Uber arrived outside Moreau Corporation’s headquarters, one of the largest around, tinted black windows all the way up, arcing into the sky with that fake-parallax tilt that made me look away before the vertigo kicked in.

At 7:30 a.m. on a Sunday morning, the streets were empty and the buildings mostly dark, but Varek had replied to my text to confirm he’d be there. Besides, Moreau Corp had fingers in so many pies that they were really a 24/7 operation. The reception desk in the lobby was staffed with two attractive women who rose as I approached, both giving me a stylized formal bow of respect.

“Mr. Sullivan,” one of them gushed with barely a glance at my bonded, “such an honor to welcome you here.”

Maybe they hadn’t seen the news yet and realized what a villain I was.

But then I spotted the large TVs mounted at various points around the walls, all showing footage of the Omni hotel, and that killed that idea.

What was I thinking? The staff here were used to men like Varek and my father. In comparison to them, a fire in a local hotel was hardly worthy of comment.

I settled for a simple, “Thank you. Where will I find Varek Moreau?”

“The executive floor, sir.” She waved subtly and another girl stepped forward, as attractive as the other two and dressed the same in a white satin blouse and high-waisted pencil skirt that stopped well above the knee. “Mira will take you to the private elevator.”

“Thank you.” Out of curiosity, I ran my senses over all three of them, wondering if Varek had demons manning the desk. Sure enough, each of them had dark, heavy aether, their power levels average.

“Over here, sir.” Mira showed us to an elevator secluded behind a screen, her hips swaying subtly as she led the way, legs sheathed in black seamed stockings that disappeared into four-inch heels. Kara caught me looking and her lips twitched in amusement.

“Chosen for their brains, no doubt,” she murmured.

Mira called the elevator with a security badge and then showed us in, thumbing the button for the twenty-fourth floor. “Mr. Moreau will meet you, Mr. Sullivan.”

“So is all this now yours?” Tereza asked as the elevator rose fast enough to pull at our stomachs.

“Uh…” It was a good question. “I guess?”

“Which makes you what, CEO?”

I winced as images of endless board meetings flashed before my eyes. “No, I’ll put Varek into that position. Unless someone better comes along.”

The elevator slowed, ending our conversation, and the doors slid open with barely a whisper, revealing Varek in his dark suit standing a respectful distance away. Tie perfectly knotted, hair slicked back, like he hadn’t been in bed an hour before. I wondered how close he lived.

“Busy night, Xan,” he said as we all trooped out. “No wonder you wanted to make an early start.”

“Well, we were up anyway.”

He ran his eyes over my borrowed clothing. “Silas Moreau kept a wardrobe in his rooms. Would you like to change?”

Wear my father’s clothes? Was that any different to taking on his mantle?

“I’ll have a look,” I said, noncommittal.

“I called in some staff,” he continued as we followed him down a wide hallway, the carpet thick and the décor black marble demons seemed to favor. Expensive, yes, but dark and gloomy. “A few are still on the way,” he said with a note of disapproval, like a one-hour response time was excessive, “but the rest are waiting in the boardroom, just down here.”

“Any of our brothers among them?” That would take some getting used to; I felt no sense of family.

“Yes, half a dozen. I put Gage and Adrien in an oversight role, as you oathed both of them. Bran insisted on being here too—he’s the were you fought, if you recall.”

Difficult to forget. “I recall.”

“Jonas, Elias and Eamon are loyal, but they didn’t make the shortlist for our warehouse visit.” He gave me an apologetic smile.

I let the names wash over me, not really caring. “I have no interest in chairing meetings and micro-managing. I just want the results.”

“Spoken like a true son of our father,” he said as if it were a compliment, but I had to hide my wince. “In that case, let me show you to your father’s rooms—your rooms now—so you can change. If you could please let us have one or two of your bonded to liaise with…?”

Tereza let me know she was interested with a subtle nod, gaze hungry to go hunting.

“Sure.” I gestured to her. “Tereza was with me last night when we fought Vale. Iyoni has useful knowledge, too.”

“Perfect,” Varek said. “Ladies, if you would please wait here while I show Xan to the study?”

“Don’t keep them long, Varek,” I warned. “We all get twitchy when we’re apart, and you wouldn’t like us in a bad mood.”

He gave a low bow. “I quite understand, sir.”

‘Call me Xan’ was on the tip of my tongue, but on this occasion I let it go.

Silas Moreau’s rooms were at the end of the hall, past the double doors and tinted glass walls that marked the boardroom, if the large table and people watching us from the other side were any indication. An electronic lock kept my father’s rooms secure, and Varek gave me a keycard. “This will give you access to the whole building. Your private elevator, and so on.”

“What exactly is my role here?” I asked, harking back to Tereza’s question.

“Whatever you wish,” he said simply.

“Who’s running the corporation?”

“I sit on the board with our brothers,” he replied, adjusting the knot of his tie that didn’t need adjusting. “Technically, you’d be the chairman, but in practice, the day-to-day management isn’t your concern.” He raised his eyebrows politely. “Unless you wish it to be?”

“No,” I said a little too quickly. “I’m not suited to that role.” My eyes flicked to the nearby doors, and I suddenly couldn’t wait to explore what lay behind. Were there answers inside? “Keep doing what you’re doing for now,” I continued, distracted. “I’ll want to make changes, but not straight away.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Call me Xan.”

“Of course, Xan.”

It didn’t make any difference when he said it with that much deference.

I glanced at Iyoni and Tereza, waiting fifty yards down this ridiculously large hallway, then turned to badge myself into my father’s rooms, the act dismissing Varek. He walked back to them while I opened the door, Kara keeping me company.

Into my father’s sanctum.
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The office was expansive, the entire far wall nothing but glass overlooking the city. Black marble ran underfoot, broken only by a blood-red rug beneath a desk cut from a single slab of dark stone. I half expected to see a throne with a skull motif sitting behind it, so the plush leather chair was a little disappointing, if more practical.

A portrait of my father hung on the wall, managing to look both powerful and disapproving. Or perhaps that was my bias. It was the only art, the only décor not chosen purely for practicality.

There were no chairs for guests, no casual meeting table tucked in a corner. The only nod to the corporate world was a plasma TV mounted on one wall, currently off, and a remote on the corner of his desk. He had no computer, no bookcases, no photos of little demons running around at a family barbecue.

If the room gave insights into my father at all, it was that the man had no soul.

“Is it just me, or is the air heavier in here?” I asked Kara, who gave a dry chuckle.

No hint of the wardrobe Varek had mentioned, but a discreet side door suggested more to explore. It opened into a bedroom, even larger than the office, with an enormous bed on a raised dais in the center, double steps on all sides around it. I did a double take when I saw three guitars mounted on the side wall. My father and I shared a passion? That thought was… unsettling.

Kara tried another door while I stopped before the guitars, struggling to reconcile what I knew of Silas Moreau with him playing acoustic covers.

“Bathroom,” she said, sounding impressed. “Very nice, albeit very black.”

Everything was black, from the carpets to the bedlinen. The lights did their best, but the effect was gloomy. I was not a fan.

She opened another door. “One sofa and a hell of a lot of space. Very Feng-Shui.”

I left the guitars and joined her, this new room as minimalist as the others. “Nothing if not economical.”

That left one last door off the bedroom, which opened into a walk-in wardrobe as Varek had promised. Rows of dark suits, shirts in black and grey, too many pairs of polished shoes, all of which looked like they would fit me just fine. I ignored the button-ups and pulled out a crew-neck shirt, pairing it with a suit. Kara watched as I changed with open interest, then nodded in approval.

“Perfect fit, and you wear it well.”

My discomfort didn’t stem from the clothes, which were top quality, but from the fact they were my father’s.

“They’ll do for today,” I muttered. “Moreau Corp has no shortage of money. I’m going to get these all taken away and replaced with something less… tainted.”

“They look brand new and unworn,” Kara said, fingering one of the shirts. “What will you do with them?”

“Give them to charity.” My old man would hate that.

That done, we walked back into his office. I took a seat in my father’s chair and began rifling through his drawers. The usual stationery. A box of tissues. A pot that I pulled out and examined, unscrewing the lid and finding the same viscous, grey healing ointment that Virelle had provided when Iyoni had been injured. A million dollars per pot, apparently, though this one was larger. Trust my father to spend a small fortune to heal his boo-boos. I put it back where I found it; good to know it was there.

The rest of it was papers. I flicked idly through them, seeing sheets of numbers and dry, executive summaries, then shoved the whole lot away and leaned back in the chair, resting my elbows on its arms and steepling my fingers.

“I expected more,” I muttered, looking around the room for what I’d missed.

“That look suits you,” Kara said, pushing herself off the wall to walk over and perch on the corner of the desk. “Nice powerful aura in here. It needs a little demon wench at your feet beneath the desk to keep you company.”

“Are you volunteering?”

Her lips curved up at the edges, eyes turning playful. “In a heartbeat.”

I held up a hand to stop her before she moved. “Raincheck that. Part of me does like the idea of bending you over my father’s desk, but a larger part is shouting ‘eww’ quite loudly.”

“No parents in the bedroom, huh?”

“Or the ghosts of them.” My eye caught on the portrait of my father hung on a wall. “Especially when he’s watching.” I indicated it with my chin. “What do you make of that?”

Kara turned to see what I was looking at, then hopped off the desk to examine it more closely. “A reasonable likeness from what I remember. Imposing, I suppose.” She threw me a look. “Designed to remind people who they were dealing with?”

“Precisely,” I agreed. “Or to frame it another way, completely redundant.”

She looked at it again, head tilted to one side. “Good point. Secret safe?”

“That’s my thinking,” I said, getting up and walking over. “There has to be something else in this room. Otherwise it’s just too… pointless.”

“Everything could be back at his house.”

“Maybe,” I muttered thoughtfully, “but something tells me he knew I’d come here. Where’s the message?”

Kara made a noise of uncertainty. “I get that you want a connection, but isn’t that a stretch?”

“I don’t want a connection,” I denied, running my fingers around the edge of the frame. It was mounted tightly to the wall, not even room enough to get a finger beneath it. “It’s more that Silas Moreau had one with me. Don’t you remember? Even before he knew I was an aetherborn, he formally recognized me as his son and even carved out a piece of this corp under my name.”

The portrait didn’t seem to want to shift, and that only made me more suspicious. I gave it an experimental tug, wondering what my old man would think if I ripped it off the wall.

“That’s because you were the first warlock in…” She trailed off.

I guessed she was going to say ‘a millennium,’ but Iyoni had corrected us enough times that we now knew it wasn’t true.

“Do you think that’s why he had so many children?” I asked idly. “Trying to hit that cosmic dice roll to produce a warlock?” I turned to her in curiosity. “Can women be warlocks? Is that why he showed no interest in any daughters?”

“Or maybe he was just chronically misogynistic.” She mused over my question. “I don’t know. It’s a possible theory. My mother would know.”

“So would Iyoni.” I turned back to the painting, then decided the hell with it. I drew on Kara’s aether, my shield snapping up, gripped the painting on both sides, and pulled.

The frame shattered with an ear-splitting crack that would’ve sounded in the hallway outside. Hopefully Varek was in the boardroom, far enough away to not have noticed. The painting tore, my father’s visage staring down at me in disapproval as it ripped through his throat. Something ironically symbolic there.

Kara let out a hiss. “Look at that.”

There was a safe. Also, a groove on the inside of the frame that had a matching switch on the exterior, melded into the corner. I found and pressed it, a little late for art preservation, and the remains of the frame swung out away from the wall, sagging dismally.

At least dad wasn’t watching me anymore.

The safe was a small lockbox with a handle, a coded dial, and a keyhole. I had neither the key nor the combination, but I wasn’t about to let that bother me.

“What do you know about safe breaking?” I murmured, gripping the handle and giving it a pull. But even with Kara’s borrowed strength I couldn’t make it move.

“Do you think Varek can unlock it?”

“I suppose it doesn’t hurt to ask,” I said, not hopeful. “Would you please ask him to come in here? And the girls, too.”

“Sure.”

She left me alone, and with nothing else to do, I explored the rest of the office, seeing what other secrets it might contain. I found a well-stocked drinks cabinet behind a wall panel, and was investigating the twenty-five-year-old single malt whiskies when Kara returned with the others.

I started with Varek, gesturing at the wall safe I’d uncovered. “Can you open that?”

If he had any reaction to my willful destruction, it didn’t show in his expression. “Regretfully, I cannot.”

I nodded, expecting that answer. “I want some changes made in here. Can I give you a list?”

He took out a note pad and pen, old school, and looked at me expectantly.

“Can you find me a PA to help me with day-to-day needs?” I began, not having expected Varek to take that role on himself. I figured I’d be sending someone an email, not dictating to the man who ran the whole corporation.

“Certainly, sir.” He scribbled on his pad. “Corinne Larouse is our Chief of Staff. She will manage everything for you.”

“Good. I need access to whatever personal files my father had.”

Another note jotted down; no objections.

“A sofa, table and a few more chairs.” I didn’t want my bonded standing all the time.

“Yes, sir.”

“The décor needs an update,” I found myself saying. Clearly, it was bothering me enough to make it a priority. “Replace all the bed linen, add some rugs, put some paintings up. In short, get some damn color in these rooms.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Get rid of all the clothes in the wardrobe and find me some suitable replacements.”

“Of course, sir. What sizes?”

I clenched my jaw. “Same sizes.” It irked that my father and I were physically similar.

“Anything else, sir?” he asked when I didn’t give him another instruction.

I hesitated, but there was no point being coy about it. “Whoever we’re currently banking with, I want it changed. We’ll use Halden Corp moving forward.”

Varek’s pen hovered over his page for several breaths, then he pressed his lips together in resignation and wrote that down. “I understand, sir.” He looked at me warily. “Anything else?”

“No, that’s all for now. I’ll look over the terms with Halden when you’ve negotiated them.”

He made a last note. “I’ll also arrange for credit cards on the accounts.”

“Thoughtful, thank you.”

Varek nodded and saw himself out.

Tereza waited until the door closed then raised her eyebrows. “Update the décor?”

Kara gave me an amused look. Iyoni didn’t seem to have paid any attention.

“I don’t want all the black in here,” I said. “I’m not my father.”

“Yes, of course, sir,” Tereza replied, mimicking Varek near-perfectly.

I gave her a flat look, but secretly I was glad she was making jokes.

“I suppose you can tell your parents we won’t need that house,” I said to Kara. “Better to fumigate my father out of this one than owe another favor.”

Her lips twitched at my comment. “If you’re sure.”

In truth, I’d have preferred somewhere to call my own. But that wasn’t a pressing item.

Which just left the safe in the wall. I walked over to it while they watched. “I’m certain he would’ve left something useful in here,” I muttered to myself. “But with no key…”

I drew again on Kara’s magic, but this time added Iyoni’s. My shield swirled in white and black, my strength ramping up fast. Bracing myself and taking a grip on the handle, I pulled.

The goal had been to force the door, but that wasn’t what happened. The safe was stronger than the mountings, and with a grinding sound that suddenly gave way to an explosive crack, I ripped the whole safe out of the wall.

“Damn.” I coughed away the cloud of marble dust that covered me, the dark suit I’d borrowed now not so dark anymore. The girls had all taken a hasty step back, and shards of broken black marble littered the ground.

The safe was revealed to be about two feet cubed, most of its weight from the heavy-duty steel it comprised. Whatever was in it was light, and that made me think important documents. I was keener than ever to crack it open.

“Maybe we can find a drill?” Kara suggested.

“Yeah,” I murmured, not quite ready to give up. I added Tereza’s power to the mix, her blue lines slotting into my shield and my strength spiking again. I had no idea how strong I now was in practical terms – enough to force a safe that now wasn’t even braced? There was only one way to find out.

Planting my foot on the box to pin it, I used the handle as a lever to try and warp the door. The room was silent as I quietly strained. With all three girls watching, my pride was at stake too, adding its weight to this task.

Something gave with a pop—not my shoulder; maybe a bolt shearing—and I took encouragement. Another yank, and the door twisted against its hinges, then gave way with a wrench of metal.

I straightened, trying to look nonchalant and avoid rubbing my bruised palm on my leg, while the girls all stared. “Good, that worked.”

“Holy crap,” Tereza murmured in awe.

“Wow, Xan.” Kara gazed at me with adoration.

“Interesting,” Iyoni said. “I wonder how strong you are. We should do some tests.”

The safe lay open at my feet, papers and a large leather-bound book within. They had been resting on shelves, but courtesy of my brute-force approach, they were now in disarray. My father hadn’t been so crass as to keep something as simple as money in here, and to me that meant these items were even more valuable. I carried the box over to the desk and set it on top, sitting in his chair as I began to pick through what I’d found.

“I’ll stay with him,” Kara said quietly, and I was half aware of Tereza and Iyoni returning to the boardroom, leaving us alone.

I lifted out the large book, setting it aside for now. The papers I collated back together, then flicked through them. The first few pages were disappointing—financial records that I didn’t understand and had little interest in.

The next was a document with Theron Vale’s name at the top, catching my eye. A quick skim showed that it was a profile, with more detailed information on the subsequent pages, stapled together. Notes had been added by hand; one read ‘unstable’ while another listed Vale’s abilities. The fire tornado and jets I’d seen; the localized explosion effect he’d used to blast the car toward Tereza, my father had noted as a ‘pressure-build burn’. Thermal vision was listed, along with ‘flash ignition’ and something called ‘flame agility.’ A lot of spells.

I handed it to Kara. “See that Tereza gets this, will you please?”

“Yes, Master.”

That sounded so much better than Varek’s obsequiousness. I gave her a distracted smile and turned back to the papers.

The next was a profile on Marietta Kye, with Anton Reznik’s and Isla Merrow’s following after. I set them aside to read later, my breath catching as I saw the name at the top of the next page.

Kara Halden—Demon.

I picked it up with a grimace, skimming the pages. A summary of her family, Dacien and Virelle listed, with cross-references to different file names. They were older than I’d guessed, both well past a century.

Her address was listed, along with her phone number and bank account.

Moreau’s information on Kara focused on her life at Bay Uni, and her connection to me. An assessment of her powers was disdainful, noting she ‘only had a whip,’ her strength listed as ‘average at best.’ A line suggested she’d ‘drawn me in with her wiles’, and questioned whether I was susceptible to pretty women.

Under weaknesses, he noted she was ‘impulsive under threat’—which was true. A ‘predictable sense of loyalty’, which I didn’t see as a weakness, and ‘too reliant on her parents’, which I regarded as out of date information. A note read ‘eliminate if subject shows dependency,’ while beside that, in the hand-written cursive I assumed was my father’s, it said, ‘If this is the standard of woman he is choosing, he remains weak.’

The next section was an assessment of her bloodline value to produce offspring, written in clinical terms, with the conclusion that she was ‘insufficiently powerful to add to the legacy.’

That was enough. Sick to my stomach and with grim satisfaction, I tore the pages into very small pieces, and swept them all into the bottom drawer of my father’s desk.

I turned back to the pile, and stared. The top item was an envelope, thick parchment paper, and my name written on it by hand.

The message I somehow knew would be there.

Picking it up, I opened it with trembling fingers, wondering what to expect, and even if I wanted to read it.

But how could I not?

Xander,

If you’re reading this, I’m dead: proof no one is flawless; someone always has more power.

My other sons are a disappointment, every one of them weak. In the brief time I knew you, at least you showed some promise. A warlock at last. If any were suited to the mantle, it was always going to be you.

Now that you hold it, understand this truth: you are not ready. What you have gained will be taken from you the moment you hesitate. Mercy is a luxury for men who expect protection. You have none.

Do not trust your brothers; they were loyal to me, not you. Bowing is the first step toward betrayal. Think beyond yourself. Progeny is strength; properly managed, your children will be the only ones you can trust.

To any other son that finds this letter, understand your position: you are not the heir. You are prey. Leave before someone stronger corrects the mistake.

Silas Moreau

What did I expect, a confession of parental affection and the identity of my mother? The man was incapable of love, seeing his children only as pawns. Maybe that was why he had so many.

He saw me as a tool to use, the only hint of pride because I’d turned in his hand and killed him. I wonder when he wrote the letter. After he’d first met me, and threatened Kara? When I killed another of his sons in the ambush that had taken Tereza’s sister? Before coming to the warehouse? I supposed I’d never know.

I laid his letter aside, the messages easy to dismiss. Expect no mercy and trust no one; the sentiment of a man who had never known love. He may have been powerful, but for the first time, my feelings for my father weren’t fear, rage or indifference.

I felt pity.


Nineteen

Lost in my thoughts, I was only half aware of Kara entering when the door opened.

“Tereza and Iyoni have your brothers eating out of—” She stopped abruptly as she saw me. “What is it?”

I focused on her and gave a smile. “Nothing. Miles away. What were you saying?”

“It’s not important,” she said. “The short version is that Tereza has them equipping drones with FLIR thermal cameras. She says pyros run hot. Iyoni is mapping out a search pattern, and Varek’s boys are tapping into law enforcement facial recognition to weed out false positives. It’s only a matter of time.” She paused before the desk, glancing at the papers I’d spread out before me. “Find anything?”

I picked up the letter and handed it to her. “My father being true to form. As for the rest of this, I need time to go through it.”

She read the message he’d left me and set it back where I’d had it, brow furrowed in thought. “You know… you’re not your father. Not any more than I’m my mother.”

“I know.”

“I don’t think mercy and trust are luxuries.”

“Neither do I.”

She held my gaze, searching my eyes, then seemed to relax as she found what she was looking for. Or didn’t find it. “Well, that’s good.” Then her lips quirked in a playful smile. “I do think children should be properly managed, though.”

“Damn right.” I chuckled.

A knock on the door disturbed our moment of mutual agreement.

“Come in,” I called, feeling a little like the Dean.

A woman in her early twenties entered, and for a moment I thought she was one of the three demons we’d met at reception. Then I realized she wasn’t, but she was dressed the same, like a tight white blouse, short black skirt and racy stockings were a uniform. My senses told me she was a demon, too. So not as young as she appeared.

“Good morning, Mr. Sullivan. My name is Corinne Larouse, Chief of Staff. I’m your go-to for anything you need.”

She opened the door wider and half a dozen demon girls swept in behind her with chairs, a table and enough furnishings to make the room usable. “This is just a temporary solution,” she assured me as she directed them with brisk efficiency. “If you had something specific you wanted—”

“This is fine,” I said, quite impressed by how fast they worked. All I actually wanted was somewhere for my bonded to sit, so they didn’t have to stand around if I spent any time in here.

Corinne’s smile widened, then she ushered the girls out like a flock of well-trained birds. “Is now a good time to modify the other rooms with some discreet furnishings, sir?” Her expression didn’t flicker as she took in the hole I’d made in the wall and the dust all over the floor. “And perhaps tidy up?”

I rose, collecting the papers and the leather-bound book I hadn’t even opened. “Let’s get it done. Find me an office, will you?”

“Certainly.” She swiped across her tablet and turned it toward me. “Would you like to choose swatches?”

“No,” Kara said firmly, “he would not. Use your imagination. You do have one, right?”

“I do.” Corinne’s tablet turned back again, her smile not slipping. “This way, sir.”

We followed her to an unoccupied office not far from the boardroom as more uniformed demon girls walked by the other way, carrying furniture between them.

“How many of them are there?”

“Oh, the girls?” Corinne echoed, like she hadn’t noticed them. “I’m not sure. A hundred, maybe? Moreau Corporation is a popular employer.”

I had to ask the burning question. “How many are Silas Moreau’s daughters?”

Corinne looked positively shocked. “None, sir. He wouldn’t hear of it. Besides, he liked to…” She paused awkwardly, as if remembering who she was speaking to. “Er… they entertained him on occasion.”

“Sure they did.” A hundred demon girls and two hundred children. How did he ever find the time? Let alone remember their names.

“I’m certain they would be only too glad to—”

“No.” I cut that off before it went any further. The thought turned my stomach for many reasons. Impressionable girls. Demonic hierarchies. The difference in power. And that my father had… indulged. “I won’t be adding to their ‘duties.’”

Corinne demurely lowered her eyes. “As you wish, sir.”

“We’ll be fine here,” I said by way of dismissal, keen to get back to what I’d liberated from my father’s safe.

She handed me a business card embossed with the Moreau Corporation logo, a curling, intertwining ‘MC’. “My number, if you need anything.” With a polite smile toward Kara, she left, closing the door behind her.

I dropped into the desk chair, while Kara made herself comfortable on the room’s small sofa, giving me a sympathetic look.

“Heavy the head that wears the crown, eh?”

“It’s not that so much.” I sighed. “More that my father’s presence is… everywhere.”

“Oh, yeah.” She made a face. “It was reminding me of that stint I did in corporate finance in Dacien’s companies. Now I know why.”

I nodded, pulling the leather-bound volume toward me, and Kara fell quiet as I opened it and began to read.

It quickly became apparent what it was. My father had two demonic powers, one greed based, the other a binding power, not dissimilar to the oaths Virelle used. But what she did through ritual, my father could do naturally. And the book before me was proof.

Each page was given over to a new victim my father had coerced. Politicians, prominent business people, bankers, key media figures. The odd SPAR bureaucrat. Even community leaders. He’d listed the weakness he’d exploited and the binding oath he’d extracted and why: influence, connections, resource flow, city operations. The reasons were myriad. And then file numbers against each one, presumably referencing even more details.

It was a web of manipulation, going back decades. Many of their names were crossed out in a neat single line, ‘deceased’ written alongside in my father’s cursive script. I recognized some of those that weren’t. A news anchor for a prominent broadcaster. The Chief Financial Officer of a large household name company. The current mayor.

They must all be breathing easier, knowing he was dead.

I took to flicking through, not really that interested in what these individuals had done to let him in. Maybe there was an argument for karma, but I didn’t see it that way. No one should be controlled like this.

Then, halfway through the book, I found a single loose page tucked in among the others. I took in a hissing breath, and Kara looked up from her phone.

“What is it?”

“Director Madeline Marlow,” I said, skimming the sheet. “He told me they ‘go way back.’ I’d guessed it was blackmail of some type, but this…” I shook my head.

He’d left this for me, I knew he had. A single page loose in the book, just so I wouldn’t miss it, and he knew I was working with SPAR. Did he expect me to take over his manipulations of her? That was how he would think, but it wasn’t going to happen.

“Is it bad?”

“She has a daughter,” I said. “Nine years old.”

“Shit. Moreau’s?”

“It doesn’t say. Only that it’s her ‘weak point.’ Moreau knows where she is; Marlow apparently doesn’t.”

“That’s… fucked up. Where is she?”

I turned the sheet so she could see how little was written on it. “See the file number? Every entry in this book has one. I’m guessing the details are in there.”

“We need to find that file.”

“Damn right. Then we need to find Marlow’s daughter.”

I pulled out my phone, snapped a photo of the page just to keep it safe, then dialed the number on Corinne’s card beneath her title of Chief of Staff. She answered straight away. “How may I help, sir?” Hammering sounded in the background, like they were taking my request to remodel the décor very literally.

“Moreau’s files.” I muttered a curse and corrected myself. “Silas’s files. Can I get access to a computer?”

“Of course, sir, but Mr. Moreau senior didn’t like computers. Not much of his personal content is digital.”

“Oh? Where is it then?”

“If it’s not here, it’ll be at his house, sir. On the coast, near Buzzards Bay.”

Figures. “Yeah, I know where that is. There’s still time today to get out there. Who can show me around?”

“Er…” Corinne’s awkwardness carried on that one word. “I’ll be there in a moment.”

But when she arrived, she wasn’t alone. Varek was with her.

“Corinne tells me you want to visit Silas Moreau’s country estate?”

“Is that a problem?”

“Unfortunately, yes. You see, while we control this building and the majority of Silas Moreau’s financial enterprises, some of our other brothers have splintered into their own factions. One of the most dangerous controls his estate, along with the media arm of Moreau Corporation.”

“Uh-huh.” I gave Kara a significant glance. “By any chance, would they be the ones responsible for my recent bad press?”

“Yes, Brother. Attacking your reputation undermines your position with SPAR.”

I didn’t need him to spell that out. “That’s neither here nor there right now. What matters is getting into the house. How do we make that happen?”

Varek fiddled with the knot of his tie. “Short of a full-on assault, we don’t. And Victor—the brother that leads the faction—isn’t someone with whom you want to seek a conflict.”

I leaned back in my chair and switched my attention to Corinne. “You said my father’s files are at the house?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you know where?”

“Not precisely, no.”

“Does anyone?”

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and glanced at Varek before she answered. “Your father didn’t tend to share his secrets with his sons.”

“So that’s a no. Will they be hidden?”

“The valuable ones, yes.”

“But they’ll find them, given enough time.” I looked at Varek. “What forces do we have, and what do they have?”

“We have thirty-eight brothers including myself, all loyal, but only half of them are experienced in combat and strong enough for something like this. We have plenty of enforcers within the corporation, but only a dozen strong enough for this.” He looked apologetic. “We used to have a lot more, but after Bay Uni…”

“I get it.” I didn’t need reminders of that massacre.

He ducked his head in acknowledgment. “Victor has maybe twenty of our brothers under his banner, and the majority of those are competent fighters. But he’s a powerhouse in his own right, and has employed mercenaries.” Varek’s lip curled at that. “For combat purposes, he would be able to field twenty or thirty.”

“So we might have a slight edge in numbers.”

“Indeed. Though the collateral damage would risk leveling the house.”

“We also can’t leave this place defenseless,” I mused. “It does us no good to take over our father’s country estate only to lose this place to an attack while we’re out.”

I rubbed my beard as I pondered. Varek might be worried about the building, but I was more concerned with the deaths that would result. Could I ask my own brothers to die for me? Even though I barely knew them, the answer to that was a resounding no. I couldn’t ask anyone to die for me.

And that gave me an idea.

“What about a duel? Bran challenged me. What if I were to challenge Victor?”

Varek pressed his lips thin. “He would be honor bound to accept, or forfeit control of the faction to you. But I would advise against it, Brother. We’ve been actively avoiding such a duel, and would encourage you to do the same. Victor is the most powerful of our father’s sons.”

I raised an eyebrow. “More powerful than me?”

Varek ducked his head in obsequiousness. “Forgive me, I didn’t mean to imply—”

I waved it away. “I meant it genuinely. How do you rate his power?”

Varek considered the question. “He’s an Asura-class demon. He lives for war and is obsessed with hierarchy.” He paused, avoiding my eyes. “He was our father’s favorite before you arrived on the scene.”

“So he has a bone to pick.”

“Indeed he does. As to his power… in time, it will rival our father’s. For today, I would put him in the top two or three percent of all supes in New Providence.”

Both my eyebrows went up. “And Vale, for comparison?”

“Well, no measure of power is absolute. But yes, about that level.”

“Then why isn’t Victor running this place?”

“Because after it emerged you were a warlock, our father made it clear your potential was greater than any. Then in the warehouse, when you showed you were more even than that, it tipped the balance heavily in your favor.” Varek gave a slight bow, like he couldn’t resist. “We are demons, Brother. What happens today isn’t as important as what could happen tomorrow, for we will all live a very long time. You might be weaker than Victor now, but ultimately you will not be.”

“Weaker?” Kara echoed. “Where do you put Xan’s power?”

Varek shifted his weight nervously, answering Kara but addressing me. “From watching you fight our father, I would suggest you were strong, but inexperienced. Had you been alone…” He trailed off with a shrug, letting the implication stand.

I couldn’t fault his assessment.

“Then I need more experience,” I said.

“Well, quite,” Varek replied with obvious relief, as Corinne nodded beside him. “Perhaps in a few more years—”

“No. What I mean is do you have a range or a practice arena somewhere?”

“We do,” he said cautiously. “There’s one in the basement.” He cleared his throat. “With respect, sir, when I talk about experience, Victor has spent decades as our father’s lead enforcer. However long you were to spend on a range—”

“I get it, Varek.” I cut him off. “Regardless, there are documents I need, and they’re not here. Is there anywhere other than his house they might be?”

Varek looked uncomfortable. “Not that I can think of.”

“Then that is where we must go. Let’s get some heads together and come up with a plan.”

Varek drew himself up. “Any direct conflict will pit us against Victor. That must be avoided.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” Kara leaped to her feet. “You said that Victor would be honor bound to accept the duel or forfeit the faction.”

“That is correct,” Varek confirmed.

She turned to me, face taut with worry. “Then as soon as he knows you’re here, he’ll challenge you himself.”

“Well, defeating him is one way of getting control of the house.”

She crossed her arms and scowled at me. “And fighting him sounds like one quick way of getting dead.”

“Only if I lose.”

Varek cleared his throat, a small, strained sound of dissent, while Corinne stared at me like I was insane.

“Varek, do me a favor and pull a team together for some brainstorming. We need alternatives for getting into that house that avoid a conflict.”

“Yes, Brother,” he said, managing to imply with just those two words that it was a futile task. He walked out of the room with Corinne trailing him.

I waited until the door had shut, then looked at Kara.

“What do you think?”

“I think it’s a really bad idea, Master,” she said without hesitation. “From what Varek has said, this guy Victor is a serious threat. It’s not just about power, it’s his experience too.”

A pointed reminder that I had none. “But he’s in the house with the documents. What would happen to SPAR if a man like that found Marlow’s file, and then her daughter?”

Kara winced. “But he’s been there a couple of weeks already, right? If he hasn’t found them yet—”

“—Then he could any day.”

Her chin came up. “I’d rather SPAR goes down than you do.”

“Yes, but Varek’s assessment of my power was based on the fight in the warehouse. Now, I have Tereza, too.”

Kara’s eyes narrowed. “He also said no measure of power was absolute, and he’s right. How do you know that will level the playing field?”

“I don’t,” I said bluntly. “That’s why I need to get some practice in. I can only cast one spell, and even that tires me out in a shot or two.”

She crossed her arms, expression tightening. “You’re not inspiring confidence.”

I rocked back in the chair and propped my feet up on the desk. “Let me put it another way. Let’s say we let Victor get control of all of Moreau’s secrets. He finds the files, he’s not only controlling Marlow, but is keyed into the whole damn city, and half the country.” I tapped the book on my desk to emphasize my point. “Right now, he’s running news stories that will be forgotten this time next week. But what will he do when he controls SPAR? Or key celestials? Politicians in Washington? Who do you think he’ll come after first?”

“It’ll take him time to put that into place, though, right?” she said, sounding uncertain. “We don’t have to leap in tomorrow.”

“He’s already had time,” I argued. “Moreau’s been dead two weeks. If Victor moved in straight away, he could’ve already found the files—”

“—The hidden files.”

I waved a hand. “How many places are there to hide something in a house?”

“Blackmail isn’t instantaneous, Xan. You have some experience of that.”

I chuckled coldly. “Thank you for the reminder.”

Kara changed tack. “Your father had those files, and did nothing with them.”

“Just because we don’t know what he did with them doesn’t mean he did nothing.”

“My point is that there’s no guarantee Victor will try anything either.”

“Except he has a target.” I pointed my thumb toward my own chest. “I’m in his way.” I gestured around me, encompassing the office we sat in and the building at large. “I’m sitting where he wants to sit.”

“Then he’s coming for you,” Kara whispered.

“Yep.”

Kara swallowed hard, biting at her lip. “Then let’s leave. We’ve got money. Let’s go to Europe. Hell, I’ve never been to Japan. Wouldn’t you like to see Japan?”

“What, and leave him in control of all those files? Leave those people to their fate?” I gave her a gentle look. “That’s not the right thing to do.”

“I knew you’d say that.” She paced across the room then whirled on me, eyes flashing from green to red as her glamour slipped. “But neither is sacrificing yourself, goddammit.”

“Such little faith?” I teased. “Besides, a duel won’t be necessary if subterfuge works.”

“You really think we can get into that house without a fight?”

I hesitated. That was the flaw in an otherwise damn fine plan. “Truthfully? No.”

“And if he kills you?”

“It’s not guaranteed. I reckon the odds aren’t that bad. Fifty-fifty, maybe.”

“Fuck you, Master,” she spat. “This is a bullshit idea and you know it.” She glared at me, tears in her eyes, then turned for the door.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m getting Iyoni. Between us, we can keep you from doing anything batshit crazy.”

The door slammed behind her, hard enough to crack the glass.

The room was suddenly quiet enough for me to hear my heart beating in my chest, and I let out a slow breath.

But what other option was there? Let Victor take control? That didn’t bear thinking about. Fight his army with mine? That wouldn’t change anything, it would only lead to more deaths.

There had to be another way—even if I couldn’t see it. In the meantime, I would do what I could to ready myself. It couldn’t hurt to practice some spells, especially with Vale still out there. Not to mention Reznik and Merrow, who were far too quiet.

I laughed, the sound echoing back from the empty office as if it were tormenting me. Five weeks ago, I’d been a philosophy lecturer. Now I was a mob boss, apparently, and facing a very short reign.

I picked up the letter from my father, my hand trembling with adrenaline, and read it again.

He was right after all. I wasn’t ready.


Twenty

The range in the basement of the Moreau Corp building was simplistic but effective: an empty space with concrete walls chipped and scarred through years of use, a hardened steel backstop that had been battered into submission, and targets for both ranged and melee practice.

Kara leaned against a wall, her arms folded in disapproval and her best scowl directed at Iyoni, who had taken on the role of instructor, in what Kara saw as a betrayal.

Tereza had a laptop out to work on their search patterns for Vale, though so far she hadn’t done much on it, instead watching my progress and occasionally making comments.

I was only drawing from Iyoni, working with her celestial magic as I tried to reduce the aether I poured into each spell. It was harder than it sounded.

My latest shot punched through a paper target and exploded on the wall behind, the ringing of steel making me wish for ear protection. I sagged as my energy levels dipped dangerously, my arm heavy and dots in my vision.

“Looked about the same to me,” Iyoni said when the echo had died away. “Still sucking all your energy?”

“Yeah.” It came out as a pained grunt.

“Diminishing returns, remember?”

“I got it.”

She’d hammered the principles home: while pouring more energy into each spell did help, the increase was small. Apparently, power was some arbitrary measure that no one could fully explain. Part hereditary, part innate potency, the rest pure luck. Either a supe was powerful, or they weren’t. If they were, spells hurt. If not, they tickled.

I’d never heard it explained like that, but she was the expert. It also made me wonder if my ability to sense supes focused on only one or maybe two aspects, giving me an inaccurate read. Vale had read powerful, but not to the level Varek had claimed. And then his spells had packed a greater punch than anyone had anticipated, even before he started using two at once. Kara was strong, yet his flames had cut through her shield almost like it wasn’t there. None of us had expected that.

The thought of my demon lying injured on the ground gave me purpose, and I sucked in several deep breaths, drawing on the girls’ aether to replenish myself and ready for another try.

Iyoni and I had debated this, too. I wasn’t using my own power, I was using hers, and drawing from my other bonded. Yet she was convinced the principles were the same: my innate ability, which she called strong, combined with my own limitations on how much I could push through in one go. That’s why I saw spots when I overdid it.

Gritting my teeth, this time I barely used any power. But as with every time I’d done this, absolutely nothing happened.

Given Iyoni’s theory, I could use only a trickle of aether and the spell would be just as effective. The problem was that with too little power behind the spell, I couldn’t get the damn thing to fire off in the first place.

I gradually increased the power, my hand extended like a scarecrow’s and about as deadly. Then after several seconds, the spell went off with about the same amount of power as last time. I hadn’t been ready for it, and it completely missed the target, exploding against the back wall and making our ears ring again.

I slumped, resting my hands on my knees, breathing hard. “I’m getting worse.”

“It’ll come.” Iyoni was quick with her encouragement.

Kara shifted restlessly. “You’re not ready to face Victor. I’m sorry to be blunt, Master.” She normally used that term in response to the imperative, when she was pissed off with me, or aroused. This was none of those, her concern leaking through instead. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

“Why does he have to fight him at all?” Tereza asked. “Why can’t we just ignore this Victor guy?”

“Because as soon as he knows Xan is here, he’ll challenge him to a duel,” Kara said, face taut with concern.

“He will get the files at any time, if he hasn’t already,” I replied wearily. “The longer we wait, the greater the chance he can find or use them.”

Tereza grunted her understanding.

“You know,” Kara began, and her tone had shifted from heavy worry to thoughtful contemplation. “I don’t think your theory is right, Iyoni.”

I was grateful for the excuse to rest and turned to her in interest, while my celestial tilted her head and gave a polite, “Oh?”

“I don’t shoot out bolts like you guys do,” Kara went on, “so maybe I’m talking crap. But do you remember back in the warehouse when Xan’s first shot blew half the wall away and then he passed out?”

She had a point. “Yeah. That’s hardly ‘diminishing returns,’” I said. “So can’t I just go full out if I meet Victor?”

Iyoni shook her head. “No. Look, it’s about energy transfer and pressure, right?”

“Is it?”

“Think of it like this. You take a big-ass hammer and smack a knight in a suit of armor with all your strength, you’ll knock him back and bruise his ribs. But if you take a steel-tipped arrow and shoot that same knight with an English longbow, you penetrate the armor and kill him.”

“Uh-huh. And how does that apply here?”

“That big blast you did in the warehouse was your hammer. Or, I suppose, more like a celestial-demonic flamethrower.” Iyoni made a face as the analogy broke down, then shrugged and continued. “The point is, the crates you destroyed and the wall you took a chunk out of had no shield. Someone like Victor will have. You make it easier for him to resist you. If he survives that blast—and there’s a good chance he would—then you’re as helpless as a newborn lamb to whatever response he has.”

“Fuck this,” Kara muttered.

Iyoni flicked her a glance, then plowed on. “If instead you can make your bolt into that arrow, not only can you get through his shield, you can shoot all day.”

“Arrow, huh?” I said, scratching my beard as an idea began to form. “And what would you say I’m currently shooting? A spear?”

“Bigger,” Tereza added unhelpfully. “More like a ballista bolt.”

Iyoni perked up, clicking her fingers. She pointed first at Kara, then at me. “Damn, I should’ve thought of this. Not less power, but smaller projectiles.”

“We figured it out together,” I said, energized as I turned once more to the targets. “So, a flurry of needle-like darts. I can do that.”

Except I couldn’t. It turned out that getting the spell smaller was just as hard as reducing the energy, and it was another two hours before I managed one that Tereza called ‘javelin-sized.’ By that point, I was exhausted.

“Let’s call it a day,” I said, not even sure what the time was. “I don’t know about you, but I could murder a steak.”

“This should be good,” Kara said dryly. “Are you going to use a knife, or a machete?”

*

We went to a nice steakhouse not far from Moreau Corporation HQ: College Hill was full of classy restaurants for those with high disposable income. With Moreau’s finances now in my pocket, I certainly had a lot of that. It wasn’t mine and I hadn’t earned it, but it seemed crazy to worry about such things with everything else we had on our plates.

The décor was subdued with low lighting and it wasn’t too busy, yet barely had we sat at our table when a woman walked up. She was in her thirties wearing a blouse with the top buttons undone, a short skirt, and heels.

“Hi, Xan.”

I had absolutely no idea who she was. “Hello.”

“Could I have a picture?”

“Uh… sure.” I got up from my chair and smiled as she pulled her phone out. The first few shots she leaned back against me, like I was a landmark rather than a person. Then she turned toward me, draped a hand across my shoulder and shot a couple more. The hand wandered down my back, sliding lower.

“No touching,” Kara growled, and the woman jumped, stepping away from me, and gave a nervous laugh.

“Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, like she hadn’t been about to cop a feel and this was all perfectly normal.

Several other people had stopped nearby, and as the first woman stepped away, another came forward. “Would you mind? Only, my friends won’t believe me unless I…” She waggled her phone hopefully.

“Of course, no problem.”

Kara leaned across to talk to Iyoni, who slipped out and disappeared while three more people had their turn. Iyoni came back with the manager who gave me an apologetic look.

“I’m so sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. Sullivan. Your private room is available, now. If you will follow me?”

I said goodbye to the latest fan, and he showed us to a discreet room with seating for twelve.

“Anything you want,” he said, bowing himself out. “We’re honored to have you here.”

It was actually quite a nice dinner, in the end.

Afterwards, we went back up to my father’s rooms that I now had to start calling my own. To Corinne’s credit, they’d done an amazing job in a short space of time. The office had been transformed, the floor swept clean and a new picture hung over the hole I’d made in the wall. In the bedroom, the black décor remained but it was hidden behind rugs, soft furnishings, and some artwork. Soft lighting helped, and they’d even added a large beanbag, which Iyoni immediately claimed as hers. Dare I say, it felt almost homely. More like our space, less like my father’s.

“This is much better,” Kara said, hands on her hips as she turned, surveying the room. “I can’t feel him anymore. As good as an exorcism.”

Tereza eyed the enormous bed with suspicion, then wandered into the living space nearby. Kara cocked an eyebrow at me, saying nothing as I followed. They’d been busy in here too, swapping out the black sofa for two others in white, an easy chair, and a large TV. Tereza stood in the middle of the room with her back to me, arms wrapped around herself.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t ask them to put another bed in. It was an oversight.”

She scoffed. “What, you don’t want me in your bed?” she asked flatly, not bothering to turn around.

“Thank you for the offer,” I replied, knowing it wasn’t really an offer, “but no.”

Rather than relax at my offhand dismissal, her shoulders tightened further. “What do you mean ‘no’?”

“Well, it’s a bit like yes, but denotes the opposite.”

She spun to face me, giving me a glare that suggested she’d been learning from Kara. “Are you rejecting me?”

I met her feigned affront with a smile. “Tough to reject you when you never actually meant what you were asking.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Most men would’ve jumped at that chance.”

“I’m not sure that’s true,” I said mildly. She bristled further, but I kept talking. “That isn’t to say you’re not attractive. You are.” She was. A fiery Latina with deep brown eyes to lose oneself in, and the kind of high cheekbones that in days of old, would’ve come with royal blood and men sailing ships in her name. “Anyone with eyes can see your beauty.”

“Why, then?”

I knew what she was really asking. “Because I don’t invite women to my bed that don’t want to be there. Especially when I don’t want them there.” I held her gaze. “Despite your assertion to the contrary, I think most men would agree.”

Her brow furrowed. “You don’t want me there?”

“No, I don’t,” I said bluntly.

She seemed taken aback. “Why—”

“You and I have too much baggage. First, you blame me for the death of your sister. Second, you don’t like me. Third, you don’t want the bond. No shade your way, for the record. Fourth, you’ve been fighting it tooth-and-nail ever since.”

“I don’t blame you for Inés’s death. Not any more, at least.” She seemed to deflate, the tension draining from her shoulders, and looked down at the floor between us. “And I didn’t say I didn’t like you.”

“Grand. I like you too.” She hadn’t denied not wanting the bond, but I hadn’t expected her to. But there wasn’t anything either of us could do about that now, and I turned for the door. “You know, they have a million rooms in this building,” I said as I walked out. “I’m sure there are other places with beds. Let me know if you have any difficulties, and I’ll get Corinne to sort something.”

Kara flicked me a questioning glance as I walked back in, her gaze then shifting to Tereza. “I feel like going out and getting a drink,” she announced to no one in particular. “Want to come with me, PJ?”

“Uh… sure,” the hydro said with resignation. Then she straightened her shoulders, carefully avoiding looking at me. “Yeah, actually a drink sounds good. Do you play pool?”

Kara grinned, hooking an arm into hers and steering her for the door. “Not for a few years, but enough to whip your butt.” They paused at the threshold and Kara looked back at me. “I imagine we’ll be a couple of hours,” she said like that was significant.

“Have fun.”

“You too.” That was definitely said with significance.

They left while I was still mulling over what she’d been getting at, my brain tired and sluggish. I’d missed something, but the door closed with a click behind them and I mentally shrugged.

“Did you want to get a drink too?” Iyoni asked me from where she curled on her beanbag.

“Not really. I’m worn out from all the training today. Going to take a shower and go to bed.”

She gave me a smile. “Sounds like a plan.”

Corinne’s team hadn’t touched the bathroom, the floors and walls still tiled in black marble. A walk-in shower large enough for a string quartet featured multiple spray nozzles mounted at different angles, while the jacuzzi tub set into the floor rivaled a small reservoir. It was all a bit ridiculous, really.

Soaking in the tub did appeal, but I didn’t want to wait an hour for it to fill, so I settled for a shower. Whatever I might think of the whole ostentatiousness, I couldn’t deny it worked damn well. Sprays from multiple angles bathed me in warm water with enough pressure to begin loosening my tired muscles, and all I had to do was stand there, bracing myself with both hands on the wall.

Over the hiss and spray of the water, I didn’t hear Iyoni come in, her soft touch on my back the first sign she was even there. I turned in surprise, finding her as naked as me, her smile serene but her grey eyes seeking out mine with a question in their depths.

My brain caught up with Kara’s parting comment. So that was why she took Tereza out. And I’d thought it was for the hydro’s benefit. Hell, knowing Kara, she probably saw it as a double win.

Iyoni ran her hands up my arms to my shoulders as she stepped into me, the water spraying over us both. Her small, firm breasts brushed against my chest, her body pressing close. She didn’t say anything but she didn’t need to; the feel of her touch was enough, and my body responded.

I slid one arm around her waist, letting my hand rest at the curve of her ass and tugging her against me, while with my other I cupped her cheek. She pressed into my hand, eyes closing as she lifted her chin in offering, the water splashing over her face. I kissed her gently, in no rush, her lips soft and parting eagerly, her tongue meeting mine.

On a whim, I twanged the tether that bound her to me, and she gasped at the sensation, eyes flickering open. “Yes,” she murmured, “I am yours.”

“How does it feel when I do that?” I asked, suddenly curious.

She arched her back in my arms, rubbing herself against me like a contented cat. “Mmm,” she purred, “like you’re tightening the bond between us, pulling me closer. A metaphysical beckoning with a curl of your finger.” Her gaze found mine, her smile mischievous. “I’ll always come when you call.”

Trademark Iyoni; half playful, half innuendo. Two could play at that game. “Or when I curl my finger.”

Her lips twitched, liking my answer. “Is that a promise?”

I took her hand and led her from the shower, both of us clean already. “Let’s find out.”

We used fluffy black towels to dry each other, taking the time to explore as we did. Neither of us were in a rush, content to enjoy the anticipation, together for the first time. Her nipples stood peaked, drawing my eyes, their dusky pink color a contrast to her pale skin.

“Do you like my breasts?” she asked with a tentative note, seeing the direction of my gaze. “They’re so much smaller than Kara’s.”

In answer, I slid my palm over one, feeling the nipple firm beneath my hand. “Why would I need more than a handful?” I murmured, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Besides, there’s something deliciously delicate about small, perfectly formed breasts.”

She pressed herself into my touch. “I’m not delicate.”

“Maybe not in power and strength,” I agreed, “but you are in appearance.” And it was true; she stood as tall as Kara but her limbs were long and slim, her hips less rounded, her waist tiny. Her lean stomach showed her fine musculature without an ounce of fat. She was almost elfin with her pale complexion. “Beautiful and willowy.” I murmured my thoughts out loud. “Graceful and elegant.”

Her smile broadened, and she hooked her arms around my neck. “Willowy, huh?”

Was that dangerous ground? “Er… lithe.”

“Dainty?” she asked, tone pointed.

“Given that you could snap my neck if I now said something wrong, I’m going to go with…” I pretended to ponder. “…long, flowing branches, slightly droopy appearance, light green leaves.”

She blinked. “Oh, I’m going to make you pay for that comment,” she said as she drew me down for another kiss.

I grinned as I kissed her back, my hands falling to her narrow waist, running over her smooth skin, then cupping her ass. “This also perfectly fills my hands,” I said, giving it a squeeze.

“I think it’s time to find out exactly how well we fit together,” she said, slipping away and giving me a coy smile, then walking into the bedroom with a sway to her hips. “I’ve been waiting long enough.”


Twenty-One

I followed Iyoni into the bedroom. She walked up the two steps of the dais on which the bed sat, paused to make sure I was watching, then crawled unhurriedly onto the mattress.

Damn, that ass. It would make even a dead man’s pulse race.

I made my way toward her, feasting my eyes as she rolled to her back, one knee raised, arms resting lazily above her head, her body on display. Despite checking earlier that I liked her the way she was—and I very much did—she showed no sign of nervousness now. Instead, she ran her gaze over me as I took the steps, heat in her eyes replacing her earlier playfulness.

“You’re so easy on the eye,” she murmured.

“Just what I was thinking,” I said, reaching out and trailing my fingertips along her thigh.

She let her knee fall away, opening herself in invitation, but I kept my touch light and ran my fingers up her leg to that crease where thigh became hip. She twitched, lips curving.

“Ticklish?” I asked.

“Sensitive.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, playing my fingers over her flat stomach then along her exposed flank. She clenched her hands in the pillows, lips parting as she drew in a breath, chest lifting.

It was fun to tease with a touch here and there, learning where she was responsive as I played with her. Her breathing grew heavier, her hips shifting as she gave little involuntary wriggles. She looked up at me, eyes hooded, then her eyes flicked down over my naked body, the tip of her tongue tracing her lower lip.

I ran the back of my fingers up over one breast, brushing over her stiff nipple. “Where else are you sensitive?”

“Right now… everywhere,” Iyoni murmured, closing her eyes and pressing her head back into the bed.

I bent over her, brushing her lips with mine. “I like exploring your body,” I told her. “Next time, I think I’ll blindfold you.”

“Why not now?” she asked, lifting her chin to raise her mouth in offering.

“Because right now, I’m too impatient.”

I kissed her, slow at first but letting it deepen, and she opened to me, her tongue entwining with mine. I trailed my hand up her body until I reached her throat, gently closing my fingers around it as we kissed, and brushing my thumb against the side of her neck. The reaction was immediate as she shivered, moaning into my mouth, raising her chin to give me better access, making herself vulnerable. Her hands flexed like she wanted to move them. I hadn’t told her to keep them there; she was doing it herself, the self-imposed restraint its own kind of surrender. But the reaction to my touch on her neck intrigued me. My celestial harbored a kinky streak—which was hardly a surprise given all her years of experience and frequent innuendos.

“Are you waiting for something?” I teased her, when her hands still didn’t move.

“No,” she said with a smile. “I just wanted you to have the first turn. I’ll have my go in time.”

“You will, will you?” I said, taking both her wrists in my hand and pressing them into the pillow. I bent over her and lowered my mouth to her breast.

Iyoni gasped, arching her back, her nipple a hard nub under my tongue. “Oh yes,” she breathed, and at first I wasn’t sure if it was an answer to my question, or a reaction to what I was doing. “And when I do, I’m going to lick every inch of your body.”

I wasn’t against that idea, not one bit.

“My turn first,” I reminded her, then switched to her other breast and drew her nipple into my mouth.

She made a cute little whimper. “Whatever you want to do, I’m yours.”

“I know you are.” She’d told me as much the other morning, but if I had any doubts, her complete openness made it obvious. Perhaps that was deliberate on her part, her way of proving her commitment to me.

I released my hold on her wrists and finally climbed onto the bed, at the foot of the mattress. I caught her ankle and held it tightly in my grip. She bent her knee, her other leg falling open, her arousal already evident at the juncture of her thighs.

Lifting her foot, I kissed her instep, then trailed my tongue over her skin. Her leg twitched, jerking in my grasp, but I held her still.

“Do you like feet?” Iyoni asked, eyes watching me.

“No, but I like being sadistic.” I took a couple of her toes into my mouth before she had a chance to realize what I intended, grazing my teeth along their undersides.

“That tickles,” she gasped, squirming deliciously, giving me quite the show. But I tightened my grip on her ankle, forcing her to endure my devilry, and continued to tease with lips, tongue, and teeth.

Her hips bucked, her free leg flexing like she wanted to kick out, head pressed back into the pillow and eyes screwed tight. Until at last she begged, “No more. You win… I can’t take any more.”

I placed a last kiss on the top of her foot and lowered it. “It’s fun watching you writhe.”

“I bet it is, you bastard,” she said, catching her breath.

“Well, you did say I could do what I wanted.”

“And I meant it.”

“Good, then…” I slid my arms beneath her thighs and pulled her down the bed toward me, enjoying the little ‘eep’ of surprise she emitted, her eyes flickering closed as I lowered my mouth to her and licked. Iyoni caught her breath, thighs falling open wider, her skin so creamy and smooth.

She was already drenched from my teasing, and I probed her hole with my tongue, tasting her clean, fresh tang. She let out a moan of pleasure, arching her back and tilting her hips toward me, a silent plea for more. But even now I took my time, both of us experienced in the art, and this wasn’t something that should be rushed. At least, not in this moment.

Her body shifted beneath my tongue as she tried to entice my licking to where she wanted it, but I was content to torment her more and moved with her, avoiding her clit. Her whimpers took on a higher note, longing mixed with arousal and a hint of frustration, and I smiled at the game we were playing. Or that I was playing and she was enduring.

“Please…” she begged at last, hips twitching in her need. “More.”

Only then did I lick up to her clit, closing my lips around it and lashing it with strokes of my tongue. She bucked, crying out, a shudder running through her, but I rode every involuntary movement she made, keeping my mouth on her. She was close now, taking short quick breaths, her moans almost silent and her body straining.

I slipped a finger inside her as I swirled my tongue over her clit, and was rewarded with a sharp gasp. It didn’t take long to find her g-spot, that squishy bundle of nerves just inside her tight, slick pussy, and I curled my finger inside her, stroking it as I sucked on her clit.

Her whole body tensed as she stopped breathing, shuddering as she came around my finger with a flood of wetness, then exhaled hard and quickly drew in more air. I didn’t stop, moving with her as her hips squirmed beneath my touch, until at last she sank limp into the mattress, letting out a contented sigh, like it was all she had left.

“Oh, sweet heaven,” she murmured.

“So you do come when I curl my finger,” I said, then placed a kiss on her mons.

She gave a breathy laugh. “After that, I’ll come running for the slightest twitch.”

I wiped my beard with my palm, then rose over her, a hand either side of her body as she smiled up at me. “We’re not done,” I told her.

“Damn right we’re not.”

“Turn over.”

Iyoni smiled as though she liked that instruction, and rolled to her side within the frame of my arms. It took a moment to adjust her legs between mine, with more shifting until she was comfortably face down, pushing the pillows out of her way. She probably could’ve done it without brushing her ass against my cock so many times, but neither of us was objecting.

And there she lay, her smooth slender back beneath me, her perfect ass angled up in invitation. Trusting and compliant, giving herself to me.

I kissed the back of her ear and murmured, “What did you ask me to do?”

“You can’t expect me to think right now,” she said. “I can barely form words. Thoughts stand no chance.”

I chuckled, taking my cock in my hand and sliding it between her slick thighs. It was instantly coated in her wetness.

She let out a moan. “Fuck, you feel so good back there. So hard and strong.”

“Have you remembered yet?” I teased, rubbing my hips against her taut backside.

She tensed. “Uh… is this about where I said I was very careful what goes up my ass?”

I grinned, remembering the conversation we’d had not so long ago back in Kara’s apartment over a cup of coffee. “That wasn’t what I meant at all, but interesting that’s where your mind goes.”

She made a small sound of embarrassment, pressing her face into the sheets.

“Don’t worry,” I told her, giving her ass a pat. “We’ll get to that too, in time.”

Then I slid the head of my cock through the folds of her wet pussy until it found her entrance. She gave a long, muffled moan and lifted her hips to give me a better angle. I pushed halfway into her, feeling the tight stretch of her around me, so warm and wet. We both gasped at that first penetration, hers high with a note of mild pain, but she held still, letting me control the pace. I drew back carefully, then drove slowly forward until I’d filled her all the way, my hips pressed against her firm ass.

“Oh God, Xan,” she whispered. “Don’t move. Please don’t move. Too big. Just… a moment.”

I held still inside her, giving her time to adjust. She was ready when she took a breath and then pushed back against me.

I withdrew with a long, measured stroke, then pushed in again.

“Oh hell yes,” she breathed. “So long I’ve been waiting for this.”

“As you can’t remember, let me remind you.” My hand closed around the nape of her neck, and she whimpered as she felt it. “Didn’t you ask me to pin you down and fuck you?”

She didn’t try to talk, but the way her pussy clenched around me and the squeak she let escape confirmed her answer just as effectively.

I began to move against her, drawing back then sliding into her depths until my hips ground against her ass. She arched her back, angling her hips to meet me, each stroke eliciting a gasp. It was an exercise in control to keep my movements unhurried and deliberate, but it prolonged the pleasure for both of us.

“Fuck me harder, you bastard,” she muttered into the pillow.

“You’re in no position to tell me what to do,” I replied in mock sternness, and she whimpered at my tone.

“Please fuck me harder,” she begged instead, and her raw need went straight to my cock. I hadn’t realized I could still get harder. I began to drive into her, still drawing back slow but putting my strength into the thrusts. The steady slap of my hips impacting her ass filled the room, each one matched with her cries.

She was so aroused that it didn’t take long before she tensed beneath me, one thigh muscle trembling uncontrollably as she reached her climax, hands twisting the sheets. Her pussy clenched tight enough that every stroke became a fight not to lose control, and her cute little noises reached a high pitch.

“Fuck, Xan,” she said between quick breaths, “I want to feel you explode inside me. Fill me up, I beg you.”

I was already close to my own release, and that dirty talk pushed me there faster. The rhythm of my strokes caught, then I didn’t hold back as I pounded into her willing body. “Yes,” she gasped with each thrust, over and over, shuddering through another orgasm, her body clamping around my cock like she didn’t want to let me go. That strong, pulsing grip ripped a sound out of me, stripping away my control. I drove into her in hard, deliberate strokes until I buried myself deep inside her and came with strong, pent-up spurts.

Our bond twanged between us, making both of us gasp. It felt like a spark of electricity zapping at my soul, and only added to our pleasure. It lingered between us, thrumming sharp and warm, tugging at my heart and my connection to Iyoni.

I slumped over her, breathing heavily, my heart thumping loud in my chest, matched by the beat of hers. For several moments, we both just lay there, catching our breath. Then Iyoni reached for my hand, linking our fingers together. She twitched beneath me with a lingering aftershock, and gave a light laugh, drawing my hand to her mouth to place kisses on my fingers.

“That was perfect,” she murmured. “Exactly what I needed.”

“My pleasure.” And I meant it. I rubbed my hips against her, still hard inside her, and she caught her breath.

“Very sensitive right now,” she warned me.

“Uh-huh?” I did it again, just for fun, and gave the nape of her neck a squeeze for good measure.

“Omigod,” she gasped into the sheets, “when you grip me there… I just see stars.”

“My celestial likes it when I pin her down.” It wasn’t a question; I wasn’t in any doubt. Her reactions made it evident.

“Fuck yes I do.” She pressed her ass back against me. “Pin me down again soon?”

“Huh.” I made a thoughtful noise. “I thought it was your turn next. Something about licking every inch…”

“Mmm,” she purred. “Lick, suck, and nibble that delicious body of yours. I get hungry just looking at you.” She turned her head enough to see me. “That twang you did on our bond at the right moment? It was perfect. Do it again, next time.”

“Felt that, did you?”

“How could I not? I loved it.” She paused, lips curling in a satisfied smile. “And I love you.”

“My beautiful celestial,” I said, giving her cheek a kiss because it was all I could reach. “But that twang wasn’t something deliberate. It just… happened.”

“Oh,” she said as though coming to an understanding. “I felt something like it before when you fucked Kara the first time.” Her lips curved into a contented smile. “But this one was so much stronger.”

I brushed her hair aside and kissed the back of her neck. “Well, you’re my bonded.”

“Damn right I am,” she said, reaching back to trail a hand over my hip. “I don’t want you to move,” she lamented, “but I want to have my hands on you. I love this position, but it sucks for snuggles.”

“We’re going to make a wet spot when we move.”

“That’s not a problem. This is Kara’s side of the bed.”

I laughed. “Kara might consider it a problem.”

“Are you kidding? Your little ‘yes, Master’ demon? She’s so kinky she’d love sleeping in it.”

“Uh-huh,” I said with a smile. “You calling Kara ‘kinky’ is bold given how you whimper when you’re pinned.”

“Most girls whimper when they’re pinned,” Iyoni protested. “Besides, I never denied being kinky too.”

“My two bonded, kinky girls—”

The door behind us burst open and crashed into the wall. I spun off Iyoni, instinctively drawing on her bond, both our shields springing up in white aether. She twisted around, both hands extended, ready to blast off spells.

“Hold fire!” Kara shouted, sounding like she was trying not to laugh and failing.

She stood behind Tereza who glared at us like this was all our fault, hands on her hips. The tableau held for a moment as she took in our nakedness, then she turned away, a flush turning her cheeks red.

“I told you they weren’t under attack,” Kara said to Tereza with a grin, trying and failing to hide her amusement.

“Under attack?” I echoed in puzzlement, letting my shield fade away. “No, we’re fine.” I frowned. “What would make you think…?”

“The bond pulsed. We both felt it,” Kara said in explanation, still trying not to laugh. “Good thing you didn’t lock the door. Tereza would’ve kicked it down.”

“You pulled me to you,” Tereza muttered, still not looking our way. “Why wouldn’t you expect me to come?”

“I think it pulled us because they did come,” Kara said with a fabricated air of innocence, earning her a sharp look from Tereza.

“How strong was it?” Iyoni asked in interest, sitting up in the bed and making no attempt to cover her nakedness. “Was it like a tug on your heart?”

“Yeah, like that,” Kara agreed. “But I wouldn’t say a tug. A yank, maybe. Made us both gasp.” She smiled as she remembered it. “Kinda nice, actually.”

“Nice?” Tereza choked out.

“Huh.” Iyoni brushed her fingers through her mussed hair. “So stronger than when you fucked Kara.”

My demon perked up in interest, coming closer. “You felt something similar when Master first took me?”

“Typical succubus,” Tereza muttered from where she loitered near the door. “Can’t you call him ‘Xan’?”

“I absolutely can and do,” Kara told her. “But I’ll still call my Master ‘master’ when my Master fucks me, and whenever else I feel like.”

I resisted the urge to face palm, letting them sort it out between them.

Kara gave Tereza a smug smile then turned back to Iyoni. “So are you more powerful?”

“I don’t know,” my celestial said thoughtfully. “Maybe?” She flexed one slender arm, drawing some aether to make her hand glow white. “I think so. It’s difficult to tell.”

“I sure gained something,” Kara said. “Feel like I could…” She shimmered with her black aura and manifested her whip, curling it around her then cracking it across the room. “Wow, check that out!” she said in excitement. “It’s longer than ever!”

Tereza took a step forward into the room, focusing carefully on Kara to avoid looking at me. “Wait, are you saying we’re stronger because they fucked?” She pulled her shield up, going cross-eyed as she peered at it.

“Xan’s a warlock, right?” Kara said, letting her aura fade away, her whip dispersing like mist.

“Aetherborn,” Tereza corrected.

Kara waved a hand dismissively. “Same principle. He’s like a nexus combining us all. Master gets stronger when he—” She gave me a heated glance, “—connects with us.”

Tereza dropped her shield and crossed her arms, looking unimpressed. “Fucks you, you mean.”

“Don’t be grumpy,” Kara told her. “No one’s been attacked, and you’ve benefited too.”

“Does this mean every time you guys make like rabbits—”

“Not every time,” Iyoni corrected. “It’s a once-only boost. Shame, really.”

The hydro harrumphed. “I’m going to bed. By myself.”

“Good night,” I said.

She gave me an angry glance that lingered a beat too long, then turned on her heel and walked out the door.

“I’m going to bed with them,” Kara called after her. “Much more fun.”


Twenty-Two

The following morning, I did briefly consider going into the office to help Marlow and Kline with whatever PR hoops they wanted me to jump through, but it didn’t seem as pressing as spending more time on the range.

Or maybe I’d simply had enough of SPAR.

“Still a javelin,” Tereza commented helpfully as my latest shot zipped through the paper target like it wasn’t there and smashed into the back wall with a metallic clang.

“Are you going to say that every time, Puddle Jumper?” Kara asked.

“I thought I was being helpful, Succubus,” the hydro responded. “You know, instant feedback.”

“What would be helpful is—”

“Girls.” I let the word carry a gentle admonition, and they both quieted, casting me guilty looks.

I drew aether from the bonds to refresh my energy, then fired off a few more bolts. Tereza stayed quiet, even though I was sure the last one had been smaller.

“What size was that?” I asked.

Kara crossed her arms. “Now you want to know?”

“Sorry, wasn’t watching,” Tereza replied.

I gave a long-suffering sigh. Half the time they were bickering with each other, the other half they were ganging up against me. I just couldn’t win.

“Xan…” Iyoni began thoughtfully, “how many bolts have you fired?”

“Dozens?” I had no idea.

“And how often are you drawing aether from us?”

Crap. I hadn’t stopped to think. “I’m sorry,” I said, lowering my hand. “I got caught in the moment. Do you all need a break?” In fairness, they usually said something when they were feeling the strain.

“I’m fine,” Tereza said.

“Good here,” Kara added.

“Yes, that was what I thought,” Iyoni said with a distinctly smug note.

We looked at her.

She smiled. “Is it just me, or are you going longer without a break?”

“She’s right.” Kara perked up. “More stamina is always a good thing. Not that you need it, Master.”

Tereza huffed in exasperation. “You’re hopeless, Succubus. You always make everything about sex. Iyoni’s point is that we’re all stronger because of the…” She faltered. “Never mind. It is all about sex.” She waved a hand. “Carry on.”

I grinned at her, and her cheeks tinged pink as she looked away. “I wish we’d been counting shots now. It would’ve been great to measure what we could do before and after.”

“We still can,” Kara said.

“Wait.” Iyoni frowned. “You told me it was a once-only boost. Virelle told you—”

“Oh, it is,” Kara confirmed. “But we can measure it right now, and then when Xan…” She pointed at Tereza and waggled her eyebrows lasciviously.

I rubbed a hand over my face. “I’m going to get back to shooting spells. I like the way loud ringing blasts make it difficult to hear you guys.”

But barely had I readied for my next spell when a crash came from the floor above, so deafening that it couldn’t possibly be anything other than serious.

“What the hell—” Kara began, when she was interrupted by the sound of klaxons blasting an alarm from multiple hidden speakers, louder even than the ringing of my explosions on the back wall.

“This is not a drill,” Iyoni shouted over the noise, as I ran for the exit to the range, the girls following. Another explosion followed rapidly on the heels of the first, competing for attention with the alarms. No one in the building could’ve missed it.

“It’s the lobby,” Tereza yelled as we ran past the elevators and burst into the stairwell.

“Is it Vale?” Iyoni asked.

It didn’t sound like flames to me. “Not unless he brought dynamite.”

I burst out of the staircase door, finding myself near the elevators at the rear of the lobby, the girls close behind me, all with their shields up. It took me a second to understand what was happening, then I threw up my own, drawing from all three of my bonded.

Roughly twenty supes had smashed their way through the entrance to the building, the glass doors blasted open and covering the polished marble floor in glittering splinters. They all had shields up, half of them in the black of demonic magic, but a range of other colors from blue to red to silver. They proceeded steadily forward in a line, firing spells indiscriminately at anyone in range.

It was mid-morning on an otherwise normal Monday, and Moreau Corporation HQ was a large, busy building. Too many bodies already lay sprawled across the floor like broken toys. At least three wore the uniform of the demon girls Corinne used as staff, blood staining their blouses and pencil skirts. Even as we arrived, more people were hit, blasted back or spun around, falling with cries of pain and violent injuries. Others were running, pushing past us, panic in their faces. There was little cover, a crowd already cowering behind the large reception desk. But too many remained in the open, the few sofas and potted plants not built to offer protection from such an attack.

People weren’t even trying to defend themselves, and with a shock, I realized they couldn’t. They weren’t supes, they were norms, just here to conduct whatever business had brought them to this hell today.

The oncoming attackers didn’t care.

Clenching my jaw so hard it ached, I stepped out into the open, both hands raised, looking for a clear shot. But there were so many people trying to flee from the path of the marauders that I had to hold fire, waiting my chance.

“Move!” I shouted, my command ignored amid the panic, the chaos, and the wailing of the sirens.

My bonded quickly joined me, unable to fire either, but we advanced against the press. An elevator opened, spilling out men with shields raised, Varek among them. Then a second opened as more reinforcements arrived. But we were ahead of all of them, pushing onward as we tried to reach the enemy.

“Get behind us!” I yelled at the norms. This had more effect than telling them to get out of the way; they suddenly saw us not as an obstacle stopping them from fleeing, but as a barrier offering protection. They scrambled to the sides, half of them screaming, bags still clutched tight like they mattered.

“Get back, Brother!” Varek shouted at me from somewhere near the elevators, but I wasn’t going to hide when people were getting killed. Besides, the press of bodies already made it impossible. The only way was forward.

And then a space opened up enough to fire, and I didn’t hesitate.

Two bolts left my palms, streaking across the lobby in a flash of black-rimmed white aether, trailing swirls of blue. They struck the shields of two of the attacking supes and punched straight through, taking out a chunk of their chests. They were dead before they hit the ground. The bolts continued on, one smashing into the lobby wall and blasting out a chunk of marble. But the angle of the other was different, and it missed the wall entirely, crashing through the remnants of the glass frontage which did nothing to stop it. It blew straight outside, and I hissed, wincing. I had no idea where it had gone or what it might’ve hit, or how far it could travel with the energy it had left.

“There he is!” yelled one of the attacking supes, and spells started flying in.

“Down!” Kara yelled, and my knees flexed in response. But just in time I remembered the norms using us for protection and I straightened, holding my position, making myself as large a target as I could.

A barrage of spells struck my shield. Demonic bolts, spears of ice, shards of earth. Then something glinted with the sheen of metal before it sliced in, penetrating where the others had not. The worst possible time to prove Iyoni’s arrow theory true.

It stabbed into my chest, biting deep, then disappeared like it had never existed. The wound remained, bleeding heavily, inches from my heart. I supposed it must hurt, but I was so high on adrenaline, I barely felt it.

Then the pain arrived like it had been waiting to ambush me, a white-hot spike that flared outward in every direction. I tasted blood in my mouth, my vision dimmed, and I grimaced, gritting my teeth, trying to resist the urge to clap a hand on the wound and drop to a knee. I had to be the barrier for those behind me.

And still the spells came in, my shield taking a battering. I desperately drew more aether from the girls to reinforce it, even as I tried to pick out the next metal shard from the mass of projectiles flying toward me. I caught a glimmer, but it moved so fast it was on me before I could do anything. What could I do anyway? Dodge, and let someone behind me take the hit?

I didn’t even have time to brace myself, but thankfully this one didn’t penetrate my shield. It glanced off, diverted at an angle. I didn’t know where it went.

It had only been seconds, and already I’d weathered two dozen blasts. My shield flickered, weakening faster than I could restore it. The moment it failed, this would all be over.

Then Tereza was at my side, throwing up a wall of water before us both. It didn’t last long before the barrage, and some of the spells still penetrated it. But they’d lost much of their energy, easily blocked by my rapidly revitalizing shield, and she had another wall up as soon as the first one went down.

Kara streaked past us in a blur of black, wings out for the lift, tail extended for balance. Her whip curled around her even as she flew through the air, then snapped out with deadly accuracy. Iyoni flashed past on my other side, moving at an angle to draw fire. Her shield took hits, but she was still one of the strongest supes in New Providence. None of her return shots missed the mark.

It had been barely half a minute since I’d started taking hits, but now Kara was among our attackers, fifty yards away across the lobby, engaged hand-to-hand, isolated and vulnerable.

“Come on!” I yelled to Tereza, running to catch up with my demon, even as more spells hit my shield and blood drenched my T-shirt.

For a dissociative moment, I was reminded of her lecture back in my bar on the night of Halloween. The closer aether was to the body, the more powerful. What my shield could absorb in ranged attacks was greater than what it could take in melee, and Kara’s fists were proving this as she ripped through the supes near her.

She’d come a long way since the night she’d killed a hellhound demon in dog form.

Yet she wasn’t the only one with melee abilities, and if I didn’t get there fast, she’d be overwhelmed. She’d brought me valuable seconds to recover, trusting that we’d have her back. And that was exactly what we were going to do.

Tereza fired a jet of water so intense it looked like a white laser. It cut clean through his shield, the force behind it hurling him back into the man behind him. Iyoni spun in from the other side, her white celestial sword manifested in her hand, firing off the occasional bolt at point-blank range, dancing through the attacking supes in a ballet of death. Her victims fell as she passed, clutching at bloody throats slashed open or dropping to their knees and slumping to the ground.

Yet the invaders remained focused on me, like killing me was their only purpose. They seemed to ignore Kara and Iyoni, every spell coming my way. Up until now, I hadn’t had the freedom of being able to dodge. They’d got used to me standing there, taking every hit as my shield trembled, its flicker and imminent failure keeping their attention. But now I had no civilians directly behind me, and I’d come in so fast, I was willing to bet half of them were too focused on making the final shot that took down my shield.

I charged into the middle of them, stood perfectly still for one heartbeat, and then I dropped.

Spells shot over my head from all angles, unfriendly fire searing past as foe struck foe.

Even in the middle of the fight, as my chest pulsed with agonizing stabs, and bubbles of blood forming with each breath, I laughed. I hadn’t expected it to work so well. But laughing was a bad idea; it hurt too much.

While I was down here, it seemed an ideal opportunity to fire off some more spells, angling them sharply upward so that even if they penetrated, they’d hit high on the walls above the windows instead of zipping into the world beyond to injure anyone in the street.

Two hits destroyed the supes nearest me, almost decapitating one of them. His body fell nearly at my feet, gushing blood from a jagged neck and a mostly-missing head. I pulled my eyes from his corpse. I’d never thrown up with my shield in place; I wasn’t really sure if it would stop the vomit or let it through, and this didn’t seem like the best time to find out.

Kara leaped to my side, wings folding in behind her, shield thin in too many places and flickering dangerously. I pulled from Iyoni and Tereza and pushed aether into her. Her shield briefly marbled like mine, strengthening.

“I’m fine!” she yelled angrily, eyes gleaming red, and I gasped as aether came back down the bond. It struck me in my core, vibrant and strong, more powerful than when I drew from all of them.

That was interesting. But later.

The attackers were done. I’d lost track of how many we’d killed or how many were left, but we’d taken our toll and the rest were dropping beneath a combination of attacks from Varek’s reinforcements, and Iyoni, who was a bladed dervish of destruction. She exacted a brutal revenge for the lives they’d stolen.

Tereza helped too, sending bolts of water, knocking one supe to the ground and bowling another backwards to skitter across the marble and crash into the wall.

Then it was over, the last of them dead or crippled, the floor strewn with corpses: the ones we’d dropped and the innocents we’d been too late to save. Some enemies were still alive, but with wounds so serious they were no longer a threat. Varek could deal with those. Maybe we could get information from prisoners.

I swallowed bile at the pointless waste of life.

That was the moment I realized that many of the dead and dying were very likely my kin, half-brothers all, if the black shields and demonic bolts were any indication. I rose to my feet slowly, finally giving in to the luxury of pressing a hand to my chest, every breath a wheeze that brought more blood into my mouth while the wound radiated pain throughout me.

“My Master…” Kara breathed, eyes wide. Then she turned, yelling across the lobby. “Life mages!”

“That would be nice,” I said, dropping my shield and spitting blood onto a polished marble tile. I swayed where I stood, adrenaline fading and my body threatening to shut down, and the floor looked appealing. Now I regretted standing. Maybe I could sit, or take a knee. But there was blood everywhere, and people were watching.

Varek arrived a moment later with an escort of muscle, their black shields still up and their suits impeccable. Two more mages followed; to my senses, their aether brought the smell of freshly cut grass and spring dew, and they began to pour life magic into me. My chest eased until it didn’t hurt so much to breathe, my flesh turning numb. Now it was a dull ache that sapped at my strength, but it was healed enough to ignore.

“That’s enough,” I told them, waving them away. There were others who needed it more than I did. I checked my bonded. “Are the rest of you all right?”

“Not a scratch,” Iyoni said.

“They were intent on killing you.” Kara glared at me like that was my fault.

Tereza pointed at her. “What she said. I barely even got hit.”

“Fine. Then see to the wounded,” I told the life mages. “Norms first, then the attackers.”

They looked to Varek for confirmation.

He opened his mouth to speak, blinked twice and closed it. Then he tried again, face contorted as the words wouldn’t come. “No, Brother,” he managed at last. “To do that risks endangering you. My oath will not permit it.”

I nodded in understanding, then hit the life mages with a hard stare. “It’s not his order, it’s mine. And it does not need another’s approval for you to obey it. Prioritize the victims, but triage the attackers. Get to it now.” I didn’t wait for them to acknowledge me, but waved a couple of Varek’s henchmen forward. “Ensure none of the enemy pose any threat once they’re healed.”

“Yes, sir.”

God bless muscle that obeyed without question.

It was about then that I noticed the crowd across the street, all with camera phones pointed our way. On instinct, I turned to hide my face, even though it was too late, only to find myself looking at the civilians we’d protected, crowded near the elevators. They were much closer, with nothing to obscure their view of me, and almost all of them had phones out too.

We were standing amid the bodies of people who would’ve killed them in another minute, corpses of their colleagues and fellow visitors lying among the dead, and yet photos and videos meant more to them than their lives.

It didn’t matter how much philosophy I studied, I’d never understand people. But there was nothing to be done about it.

“Varek, can you get this cleaned up?”

“Of course, Brother.”

I nodded my thanks and turned to walk across the lobby, heading for my private elevator.

“Thank you, Aetherborn!” someone shouted from the crowd, and within a moment, they were all yelling my name.

I kept walking, my eyes not on the elevator but on the still body that lay near it, her white blouse and pencil skirt crumpled in the disarray of death. Mercifully, her face was turned away, and I didn’t know who it was. But maybe she was one of the girls who had welcomed me here, only the day before.

And all the death I’d brought with me.


Twenty-Three

“Your chest’s still injured,” Kara said as soon as the elevator doors closed.

I peeled back the rip in my shirt, examining the wound. It still throbbed, the skin pink and tight in a spidery pattern, but I could breathe without pain. Mostly. “It’s fine, it can wait.”

Kara gave me her trademark glare, but there were more pressing concerns for the life mages, and a hell of a lot of cleanup to do.

My chest wasn’t the only thing aching. My jaw was clenched so tight the muscle along the side throbbed toward my cheekbone. I eased up with an effort, then worked on unclenching my fists.

Now that the battle was done, all I could feel was cold rage. All those deaths, and for what?

The ride up passed in silence, while Kara stood rigid, deliberately not looking at me. When the doors slid open, Corinne was waiting, surrounded by some of the execs I’d met, along with their staff.

I started giving instructions even as I stepped out. “Get every life mage we have down into the lobby, right now. Send a contingent of enforcers with them—or anyone with the ability to shield. Lock the building down. No one in or out unless Varek or I have cleared it. Have some of your girls deal with the survivors. Take names, understand who the dead are. Use some empathy. Have no one talk to the police or SPAR until we approve it, and inform me as soon as they arrive. Assess the damage outside from spells leaving the building.”

Including my mistake.

What else was needed? “Secure all CCTV, both internal and external, then make a copy. Do a head count. I want to know who we lost. Cover the windows to block the view from outside. And for fuck’s sake, find out why there wasn’t security in the lobby.”

That much talking had hurt and I carefully drew a breath, making sure I showed no weakness as they all stared at me, stunned and unmoving.

“Now, Corinne.”

“Yes, sir!” She turned to give orders, and I left her to it, walking down the long hallway to my office at the end.

“Xan,” Kara said tentatively, “can I find a life mage for your chest?”

“When they’re done with the rest,” I replied curtly. She looked like she wanted to argue, but then pressed her lips together.

I badged into the office then walked past the desk, ignoring the chair, too tightly wound to sit. Instead, I stood by the window looking down at the city below.

“So what the fuck just happened? Or more accurately, who and why?”

I was processing; it was rhetorical. But Tereza answered anyway.

“It wasn’t Reznik, Vale, or Merrow, because if it had been, the attack would’ve been quite different.”

“They were targeting you.” Kara crossed her arms, radiating anger. “As soon as you stepped out, everything switched to you. They ignored me and the other civilians.”

“And me,” Iyoni said with her usual serene calm. “Those I fought didn’t even try to defend themselves, just so they could cast another spell at you.”

“Yeah, that’s a point,” Tereza added. “The only hits I took were when I was defending you, and they were on my wall, not my shield.”

I spoke to the window, ignoring my reflection. “So a bunch of supes walk in, kill civilians until we turn up, then focus everything on taking me down, even at the cost of their own defense?”

“None of them even tried to flee,” Kara said. “They fought to the last man.”

“A suicide squad?” Tereza asked.

“That makes the question of why even more important,” I muttered.

Someone knocked on the door, and I turned. “Come in.”

One of Corinne’s demon girls entered, identified by her beauty along with her tight blouse, short skirt, and sheer stockings. She ducked her head in deference. “Sir, the police have arrived, and the first news van is here. I’ve been asked to make you aware. Mr. Moreau—Varek—is managing it.”

“Thank you. I’ll be down shortly.”

She looked surprised to get a civil answer, flashed me a broad smile, and left.

I went back to the window, the city quiet beneath a wintry grey sky, enjoying a normal Monday morning.

“Kara.”

“Yes, Master?”

“When your shield was low and I pushed you some aether, what happened?”

It wasn’t a priority right at this moment, but I needed the distraction.

“Oh. I… uh… pushed it back. I didn’t think I needed it.” She sounded chagrined, and added a belated, “Sorry, Master.”

“I was just asking, not criticizing.” My girls were tip-toeing around me, and I didn’t want that. Or need it. I made an effort to relax my posture, leaving the calming view over the city to walk into the center of the room, holding my hands out to them. “Come here, all of you. I’m just glad you’re all alive.”

Kara stepped in first, pressing herself to the side farthest from my wound, eyes full of concern. Iyoni slipped beneath my arm, careful of my chest, and ran a hand under my T-shirt along my stomach, then kissed the side of my neck.

Tereza hung back, watching as if unsure, a small frown giving her a little crease between her brows.

“You too,” I told her, giving Kara a kiss on her head then moving her to the side and beckoning to Tereza.

“I don’t need a hug,” she said.

That was her choice; I let my hand fall. “Thank you for saving my life.”

“I didn’t save your—”

“Your shield kept off enough spells for mine to recover. If you hadn’t done that, who knows what would’ve happened. But I’m betting it would’ve failed.”

Silence met this declaration as the girls considered what would’ve happened then.

“Give the man a hug, PJ,” Kara said, far more softly than she usually addressed Tereza. “You saved his life, and he saved yours.”

Tereza ran her eyes over me and her frown deepened, but she said nothing and made no move forward.

“Fine,” Kara said, putting her hands on her hips. “Skip the hug and go straight to the hate-fuck. Iyoni and I will watch.”

“Leave it, Kara,” I said, and disengaged from Iyoni to walk into the bedroom. I needed a change of clothes before I faced the police and media.

An intense, whispered conversation began back in the office, but I ignored it, pulling off my ripped shirt. The walk-in wardrobe had a full-length mirror, and I examined the wound. Just to the right of my sternum, a two-inch patch of skin was now a pink map of the state of Texas, little lines branching off like circuit traces. I ran a finger over it, the skin still numb to the touch, and sighed. A bit close, all things considered. I’d get the healing finished when the life mages were done. Which would also appease Kara.

With a fresh button-up shirt in black to match my jeans, I looked respectable enough to talk to the press. The color fit my mood. I walked back out into the office. “Are you ready?”

No one moved. Iyoni was by the window, watching the sky. Kara had a hand on the desk, leaning against it as she looked expectantly at Tereza, whose fingers tapped against her leg, then stopped when I glanced at them.

“I… uh…” she began, shifting her weight to her other foot. “I’m sorry. I was being an ass.”

“You weren’t—” I cut off as Kara glared at me, and fell silent.

Tereza took a breath before continuing. “I changed my mind. I’ll take the hug.” She tried for a smile and it wasn’t a bad effort, if a little forced. “A hug is okay.”

“No need,” I said carefully. “I wasn’t trying to push you into something. I just figured a little reaffirmation after surviving a near-death experience would help the mood.”

“Master,” Kara muttered warningly.

I glanced at her with a what?

Tereza closed the distance quickly, wrapping her arms around me like she was hugging a streetlight, her body stiff, shoulders making contact but nothing else. She squeezed me tight enough for my chest to protest, then stepped away before I could reciprocate, pulling her already straight clothing straighter.

“Great,” I wheezed, smiling as I tried to pull in a breath without grimacing. “Let’s carry on, then.”

“That. Was. Crap.” Kara crossed her arms and shook her head in dismay. “Have you never hugged anyone before, Puddle Jumper?”

Tereza turned away, but not before a blush deepened her warm olive skin.

“Things to do, girls,” I muttered, and walked to the door.

By the time we got back down to the lobby, the situation had changed dramatically. Corinne’s staff were fitting blackout blinds to the windows while crowds filmed from outside. First responders were on scene, helping the Moreau Corp life mages heal the survivors of the battle, both attackers and victims. The uninjured were seated out of the way and served drinks, though too many of them reached for their phones when they saw me. A number of the enemy supes had survived and were restrained, enforcers standing over them.

The media had been kept from the building, but news vans were parked on the forecourt outside, early bird journalists already speaking to their cameras. The police were engaged in conversation with Varek, but as we walked up, one broke off to talk to me.

“Mr. Sullivan, isn’t it?” he said, pulling back the flap of his blazer to show the badge on his belt. And perhaps inadvertently, the gun on his hip.

“It is.”

“I’m Detective Sergeant Price. I need to run through a few procedural questions.” He pointed his notebook and poised his pen, and didn’t wait for me to give him the go ahead. “Varek Moreau has informed us that the scene is secure and no attackers remain inside. Can you confirm?”

“I haven’t seen any others.”

“Did you see who was responsible?”

I raised an eyebrow, then gestured behind him to the supes on the floor, in various states of being dead. “They were.”

He wrote that down, like it was a revelation. “Do you have any enemies or any theories about who might target you?”

I stared at him in disbelief, wondering if he could truly be so ignorant of norm-supe politics, or whether he just had zero imagination. “Well, I don’t have an ex-wife, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Kara turned her laugh into a cough.

The officer narrowed his eyes. “Do you think this is a joking matter? People have died here, Mr. Sullivan.”

Maybe this particular detective lacked a sense of humor as well as an imagination, or maybe my mood was too dark. Gallows humor as my go-to emotional disconnection; I really had to watch that.

Tereza crossed her arms and gave him the full weight of her disdain. “Yes, and more would be dead if Mr. Sullivan hadn’t acted.”

The detective flicked a glance at her, then focused back at me. “How did you act?”

“I retaliated with force to protect the civilians present in the lobby.”

“Deadly force?”

I shoved my hands in my pockets and tried to resist more snark. “Yes, I think they’re dead.” The image of the supe missing half his head sprang to mind, and I couldn’t help glance past the detective. But while the floor was completely clear, that particular body was already in a bag.

“Were you in fear for your life or the lives of others?”

“Yes.”

“Were they directing their attacks at you specifically, or at the civilians?”

“Both.”

“And at what point did you—”

“Detective, I’m Corinne Larouse, Counsel for Moreau Corporation,” she said as she arrived, starting her introduction from halfway across the lobby in a loud voice which gradually quieted as she neared. She pulled out a wallet and held her ID up before the detective’s nose. “Mr. Sullivan will not be answering further questions without legal representation.”

Price didn’t bother to hide his irritation. “Ma’am, we still need—”

“You’ll get a formal statement once he’s medically cleared and SPAR has taken jurisdiction. I’m sure they’ll share with the NPPD.” Corinne gave him a smile that was more teeth than humor. “Until then, step back.”

Detective Sergeant Price flicked his notebook closed and pocketed it, staring at me all the while as though he couldn’t wait for round two. Then he turned sharply and walked back to the officers still interviewing Varek.

“Counsel?” I muttered to Corinne. “What other titles are you hiding?”

“Well, your father liked a competent staff around him.” She gave me a small smile. “You won’t be answering further questions, I’ll keep you out of an interview room. But if you’ll excuse me, sir, I need to go and bail out Varek, too.”

She left to make more waves with the NPPD, and I chuckled as I watched her go.

But my amusement died quickly as SPAR arrived, agents walking into the lobby with their tactical vests clearly marked, and led by Firth, of all people.

“Crap.” I waved over one of Corinne’s assistants. “Would you please go and tell Corinne that she needs to pull her legal card on SPAR, too?”

“At once, sir.” She left as if glad to be given a task and with a sway to her hips, her too-short skirt flicking up.

Kara stepped up beside me. “If you keep saying please to the impressionable demon girls, you’re going to have them all pining over you.”

“Like they’re not already,” Tereza added.

Varek walked over, free of his interview duties. “Brother, forgive me for being the bearer of bad news, but someone should talk to the press. We should control the narrative before it controls us. Our head of media can—”

“I’ll do it,” I said, eyeing the news vans waiting outside.

Varek adjusted the already-straight knot of his tie with his own personal nervous tic. “I think it may be better if—”

I cut him off. “I know. But they’re here for me, aren’t they? Besides,” I added in a resigned tone, “it’s not my first rodeo.”

“Well, if you’re sure…” Varek didn’t seem mollified.

“I’m sure. It’ll save time in the long run.” There wasn’t any getting away from it.

He gave me a nod and left to supervise more of this three-ringed circus of chaos, and Kara took his place. “This life mage is here for you,” she said, in a tone that wasn’t about to accept any argument.

I turned to find a very beautiful woman, her first responder uniform tight across an ample chest, and marked with her Rod of Asclepius patch, its center line the vertical pulse of an EKG.

“I’m Doctor Hansen,” she said. “I’m going to check you over.”

“Thank you,” I said flatly, shot Kara an ‘I know what you’re doing’ look, then submitted to the good doctor’s examination without protest, and without acknowledging her further. I was absolutely certain my demon hadn’t chosen her purely for her medical professionalism. What had she done, lined all the EMTs up in a row of ascending attractiveness?

I put my back to the crowd as I unbuttoned my shirt at the doctor’s request, and she examined the scar on my chest with a gentle touch, before flooding me with more life magic.

“Any other injuries, Mr. Sullivan?” she asked when she was done and my skin was smooth once more.

“No, that’s all,” I said, buttoning up my shirt. I gave her enough attention for politeness, and a mild, “thank you,” then walked across the lobby toward the smashed entryway.

Kara caught up with me after a few paces. “She was pretty.”

“Was she?”

“We could use a life mage in our chorus.”

I stopped dead, and Kara walked a pace farther on before correcting herself. I met her gaze, then looked at Tereza and Iyoni too. “I have no desire to add any more bonded. Each of you knows that the bond is a permanent commitment, and I am not forcing that on a life mage merely because we’ve identified a skills-gap.” Toward the end, the words came out sharper than I’d intended, and Kara lowered her eyes.

“I’m just trying to keep you safe, Master.”

I sighed. “I know. And I appreciate that, I really do. But a bond is not a tool to…” I trailed off, not wanting to verbalize it again.

“The succubus didn’t like watching you almost get killed,” Tereza said, surprising me that she’d spoken up in Kara’s defense. “And neither did I.”

“Xan, you should probably see this,” Iyoni interrupted, offering me her phone. She blinked as Kara and Tereza fixed her with a stare. “Oh, and I don’t want you to die either.”

“Thanks,” I said dryly, accepting her phone.

I was getting very tired of seeing the ‘Breaking News’ banner, especially when it always seemed so personal. The top caption read, ‘Aetherborn’s reign of terror,’ and the subheading was an equally sensationalist, ‘Sullivan turns warlord. Warning: some viewers may find these images distressing.’ A journalist spoke to camera in front of images of the fight, and it snapped to different angles for all the juicy shots. I saw myself kill four supes, none of the footage showing me shielding the civilians by the elevator. Even when I was under the torrent of fire, the angle made it look like I was the aggressor.

“They’re calling for the authorities to act,” Iyoni told me as I watched.

There was a fleeting glimpse of Iyoni at the edge of one shot, a fair amount of Kara’s demonic form fighting beside me, and nothing of Tereza. The editing was pretty effective, but if they’d scraped half of what I’d seen recorded, they had a lot of footage to choose from.

“So I’m a warlord now.” I handed the phone back to Iyoni. “Does that mean I can kill journalists that piss me off without making anything worse?”

Not waiting for an answer, I resumed my long walk toward the waiting news vans. Kline would probably tell me to smile, but I really wasn’t in the mood. A small voice inside me suggested this was the ideal time to let Varek’s head of media take over, but I ignored that too.

Then just to give my temper that extra bit of spice, Firth appeared in my path, forcing me to stop.

“Mr. Sullivan,” he said, over-enunciating as if the syllables themselves offended him. “What a surprise seeing you here.”

“We all have hobbies.”

“Is your name even Sullivan? Or is it Moreau?”

“We can’t choose our parents or our names, Zane. We both have that cross to bear.”

I stepped around him while his lips pursed in irritation, finally making it to the door. Cameras clicked in a constant whir as soon as I stepped out, and the media descended like locusts. Varek had a small contingent of enforcers on duty out here, and they were immediately overwhelmed. I could see this going south very fast, and we didn’t need more violence today.

“Stand down,” I said to them, and held my hands up to the waiting cameras, giving the smile I didn’t want to give. Buying time while the supes pulled back, fortunately without any shields going up. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’ll be happy to answer questions if you can give me some space to address you all.”

They formed something approximating an orderly semicircle with only a little jostling for position. My bonded stood to the side, out of shot, but Kara was bristling and Iyoni and Tereza were scanning for threats, eyes on a swivel as they split the crowd between them. Coordinating without any prior agreement, as far as I was aware.

“I haven’t had time to prepare a statement this morning.” I gave a half-turn to encompass the ruined frontage of the building. “It’s been a busy day at work.”

There was a polite smatter of laughter, then the questions started.

“Mr. Sullivan, how many people have been killed?”

“Are you working for Moreau Corporation?”

“Were you personally involved in the fighting?”

“Are you leading Moreau Corporation, Mr. Sullivan?”

“Are you affiliated with Silas Moreau?”

“Does SPAR still employ you? Is that a conflict of interest?”

I smiled as best I could and held my hands up again. “No doubt very talented media people will give you a press release in due course, but let me answer some of those now. Yes, I was involved in the fighting.” I let my voice harden, the smile slipping away very easily. “This attack was unprovoked and cost the lives of numerous norm civilians visiting this building. As you can plainly see from the destruction, assailants forced their way in. They killed indiscriminately. As I happened to be present, I was able to help Moreau Corporation defend against the attack.”

Deliberately lowering my voice and letting my words come out stark, I gave them a hint of what I was really feeling. “Yes, I am the world’s only aetherborn, and yes, I am powerful. I thought I made it clear in the hearing in D.C. last week: I only pose a significant danger when someone goes after the people I care about. Today, that included my bonded, and innocent bystanders who had done nothing wrong beyond turning up for work.”

“Will you be seeking revenge, Mr. Sullivan?”

“Is this a SPAR operation?”

“Are you a vigilante, Mr. Sullivan?”

I clenched my jaw. “Let me be crystal clear, ladies and gentlemen. They opened fire on unarmed innocents. I stopped them. SPAR is working with the NPPD to investigate, and Moreau Corporation is fully cooperating. As am I. Now, if you’ll excuse me, as you can imagine, there’s still a lot to do.”

I turned away, ignoring the barrage of questions that overlapped so densely it was easy to let them fade into a blur, and walked back through the smashed door.

Varek was waiting not far inside. “Well, our head of media would’ve been a lot blander than that, but you certainly controlled the narrative, Brother.”

“I figured it would help offset the ‘warlord’ angle. I guess we’ll see.”

Firth stood nearby watching me, and not far away, a senior uniformed NPPD officer was talking to Detective Sergeant Price. I felt a need to be elsewhere.

“Walk with me, Varek,” I said, heading across the lobby to my private elevator. “Have you checked whether anything outside took a hit from our spells?”

“Yes, but it’s minor. A building lost a bit of cladding. We can ignore that.”

“Good. And the attackers? Do we have any we can interview?”

“SPAR and NPPD have locked that down now, but there’s no need. I got what I needed. Besides, I know who they are.”

“Oh?”

“All of them are our brothers, Brother. Did you expect any different?”

Not really, no. “So this was a faction attack?”

We had reached the elevator and Varek paused, turning to face me. “I don’t believe so. I spoke to the survivors myself before NPPD got in the way, and they’re all claiming the same thing.” His expression grew even more drawn than usual. “They were compelled. They were forced to act, unable to resist, their single goal to kill you.”

“Unable to resist? Did they say how?”

He glanced around then lowered his voice and gave me the name I’d been waiting for. “Anton Reznik.”

At least now I knew, confirming the suspicion I had as soon as the girls brought up a suicide squad. Reznik wasn’t beyond using my own brothers against me. No, it was more than that: he probably saw them as the ideal puppets for an attempt to kill me—and I’d never even met the guy. Everything was always so damn personal.

I laid a hand on Varek’s shoulder. “Thank you for your help today. It’s good to know I’m leaving it with someone I trust.”

He straightened. “You’ve done your bit. I’ll get this sorted out, Brother.”

“Thank you.”

I stepped into the elevator with my bonded, holding my head high until the doors swished shut.
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In need of some relative peace and quiet, we returned to the range. It was either that or hide out in the top-floor apartment, and I was too angsty to sit still. It wasn’t like I could walk around the city and not be recognized. With the girls just as well known, we would all have to disguise ourselves, and that felt like a lot of effort.

Fame was not all it was cracked up to be.

On the plus side, I did have three beautiful women bonded to me, and that was absolutely all it was cracked up to be.

We were spread throughout the range, the girls forming a triangle with me in the center, and we all had our shields up.

“Ready?” I asked Kara.

She braced herself. “Hit me.”

I drew aether from Iyoni and Tereza, collected it inside me, then pushed it into her.

“Okay… here goes,” Kara said, and shoved it back down our bond. It struck me with the same burst of energy I’d experienced during the fight, like drinking a hit of espresso a hundred times stronger than usual. I was instantly wide-awake, focused and buzzing, feeling like I was bursting with energy.

“Yep, it worked,” I said, riding the high. “Let me see what I can do with it.”

I turned to Iyoni and pushed a little of this new energy down the bond, and her eyes widened as it hit her. “Wow. That’s like… Xan but more Xan.”

“Does it feel different?” Kara asked.

“Difficult question to answer,” Iyoni said, tilting her head back like she was reveling in the moment. “I suppose it feels the same, but there’s a lot more of it.”

“Let me try it,” Kara said.

I was in the mood to experiment, so I didn’t cut off the flow to Iyoni, merely pushed some of that vibrant energy to Kara.

She gave a little gasp. “Oh, this is the good stuff. Pure Xan essence.”

Tereza shook her head. “Why is everything sex related?”

“We weren’t talking about sex,” Kara said with feigned innocence.

“You totally were.” She pointed at Iyoni. “She looks like she’s practically orgasming, while you’re making eyes at him again.”

“It’s all in your mind, PJ.” Kara gave her a smile while Tereza crossed her arms and glared back. “Besides, you should try this and then you’ll—Oh, it’s stopped.”

The pool of more intense energy had run out. I’d been spreading it thin, but it still hadn’t lasted long.

“So is it actually doing anything?” I asked.

“Beyond giving them a high, you mean?” Tereza said.

Kara shoved aether back down our bond. “Send Miss Grumpy some of that, would you? Then she’ll know what she’s talking about.”

“That didn’t work,” I said. “Doesn’t feel any different.”

“Xan, send me some of Tereza’s and Kara’s, please.” Iyoni tilted her head, curiosity in her eyes. She got the energy she’d requested, then a moment later pushed it back to me.

It hit like a hot shower suddenly thrown full cold, making me catch my breath. “That worked.”

“Did you send him yours?” Iyoni asked Kara. “Or did you send him back what he’d sent you?”

“I sent him mine.”

“That’s the difference then. It’s the energy of two of us, melded with the third, then fed back through Xan as the nexus.”

“Yes, but so what?” Tereza said. “We’re still just moving energy about between us. How is it any different?”

“Give it to her, Xan,” Kara said with a playful smile. “Shove it in hard.”

Tereza rolled her eyes, then gasped as I sent her the energy Iyoni had just passed me. “Okay, that is different. But that’s not possible. What the hell is going on?”

“Why isn’t it possible?” Kara argued. She waved a hand at me. “Xan just did it.”

“Because aether’s finite,” Tereza said, like it was a SPAR training room. “Every supe has their own reserve which depletes with spells or shields and regenerates over time. That’s rule one: your well is your well. That’s basic aether knowledge, right? But what Xan just sent me has more than filled my reserves, it’s overfilled them.” She held her hands out like she was about to take off, her fingers glowing blue with her magic. “I’m so full right now I feel stuffed.”

“Stuffed with Xan’s essence?” Kara’s grin was far too smug. “Why is it always about sex, Puddle Jumper? You’re so filthy.”

“Rule two: the dissipation principle. Aether destabilizes once externalized,” Tereza carried on in a determined voice like Kara hadn’t spoken, even as her cheeks tinged red. “Spells break down, shields have to be maintained.

“That’s the known theory,” Iyoni agreed, “but what Xan is doing breaks that rule.”

“Yeah. Not only should he not be able to send it, he definitely shouldn’t be able to increase it.”

I rubbed a hand over my beard. “No one ever taught me any of this, but I’m not sure rule one applies either. I don’t have an aether reserve.”

“And rule three,” Tereza went on. “The signature principle. Your aether is you. Shields can’t be merged, spells can’t blend. Even two demons of the same type can’t mix their shields, let alone what you’re doing.” She gestured at me, encompassing my usual marbling effect with the blue lines of Tereza’s aether between. “Xan, you’re impossible.”

“On that, we agree,” Kara said with a slow, exaggerated nod.

But Tereza was in mid-flow, and kept going. “So now I’m wondering if this is anything other than a sensory illusion. Do we actually have more aether? Have we created or merged aether? All the laws say it shouldn’t be possible, so maybe we haven’t.”

I had no idea. “If what you say is true, then I shouldn’t be able to draw your aether and use it to create spells.”

“Precisely,” Tereza replied dryly. “Which may have something to do with why the world goes crazy every time you get on TV.” She gave me a bemused look. “How do you not know this stuff?”

“Because they don’t teach it to norms,” I muttered.

“In fairness to Xan, I’m learning too,” Kara said. “They don’t teach this stuff at all. How do you know it?”

“Aether studies are part of hunter-class training,” Tereza said.

My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out to see a call from Marlow. I sighed. “I should probably take this.”

“It’s part of sentinel training, too,” Iyoni said as I walked out of the range, looking for some quiet, not wanting Marlow to overhear their conversation. “The man on the street doesn’t bother to study aether because, until Xan, it was obvious what it can and can’t do…”

The door closed on their conversation, and I accepted the call. “Afternoon, Director. I was anticipating you’d want to talk.”

“Remember what I said to you last time we spoke?”

Not really. “Something about PR duties?” That was always a safe guess.

“About wanting a day to come when I didn’t have to start a call with ‘what the fuck have you done now’? Today is not that day.”

I couldn’t resist poking her. “Technically, you started it with ‘Remember what I said to you…’”

“Your sense of humor is never that funny, Xan, but it’s a hell of a lot worse when I’m already pissed at you.”

“I don’t know why you’re blaming me. This wasn’t a SPAR incident.”

“You work for SPAR. Therefore, everything you do becomes a SPAR incident.” She sounded weary. “And therefore everything you do becomes a headache for me.”

“What I did was defend myself, my bonded, and a bunch of innocent norms from a full-on attack.”

“Yes, but you did it in front of dozens of cameras while standing in Moreau Corporation. How do you think that makes SPAR look?”

“I’m not an employee, I’m a consultant on retainer. Just shrug it off with a ‘he doesn’t work here.’”

“Don’t be naïve,” she said sharply. “To the outside world, you’re still the Assistant Director.”

“Then change the messaging, Madeline,” I replied, resigned. “I don’t care one way or the other what you call me.”

“The whole point of having you on a retainer was to bolster SPAR’s image. And your own. You heard Senator Crewe in that hearing. People fear you because you’re a walking nuclear deterrent. Either you align yourself to the authorities—to SPAR—or you risk being put down. You have to see that, Xan.”

“Is this a friendly warning for me to behave?”

Her sigh of frustration came clearly down the line. “Partly, yes. The warning is that if you can’t stay out of trouble, I’ll have to cut ties. SPAR can’t be affiliated to a loose cannon. You’ll be on your own.”

“I can handle being on my own.”

“Not if the whole world turns against you. You may be powerful, but you’re only one man. And it’s not just your enemies, Xan, it’s your friends too. If you get too dangerous, it won’t just be the norms in D.C. that fear you, it will be everyone.”

I took a breath and let it out. “I appreciate the concern. Genuinely. I’m also not sure there’s much I can do about it. Contrary to popular opinion, I don’t go looking for trouble. It finds me.”

“Then come in and do some PR. Maybe we can mitigate some of the fallout on this. Much as I hate to admit it, you do perform well in front of the cameras. And Xan… this time, stick to the script?”

“Sounds delightful,” I said dryly. “I’ll give it some thought.”

“That sounds evasive,” Marlow replied. “This needs a response sooner rather than later.”

“Goodbye, Madeline.”

“I’ll call you tomorrow to organize a session with Kline—”

I killed the call and stared at my phone. Marlow was being almost friendly. Maybe she wasn’t so stuck up after all.

Walking back in to the range, the girls were still debating the rules of aether and how they applied to me. I was only vaguely interested; the short version was that they didn’t. More important than the what or the why was the how, and if we could use what we’d just discovered. Or maybe Tereza was right, and it looked and felt good, but had no viable applications.

“Apparently you’re a conductor, Xan,” Kara said as I approached.

“It’s the best theory we can come up with,” Tereza explained. “We digressed into electricity analogies, and this one fits. You know how an aether-powered device basically has a battery?”

“No.”

“Like Farron’s shield or SPAR armor,” Kara added helpfully as Tereza blinked at my ignorance. “Artificers make spell lattices that store aether and discharge it slowly.”

“As we just told you, Succubus,” Tereza said pointedly.

“I was demonstrating my understanding.”

Tereza tipped her head back a fraction, as if appealing to the ceiling for patience. “Anyway. Basically, Xan, everyone else generates aether, stores it in their well, spends it, then waits for it to refill. You don’t generate or store. You don’t even have a well. You just channel whatever flows through you and redirect it. If aether was electricity, you’re a conductor.”

“That actually explains a lot,” I said, rubbing my beard. “Including why I can sense supes, right? I’m drawn to their aether.”

Tereza stared at me. “You can sense supes?”

“I told you that the day we met,” I reminded her.

“But I ignored it because I thought you were full of it.” She blinked and shook her head. “Actually, that totally fits the conductor analogy. You’re drawn to the aether around you—or it’s drawn to you.”

“One thing that doesn’t fit is why I passed out when I used too much aether.” I pointed at Iyoni. “During the ambush after I’d bonded you.”

“And in the warehouse when you first practiced your spells,” Kara added.

“That’s likely to be physiological not magical,” Iyoni said. “Both times, you dumped more aether through you in a very short space of time than your body could cope with. If we’re sticking with Tereza’s electricity analogy, you didn’t burn out the wiring, you melted the insulation around it and short-circuited.”

I waved a hand. “So the short version is that I can channel all your magic but mustn’t use too much at once. That’s fine. I’ve been casting bolts all day without a problem, so I’m guessing it’s peak load to watch for, and with my new control, I can stay well within my limits.”

Iyoni nodded. “That’s fair.”

“But how does all this theory apply to what we’re doing here? Why does taking Kara’s aether into me cause such a boost, and can we use it?”

“Not quite accurate,” Tereza said. “What actually happened, which Iyoni then replicated, was that you sent your special essence shooting into her”—she paused to waggle her eyebrows at Kara—”and she sent it back. You’re a conductor, remember? It’s a loop. Any aether that passes through you twice runs hotter.”

“That also makes sense,” I said. “Can we do it a third time?”

“I wouldn’t recommend that,” Iyoni murmured. “Using the refined aether would push up against anyone’s maximum tolerance. Refining it again would be explosive.”

“Okay, we’ll steer away from that,” I agreed. “And is this refined aether worth anything to us?”

“It’s all just a hypothesis until we test it,” Tereza said, “but higher aether pools for three of us, even if only temporarily; more powerful spells for you; and a way to replenish us if you balance it when we’re running low.” She gave a little laugh. “If we pass it between us enough, in theory we can have infinite aether, and that sure as hell shouldn’t be possible.”

Kara put on a serenely blissed-out expression, a perfect imitation of Iyoni. “I love Xan essence.”

“We’ll have to prove it in practice.” I tilted my head. “Drawbacks?”

“Well, it’s slower than just pulling straight from us, and like Iyoni just said, if we lose track of who’s already refined and accidentally double down in the heat of the moment, it will melt your brain.”

“Literally?”

“Hopefully not,” Iyoni said. “You’ll probably just end up comatose.”

“Right,” I said, drawing out the word. “So not a great idea mid-fight.”

“Shouldn’t be too difficult to avoid,” Tereza mused. “All we need is some kind of arrangement between the three of us on who’s sent you refined aether. And some kinda signal from you when you’ve consumed it all.”

“Then we should try it out,” I said. “Let’s go crazy, let loose a whole bunch of spells and blast the crap out of this range. I don’t know about you guys, but I could do with letting off some steam after today.”

*

Early that evening, we had a visitor to the range in the form of one of Corinne’s assistants.

She tiptoed in cautiously, staring wide-eyed at all the spells we were throwing around. But I called a rapid halt when I saw her. We could use the break anyway.

“I apologize for interrupting you, sir, but Mr. Varek Moreau has asked if you might come up to the lobby? A… guest has arrived.”

I wasn’t sure I’d seen this particular woman before, but she was as pretty as the rest of Corinne’s demons and showed a refined ability to convey her utter disdain with the way she said ‘guest.’

“Who is it?”

“Mr. Varek Moreau knew you would ask and sends his apologies, but he wishes to tell you himself.”

“Mysterious. Fine. We’ll be right up.”

She gave me a deep bow and left with a bounce of her short skirt.

“Is the constant sex thing a demon trait?” Tereza asked as the door closed behind the messenger. “I swear all those girls are trying to entice you.”

“They can try; I’m not interested,” I muttered. “Let’s go and see what Varek wants. I think we’re done for today anyway, aren’t we?”

It had been a good session, not only for our magic but also for the bonding we’d achieved. Even Tereza had come out of her shell a little, not least because she’d been so essential to breaking down the theory. We now had a way of fine-tuning the delivery of refined aether, and were buoyed by the potential this offered.

“This solves the problem of getting my javelins down to arrows,” I said to Iyoni as we waited for the elevator. “I have enough power to blast through shields now.”

“I don’t think it does,” she said with serene composure. “It’s a separate problem. Your spells may be powerful enough to take down most shields, but you’ll still struggle penetrating very powerful defenses. Like Vale, for example. Also, with less aether in them, arrow-sized bolts will penetrate and stop, not punch through and cause problems with targets behind.”

More training in my future then.

It was after hours and the lobby was far quieter than it had been during the day, the lights turned low, giving an almost peaceful feel to it. The bodies had been cleared away, the blood mopped up, but the windows were still to be replaced. The blackout blinds blocked out the night but not the cold air, and the heaters were struggling. A number of suited enforcers hung around inside the main doors, providing a level of security we could’ve used that morning.

Varek waited for me with a couple of his men, hands clasped at his back, suit and tie perfect like he’d just arrived and not spent the day working as hard as anyone else.

I nodded to the security as I walked up to him. “Where were they this morning?”

“We did have enforcers in place, but unfortunately they didn’t survive the initial attack,” he said as though reporting on the weather. “In hindsight, there were too few on duty. It was a mistake we’ve remedied.”

I should’ve guessed they’d have been the first targets. I’d been ready to criticize the lack of guards, but instead I found myself trying to reassure him. “There was no way to anticipate anyone would raid us in broad daylight.”

“Because it was a suicide squad,” Iyoni said, far more bluntly than usual. “An insane attack, caused by a man who is insane.”

“Nevertheless, your presence here is now international news,” Varek pointed out. “Which means Vale knows, among others. We’ve significantly added to our fire protection and we have a rotating contingent of enforcers around the clock. We won’t be caught napping twice.”

“Good,” I said. “And who is this mysterious guest?”

Varek shifted uncomfortably. “Unfortunately, it is not just Reznik and Vale with an interest in you. Victor Moreau has sent an envoy.”

“And I’m guessing from your tone that he’s not suggesting an alliance.”

“Regretfully not.”

“Where is he?”

Varek nodded to a room off the reception area. “In there, with six of my men.”

“Let’s get it over with, then.”

We trooped over, Kara subtly walking ahead and entering before me, the other two keeping close. She opened the door and paused, as if assessing the threat, then stepped aside.

A nondescript man sat behind a table in a good-sized meeting room that still felt crowded with the six men standing guard, and now the presence of us and Varek. His aether told me he was a demon; probably another of our brothers.

He didn’t wait for an introduction. “Mr. Sullivan. Victor Moreau is delighted you’ve taken over as Primacy of Moreau Corporation. He challenges you to a duel, as per our customs. The winner will take over both factions.” He paused briefly to let the message sink in. “How is Wednesday evening for you?”
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“I’ll check my calendar,” I said. “Wait here a moment, please.”

I walked straight out, pausing a distance from the door for the girls and Varek to catch up.

Kara wasn’t trying to mask her concern, Tereza looked thoughtful, and from Iyoni’s expression, she was busy listening to the voices in her head again. But my celestial never missed anything and she was probably three steps ahead of the rest of us.

“One question,” I said to Varek. “If Victor could issue a duel at any time and take over everything, why hasn’t he already done so and challenged you?”

“Ah.” Varek looked mournful. “We avoided that possibility by not nominating a head. Technically, before your arrival, this faction was led by committee, aligned to you even in absenteeism. It was designed specifically to keep Victor at bay; he would’ve had to have challenged all of us.”

“Right,” I said. “Thanks for telling me, when you put me in the role.”

Varek cleared his throat. “I did try to warn you, Brother. You were rather intent on getting into the house.”

I shrugged. Not quite how I remembered it, but that was splitting hairs. I did want into the house, and Victor was as much in my way as I was in his. Part of me relished this opportunity.

“What happens if we ignore the challenge?” Kara asked.

“Technically, you forfeit by default,” Varek replied.

“Who cares?” she said. “Give him the finger and let him sit and spin.”

“We would look weak,” Varek demurred. “We are demons, Brother,” he reminded me. “A proportion of our forces would see Victor as stronger, and defect. Not any of our oathed brothers,” he added hastily, “but many others within the organization. And the other factions would smell blood.”

“How many other factions are there?” I asked.

“Two, but one of them is very small. The other was responsible for the news conference attack and the assault this morning—both via Reznik, admittedly. So they’ve taken a significant loss.”

“At least we know where Reznik is,” I muttered.

“We just wiped out twenty of your brothers,” Kara said to me. “Who the hell is going to call us weak?”

Varek adjusted the knot of his tie. “Victor will.”

Kara folded her arms. “Why do we give a fuck?”

“If we ignore him,” I said, processing out loud, “we risk losing some of our strength with defections. But how would Victor likely respond?”

“Most likely, he would come for us when we least expect it,” Varek replied without hesitation. “He would muster the largest force he could, and attack at a time that suited him. He probably wouldn’t seek a direct conflict with you, but wear down our forces with as many deaths as he could inflict, then issue a renewed challenge. And he would keep going until you accepted or were too weak to resist.”

“And he knows you know this,” Tereza said to Varek. “So he starts with the challenge as the most expedient route, expecting to win and claim it all.” She shook her head. “What an asshole.”

“I will accept,” I said, as Kara threw me a glance of naked alarm and Varek nodded somberly. “It’s the only route that prevents more deaths, and ultimately, facing him is inevitable.”

“Wednesday is only two days away,” Iyoni pointed out. “That’s not a lot of time to prepare.”

I looked at Varek. “What’s the maximum time we could counter with and still avoid him taking action?”

“Duels are usually resolved without delay.” He paused to think. “We might stretch to the weekend. Beyond that, he would grow impatient.”

“Sunday, then,” I said. “As good a day as any.” In truth, I wanted it sooner before he could get to the documents I knew were somewhere in the house. It was a tradeoff between time to prep and how long it would take him to bring the blackmail to bear. It was a risk, as he could’ve already started, but one I thought I could weather. He might try to turn people against me, but it would take time, and I could ignore it for a while. The only true weaknesses I had stood watching me, and they were my strength, too.

“Are you sure about this, Master?” Kara asked, eyes glistening with her worry.

“Absolutely,” I said, because this wasn’t the time to show any doubt.

She searched my face then nodded with reluctance, her jaw tightening. “Where will it be held, Varek?”

“That is for us to choose,” he said. “We have options.”

“Find somewhere we can set an ambush,” Kara said, resolute.

Varek hesitated. “That is not honorable.”

“Like I give a flying fuck,” she replied. “I don’t care about honor.”

Varek appealed to me. “Our brothers will not like treachery.”

I didn’t look at him as I answered, my eyes on Kara. “Varek, please go and tell the envoy that we will meet Victor on Sunday, and we’ll let him know the details.”

“Yes, Brother.” He paused. “You asked me to set up a brainstorming session to break into Victor’s house, but progress has been slow. I wouldn’t advise—”

“Yeah, we don’t need that anymore. This duel will resolve it, one way or another.”

He gave me a brief bow and left.

“Iyoni, Tereza, would you two mind giving us a moment?” I gave Iyoni the entry card to the apartment. “We’ll see you upstairs in a minute.”

“It’s been a long day anyway,” Tereza replied. “I think I’ll get some food and go to bed early.”

Iyoni said nothing but left with the hydro.

“I know what you’re going to say,” Kara said with vehemence as soon as we were alone. “But honor is for fools. Why can’t we make our own rules, and take every advantage there is? This is your life on the line, Master. I won’t let anyone walk in and take it.”

I reached for her hand, speaking quietly. “What would you have me do? Stab him in the back?”

“If it killed him, yes. In a heartbeat.”

“And what if it killed part of me?”

“Then let me do it for you,” she said, biting off the words through gritted teeth.

I smiled gently. “You’re not an assassin. You’re a master’s student in philosophy, and I haven’t forgotten that your last assignment was a fail.”

“I’m still waiting for the re-grade on that.” She pulled her hand back and crossed her arms. “We have a force of your brothers, all oathed. We have Iyoni and Tereza too. We don’t need to assassinate when we can lay a trap.”

“And risk getting them killed?” I shook my head. “You know I won’t do that.”

“Yes, I know, damn it all. But you think Victor will play fair?” She laughed mirthlessly. “You think anyone cares about honor when they’re playing to win?”

“No,” I said candidly. “Which is why we’ll hope for the best and prepare for the worst. But I won’t be the one to break the rules. If I can take him down, we win it all—the house, the documents, the brothers in his faction. And we avoid risking anyone else.”

“And if you can’t? If he’s too powerful?”

“Then any trap we lay risks baiting a tiger, backfiring spectacularly, and getting people we care about killed.” I sighed. “Look, neither of us is cut out for this. Between me and you, I’m busy faking it until I make it on a daily basis. I sure as hell can’t come up with ideas for an ambush. It’s not my style, it’s not who I am, and I don’t want people to die for me.”

She huffed in exasperation, tears of frustration in her eyes. “I know, damn it. I both love and hate that about you.” She stepped in close, sliding her arms around me and pressing her head into my shoulder. “Tell me it’s going to be all right? Tell me you’re going to win?”

“It’s going to be all right. I’m going to win.” Hopefully.

She was quiet for several breaths. “Was that the best you could do, Master? It sucked almost as much as Tereza’s hug.”

*

Iyoni had thoughtfully left the door to my office unlocked, and I made a note to get the girls their own keycards. It was rare they weren’t with me, but still. I wasn’t sure where Tereza was sleeping, but she wasn’t here. I extended my senses, looking for her hydro magic, and felt it closer than I’d expected, somewhere on the floor below. I hoped Corinne had at least found her a bed, and not merely a blanket on a sofa. Something to check on in the morning.

It took me a moment to remember what day it was. Tuesday? No, still Monday. The attack that morning felt like a lifetime ago, and that had been on the back of fighting Vale, the ambush at the news conference, and all the stress of the hearing and dealing with SPAR. Not to mention all the training. Somewhere along the way I’d oathed a lot of my brothers and had a tussle with Bran. And dealt with Emma. No wonder I was exhausted.

But if we could get through the next few days without any more major crises blowing up in our faces, we could regroup and prepare for the duel with Victor.

I rubbed a hand over my face and sighed heavily, making Kara shoot me a glance.

“You okay?”

“Just tired.”

“We’ll get you to bed.”

That sounded nice. I had no idea what time it was; barely eight o’clock when I checked. Tereza had the right idea, calling it an early night.

We found Iyoni lounging on the beanbag in the bedroom, swiping at her phone. She’d swapped her celestial clothing for a silky robe, with plenty of slim, bare leg on display. The bathroom door was open, water gushing like Tereza was practicing her spells. I glanced in as I passed; Iyoni had the tub filling, high-flow taps working hard, and she’d found a bath bomb from somewhere, the bubbles already rising high.

“All sorted?” she asked, not looking up.

“We’re fine.” My stomach clenched in expectation of more bad press. “Are you reading the news?”

“What? No. Playing my game. I’m behind on my dailies.”

Okay, good. Life was getting back to normal. I exhaled in relief.

“Thank you for starting the bath,” Kara said. “It’s exactly what I need right now.” She took my hand and tugged me toward the walk-in wardrobe. “And exactly what you need, too.”

I made no protest, following her in and stripping off my clothes while Kara did the same, both of us going through the motions wearily and without any of our usual playfulness. We threw them in the hamper that would magically get emptied by one of Corinne’s demon girls, pulled on robes, and Kara led me into the bathroom. The tub was almost full, steam rising, and she extended one graceful leg, dipping in toes to check the temperature.

Her robe slipped from her shoulders and she tossed it lazily over the warming towel rail, then took her time walking down the steps, giving me a view. She sank into the bubbles with a contented sigh, drifting across the tub to sit against the side opposite, then settled an expectant gaze on me.

“Don’t get your hopes up too high,” I said as I unbelted my robe and threw it over the rail beside hers. “I’m likely to fall asleep in the tub.”

“Whatever you need, Master. Do you know I love you?” she asked as I walked in, the water lightly perfumed and almost too hot for comfort.

“Yes. Do you know I love you?”

“But that’s one of the things I love about you most,” she said as I settled in next to her, thighs touching. “You love everyone, in some sort of way.”

That was an observation I couldn’t immediately agree with. “I’m not sure Vale or Reznik makes the list.”

She raised a hand through the bubbles to wave the objection away. “Almost everyone, then. Emma, for example.”

I frowned. “I don’t love Emma.” Did she think I did?

“Not in that way,” she said. “But you care for her, which is a type of love. Enough to do your best to let her down gently. Many people would’ve just sent her a text, or not taken the time to go and see her.”

I said nothing, giving that some thought, but mostly letting the hot water ease through my muscles.

“And those norms this morning. You put yourself in harm’s way to protect them. How many people would do that? What is love, if it’s not instinctive protection? The refusal to let someone fall when you’re strong enough to catch them?”

“I’m not sure that’s love,” I said through a yawn. “Lives matter, even if I don’t know them. They’re all fathers, mothers, sons and daughters.” I reached out and put a tuft of bubbles on her nose. “It’s also not how I love you.”

She puffed them away with a little blow from her lower lip. “Oh, I know.” Her own hand came out of the water, bubbles cupped in her palm, but I’d anticipated her petty revenge and blocked it before she smashed them in my face. She grinned instead, then pressed herself wet and slippery against my side. “I’m the lucky one,” she murmured by my ear. “I get all of your love, in all its forms.”

I slid my hand down her back and cupped her ass, resting my head on the edge of the tub and closing my eyes. For a minute or two we just sat there, enjoying the water and the feel of each other, some well-deserved peace, even if it felt like the eye of the storm.

A gentle splash across the tub made me open my eyes in time to see Iyoni entering, her robe already on the rail beside ours. The heat flushed her pale skin, and she stopped with the water at the top of her thighs, standing right in front of us, and reached up to shake loose her long platinum hair. Then she sank down, threw me a playful glance, and blew a cluster of bubbles at me.

“You’ve even dragged Iyoni away from her game,” Kara murmured. “See, Master? That’s the real power of your love.”

“Oh, are we talking about love?” Iyoni asked, drifting through the water until her hand found my thigh. She slid it upward to cup me, making my hips twitch, and rubbed her breasts against my arm. “I love this bit,” she said, giving me a little squeeze, “and I love both of you.”

I slid an arm around her too, holding them both against me, and gave Iyoni a gentle kiss. I couldn’t think of anything more relaxing than sitting here with both my girls, and just taking a moment, wallowing in this giant tub.

At some point we’d have to find the strength to move to the bed, but that was a problem for the future. I let my eyes close, rested my heavy head back against the cushioned edge, and tried to shut out the rest of the world.


Twenty-Six

I awoke amid an entanglement of warm, slender limbs and soft bodies, Iyoni and Kara pressed close on either side. They were both still asleep, splays of dark and platinum blond hair framing their beautiful faces. It should’ve been easy to stay in bed, but a niggling sense of foreboding forced me to rise.

Maybe it was just the aftermath of yesterday. Or knowing Vale was still around somewhere. Or the pending encounter with Victor. And on my to-do list was an argument with Marlow about how much PR I was prepared to suffer.

The girls stirred but didn’t awaken as I slipped from between them, closing the gap I’d left to cuddle with each other. That was cute, also quite hot, and a bit amusing. I wanted to see their faces when they woke to discover it wasn’t me they’d been snuggling but each other; nevertheless, the day had started and it was time for a shower.

They were awake by the time I returned, talking softly and curled up together with no signs of awkwardness. It was nice to see them close, in all senses of the word.

“Morning, you two troubles.”

“Says the man who can’t go anywhere without causing waves,” Kara said to Iyoni with a smile my way.

“I’m a celestial. There’s no way I could be trouble.” Iyoni rolled onto her back and stretched like a cat, back arched. The duvet barely reached her waist, her move deliberately provocative and undermining her claim of innocence.

“Exactly,” Kara agreed, watching me as she slid her hand up Iyoni’s body and cupped her breast. “We’re not troubles. It’s all in your mind, Master.”

I cleared my throat with something that sounded half like a growl, then shook my head in defeat. “I’m ganged up on,” I lamented, “and you’re both too beautiful to do anything but agree with you.”

“Then drop that towel and get back into bed,” Iyoni suggested.

I wanted to, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling something was amiss. “Very tempting, but too much to do.” I settled for dropping the towel, but turned instead for the walk-in wardrobe.

Kara wolf-whistled. “Check out that ass.”

I chuckled and went to find clothes.

Corinne’s team had swapped out my father’s clothes for a range of alternatives, every one brand new but pressed and folded. Half the space had women’s clothes in it, a fair amount of them in celestial white. Thoughtful, but then they weren’t aware of the self-cleaning enchantment embedded in Iyoni’s celestial wear. I made a note to compliment Corinne on her initiative, then dressed in a pair of jeans, a black T-shirt and a sweater against the cold.

The girls had gone when I walked back in, the shower running in the bathroom with exaggerated sounds of splashing. I knew damn well that was them trying to tempt me again, but I was resolute. I picked up my phone from the bedside table, noting missed calls, two voicemail messages and several texts from Marlow, all of which I ignored. She was eager; it wasn’t even eight o’clock.

Tereza sat at the table in my office, her phone out and a cup of coffee before her, looking up with a grim expression as I walked in.

A prickly Tereza early in the morning wasn’t my idea of fun, so I began with something neutral. “That smells good. Any more around?”

She leaned back and crossed her legs. “I take it from that chirpy greeting that you either haven’t seen the news, or you don’t care.”

My sense of foreboding reared its head. “The former—for now. We’ll see about the latter. What have I missed?”

In answer, Tereza picked up the remote and flicked the TV on, muting the sound as the image filled the screen. More breaking news—like everything was these days—and the headline read ‘Vigilante Aetherborn Kills Innocent Supe.’ Images showed the reporter speaking to camera outside a nondescript apartment block somewhere in the city.

“What am I supposed to have done now?” I growled at the screen.

“Some random pyro was murdered last night.” Tereza’s tone was flat. “They’re saying you did it.”

“Why the hell do they think that?” The images switched to a woman being interviewed by the same reporter, gesticulating as she mimed casting a spell.

“Eyewitness reports,” Tereza replied in that same flat tone. “A half-dozen people saw you turn up and blast him. Apparently ‘screaming in rage’ about him burning your demon.”

“What?” I looked away from the screen and gave her my full attention. “How could anyone mistake someone else for me?”

Tereza crossed her arms, unimpressed. “This is serious, Xan. Put the ego away.”

“It’s not ego, I meant it literally.” I gestured at the TV. “My image has been all over the news these last few weeks. Everyone knows what I look like. How could they think someone else was me?”

Tereza gave me a steady look. “So it wasn’t you?”

I blinked. “I know you resent me for the bond, but how can you think me capable of something like that?” I said quietly. “And you know where I was last night.”

“No, I don’t,” she replied. “I left you early, remember? You could’ve slipped out—” She cut herself off with a shake of her head. “It doesn’t matter. I just wanted to hear what you’d say.” She met my gaze. “I believe it wasn’t you.”

“You do, huh?” I still wondered.

“Yes, I do. I—” She broke off as Kara and Iyoni walked in, pausing as they sensed the tension, then seeing the images on the TV.

“What the fuck?” Kara began, grabbing the TV remote from the table and turning up the volume.

“Turn that off, please,” I said quickly.

She shot me a glance. “Yes, Master.” The TV went dead, which was a relief.

I focused back on Tereza. “You were saying?”

“I don’t think you did it, okay?” She kept her eyes on me, but tensed as Kara and Iyoni both stared at her. “Your instinct is to protect, not to seek revenge.”

“Of course he didn’t do it,” Iyoni said, like she didn’t find Tereza’s declaration convincing.

“How could he?” Kara added. “When did this happen?”

“Small hours of this morning,” Tereza replied.

“While he was wrapped up with both of us?”

Tereza gave them both a searching look, then seemed to slump in her chair, exhaling with relief. “Thank God.”

Kara bristled, glaring at her. “Wait. You didn’t seriously think Xan could do this?”

“I wasn’t with him, okay?” Tereza said, holding up her hands. “I hoped not, but I didn’t know.” She looked at me accusingly. “Marlow called me when he didn’t answer.”

“I was asleep,” I muttered, opening up the text I’d ignored. It demanded I call back.

“Regardless,” Iyoni said to Tereza, “don’t you know him yet?”

“I’m beginning to, but—”

Kara cut across her. “He saved your life, Puddle Jumper! You saved his!”

“I know, but—”

“The norms he stood in front of. And all those people in the hotel! Yet you’d still think—”

“Enough.” My voice cut through their fighting, and all three of them quieted. “You two, leave Tereza alone,” I said wearily. “If the news is busy telling everyone I did it, why wouldn’t she ask?” It still hurt that she’d think it, and I had to remind myself that she hadn’t even known me a week.

“Sorry, Master,” Kara muttered, deliberately turning her back on Tereza.

“Why do they think you did it?” Iyoni asked.

I gestured at Tereza. “She said there were eyewitnesses.”

“Six people, five norms and a supe,” Tereza said. “They all swore it was Xan.”

“Reznik,” Kara muttered bitterly, then shrugged when we glanced at her. “It’s obvious, isn’t it? Kill someone, get others to point the finger at you. Fully within his mind-control powers.”

“Have all the news outlets bought it?” Iyoni asked.

“Most of them,” Tereza answered. “They’re all busy painting Xan as the villain. Some are—”

“I don’t care,” I interrupted her. “Whether it’s Victor or Reznik, it doesn’t matter; we knew this would happen. We ignore it and get on with the day.”

“Quite right,” Iyoni agreed. “So what do you want to do?”

I ran my hand through my hair. “Marlow wants me to report to SPAR. I suppose I have to go and answer for this mess too, now. But since we’re going anyway, it makes sense to see Marietta Kye.”

“Kye?” Iyoni’s eyebrows rose.

“Well, she knew Vale, but she also knew Reznik. Maybe Kye can give insights. And it’s really bothering me how quiet Merrow is being.”

“Why would she talk to us?” Iyoni asked.

“We’ll have to find something she wants,” I said grimly.

“Marlow won’t like you making deals with a maximum-security prisoner,” Tereza pointed out, then raised her hands in placation as Kara spun on her again. “It’s the truth,” she added hastily. “I wasn’t disagreeing.”

“Let’s see Kye first then,” I said. “What Marlow doesn’t know won’t hurt her.”

Moreau Corp mid-week was a different beast compared to the relative quiet we’d seen over the weekend, while yesterday had been chaotic for different reasons. Now, each office was full and the corridor busy, people getting on with work and dealing with the fallout from the attack. The exec floor was a bustle but fortunately Corinne was waiting for us, her presence keeping people at a distance, and we were out of there without me having to do more than nod politely at a few senior execs.

I asked what arrangements there were for vehicles. Turned out, Moreau Corp kept a fleet in the parking garage. I had to talk her down from a chauffeur-driven limousine that ‘suited my status,’ and at her insistence, we finally settled on a high-end SUV modified with bulletproof glass and armor. Kara got in behind the wheel, ending the question of who would be driving.

Outside SPAR, the protesters were present in force, their placards upgraded from ‘warlock’ to ‘aetherborn.’ Those up to date with current affairs had added ‘warlord’ and ‘vigilante’ to the mix in crimson letters that ran like blood. The sentiment remained the same: generally anti-SPAR and specifically anti-me.

Inside the vehicle bay, two patrols were getting ready to leave, a dozen agents in flak vests making final checks. Eyes swung my way, accusation in most of them, confusion in some. I pretended not to notice, holding my head high as we walked into the building.

I’d been down to the prison facilities once before, when Silas Moreau had engineered his breakout. Then, the security had been destroyed by his attack, but now it was repaired and functional again. A biometrically secured door that Tereza used her access to open gave way to a small guard area, two agents on duty who scowled when they saw me.

“Visiting Marietta Kye,” Tereza told them as she signed us in.

“Step through the scanners, please,” one said, like he didn’t trust any of us.

We walked through one at a time, with no beeps. I thought it might trigger on my belt buckle, but nothing.

“What does this check for?” I asked, curious.

“Aether-enchanted weapons and devices,” the guard replied, bored.

“What if someone just brought a gun in?”

He pointed to the plain walls. “This whole room’s a body scanner. It catches whatever the aether sensors don’t.”

His colleague hit the release for the next door. “Kye’s in cell three. She’s in a bad mood today.”

“Thanks.” I gave them a smile; more scowls in return.

We passed through into the maximum security block, rebuilt since Moreau’s forced entry, but still showing scars. There were only a dozen cells, all of them bar one empty. Their front walls were a transparent polycarbonate of some type, allowing the occupant minimal privacy. But each cell had a door that Tereza told me was an en suite, at least allowing them to bathe or use the toilet without an audience.

Marietta Kye lay on her bed in thin grey prison clothing, a black ring of metal around her neck. Presumably the suppression collar Iyoni had once told us about. Kye set down her book as we stopped outside her cell. Her eyes flicked over Tereza and Kara in disinterest, paused on me, then narrowed as she saw Iyoni.

“How’s your back, Celestial?”

At our meeting with Silas Moreau in his depot, Kye had stabbed her before I’d knocked the woman unconscious.

“All healed up, thank you so much for enquiring.” Iyoni gave her a serene smile.

Kye sat up and focused on me. A thick steel protrusion from her collar ended in a claw buried in the skin at the base of her neck. That couldn’t have been comfortable.

“So you’re an aetherborn, not a warlock.” She sniffed, then hawked a gob of phlegm onto the transparent wall of her cell, right in line with my face. “The fuck do you want?”

I crossed my arms. “We’re just here for some information.”

“Great, then you can fuck off. I’m not telling you shit.” She lay back down on her bed, picking up her book again.

“Reznik sent a force to try and kill me,” I began.

She scoffed. “Reznik doesn’t merely kill, he destroys.”

Ominous, and it matched all the needless deaths. “Theron Vale has also been busy since I saw you last. He roasted an apartment block of innocents, then did it again with a hotel.”

“Like I care.”

“You knew them both. Did you talk much?”

“I didn’t know Vale,” she said, feigning boredom. “We might’ve shared these salubrious accommodations, but it’s not like we braided each other’s hair.”

“What about Anton Reznik? Isla Merrow? Did you know them?”

Kye tensed, so subtly I would’ve missed it if I hadn’t been watching closely. But the reaction was very much there, if involuntary.

“I told you,” she bit off, “I’m not saying anything.”

“Who were you close to?” I pushed. “Did you have girlie moments with Merrow?”

No reaction.

“Were you and Reznik making eyes at each other?”

“You fuck!” she spat. “Leave me the hell alone! You think I would say anything to a man like you?” Every word full of vitriol. “You’re just like him!”

“Just like who? Reznik?”

Kye turned on her side away from us, pulling her pillow over her head. It was a pitiful attempt to keep us out, but no less painful to witness for all that. I had wanted to provoke a reaction, and I’d achieved that goal. I just hadn’t expected her response to be so strong.

I glanced at Tereza, giving her the go-ahead. Kye had history with Iyoni, and Kara had no experience talking to criminals. Neither did I. Figuring out when a student was lying about late coursework wasn’t quite the same.

But if I’d expected Tereza to show some advanced SPAR-trained interrogation technique, she surprised me with the direction she took.

“Xan isn’t like Reznik.”

Kye twitched, but said nothing.

“Did Reznik use his abilities on you?” Tereza pressed. It was a guess, but judging from the vehemence of Kye’s reaction, a sensible one. “Did he compel you to…” Tereza trailed off, lips pressed thin. She glanced at me, expression twisted in distaste. Not for me, I hoped, but in that moment I couldn’t be sure. She addressed Kye again. “Did Reznik abuse you through his powers?”

“You offering sympathy?” Kye muttered. “You’re with him.”

“Xan’s not like that,” Tereza said, the words calm and measured. “He’s never once—”

Kye spun back, jerking up to sit, face twisted. “Bullshit! Even now, he’s making you say whatever he wants! That’s what they do, don’t you understand?” She gestured at me while she appealed to all three of my bonded. “That aetherborn might not have mind powers, but his bond works just the same! He’s standing right there, controlling everything you do!” She glared at me with real hate, chest heaving. “Why do I even bother?” she asked the air. “He’s just going to make you deny it.” She flopped back down on her mattress, staring up at the ceiling.

“I’m… going to go and get a coffee,” I said. “I’ll be up in the Nexus, four floors away.” I gave Kye a nod, then made my way back to the guards’ room.

They buzzed me through the door. “Told you she was in a bad mood.”

“Seemed quite reasonable to me, all things considered.”

“Reasonable?” the guard laughed. “She’s insane. Not as bad as Vale, but still.”

“Did she and Vale ever talk?”

“Kye didn’t talk to anyone,” the guard said. “We have an exercise area one floor down. She never mingled, not once.” He turned to his colleague. “You ever see her mingle, Josh?”

“Never,” the other guard said.

“That exercise space is enclosed, huh?” I said.

“Sure.”

“What do they do for vitamin D?” He gave me a blank look and I switched to something easier. “How many were in here?”

“Maximum security? Just the four of them. Kye, Reznik, Merrow, Vale. We have another two floors and another dozen inmates, but those are just your run-of-the-mill bad guys.” He crossed his arms, giving me a glare like it was my fault. “Moreau didn’t bother with them.”

“The collar she wore.” I drew a circle around my own throat. “To suppress her powers, right?”

“Of course. You think we wanted Vale melting his cell, or Reznik commanding us to let him out? How else are we supposed to incarcerate supes with God-knows-what powers?”

“There was a needle that went into her neck.”

“Yeah, it plugs right into their nerves. They draw any aether, and it triggers a shock. A little aether, a little shock. Enough to use any powers, and the shock will drop them.” He curled his lip. “They all deserve it.”

It struck me as draconian, but I supposed options were limited with such a wide array of supe powers. I gave him a nod, as civil as I could, and was glad to leave him behind.

I found a table in the corner of the Nexus, ignoring all the stares, and was on my second espresso when the girls eventually rejoined me.

“You were right,” Iyoni said, keeping her voice down as they took seats. “She opened up once you’d left and we’d all persuaded her you weren’t controlling us.”

“Get anything useful?”

“Not on Vale, no,” Kara replied. “But she had loads on Reznik. She hates his guts.”

“She elaborated on the whole ‘Reznik doesn’t kill, he destroys’ thing,” Tereza said, watching me with an unfathomable expression. “In Kye’s words, if you’re his target, he’ll strip away everything important to you before he kills you.”

“Is that just survivor bias?”

“Maybe,” Tereza said, the word conveying her doubt, “but she was pretty explicit. Examples and everything.”

“You don’t want to hear them,” Kara assured me. “Just imagine what a mind-control supe could do to those you love if he wanted to, and… then double it,” she finished in a mutter, shuddering with whatever Kye had just told them.

“But that doesn’t really fit the attack on Moreau Corp, does it?” I said. “That was a clear attempt to kill me.”

Kara leaned forward, checking no one was in earshot and talking softly. “Kye was adamant he wouldn’t come for you directly. She was surprised about the assault, said it was probably just a test.” Some test. A lot of bodies left on the ground. “And a way to get you under scrutiny again, cause problems that way.”

That made sense. “So Reznik is insane and evil, which we knew.” I gripped the edge of the table hard enough for it to creak ominously. “If Kye thinks that his serious attacks won’t come for me directly, that means he’ll target you.”

“Yeah, we figured that too,” Tereza said, as Kara and Iyoni nodded. “And the media. Going after your reputation is his style, according to Kye.”

“But Moreau Corp controls those outlets. Are you saying he’s working with Victor?”

“Can’t rule it out.”

“Makes sense, doesn’t it?” Iyoni added. “He worked with one faction, why not with another?”

“One more reason not to go through with your duel,” Kara said emphatically.

“Or another reason to go through with it,” I argued. “Bad enough those documents fall into Victor’s hands. But Reznik’s, too?” I shook my head. “Get anything else out of her?”

“Reznik apparently spent some time with another inmate here,” Tereza reported. “He was often seen mixing with”—she made air quotes—“a ‘timid middle-aged man.’ The guards say he’s a null.”

“What’s a null?” That wasn’t a term I’d heard before.

“A supe with no powers,” Iyoni supplied. “Technically not a norm, but someone with no powers. They can’t do anything with the aether they have.”

“Huh.” That sounded eerily familiar. Before bonding Kara, I wasn’t so different; I’d had powers but no aether, just my slow aging and the ability to sense supes. A null didn’t even have that. “Doesn’t sound like much of a threat. What’s he even in for? And why would Reznik be interested?”

“Kye figures he was amusing himself toying with the man,” Kara replied. “Says it was absolutely his style. As for what the null’s in for, fraud, if you can believe it. But he’s technically a supe, so he can’t sit in a norm prison. We went by his cell on the way up—they’re keeping the supes from yesterday’s attack there too—and the null wouldn’t say a word. He just about wet himself when we mentioned Reznik.”

“Nice,” I said flatly. “And Merrow?”

“Not much,” Tereza answered. “She thinks Reznik’s switched his interest to her. If he’s being quiet, it may be because she’s occupying him.” She put an emphasis on the word and made a face.

“Fine.” I sighed. “I hoped to get more, but I suppose it’s something. Maybe we’ll find both Reznik and Merrow with Victor, then. At least now we know.”

“And you still won’t call it off?” Kara asked with an air of resignation.

“We’ve been over this, and the answer is no, now more than ever. We still need to get those documents before they use them to turn everyone against us.” I clicked my tongue. “Is that consistent with Reznik’s modus operandi?”

“Yeah, that fits.” Iyoni nodded. “If he’s geared to destroy, he’s much more likely to actively use them than Silas Moreau ever was.”

“Oh, joy.” I rolled my shoulders, and stood up. “I guess we better go and see Marlow, then I’m going back to the range to work on my spells.”

The girls all rose too, and we headed for the elevators, Iyoni beside me while Kara lagged behind to talk to Tereza.

“See, PJ? Reznik is what real evil control looks like,” Kara said as we walked. “Are you getting the difference between him and Xan?”

I glanced back and Tereza met my gaze, her own steady.

“Yes,” she said with feeling. “I am.”


Twenty-Seven

Natalie met us on the fifth floor, waiting when the elevator doors opened.

“Good morning, Assistant Director.” Her usual greeting was spoiled slightly by the tremor in her voice.

“Everything all right, Natalie?”

“Um.” She glanced at Iyoni and back to me. “Director Marlow is aware you’re in the building. She asked me to show you straight in when you arrived.”

I gestured down the hallway to Marlow’s door at the end. “Carry on, then. PR to do. Best get it over with.”

Natalie looked like she wanted to say something, giving me a plaintive look as she bit at her lip, but then she turned and walked away. I exchanged a glance with Iyoni, who gave a half-shrug, and we followed after her. No point speculating when we’d find out anyway soon enough.

Knocking twice, Natalie opened the door and announced us. “Assistant Director Xan Sullivan and his vassals.” That was surprisingly formal, but as I walked into the room, the reason became apparent.

Marlow wasn’t alone.

Firth was present, lounging in a chair and looking far too smug for my liking. But my eyes were drawn to the presence of two white-garbed celestials at the table, Archon Elaris Wynn and a man who was solidly built and too big for the chair he sat in, with a shock of silvery hair and a beard to match. He looked about fifty on the surface, which, combined with his strong celestial power, meant he was probably pushing a century and a half.

Iyoni faltered, almost missing a step.

“I’d make some comment about interrupting,” I said dryly, “but this is obviously all about me. What’s the problem now?”

“You may not have noticed,” Firth drawled, “but there are other people here. Surprisingly, this is not, in fact, all about you.”

“What a refreshing change,” I said, taking my usual seat while the girls filled in on my side of the table. I looked expectantly at Marlow.

“Xan, you know Archon Elaris. This is Arbiter Meridian Delaron.”

“Morning.”

Marlow’s eyes flashed with irritation at my casual response, her lips pressed thin. “The celestials have decided to… change out the arbiter currently assigned to you, and—”

“No,” I said bluntly, as Iyoni stiffened in the seat beside me.

“Xan,” Marlow said with exaggerated patience, “surely I don’t have to remind you that the celestials speak with the weight of human law behind them. In this case, it has come not only from Washington but from the Supernatural Council too.” She waved a hand encompassing the brace of white-clothed guests, “And in this case, the celestials have instigated it.”

“That’s not really relevant.” Delaron spoke in a deep rumble suiting his brawny physique. “The point is that the decision has been made.”

“Good for you,” I said lightly, conscious that I’d defaulted to irreverence as my usual defense mechanism. I had to watch that. “Regardless, I haven’t agreed, and neither has Arbiter Iyoni.”

“Sentinel Iyoni,” Delaron corrected with a not-so-subtle emphasis.

I gave him a stony look. “If the title is good enough for you, it’s good enough for her.”

“Xan…” Iyoni said quietly, but I kept my gaze on Delaron.

“It’s good enough for me because I’m an arbiter,” he said. “Iyoni Saelan, unfortunately, no longer is.”

“What?” I ignored the puffed up man before me and looked instead to Archon Elaris. “Explain, if you will?”

The elder celestial met my gaze impassively. “Sentinel Iyoni’s arbiter status has been rescinded.”

“Five years of life-threatening training, God-knows how many more years of service, and you’ve rescinded it?” I raised an eyebrow. “She’s made how many judgments, and you’ve rescinded it? Care to explain why—for the benefit of the good doctor here,” I waved a hand toward Firth, “who still thinks this isn’t all about me?”

My attention was clearly on Wynn, but Delaron answered. “It’s been rescinded due to—”

“I wasn’t talking to you.” I cut across without looking at him. “Archon?”

“Arbiter Meridian Delaron is the preeminent arbiter of the celestials,” Marlow said in reproach. “Show some respect, Xan.”

“I’ll show some respect when he’s earned it,” I said as my anger unfurled inside me, cold and ready to bite. “And choosing such a backhanded way of informing Iyoni of her loss of status means that in my eyes, he’s starting from zero.”

Delaron watched me as though I was something he wanted to introduce to the sole of his boot, but Elaris Wynn’s lips twitched.

“The celestial council chose to withdraw Sentinel Saelan’s arbiter status pending review,” she said.

“Because?” I pressed.

“Because they don’t trust her impartiality.”

“Because?” I insisted. “Let’s be candid, now.”

Wynn held my gaze, her face impassive but her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Because, candidly, she’s your vassal.”

“Great, I knew we’d get there in the end.” I leaned back. “An arbiter’s judgment is absolute and final, is it not?”

“Not in every case,” Delaron said.

I gave him a look of disdain. “Name one other.”

“Not in this case, then.”

“‘Celestial justice is truth,’” I quoted back to Wynn. “Isn’t that what you told me? Aren’t we being a little inconsistent?”

“This is irrelevant.” Delaron slashed a big hand through the air. “The decision is made.” He looked at Iyoni. “You are no longer an arbiter. Furthermore, you’ve been recalled. You are to—”

“No,” I said. “She’s not going.”

“This is no concern of yours, Aetherborn,” Delaron ground out.

“You heard him,” Iyoni said. “I’m not going.”

Delaron blinked in surprise. “You… can’t refuse. You’re a sentinel.”

“Then I resign.” She looked to Wynn. “Effective immediately.”

“Sentinels don’t resign.” Delaron sounded incredulous.

“Well she just did,” I said. “It’s a day of firsts.”

The big arbiter leaned back in his chair, making it creak alarmingly. “It doesn’t change the outcome. I am now your arbiter.”

“Xan has already been judged,” Iyoni said. “As you know full well.”

“If you have faith in your judgment, then you won’t object to him being judged again.”

I ignored him, though it was getting harder to do, and focused on Wynn. “You’re breaking your own rules.”

“There are no rules when it comes to a judgment,” Delaron said, his rumbling voice beginning to grate on me. “Celestial justice transcends morality.”

“So I’ve been told,” I said dryly. “I still don’t accept it.”

“Irrelevant. It’s going to happen anyway.”

“No, it’s not. You have no authority over me, and I’m not taking you with me.”

He leaned in a fraction, eyes narrowing. “I can judge you now if you like.”

Iyoni hissed in a breath beside me, and no one moved. Delaron kept his steady gaze on me, and I didn’t look away.

Marlow cleared her throat in an attempt to break the tension. “Well, with that settled, we have one other matter to address.”

“What now?” I asked curtly, my patience running thin.

“The accusation that last night you killed a pyro supe, and—”

“He didn’t. Obviously.” Kara let her contempt out. “Besides, he was with us all night.”

“I will attest to the same,” Iyoni added.

“Nevertheless,” Marlow continued, “we have an accusation of vigilantism in a prominent SPAR representative.”

“Meaning?” I asked.

“Meaning that you’re suspended, Xan. You have no further authority on the Vale case. With this on top of the whole Moreau Corp fiasco, your position in SPAR is suspended.”

I laughed. “Shortest tenure ever. I’ll try to curb my disappointment.” I stood up. “I assume we’re now done?”

“Yes, we’re done.” Marlow looked at Tereza. “You’ll be reassigned, Lieutenant. Please report to Dr. Firth to—”

“No,” I said, leaning with a fist on the edge of the table. “Tereza is staying with me.”

“She is not, Mr. Sullivan,” Marlow snapped. “She is a SPAR officer, and she will abide my authority, not yours.”

“In the words of Sentinel Iyoni, I resign,” Tereza said coolly. “Effective immediately.”

That caught us all by surprise. I half-turned toward her, ready to stop her throwing her career away, but then with the bond pulling at her, did she really have a choice? Marlow gaped at her, then shut her mouth, pressing her lips together so hard they almost disappeared.

“Now we’re done.” I turned away while my bonded all rose and followed me. Unfortunately, so did Arbiter Meridian Delaron. I held the door for the girls, my focus on Elaris Wynn as I did. She returned my gaze impassively, head tilted to one side as though I were a curiosity. When Iyoni had walked out I left too, not bothering to wait for my newest arbiter shadow. But he followed us out into the hallway.

“I’m sorry,” I said to Tereza as soon as the door closed, hating that he was standing there, listening. “I didn’t expect this to cost you your job.”

“It’s not your fault,” she said, eyes flashing with anger. “That was bullshit.”

“Fucking bullshit,” Kara added, arms crossed and glaring at Delaron.

“A judgment requires impartiality and zero bias,” Iyoni said to him. “You should immediately declare yourself compromised and stand down.”

“I’m well aware of what’s involved,” he rumbled. “This is not my first case, Miss Saelan.”

“I don’t for one moment believe you’re neutral,” she said.

He folded his arms across his chest, making his white jacket strain across his large shoulders. “What you believe isn’t relevant.”

I gave him a flat look. “How many people have you judged?”

“Also not relevant.”

“Hundreds,” Iyoni replied.

“And how many of them did you obliterate?”

“Not relevant.”

“About ninety percent,” Iyoni said.

“Any warlocks?” There was no doubt he was old enough to have seen one or two come along.

“Oh yes,” Iyoni answered.

I walked off down the hallway. “No point asking if any of them were found worthy, is there?”

*

Kara drove us out of SPAR HQ, with me riding shotgun while Iyoni and Tereza shared the rear seats with my oversized white shadow. Even given the large SUV Corinne had found us, it was a squeeze in the back.

We stopped at a red light.

“Iyoni?” Kara said.

“Yeah?”

“What happens if we kill an arbiter? Asking for a friend.”

“Uh… not sure. It’s never happened. I imagine the celestials would retaliate in force.”

“An arbiter was killed in March 1920 in Ireland,” Delaron rumbled. “I subsequently obliterated everyone involved.”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Kara snapped. The light changed and she drove off, muttering under her breath.

“Would someone mind please explaining what an arbiter is?” Tereza asked.

“The formal title for a celestial with the supernatural ability to judge,” Iyoni replied.

“That’s what I thought,” Tereza said. “But you told me… let me get this right… ‘it’s not an ability anyone can fool.’ And it’s an ‘ineffable, infallible power.’ I asked you if you could judge him again, and you said ‘there is no “judge him again” because there doesn’t need to be.’”

“Right on all accounts,” Iyoni replied, emphasizing every word. Beside me, Kara scoffed, glancing back at where Delaron sat.

“So what’s your story, big guy?” Tereza continued. “Seems to me like your role here is redundant. Xan’s been judged.”

Unexpected support, but I’d take it.

Delaron’s deep voice came from behind me. “The celestial council doesn’t have faith in Miss Saelan’s judgment.”

“Really?” Tereza replied with mock surprise. “This is a supernatural ability that’s the cream of what celestials can boast, and… you don’t have faith in it?”

“It’s not the ability that’s in doubt,” Delaron said, “but the judge.”

“Oh, so the judge is flawed.” Tereza didn’t miss a beat.

“That’s what I said.”

“And you’re perfect?”

Kara laughed, short and without mirth.

“No one is perfect.” Delaron’s tone suggested he was echoing a general belief, not that it applied to him. “However, I do have considerable experience in these matters.”

“Well, I’ve only known Xan five days,” Tereza said. “And I can tell you that for all his flaws, he has a pure soul.”

My eyebrows rose at that commendation. From Tereza, no less.

“Your opinion is noted,” Delaron replied, “but I will form my own.”

Tereza wasn’t ready to let it go. “How?”

“That’s a good question,” Kara muttered.

“Observation.”

“So you insert yourself uninvited into his life, watch him a while, then decide at some arbitrary moment to do your judge-thing, and he either lives or dies.”

“Crude, but not inaccurate.”

“And you base this on what?”

“Intent.”

“His, or your perception of his?” Tereza asked, cutting to the nub of it and demonstrating the keen mind that made her such an effective SPAR agent. I glanced across at Kara, who gave me a thin smile back.

“His.”

“Plus your bias.”

“There is no bias. The arbiter ability to judge is impartial, infallible—”

“Yes, and ineffable, whatever the hell that’s supposed to mean.” Tereza cut across him. “So I keep hearing. Let’s recap. The judgment is free of bias, can’t be wrong, has already been applied by an arbiter, and now another one has rocked up. Is anyone else catching the logical fallacy here, or am I missing something?”

“You’re not missing anything,” Iyoni said quietly.

Kara put her window down, icy December air rushing in. “There’s a strong smell of bullshit in this car.”

“I do not expect you to understand the concepts of celestial justice—” Delaron began.

“Doesn’t sound like the celestials do, either,” Tereza interjected.

“—but I will judge him again,” Delaron finished like she hadn’t spoken. “Of all people, Lieutenant Myas, I would think you would be least concerned by this.”

“You’re wrong there too, Mr. Perfect,” she replied. “I already wanted Xan judged again.”

I hid my wince, but it wasn’t a surprise.

“Then why challenge it?” he asked.

“First, I wasn’t challenging it, I was challenging you. If you play with big guns, it’s comforting to know that you understand how they work. So far, I’m not very comforted. And second… since getting to know Xan, I’ve changed my mind.”

That was a surprise.

“You have?” Kara asked.

“Yeah,” Tereza said bluntly. “Fuck the celestial council. I don’t know them at all, but I recognize hypocrisy when I hear it. Iyoni’s judgment was right, and if Mr. Perfect here can’t see that, then he’s not the hotshot he thinks he is, is he?”


Twenty-Eight

SPAR’s bureaucratic crap and celestial political maneuvering didn’t alter the fact that I had a duel with Victor to prepare for, so when we got back, I went straight to the range.

My only hope was that Meridian Delaron judged me before next Sunday, then got the hell out of our lives. Otherwise, things were going to get awkward.

They’d get pretty awkward for him if he obliterated me, because I was certain that Iyoni and Kara would rain down hell, consequences be damned. Maybe even Tereza too. I’d be dead of course, which would be a shame. I’d be sorry to miss the fun.

Iyoni had been upset enough about it to call Archon Elaris Wynn, leading to a heated conversation, the outcome of which was that the decision was made. Delaron stayed, and even if Wynn hadn’t instigated it, she wasn’t fighting it. Iyoni seemed to think she might even have requested him, and she was taking that personally, glowering at Delaron whenever she looked his way.

So it wasn’t like we could stop Delaron without, as he said, incurring the wrath of the celestial community, and that would only endanger all my bonded. The ironic thing about another judgment hanging over my head is that it was so absolute I could safely ignore it: if it amounted to nothing, no biggie; if I was obliterated, I wouldn’t be in a position to care.

Besides, it wasn’t my first time. ‘Man is a creature that can get used to anything,’ Dostoevsky argued, a truth Nietzsche later sharpened with, ‘What does not kill me makes me stronger.’

So with an unhealthy degree of fatalism, I got on with my practice.

Meridian Delaron stood for hours at the back of the range, arms folded, watching me constantly. Unnerving at first, but he barely moved and never spoke, and I tried very hard to ignore him.

I worked on reducing my spell bolts from javelin-sized down to arrows, drawing on Iyoni’s aether. We couldn’t practice with refined aether because Kara and Tereza weren’t here; they’d traveled into the city, working with the FLIR drones and Varek’s forces in an attempt to zero in on Vale, who we hadn’t forgotten about just because Marlow said ‘drop it.’

Delaron raised his eyebrows as we kept up our search and muttered, “Vigilantism,” which earned him a scathing look from my bonded.

When Iyoni needed time to recharge her aether, I busied myself reading through the papers from Silas Moreau’s safe. The profile of Anton Reznik matched but didn’t add much to Marietta Kye’s insights, while Merrow’s information was scant beyond a summary of her silicon kinetic powers, her train-wrecking incident and a professional diagnosis: chronic psychosis, antisocial personality disorder and marked sociopathic traits with a persistent lack of remorse.

Two insane peas in a pod, happily ensconced together.

The rest of that week passed in the same way, my progress on the range slow, Delaron so silent I sometimes found myself processing aloud before I remembered he was there. At the end of each day, Tereza and Kara would return with frayed nerves from being away so long with the bond pulling at them. That made for passionate nights with my demon, while Tereza spent the evenings seething, casting me clingy looks, and trying very hard not to be obvious when she brushed up against me.

Mid-morning Saturday, I got an excited call from Tereza, and flicked the phone to speaker so Iyoni could hear. And Delaron too, but that was unavoidable.

“We’ve had a hit. A FLIR drone over Cranston picked him up, and facial recognition confirms. It’s farther south than we expected and we lost him, the drone going out of range. But if I can get close, I can hopefully track him. Kara’s driving us over.”

“That’ll take us half an hour easily in this traffic,” Iyoni said, holding her phone so I could see Google Maps.

“Did you catch that?” I asked.

“Yeah, I’ll let Kara know.”

“Don’t do anything until we arrive.”

“But—”

“Just track, Tereza. Do not engage. We’ll take him together.” Iyoni and I were already heading for the door, Delaron in our wake.

“Yes, Master,” Tereza said with the same sarcastic note Kara still occasionally used. “I’ll send you our location.”

“Good girl,” I said with a wry grin. If she wanted to play that game, I could play too.

A strained huff came down the line before it went dead, and my grin widened.

It didn’t take long to call Corinne and get another car, and soon we were heading out on Route 6, taking the four-lane highway through moderate Saturday traffic and making good time. I was driving for the first time in years, Delaron beside me because Iyoni had given up her seat out of courtesy, and he kept gripping the door handle while I brushed the rust off a little-used skill.

“Nervous passenger?” I asked him.

“Just because I’ll survive any collision you get us into doesn’t mean I’d enjoy the experience.”

“I think you’re doing just fine, Xan,” Iyoni said encouragingly, which I took to mean my driving was even worse than I thought. Then she added in a more serious tone, “Tereza says a drone has picked up Vale in a parking lot on Dupont Drive. Ten minutes away.”

I pulled into the outside lane, the car behind me hitting its horn entirely unnecessarily in my opinion. “What’s he doing there?”

“Just standing around, apparently.”

That didn’t make any sense. “What’s nearby? What could he possibly be interested in?”

“Uh… a furniture shop, a food bank, a metal manufacturer, a catering supplier.” A pause. “Varek reports we’ve got another drone on him. He’s sending me the feed.”

I pressed on the gas, swerving around a slow sedan while Delaron muttered something under his breath, and began looking for my exit.

“Yeah, I can see him,” Iyoni said a moment later. “He’s literally standing in the middle of an empty parking lot doing nothing. A few cars around, a couple of people. We’ve got two drones in the area, and the facial recognition is a hundred percent.”

“Where are Kara and Tereza?”

“Down the street from him. They’re stationary. Tereza wants to know if we should call in SPAR?”

“No,” I said quickly. “Vale would go through them like a blowtorch. We’ll handle this. They can have him when we’ve taken him down.”

Delaron cleared his throat and pointed across the dash to the exit I’d almost missed. I swerved hard right, a little too enthusiastically, corrected as the stability control lit amber with a little ESP symbol, and hit the off ramp. The door handle creaked under Delaron’s grip.

“If you break the car, I’m billing the celestial council,” I told him.

“If you get us there without breaking the car, I’ll write you a glowing report to the celestial council.”

“Is that your definition of finding me worthy?”

“You’re lucky I’m an arbiter and not a driving instructor, otherwise I would’ve obliterated you before we left the parking garage.”

I glanced across at him. “Can driving instructors obliterate too, now?”

He stiffened. “Eyes on the road!”

I swerved past a car that had pulled obnoxiously into my lane, bumped over the curb, and swung a sharp right at the traffic lights. Iyoni oofed quietly in the back.

“Those were red,” Delaron muttered.

“Turn right on red.”

“Not at those lights.”

“You going to obliterate me for that?”

“Seriously considering it right now.”

“Left here, Xan,” Iyoni snapped out, and I hit the brakes and swung across the lane accompanied by the blasts of horns. Justified this time, but I was in a rush. Delaron winced.

We’d left the houses behind and the road opened up into a mostly empty industrial estate, another set of lights ahead of us. They were also red, but I didn’t bother to slow as the nearest cars were far enough away. Delaron could complain all he liked, but I still wanted to get to Vale before Tereza and Kara did something rash.

“How far away are we?” I asked.

“Next left is Dupont Drive,” Iyoni replied. “It’s about five hundred yards down there.”

“And the girls?”

“Parked up a hundred yards short.”

“Vale?”

“Not moved.”

“What? He’s been standing around in a parking lot doing nothing for how long now?”

“At least twenty minutes.”

I pulled up behind Kara’s SUV and we all got out, Delaron exhaling quietly. Kara and Tereza came to meet us. “He hasn’t moved.”

“So we were just hearing. Varek’s sending the feed.” I looked across the mostly empty parking lot to see Vale leaning casually on the hood of a car. It took me a moment to spot a drone even though I knew they were there, because they were so small and high. “Anyone got a theory what he’s doing?”

“Waiting for someone?” Tereza suggested.

“Yeah, but who?”

“No clue. It could be Reznik or Merrow, but just as easily anyone else.”

“That was rhetorical.” I clicked my tongue a couple of times, then shrugged. “I don’t see us getting a better chance than this. He’s wide open, there are no civilians in range, and there’s nowhere he can easily run. I say we go for it.”

“Do you want to alert SPAR?” Tereza asked.

I paused. “How long do you think it would take them to get here?”

“Ten minutes, tops?”

“Then go ahead. This’ll be over by then.”

She pulled out her phone, then hesitated. “Marlow stood us down, right? You sure you want me to make this call?”

“Make it.” I didn’t take my eyes off Vale, but he still hadn’t moved. “If Marlow makes an issue out of this, then she’s got her priorities wrong. I don’t think she will.”

“I agree, but just wanted to check.” Tereza hit the button.

“I’d love to suggest we approach him from different angles,” I said to Iyoni, “but we don’t know the range of the bonds.”

“My estimate is fifty yards.” Tereza had her phone to her ear. She shrugged when we looked at her. “You lost your shields pretty damn fast when we chased after him at the hotel.” She turned away slightly. “Lieutenant Tereza Myas… former. Reporting a real-time sighting of a most-wanted…”

“It would mean spreading out a lot more than fifty yards to approach him from different directions,” Iyoni said while Tereza finished her call. “I suggest we wander over all casual, and attack as soon as he is in range or tries to flee.”

“Be wary of him,” Kara said. “He’s a lot stronger than he looks.”

“Oh, I won’t underestimate him,” Iyoni replied. “But I am going to help Xan take him down. After all, he burned the two people I love most in the whole world.” She smiled at us.

“Damn right,” I said. “He’s going down today.”

Tereza finished her call. “SPAR’s been informed, they’re treating it seriously, and the clock is ticking.”

“Then let’s go.”

I started walking, Iyoni beside me with Kara and Tereza following. Delaron brought up the rear, keeping his distance in his strict celestial observer capacity.

“He could help,” Iyoni muttered. “This isn’t like when we saw your father at his house. Vale is a wanted criminal.”

“Perhaps he will,” I said, but Delaron stopped at the edge of the parking lot and folded his arms like that was as far as he was going.

I gave him a look of disdain. “Seriously?”

He was unmoved. “I’m not judging Vale, I’m judging you.”

“Is this because of my driving? If it is, that’s petty.” I was only half joking, wondering what was really stopping him.

But my sally got not a flicker of a response.

“There are lives at stake,” I reminded him.

“I’m here to judge,” he rumbled. “The damage you could do if I get this wrong is far greater than one pyro elemental.”

“A mass-murdering, most-wanted pyro elemental. Are you seriously going to just watch?”

He said nothing more, just gave me a solid, steady gaze.

I shook my head in irritation. “Perfect spot,” I growled as I set out across the open parking lot to where Vale waited, amid the few cars sporadically dotted throughout it. “Nothing to impede your view.”

Or Vale’s, who saw us coming well before we were in range. He made no attempt to flee but pushed off the car hood and straightened, spreading his arms in welcome. “Xan,” he called as we walked nearer, ready to shield at any hint of an attack. “You took long enough.” He pointed upward. “Aren’t these your drones? I expected you here sooner.”

“How the hell could he know that?” I muttered to Iyoni.

“We have a leak inside Moreau Corp,” she replied. “It’s the only possible explanation.”

“What, to Vale?” She must be right, but I couldn’t see why anyone would help him.

We were twenty yards away now, still walking closer, and still Vale hadn’t tried to move, or attack. But at a dozen yards the door of the car opened, and a woman got out. She had short dark hair and was dressed casually in jeans and a long, thick parka.

I stopped, recognizing her as my senses picked up her grey, stony, and very powerful aether.

“Have you met Isla Merrow?” Vale asked, then gave his high-pitched giggle. “She likes glass and concrete, and you’re standing in a parking lot.” The pyro’s sunset-red shield shot into place and a jet of fire exploded into the car Merrow had been sitting in, blasting it to the side and engulfing it in flames. “I hope you run. It’s more fun when they run.”


Twenty-Nine

Our shields came up in unison; white, black, blue, and the grey of Merrow’s. My own sprang into place, marbled with electric blue lines, but neither of our foes showed any reaction. Not surprising when it had been all over the news, the secret out.

But the last time I’d fought Vale, I’d done so with only Tereza’s support. Now I had all my bonded, and a score to balance.

“I’ve got him,” I shouted. “Get Merrow!”

Theron Vale grinned. “You’ve got me, have you?” He raised both hands, shooting a jet of flame that roared over my shield, the temperature rising uncomfortably despite my magical protections. His fire tornado manifested around me, swirling and blocking my view of what was going on.

I didn’t care about the heat; I was pulling aether as fast as I could from the girls, using it to strengthen my shields and keep his spells at bay, but also to prep for refinement. But not being able to see was an issue, and I dodged sideways, trying to throw his aim off.

Vale’s giggle was high-pitched enough to be heard over the flames engulfing me. I ran through the tornado, the air rushing around me as the fire consumed it all and pulled in more, briefly getting a glimpse of the parking lot before he smothered me in flames again. This was fast getting irritating.

“Refine!” I heard Kara shout, the signal we’d agreed, and I immediately pulled aether from Iyoni and Tereza and pushed it through our bond to her. But that all took time, and Vale was still trying to shut me down. I switched direction, running hard to get free of his flames. His tornado followed me like an overheated Tasmanian devil, but I’d bought myself a few seconds.

Enough to see Isla Merrow standing amid a cloud of spinning asphalt chunks, the parking lot ripped up around her for thirty feet in every direction, blocking Tereza’s jets of water, keeping Kara’s whip from getting through, and deflecting Iyoni’s celestial bolts.

Tereza raised both her hands, but nothing seemed to happen. Then water began to snake around Merrow’s feet, rising swiftly like eels coming out of the ocean floor. They tightened, squeezing, turning white with pressure.

“Hydro!” Merrow yelled.

An instant later, the windows of every car around us shattered as one, the glass flying at Tereza from every angle like a swarm of pissed off wasps. She yelled in alarm, dropping her binding spell and throwing up a wall instead.

Vale’s flames smacked into it at the same time, the attack too well-timed to be anything other than a response to Merrow’s shout. His tornado pursued me, I was still on the move to keep it at bay, but his other hand poured flames into Tereza’s shield.

She didn’t have a chance.

“No!” I shouted as Vale’s inferno burst through her wall, impacting on her shield, even as Merrow’s glass arrived like a sandstorm.

Vibrant energy flared inside me as Kara pushed refined aether back down our bond, and I immediately threw it all into Tereza, even as I leaped into the path of Vale’s attack, my shield taking the brunt of it. But the flames enveloped me and passed by, licking around my shield to get to Tereza. Her shield flared as she poured the refined aether I’d given her into it, but Merrow’s attack seemed inexhaustible. How much glass was there in the air?

Time seemed to slow as Tereza helplessly met my gaze. I could do nothing but watch as her shield flickered and failed, holes appearing throughout it under the torrent of a million tiny tempered-glass granules. Harmless in a car crash; far more dangerous with Merrow driving them like buckshot. They tore at her clothing and skin, shredding both and leaving a dozen deep abrasions across her body. Then Vale’s flames burned away the rest of her shield, and she cried out, crumpling into a ball in a futile attempt to protect herself.

And the last stream of glass particles followed her down, unimpeded, flaying skin and clothing from her back and leaving her bloody and unconscious on the ground.

Iyoni screamed her rage, flinging out both arms wide and staring up at the sky. Slivers of celestial light rained down on Merrow from all angles, each a razor-sharp ray, until it was almost too bright to watch.

But for every one of Iyoni’s attacks, Merrow had a whirling, spinning clump of asphalt to take the hit. They burst into fine dust as they absorbed the strikes, and their destruction made no difference; they kept spinning in a cloud around her.

Though Iyoni had said the ability to cast two spells was rare, Merrow was clearly up for the challenge as her vortex didn’t falter, even as she extended a hand. In the direction she pointed, across the parking lot, a slab of concrete tore free of the ground and lifted into the air, the size of a pickup truck. It whistled in a straight line toward Iyoni, who stood locked in place mid-cast, arms outstretched.

There wasn’t time to think, only to react. I shot bolts at the incoming missile as fast as I could cast them. The first missed, streaking into the sky behind it as I underestimated its oncoming speed, and the second tore a clump off its side to rain down onto parked cars. But the third one struck true, and the lump of concrete shattered into small pieces of rubble and aggregate, harmlessly showering Iyoni’s shield.

Yet Iyoni’s amazing spell was getting hits through, and Merrow’s shield lit up in patches as ray after ray penetrated her defenses. Then I saw that it wasn’t her shield at all, but a layer of others, in a medley of colors, all activated to protect her. There were simply too many to penetrate, and Iyoni’s spell died away, spent.

Merrow grinned at her through the grey cloud of concrete that whirled around her. “Nice try, celestial.” Then she pointed her finger at Kara and screamed, “Demon!” And as she did, some of the concrete spun out of her defenses, launching itself in the direction she’d indicated.

Vale giggled in response, and I knew what would come next. They were combining their attacks, taking us out one by one. I didn’t have time to watch Merrow’s spell impact on Kara; she wouldn’t survive the double-hit. Vale had to be stopped. He already had his hand up, palm facing Kara, but in that moment he was stationary as he aimed.

I snap-shot a javelin-sized white-cored, black-rimmed bolt, trailing Tereza’s blue aether like it was seeking revenge. It smashed into his shield, spinning him around, causing his own blast to streak wide of Kara and his tornado to stop chasing me and dissipate.

Yet it hadn’t hurt him; it hadn’t even penetrated. Other shields instantly sprang up, layered over his own. Not in the sunset red of his personal pyro shield, but glittering gold, silver, white, each one flashing as they absorbed my attack. Jets of flame burst from both his hands as he blasted sideways to evade me.

Behind me came the rumble of numerous pieces of rubble colliding with an object, and Kara cried out in pain. I spun, not to see what was happening to her, but to target Merrow. My jaw clenched tight with the realization that my bonded were hurt and taking damage. Defense wasn’t working under their combined multi-spell attacks. I aimed with both hands, pouring refined aether into my spells, and double-blasted my bolts straight into the center of Merrow’s spinning cloud of concrete dust and debris.

It wasn’t the controlled, arrow-like rays that Iyoni had used, but the brute-force approach that was my default. Yet it plunged through her cloud, not stopped by the smaller pieces of her defenses but vaporizing them. She’d seen my attack coming, for at the last instance, she desperately tried to form a wall with what she had left. But my spell smashed through it, hitting layer after layer of her extra shielding with flares so bright it dazzled me. Even so, something got through, because Merrow was blasted back, flying through the air to crash into the fractured ground around her, bouncing once before lying limp.

Kara was down on a knee, her shield barely intact, one arm hanging limp. But still alive. I spun around, seeking Vale.

Iyoni fought him with her sword, but he was dodging and weaving before her strikes with a speed that seemed almost impossible, streaks of flame flicking around him and leaving trails in the air. He laughed as he retreated before her onslaught, as if nothing she did could touch him. Her sword flashed through the air with strike after strike in a composed ballet of form and finesse as she advanced on him. He ducked under a thrust, swayed just inside a slash, and then, with his hand cocked at his hip, blasted her at point-blank range with a jet of flame.

Iyoni’s shield flared but she didn’t even flinch, just kept coming. For a fraction of a second Vale was stunned it had no discernible effect. Then Iyoni’s sword slashed out, catching him at long last, slicing deep into his arm.

Vale yelled out in surprise and shock, both hands coming up. I’d seen this move before, in the hotel lobby and when he’d evaded me mere seconds ago.

“Jets!” I shouted.

Iyoni reacted instantly, spinning away and rolling across the ground, as a double blast of flame tore through the air where she’d just been. Vale launched himself back in an arc through the air, laughing still.

But an arc was a predictable curve, and I had all the time I needed to aim for where I was certain he would land.

My double shot arrived just as he did, smashing into him, taking out a layer of shielding and impacting on the next. Vale was off balance, staggering back, and I shot again. Then again. One missed, flashing past him and across the empty parking lot. The next hit, penetrating yet another layer to finally smash into his personal shield. It knocked him sideways and out of the path of my next bolt. I was barely aware of my spell punching into a parked car behind him, yet I didn’t stop shooting, like I was back on the range and taking down paper targets.

Vale tried to duck and twist away, somehow gaining speed from the flames that flickered around his limbs and body, but I tracked him. Barely. One bolt skimmed past, clipping his shield, but the next one caught him high in his chest.

The hit flung him back in a spray of blood and fire, stumbling as he fell, a jagged wound beneath his right shoulder. He landed hard, head smacking into the ground with a dull thunk, and lay stunned.

Iyoni was on him in a heartbeat, the point of her sword held to his throat.

Vale giggled and clutched at his ruined shoulder. “I surrender, I surrender!”

My celestial stared down at him with features carved out of vengeance and wrath, steel-grey eyes remorseless and jaw tight, and for a moment I wondered if she’d drive her sword forward. Then the tension seemed to drain from her, and she pressed her lips thin. “Lie face down, hands behind your head. Move any more than that, and I’ll kill you.”

Vale struggled to obey, whimpering in pain as his wound bled heavily. But I turned from them to seek Kara across the lot. She was twenty yards away, her injured arm cradled against her chest, crouched over Merrow’s prostrate form.

“She alive?”

“Yes. Out cold. Badly seared arm and a hell of a lump on her head.”

Great. SPAR would be happy, when they finally got here, but I wouldn’t have cared if both Merrow and Vale had died.

My gaze fell on Tereza, who lay where she’d fallen, her body battered, skin and clothing torn away in red furrows like the worst road rash.

No, I wouldn’t have cared at all.

“Iyoni, we need healing.”

“I can’t leave Vale.”

“Delaron!” I yelled across the parking lot at the celestial who had watched it all and done nothing to help. “Get over here and sit on Vale!”

He started walking, but not in any hurry.

“I’ll watch him,” I told Iyoni. “Please heal Tereza.”

Iyoni’s expression crumpled in pain. “Xan, her injuries are beyond what I can do.”

It was just like after the attack on the news conference, and I refused to lose her now, after all that we’d been through. “You said that last time, remember? But we have refined aether. Try with that?”

Iyoni nodded, some of her confidence returning. “Yes. Give it to me.”

Kara stumbled over to Tereza and dropped to her knees beside her still form. She carefully turned her over, then fumbled with a pocket, pulling out a sachet and ripping it open with her teeth. “Come on, PJ, it’s just a scratch,” she said, pushing the end of the sachet between Tereza’s lips. Then she threw it away and pulled out another, feeding her that one too.

Iyoni reached them and sank down next to Kara, her hands glowing with white light. I pulled energy from all three of them but only a little from Tereza, and pushed it into Kara. She sent it straight back, and I shoved all the refined aether into Iyoni. The white glow rimmed black with traces of blue, and Tereza’s skin began to heal before our eyes.

“More,” I said, running aether into Kara as fast as I could, and feeding everything she sent me back straight into Iyoni.

“This isn’t just me,” Iyoni muttered. “What did you feed her?”

“The best life magic potions Corinne could get me,” Kara replied. She threw me a glance. “I knew you’d get hurt again.”

“Good thinking,” I said, watching from where I stood over Vale, but wishing I could be closer to all my bonded.

Delaron finally walked up with no sense of urgency, and it was all I could do not to snarl at him. “Can I trust you to watch Vale?”

“He’s good at watching,” Iyoni muttered.

Delaron cast her a look and folded his arms. “Yeah, I’ve got him.”

I crossed quickly to the girls, still cycling aether between us, and joined them on the broken ground. All that was left was cold, damp soil; Merrow had stripped away the concrete and gravel aggregate in a thirty-foot radius around her. We knelt in that mini crater while Iyoni healed Tereza with a steady stream of refined aether and Kara pulled out another sachet, ripping it open.

In the distance, the whir of a helicopter’s rotors intruded on the edge of my hearing, and I looked up.

“SPAR’s on its way,” Iyoni said, tilting her head as she judged the distance. “Four minutes.”

Tereza’s eyes flickered, then opened. “Not again,” she whispered, as she looked up at the three of us. “Why am I the one always injured?” Her gaze focused on me. “Wait. Was it a dream? Are we… bonded?”

“Welcome back,” I said with a smile. “And yes, still bonded.”

“Oh.” Her eyes closed again and she nodded. “That’s nice.”

Kara glanced at me in surprise, then her expression softened as she brushed a curl back from Tereza’s face. “Here you go,” she said gently, holding the sachet to her lips.

Tereza swallowed the small amount of liquid obediently, then her eyes went wide. “Wow,” she wheezed, her voice stronger. “What is that stuff?”

“Is it good?” Kara asked.

“It’s… powerful. Like someone opened up a hose inside me, gushing energy. Yeah. It’s very good.”

“It should be.” Kara pulled out a fresh sachet and gave it a measured appraisal. “According to Corinne, they’re half a million dollars each, and to be used sparingly. So…” She shrugged and tore it open, holding it so Tereza could drink. “Have another, PJ.”
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The REACT team sedated Vale and Merrow for the ride to SPAR HQ, until they could be fitted with suppression collars and reintroduced to their cells.

Their life mages finished healing Tereza and shoved a SPAR jacket at her so she wasn’t flashing half the parking lot, while the squad cast me the kind of looks people give a puzzle they’re not sure they want to solve.

Then they were back in the helicopter and gone, leaving us standing in the destroyed parking lot amid a whole heap of cars missing all their glass, one of them burning merrily and sending plumes of black smoke into the air. Presumably some of the owners were represented in the small crowd that had gathered at the edge of the lot, wisely keeping their distance. As was Delaron, who leaned, arms folded, against the hood of a car a dozen yards away, watching as he always did.

“Is it just me, or was that an anticlimax?” I asked.

“How do you mean?” Kara said.

“I’m not sure,” I said thoughtfully. “It just doesn’t seem to make any sense. Vale was waiting for us, right? He let himself be found.”

Tereza sashayed toward me, giggling, and hung off my shoulder. “You said ‘climax.’”

I blinked, then raised an eyebrow at Kara.

“Uh… side effects?” She watched Tereza with some amusement as the hydro pulled ineffectually at the jacket she’d been given.

“She’s drunk,” Iyoni observed. “Or high.”

“What do those sachets say on the packaging?” I asked.

“Can’t tell you, I haven’t got any left,” Kara said with indifference. “But now we know why they were ‘use sparingly.’” She gestured at Tereza, who was pouting as she tried without success to get the jacket to close. Mainly because she had it draped around her like a cape. “Worth it, though. PJ’s alive, fully healed, and much more fun like this.”

“I’m not a puddle jumper!” Tereza said with a stamp of her foot. “I’m an elemental.” She sent a blast of water into the burning car to prove her point, sparks and steam shooting up with a hiss. “See?”

“Yes, we know,” I said reassuringly, and Tereza beamed at me and pressed close. I tried to get the conversation back on track while her hand stroked my chest. “Why would Vale appear out in the open and just wait to be caught? He’s been hiding effectively for weeks. Why expose himself like this?”

Tereza leaned in to murmur sotto voce in my ear, her volume a little off, her words loud enough for everyone to catch. “You said ‘exposed.’ Do you know what else is exposed?” She smiled playfully and pulled at the torn clothing of her top, flashing a fair amount of breast barely encased in a white bra that had also been ripped.

“It is, isn’t it?” I said, gently taking the jacket from her shoulders and helping her put it on properly.

Iyoni watched with serene amusement. “Maybe he thought Merrow would tip the balance in his favor.”

“She almost did,” Kara said, flexing the arm the REACT life mages had healed. “They were prepared for the fight. How the hell did they get all those shields?”

Iyoni nodded. “Military-grade PSDs. Personal self-deploying shields,” she added when she saw my expression. “Single use, but very powerful.”

“Who has shields?” Tereza asked, looking around as if expecting to see some.

“Vale and Merrow,” I said to her, then continued to Iyoni. “That’s what’s bugging me though. If they had all those resources, why waste them laying a trap here?”

“Trying to kill you?” Kara asked, eyes flashing with anger at the thought.

“SPAR has shields,” Tereza said as if she’d just spotted the coincidence.

“They weren’t though, were they?” I said in reply to Kara. “It was me they were targeting. They deliberately went after you two.” Even saying it made me just as angry as Kara, when she thought I was the one threatened. She met my gaze as we shared a moment of mutual protective rage.

“Picking out the weakest members of the group,” Iyoni said.

Tereza sucked her lower lip between her teeth and looked like she was about to cry. “I’m weak.”

“You’re not weak,” I assured her. “You’re very strong.”

But Iyoni was right, and I looked at her thoughtfully. “So what, they try and take down one or two of you, then escape?” I shook my head. “It sounds like a terrible plan.”

“It sounds like a great plan,” Kara corrected, “but with terrible execution.”

I gave her a finger gun, which Tereza tried to grasp at, missing even though I didn’t move my hand, and stumbling against me. “Exactly. That’s what’s bugging me. Vale and Merrow aren’t stupid. Hell, according to her file, she’s got an IQ off the scale.”

Tereza perked up. “I’ve got an IQ.”

“Not right now you don’t,” Kara muttered.

“You know…” Iyoni said with a distant look, “since you raise it, I’m not even sure they were trying to kill us. Or if they were, they were shit at it.”

“Why do you say that?” Kara asked.

“They’re not shit at anything,” I said at the same time.

In answer, Iyoni gestured at Kara. “Because they went for you. They knew Tereza wasn’t dead. They had to know that if they put her down permanently, Xan’s shield would be weaker. But mid-fight, what did they do but target you instead? Merrow yelled ‘demon.’ One more spell into Tereza, and she’d be gone. No shield, already weakened, and they didn’t finish her?”

I pulled my hydro in close, reassuring myself she was safe. She prodded my chest with one fingertip and an expression of intense concentration, the tip of her tongue protruding between her lips.

“Maybe they stopped because I was standing next to her, protecting her,” I argued, frowning. But it was a weak defense; Iyoni’s logic made a lot of sense.

“I’d be stronger if I had more shields…” Tereza lamented, adding a second finger and prodding me harder.

“Then there’s the whole Reznik thing,” Iyoni went on. “Where is he?”

“Not here, clearly,” Kara replied.

“Right. And according to Kye, he’s supposed to be hip-deep in Merrow. So what, he sends her out alone with Vale instead?”

“…I’ll get some more shields from SPAR.” Tereza sounded very happy about this decision.

We all looked at her.

“Tereza,” Kara said slowly, “does SPAR have military-grade personal self-deploying shields?”

“Of course they do!”

“Yeah,” I said, then echoed her. “Of course they do.”

Kara sighed. “Is there anywhere Reznik doesn’t have his fingers?”

“I’m sleepy,” Tereza muttered, her weight sagging against me. I slid an arm around her waist to support her. “Can we go to bed?”

“It is time to head back,” I said wearily. “That fight took something out of all of us, and this place will be crawling with the press in minutes.” A news van pulled up outside the lot even as I finished my sentence. “But I think we’re missing something here, and that worries me.”

“We need clarity for this,” Iyoni said. “I’m too high on adrenaline to figure it out right now.” She indicated Tereza with a nod of her head. “We need her analytical mind, and she’s too high, period.”

“Maybe we’re over-thinking this,” Kara said as we walked toward the cars, Delaron following us quietly and Tereza clinging to me. “Maybe they simply figured they could drop us one by one, and then take you down together.”

“Then they should’ve killed Tereza,” Iyoni said.

“But I don’t want to die!”

“No one’s dying today,” I assured her, and tucked her under my arm as we walked.

“I died once already,” Tereza confided in me, “and you brought me back.” She gave me a dreamy smile, eyes unfocused.

“None of it makes any sense,” I said. “Smells fishy as hell.”

“I do not!”

“He didn’t mean you, Puddle Jumper.” Kara opened the rear door of the car and unhooked Tereza from my shoulder, helping her in. “Lie down in there and sleep it off.”

Tereza crawled backward across the seat and flopped. “You’re so nice to me, sucky, sucky, Succubus. I love all you guys. We’re going to be bonded forever.”

Kara exhaled with amused exasperation. “One sachet limit for you from now on.”

“I’ll look after Tereza,” Iyoni said to her. “You can take Delaron and Xan back. Just don’t let him drive, m’kay? Like, ever.”

“I wasn’t that bad!” I protested.

“Yeah,” Delaron said as he walked past me to the car. “You were.”

*

It was mid-afternoon by the time we got back. Kara was with Tereza in her room, wherever that was, and Iyoni kept me company in the office. Along with Delaron, of course, whose presence was as inevitable and ineffable as his judgments.

Marlow had already called to confirm Vale and Merrow were back where they belonged, her tone clipped, the call lasting not a second longer than needed to say thank you without her actually using those words.

I mixed a martini from the drinks cabinet in the wall, then sat down to read over their profiles for the hundredth time, in the hope I might get some inkling of what we’d missed.

“What have I overlooked?” I muttered to myself. Delaron ignored me as always; he was used to my verbal processing by now.

Iyoni sat curled up on the sofa I’d had added to the office, playing her game on her phone. “Overlooked?” she repeated, not looking up.

“Merrow and Vale.” I waved a hand at their profiles on the desk before me. “What were they trying to do if they weren’t trying to win?”

“Trying to lose,” she said in reflex, prodding at her screen.

“Helpful. Thanks.” That seemed like all I was going to get out of her, at least until she died on that level.

I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes, running through it all again. Vale, waiting in the open, letting the drones find him. We had a leak, that much was clear. He knew they were coming. Or maybe we had no leak and just hadn’t been as subtle as we thought, and at some point they’d been spotted. Today, yesterday, another day—it didn’t matter. The point was, he let us find him.

Then Merrow, getting out of the car. Both of them ready to fight us, kitted out in enough shields to hold off a small army. Reznik conspicuously absent, yet I had no doubt he was pulling the strings. Why was Merrow even there, if he had his claws so deep into her? That was a mystery too.

And it was her calling the shots, shouting the targets and picking Tereza first. Was that because my hydro was the weakest, or because her water binding spell had been the only one to be effective, early in the fight?

Merrow had targeted Kara next, despite it being Iyoni whose spell had got closest to damaging her. She’d even acknowledged it, with her ‘nice try.’

Tereza had been vulnerable and on the ground, no shield, nothing to protect her from even a well-aimed slab of concrete.

The thought made me nauseous. How close she’d come to dying—again—and how easily either Vale or Merrow could’ve finished her.

But they hadn’t. Merrow had called ‘demon,’ and they’d both switched.

Iyoni was right. They hadn’t been trying to kill anyone; they were actively avoiding it.

Why?

And then it finally clicked. “Wait, that’s it.”

“What’s it?”

“A minute ago, I asked you what they were trying to do if not win, and you said ‘lose.’ What if that was their goal all along? To surrender.”

Iyoni looked skeptical. “Why would they do that?”

“Remember how much Kye hated Reznik? What if Merrow’s in the same boat? Reznik sends her and Vale to kill us, but she doesn’t want to. Not because she likes us, but because she hates him. She wants away from him, and the only safe place is back in her cell.”

Iyoni huffed a breath. “That’s pretty thin.”

“Why?”

“Because she could just leave, instead.”

“Not if he’s controlling her.”

“Or surrendered as soon as we rocked up.”

“Again, not if he’s controlling her. Or them, for that matter.”

Iyoni tapped her lip, considering it. “So they have no choice but to fight, so fight to lose. And they don’t kill Tereza, not because they don’t want her dead, but because they don’t want you totally losing it and taking it out on them.” She gave me a pointed look. “You would’ve gone ballistic if she’d died. No mercy.”

“You were the one who came this close to pushing her sword home in Vale’s throat,” I reminded her.

“I couldn’t kill him; he’d surrendered.”

“Exactly my point. What if they can’t fight Reznik’s control, but they can choose how to resist?”

“He makes them fight, but they put a show on that’s ‘good enough’ at best,” Iyoni said thoughtfully.

“Right. Then surrender as soon as it’s plausible.”

“And Merrow got knocked out.”

“Otherwise she would’ve surrendered too, I bet.”

Iyoni gave a half shrug. “It’s a theory, but it’s got more holes than Tereza’s shirt.”

I grimaced. “Too soon.”

“Don’t say you didn’t look. I did.”

“Definitely too soon.”

“So is that the working theory on Merrow and Vale?”

“Maybe we’ll never know,” I said. “I suppose in some respects, it doesn’t matter.”

“What does matter is that they’re back in a maximum security cell.”

“Exactly.”

A knock came on my door, and Delaron was closest.

“Get that, would you please?” I asked him cordially, thoroughly expecting him not to do anything but stare at me. I wasn’t disappointed. “Come in,” I called.

Varek entered, thin hair perfectly groomed and suit immaculate. “Good afternoon, Brother.”

“What news?”

“Everything is arranged for the duel tomorrow evening. We’ve agreed ten o’clock as the start time.”

“Good,” I said, hoping it was. “And our forces?”

“All ready. Along with our brothers, I have hand-picked enforcers from within the corporation and divided our forces into two even groups, those coming and those staying, as per your instructions. In theory, we shouldn’t need them, but as you said…”

“Better to hope for the best and prepare for the worst.”

“Indeed.” He paused, casting Delaron a brief look. The arbiter’s presence wasn’t a secret; it was difficult to live in Moreau Corp HQ without being seen. “Will both celestials be accompanying us?”

“I will.” Iyoni curled back up on the sofa and swiped at her phone.

Delaron said nothing.

“I expect so,” I answered for him. “My ever-present white shadow.”

“And your training?” Varek looked uncomfortable. “Are you… ready?”

“I’ll be fine,” I said, conveying all the confidence he needed to hear and I didn’t feel.

Varek looked relieved. “Very good, Brother. Then soon, we will have access to our father’s house again.” He bowed and left, closing the door behind him.

I stared after him, not seeing anything, lost in my thoughts. Vale and Merrow had almost proved more than we could handle, and Victor was supposedly just as powerful. At least this was a one-on-one, my shield strengthened by all my bonded. Would it be enough? There was only one way to find out.

“I watched you train and fight,” Delaron said, snapping me out of my reflections.

“It speaks!” Iyoni declared, like that was a revelation.

“And you cast spells like someone who’s only been doing it for a few weeks.”

“There’s a simple reason for that,” I said. “I have only been doing it for a few weeks.”

“The duel tomorrow is with a half-brother of yours that won’t fight to lose.”

“So you have been paying attention.”

Delaron inclined his head. “I observe, I listen.”

“That’s not enough,” Iyoni said sharply. “You can’t judge just through observation. You can’t truly know someone without—”

“—Fucking them?” Delaron asked, while Iyoni glared. “Your methods are different to mine, Miss Saelan.”

My fist clenched on the desk. “Regardless of your impressive credentials, Arbiter,” I said coolly, “you can either go back to silent brooding, or talk to my bonded with respect.”

Delaron spread his hands. “Did I say something that wasn’t true?”

“I’m really hoping I don’t have to answer that, because if I do, it’s another black mark against your competence.”

He showed a hint of amusement. “We digress. I was observing that you’re going into this duel ill-prepared to say the least. To Miss Saelan’s point, and in the interests of better understanding you, I have one question: why?”

I leaned back in my chair, giving him a frank look. There was little point hiding anything; he’d find out tomorrow anyway. “Victor Moreau is in possession of documents our father—Silas Moreau—collated. Blackmail material, to understate the matter. Among the targets, senior politicians, business leaders, and not an insignificant number of celestials. So either we regain control of those documents, or we watch our world burn.”

“How very noble,” Delaron said dryly. “And your interest? What are you going to do with those documents when you get them?”

I hesitated, mindful of protecting Marlow’s confidences. “One of them pertains to… a senior official in SPAR—”

“Ah, so you take over the blackmail then add revenge into the mix,” Delaron said.

“How the hell did you ever get your reputation?” There was none of Iyoni’s usual serenity in her scathing tone. “Not only do you leap to conclusions, but you’re absolutely fucking wrong. And you claim no bias?”

He turned his head to focus on her, expression impassive, eyes giving away nothing. “I will remind you for the last time, Miss Saelan: you and I have different methods. If you continue to interfere in the investigation of an arbiter, you will be sanctioned.”

“She’s not interfering,” I said quietly. “She’s my bonded. Therefore, anything she wishes to say is pertinent.”

His gaze swiveled my way, like he was a robot and showing about as much emotion.

“She’s also resigned as a celestial,” I added, “so ‘sanctions’ aren’t applicable.”

“She resigned as a sentinel, Mr. Sullivan. She will always be a celestial. Sanctions are very much applicable.”

I had absolutely no inclination to give him my usual ‘call me Xan.’ I didn’t care what he called me. “‘If all mankind minus one were of one opinion, they would have no right to silence that one person,’” I quoted. “John Stuart Mill.”

“I may not have your… academic mind,” Delaron said, like it was an insult, “but I do have a passing interest in philosophy. ‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.’”

“Bias,” Iyoni spat. “You’re full of it.”

“We shall see tomorrow.” Delaron rose from his chair. “It has been an interesting discussion, but the day’s been long. I’ll leave you to your evening.” He paused at the door. “I look forward to the duel. Who knows, maybe I won’t need to obliterate you if Victor does it for me.”

He gave me a smug look before turning and walking out.


Thirty-One

“Where’s the big white shadow?” Kara asked as she walked in a bit later, Tereza in tow looking much recovered and a little abashed. Her face flushed crimson as she saw me, then she averted her eyes.

“Giving us space for this evening,” Iyoni said. “And about damn time.”

“Oh, goody.” Kara walked straight past my desk, pushed my chair back, and climbed into my lap. “What did we do to get so lucky?”

“We told him what we were doing tomorrow, I think.” I wrapped my arms around her. Tereza stood near the door, hugging herself as she watched us. “How are you feeling? Fully recovered?”

“I’m fine,” she muttered, “save for my pride. And a bit fed up of always being the one to get hurt.”

“I got a metal shard in my chest the other day,” I pointed out.

“I got fried at the hotel,” Kara added.

Iyoni looked up from her phone. “Uh… I broke a nail? Right down to the quick. It really hurt.”

I opened the desk drawer and pulled out the pot of healing ointment my father had kept in there, tossing it across to Iyoni. She caught it, read the label, and narrowed her eyes at me.

“Are you ready for this duel?” Kara asked.

“As ready as I can be,” I said, putting as much confidence in the words as I could manage. “The fight today provided some field training. I’m still not at arrow-levels, but the bolt is definitely smaller than when I started, and it’s not sucking up so much energy with each shot.”

I paused, thinking about tomorrow’s duel.

“You’ve gone quiet,” she said, nuzzling her cheek against my beard. “Share?”

I shook my head. “Nothing much. Just that I only have a shield and a bolt. I suppose it’s enough to get the job done, but Victor will have so much more. It does make me wonder what to expect.”

“Asura-class demon, right?” Kara said. “All I know is that they’re tough bastards.” She swiveled on my lap until she could see Iyoni. “Do sentinels have training on this sort of thing?”

“Some do, but I missed that course when I switched to being an arbiter.” Iyoni shrugged apologetically. “It doesn’t matter who or what something is when you judge them.”

“Varek must know something,” Tereza suggested.

“Nothing useful,” Kara said. “I asked him. The only thing he could add was…” She paused, glanced at me, and winced. “…that Victor tore his last opponent limb from limb. Literally.”

“Good to know,” I murmured.

“Are you still going through with this?” Tereza asked.

“Yes, I am.” Nothing had changed my core reasons. I needed those documents, and I wasn’t going to put anyone else in Victor’s path when I could avoid it.

“Then you could use some practice one-on-one,” Tereza said. “The fight today was helpful, but it wasn’t a duel.”

“I don’t think so,” I disagreed with a smile. “I’m not going to start blasting at my half-brothers just for the experience.”

“I meant I’m challenging you,” she said, chin raised and eyes defiant. “Right now, while that arbiter isn’t around.”

I blinked. “Pardon?”

“You and me, in the range.” She folded her arms. “Let’s make it interesting. If I win, you withdraw from the duel. If you win, you fight Kara. Then Iyoni.”

“That is an awesome idea.” Kara grinned. “You have to defeat all three of us, Master. Otherwise you don’t get to go out and play with the other boys tomorrow.”

Iyoni rose to her feet, jaw set in determination, and gestured for me to lead the way.

I looked between my three bonded and sighed. “It’s a great idea, but I’m going to have to decline.”

“Why?” they all said pretty much at the same time.

“Because I might hurt you.”

Tereza turned and opened the door. “Corinne?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“We have life mages in the building, right?”

“Certainly. Do you need—”

“Get them all down in the range right now.” She opened the door wider and turned to me. “After you, Master.”

“Ooh, I love it when Puddle Jumper gets sassy,” Kara said. “Can we keep her?”

*

Tereza faced me from twenty feet away, balanced and poised, hands raised and ready, eyes narrowed.

Kara and Iyoni leaned against the wall well out of the way, while Corinne watched from behind the screen with four life mages. But in a live-fire practice, it didn’t matter how many we had if a shot penetrated a shield and hit the wrong place. The solution was simple: cast no spells. Whether I could still win with that strategy remained to be seen, but I refused to risk hurting my bonded, and they weren’t giving me a lot of choice about this.

Tereza had even called me ‘master,’ and not for the first time. A joke, surely; she had none of the demonic tendencies that were Kara’s excuse for that term of address. Yet while Kara was quick to obey whatever I asked of her, she also wielded that word like a weapon on occasion. Weaponized faux-submission. Yep, that was her.

And as I took in Tereza’s aggressive poise and the steely glint in her gaze, I wondered if it was my hydro, too. This was her idea, after all. Beat them all before I got my way. That matched her soldier instincts, but there was something else in her gaze. A hint of vulnerability, like she was trying to prove something after today. To me, or herself?

“Begin,” Iyoni said, the single word cutting through the quiet and my thoughts.

Both our shields flared to life before she even finished the word, Tereza’s a shimmering, translucent azure oval around her, but mine was everything I had: black and white marbling with the electric blue lines between. I was vaguely conscious of the exclamations of awe from Corinne and the life mages, but this wasn’t a time for half measures. Not when Tereza was going to actively try and stop me, and I couldn’t use any spells.

A double jet of water hit my shield, driving me back a pace. Now I knew how it felt to stand directly in front of a water cannon. But my shield didn’t so much as flicker, and my aether-boosted strength kept me on my feet. More than kept me on my feet; I found I could move forward. So I did.

“Look at that,” Kara exclaimed from somewhere to the side.

I felt a twinge of satisfaction. I wasn’t even using refined aether because the girls weren’t playing nice; this was just my usual shield, my own triple-bonded-powered strength. Thanks to my bonds and the further boosts I’d had from intimacy with Kara and Iyoni, I was far stronger than I had ever been before, and I used it to full advantage as I closed the gap on my hydro.

Tereza’s eyes widened as she watched me come, one pace at a time, fast with each step as I found my rhythm. The distance closed but she didn’t let up, grimly focused as she poured energy into her spell. Eighteen feet. Twelve.

I saw the moment she realized I’d reach her, but I couldn’t stop what she did next. She shifted her aim, one jet directed at my feet, the other aimed right for my head. For a moment, the double hit knocked me off balance and I almost fell, but my shield was doing a lot of the work and my strength helped me keep my feet, despite the force of the twin impact. I grinned at her, dodged sideways to throw off her aim, then ran straight for her.

In a blink, she cut both jets, throwing up the wall of water that was her defensive fallback. A double-layered shield. But my fists were wreathed in marbled-blue aura, my bonded boosting my strength. My strike went straight through both her shields like they weren’t there, and I hadn’t expected that any more than she had. At the last moment, I tried to pull my blow, but it still caught her full in the stomach. I winced as she folded. She hadn’t even tried to block, trusting to her magical defenses. It wouldn’t have helped her anyway; her strength was nothing to mine.

Her aether faded as her breath left her in a ragged gasp, and I dropped my own shields to catch her. “Life mage!” I shouted, lowering her gently to the floor as she retched. “Shit, I’m so sorry.”

She clutched her abdomen, curling in on herself, trying and failing to draw air. Then Corinne’s mages were there, flooding her with soothing green aether. The pain in her face faded, her eyes unclenching. She took in a breath, then another, coughing as she jerked in my arms.

I held her close, hating that I was the one who had done this to her. It didn’t feel right, especially after today. Even though they thought it was necessary, I didn’t.

“That’s enough,” I said for Kara and Iyoni’s benefit. “We’re not doing this again.”

“Yes we are,” Tereza croaked out. She took another shuddering breath, then looked up at me. “We had a deal. One down, two to go. Besides, if I had to go through it…”

“I don’t want to hurt any of you.”

“Then surrender.”

I thinned my lips, giving her a glare of my own for once. She blinked back at me, unfazed.

“Much better hug, Tereza. You’re really getting the hang of it.” Kara stepped forward. “Now if you two are done cuddling, it’s my turn, Master.”

Tereza blushed, then shoved her way out of my arms and pushed to her feet.

I sighed, rocked back on my heels, and stood. “I’m not happy about this.”

Kara’s aura flared to life as her horns curved over her head, eyes gleaming red and tail lashing behind her. “You remember that epistemology module and my paper on moral responsibility? You gave it an A.”

“Yeah?” I said, stepping back warily as I reformed my shield, aether rushing through me.

“I didn’t write it. Sue Stanton did. I paid her.”

Her whip cracked through the air almost faster than I could see, aimed right at my head.

*

“Oof,” Iyoni grunted, staggering back a pace and falling on her ass.

The life mages stepped up, healing her before I even had to ask.

“This doesn’t count!” Tereza objected. “He didn’t even cast one spell!”

“It counts,” I said, dropping my shield and kneeling beside my celestial. She gave me a weak smile, face tight with pain.

“What are you going to do, punch Victor Moreau to death? He’s an Asura-class demon! You’ll never land a hit.”

“Yeah, but I’ll use spells tomorrow. Him, I don’t mind hurting.” I took Iyoni into my arms, checking she was okay. She brushed her lips over mine, then jabbed me hard in the ribs. I winced; it smarted. But that was fair.

“It’s over, he won,” Kara said. “Unless you want to go another round, PJ?”

The hydro hesitated, clearly reluctant. “I still think this is a mistake.”

I rose to my feet and pulled Iyoni up beside me, then rubbed my bruised ribs. “Thank you Corinne and all of you for the heals. You can go.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We’ll be with you tomorrow, sir,” one of the life mages added. She gave me an appraising look, then turned and walked away with a sway of her hips.

I waited until they’d left, then met the eyes of each of my bonded. “I won’t lie. Tomorrow’s fight won’t be easy, but there are two things I want to say. First, there’s no choice. If I don’t do this, Victor Moreau—and potentially Reznik—will inevitably gain control of Marlow, Washington, and who the hell knows who else. It’s only a matter of time, if they haven’t already begun. And second…” I winked at them. “With all three of you there, lending your support, the strongest supe in the room is me.”

Kara stepped in close, cupped my face with both her hands, and kissed me fiercely. Then she pulled back enough to glare at me, eyes glistening with unshed tears. “You’re a stubborn bastard, Master. Don’t you dare die tomorrow.”

“What she said,” Iyoni added.

Tereza crossed her arms. “I just don’t want you to…” She trailed off and swallowed hard.

Kara reached for her, drawing her into our group hug. The hydro held herself stiffly at first, then slowly relaxed as I held her with one arm, while Kara and Iyoni embraced her too.

“I’m not planning on going anywhere,” I said. “Besides, Meridian Delaron will be disappointed if someone else obliterates me before he gets his chance.”

They all pulled away, Tereza huffing as her hands went up in the air, and Iyoni crossed her arms and gave me a flat look.

“You joke at a time like this?” Kara said, poking me right over where Iyoni’s jab had recently landed. She had good aim.

“Ow!” I took a step back, rubbing my abused ribs. Maybe my fatalism had sunk its hooks in too deep. “I’m going to win tomorrow,” I told them. “As you just pointed out yourself, I’m too stubborn not to.”

That, at least, earned me a pause.

“No denying that,” Tereza muttered eventually, while Iyoni nodded.

Kara sighed in exasperated adoration. “Sometimes I hate you, Master. But that’s actually the most reassuring thing you could’ve said.”


Thirty-Two

It was getting late by the time we returned upstairs. Tereza disappeared as usual, and Iyoni went for a shower. I was tempted to join her, but my mind was on tomorrow’s duel. That, and hurting my bonded had left me feeling disquieted.

Instead, I went for the office and the drinks cabinet in the wall, pausing when All I Want for Christmas came from the bathroom. Iyoni did have the voice of an angel. I glanced at Kara, who grinned back at me.

“She’s cute.”

“You’re all cute,” I said.

She feigned mock-indignation. “I’m not cute, I’m beautiful.”

“You’re all beautiful,” I agreed, and left her to go and explore my father’s whisky selection.

I sat at the desk, staring unseeing at the profiles before me, a crystal tumbler in my hand. This time tomorrow, the duel would be over. What had I missed? What else could I do to prepare? What could Victor be planning that I hadn’t thought of? And where the hell was Reznik?

He was the puppet master behind all of this. I was convinced of it.

Kara wandered in a while later, Iyoni trailing her in a silk bathrobe.

“Are you all right?” my demon asked, making her way behind me to rub my shoulders.

“I’m fine,” I said lightly, rolling my head forward to give her better access. Caring hands and demonic strength led to a very effective massage. “I’m getting hungry, actually. What time is it? What shall we do for dinner?”

“Still early, not quite eight.”

“I want to hit that steak restaurant again, but I’m not in the mood to pose for selfies.” I clicked my tongue. “Let’s get Corinne to send one of her girls for takeout.”

Iyoni flopped on the sofa with her phone, curling her bare legs up beneath her. Kara continued to rub my shoulders.

“You can’t tell me you two aren’t hungry after today?” I turned my chair to see them both, surprised.

“I’m fine,” Iyoni muttered.

“I’m good too.” Kara flicked her eyes toward the door, then gave me the most unconvincing smile.

“All right,” I said slowly, resting my elbows on the arms of the chair and lacing my fingers across my stomach. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing.”

I pointed at Iyoni but kept my eyes on Kara. “She does poker face. You don’t. Start talking, or I’ll—”

The door opened and Tereza walked in, dressed in a slinky black affair with thin shoulder straps and a soft, dipping neckline that suggested more than it revealed, paired with matching heels. She wore makeup for the first time I could recall, soft rose lipstick and a touch of mascara to bring out her deep chestnut brown eyes.

All in all, she painted a stunningly beautiful and refined picture, and my jaw hung open for too long before I closed it with a snap.

“Hi.”

I very nearly followed it up with ‘going somewhere nice?’ but luckily my brain got in the way first, and Kara and Iyoni’s reticence made a lot more sense.

“Good evening,” Tereza said with a warm smile and a touch of formality. “I came to ask if you’d like to have dinner with me, Xan.”

The inclusion of my name also subtly excluded the other two girls, making this an intimate invitation. If she just had something she wanted to talk about, why the dress? No, this was more.

Kara carefully avoided my eyes and Iyoni was fixated on her phone, as always. Except she was forgetting to swipe at it.

Confirmation they both knew, and had also signed off on whatever this was.

Tereza and Kara had been absent all afternoon, and I thought they’d just been in her room. Yet that black dress looked new.

I was suddenly conscious I was wearing the clothes I’d had on all day, both at the parking lot and the range, and they weren’t in the least bit suitable for a date. If this was a date.

“Uh… if I’d known, I’d have smartened up.”

“We’re not going anywhere special,” she said. “In fact, we’re not going anywhere but downstairs, to my rooms. I figured if we went out, you’d spend the evening posing for selfies with people, and I wanted something quieter.”

“Sounds good.” It came out with a little more bravado than I intended, as I tried to catch up with this wholly unexpected turn of events. Since when had Tereza shown any interest in taking our relationship to a social level, especially in a way that required such a dress? I thought we were only slightly past the ‘barely tolerate’ stage. “Then let me change my shirt at least, and I’ll be right with you.”

She nodded with confidence and poise. “Take your time.”

Which, roughly translated from woman-speak, meant ‘don’t keep me waiting.’ I walked in no rush to the bedroom, closed the door, then strode quickly into the bathroom, stripping off my shirt and jeans. The shower took a moment to heat up but I was under it immediately, gasping at the cold, giving myself a rapid scrub down and a quick shampoo. Rinsed off, towel drying as I crossed at pace to the wardrobe, blessing Corinne for her careful organization of my clothes. Dark slacks and a black button-up shirt with formal shoes, a quick brush of my hair and a dash of cologne from a bottle I didn’t know I owned, and I was ready in four minutes flat.

Whatever this was, it deserved more than the version of me that smelled like an afternoon on the range.

No one had moved when I walked back into the office, but Tereza gave me an encouraging smile as she took in my changed appearance.

“Have fun,” Kara said softly as I followed my hydro out of the door. I gave her a narrowed-eyed look, then closed it behind us.

“Where are your rooms?” I asked as Tereza led me down the hallway to the elevators. The offices were mostly empty, a couple of late-workers who didn’t look up as we passed.

“Directly beneath yours, though somewhat smaller.” She pressed the call button. “Have you been down there?”

“Not yet, no.” In fact, I’d seen very little of the building. Partly out of a lack of interest, partly because I’d spent my time in my office and on the range, but mostly because I was keen to avoid the stares I got wherever I went.

The next floor down was in a different, more functional décor, the offices smaller and the lights brighter, with less marble and more wood, though still nice. Then halfway along the glass walls vanished to be replaced by more solid alternatives, and the doors had obvious locks.

“Are these all rooms?”

“Yes. The execs use them when they’re working late.”

“Huh. Makes sense, I suppose.” If one enjoyed that kind of all-hours corporate life, which I did not.

She pointed at a door as we passed, lowering her voice. “Delaron’s in there.”

“Sharpening his celestial sword of judgment, no doubt.”

Tereza almost missed a step as she glared at me. “Don’t talk like that.”

I said nothing, though secretly I was pleased. She’d come a long way from ‘judge him again.’ And she was probably right, too: my sense of humor did occasionally run dry to the point of being arid, sardonic to the point of being insufferable. Alas.

“This is it,” she said, punching a six-digit number into a keypad by the door at the end of the hall. It was almost directly beneath my office. No wonder she always felt so close, even when she wasn’t present.

“Remind me to give Corinne a raise,” I muttered as I followed her in.

The living space was softly lit, two cream sofas facing each other with a low table between them, a wall-mounted TV off to one side, and a bedroom half-hidden beyond a door that hadn’t quite been closed. Wine and sushi waited on the table, laid out with intention.

“Is Japanese all right?” she asked, with the first hint of uncertainty since she’d turned up wearing that dress.

“I love sushi.”

She gave me a warm smile. “Perfect.”

I walked in, trying to relax, conscious of Tereza watching me with an air of expectation. “Nice place you’ve got here.”

“It’s your place,” she said with a hint of bitterness, then her mouth twitched with a suppressed wince. “I mean… obviously it’s yours. The whole building is yours.”

It didn’t feel like it. “Apparently so. Yet my father’s shadow lingers everywhere.”

She gave me a sympathetic smile. “A glass of wine, perhaps?” Moving with grace to the coffee table between the sofas, she leaned forward to reach for a bottle, offering me a view down her dress that seemed deliberate, especially when she held the position as if in hesitation. “White or red?”

“Red, please.”

She gave me a smile and poured a glass, only straightening as she handed it to me.

“Thank you.” I waited as she poured her own, trying to think of something to say. The air hung heavy with tension—or at least, that’s how it felt to me. Maybe it was only in my mind. Along with the view she’d just offered. “Nice dress. Did you get it today?”

“Yes. Kara and I went shopping once I’d slept off those life sachets.” She seemed to hesitate, a shadow passing through her eyes, then forced a smile and offered me a toast, clinking my glass. “To us?”

I wondered where she was going with that. “To our bond,” I said instead, and took a sip.

“Would you like to sit down?” she asked, a little stilted. But then I had been standing, probably adding to the awkwardness.

“Sure.” I gave her a smile and took a seat on the couch, expecting her to take the one opposite, the coffee table between us. But instead, she kicked off her heels and sat beside me, curling one leg beneath herself and hugging my arm.

“That’s yellowtail, salmon, and seabream,” she said, leaning forward to point at the sashimi in turn, one soft, full breast pressed against my bicep. “And ebi nigiri, tuna and avocado maki—”

“You’ve gone to a lot of trouble.”

“Oh, well.” She gave a little laugh. “Not really. It’s Corinne and whoever she gets to make this stuff for us.” She paused. “I wanted to cook for you, but there aren’t any facilities here.”

That was the most genuine thing she’d said since I walked in.

“I like to cook,” I said, remembering the last thing I’d made was pancakes for Kara and Iyoni—had it really been three weeks ago? Though as cooking went, that hardly counted.

“What sort of things?” she asked, gazing up at me like I was her whole world.

I had to hand it to her: she was a superb actress. If I hadn’t known what she’d been through today, I might’ve been convinced.

But off the back of nearly dying, and the injuries she’d had? The resentment for our bond, even with the progress we’d begun to make?

It all seemed a little too perfect.

Not to mention the dress. The wine. The glimpse. The intimate dinner for two. No candles, but the lights were down low.

I leaned back, angling so I could see her and disengaging my arm. She caught her balance with one hand on my thigh.

“What are we doing here, Tereza?”

“A date that’s not really a date.” She gave me a half-lidded look, full of seduction. “If you’re not hungry right now, can I tempt you with something else?”

She slipped the strap of her dress off one shoulder, tugging it down lower even as I reached forward to stop her. The perfect curve of her bare breast caught the light, the material falling away all too easily, her nipple a dusky brown a few shades darker than her smooth olive skin.

My hand hovered in the air between us, inches from her. Then I hooked the strap and tugged it back into place.

Her smile faltered as she stared at me, eyes reflecting her hurt, before she looked away.

She self-consciously cleared her throat. “Food first, then?”

“Tereza, stop. Please.”

She said nothing; just sat there, staring down at the sushi platter.

“This isn’t you,” I said gently. “So how about you tell me what’s bugging you, and we’ll go from there?”

“Nothing’s bugging me,” she said sharply. “I know my responsibilities. You’re the aetherborn, and I’m your vassal.”

My jaw clenched, and I had to take in a breath and let it out before I replied. “First, I really don’t like that word. And second, there are no responsibilities. You’re free to do what you want.”

I set the glass back down on the table and gave her a sad look. “You really are beautiful in that dress.” Then I stood up and walked to the door.

“Where are you going?”

“Back upstairs.”

“Xan, wait.” Her tone made me pause and turn toward her. She sat on the edge of the sofa, knees pressed together, wine glass gripped in both hands, knuckles white. “Please don’t go.”

Tereza gave me a look of such raw desperation that I took a step back into the room.

For a moment, we stared at each other.

“Fine. I’ll stay if we talk. Only talk.”

She gave a jerky nod, watching me as I deliberately took a seat on the other couch, opposite her.

“How about you start by explaining all this?” I asked, gesturing to encompass the room, the food, and her.

“I would’ve thought that was obvious,” she said, staring at the floor.

“The what is clear enough, the why is a little murkier.”

“Because… because…” She swallowed a gulp of her wine.

I waited for her to say more, but she didn’t. So I kicked us off. “Look, you’re my bonded. As important to me in your own way as Kara and Iyoni. I saw you lying hurt and bleeding on the ground today”—she made a choked sound, but I plowed on—“and I hated it, okay? I hated seeing you like that. It’s the reason I’m here tonight. Because I figured you needed the company. But not… not like this.”

“It’s because I’m weak, isn’t it?” she asked. “You’d fuck me if I wasn’t so weak.”

“That’s not it at all,” I said calmly, suddenly feeling on safer grounds. “First, you’re not weak. And second, we both know that whatever this is, it isn’t about sex.”

“Of course it’s about sex!” she blurted. “It’s always about sex. I see you and Kara… the way the bond pulsed when Iyoni and you… the power we got from that. What else is it about, if not sex?”

“How about love?”

She stared at me, eyes wide with confusion. Then her expression crumpled and she looked away. “You love them, but not me.” She didn’t phrase it as a question.

I raised one hand and seesawed it in the air. “If we’re being truthful, it’s not as clear-cut as that.”

“Wait. You love me?”

“Not in the way I love Kara, or Iyoni,” I said, holding her gaze. “But you’re not them; you’re your own person. I’ve never tried to make you into them, and I never will either. And I don’t mean romantic love. But hell, you’re bonded to me, Tereza. I’ve got to know you pretty well these last few days, and there’s plenty to adore. You’re strong, capable, fierce, beautiful—”

She scoffed. “Strong?”

That was the second time she’d fixated on her strength, or lack of it. “Yes,” I said clearly. “Strong. You’re in the top quartile for supes, and—”

“It’s a bell curve.”

“Yes, I know—”

“Iyoni and Kara are both way farther up it than I am.”

“And?” I asked, not trying to deny it. “All three of you are miles ahead of where I am.”

She tilted her head in confusion. “You’re stronger than all of us.”

“No, I’m stronger because of you all. Without you, I’m about as strong as a goldfish in a piranha pool.”

She couldn’t help but glance toward the sushi.

My lips twitched. “I’m sorry, was that inappropriate?”

“But you’re the aetherborn,” she said. “Your power is a factor of all of ours, and I’m the weak link.”

“No, you’re not.”

“I’m the one who’s almost died. Twice.”

“One of those times was before I’d bonded you.”

“Damn it, Xan!” She leaped to her feet, wine sloshing unnoticed out of her glass, and padded barefoot and angry to the window. She spun to face me. “Don’t you see? You have a duel tomorrow, with the most dangerous supe in the city. Hell, if not the country. You need all the power you can get.”

“And I have it,” I said.

“You could have more, couldn’t you? All you have to do is…” She trailed off, staring at me with those beautiful chestnut eyes glistening with unshed tears.

I leaned back against the sofa. “You know, Tereza, if you’d come to me and said, ‘Xan, we should probably fuck because then we can all get a power boost in advance of your fight tomorrow,’ I’d have given it some serious consideration.” I wasn’t sure I’d have agreed, but I’d certainly have considered it.

She stood there, trembling with the strength of her emotions. “I’m not that kind of woman.”

“Exactly my point.”

“I don’t…” She frowned at me.

“You’ve made this about emotion, Tereza. About connection. About something a hell of a lot more than a carnal act for the benefit of the group. And you know what? You’re dead right. On everything. Sex is about more than…” I trailed off, waving a hand. “Not every time, sure. And not with everyone. But between you and me? Because you’re not just anyone, and this isn’t a one-night stand. This is a bond. A permanent bond. You can’t block my number in the morning and pretend it didn’t happen.”

She stared for a long moment, then walked back to the sofa and slumped down onto it. “Damn it,” she said to the floor, “now I’m wishing I had approached you on the ‘fuck me for power’ basis.”

“No, you don’t.”

“No, I don’t.” She raised her head and looked at me. “But I almost kinda do.”

It was my turn to blink in confusion. But I waved that one away for another time.

Tereza sighed. “I’ve screwed this up, haven’t I?”

“Not at all.”

“I have,” she said bitterly. “I thought I had it all figured out. The food, the dress. Getting Kara’s support. Everything except the possibility you’d say no.”

“In truth, I was tempted.”

Her head came up. “You were?”

“Of course I was.” I laughed. “There’s a mirror in here somewhere, right?”

She almost smiled, then her eyes took on that haunted look again. “But what about the duel?”

“What about it?”

“If we… don’t… and then you get killed. When you wouldn’t have done, if I’d made you just a little bit stronger. That’s the worst case, isn’t it?”

“Well yeah, that would suck. So I guess I’ll just have to win anyway, and then you’re off the hook.”

She gave me the kind of glare that I’d seen so often from Kara that I’d grown to like them, and I grinned back.

“Cocky, arrogant asshole,” she muttered.

“Feisty, stubborn, beautiful woman.”

“Dick.”

“Puddle jumper.”

She gasped. “You didn’t just go there!”

I rose to my feet and gave her a smile. “We’re done here. Thank you for the lovely dinner, Tereza. I’m going to say good night, and maybe, when this duel is over, you might let me take you on a real date?”

“Why would we need to do that?”

“I dunno, because it’s fun? Because we can get to know each other?”

She gave me a look. “I’ve practically lived out of your pocket for the past week. We’ve fought and trained together. Lived together. There’s no way of getting to know someone better than that, is there?”

“Oh yeah? What’s my favorite color?”

“Green,” she said without hesitation, then shrugged when I gaped at her. “I asked Kara.”

I chuckled. “Good night, Tereza.”

“Good night, Xan.”

I made my way to the door and had my hand on the handle when she spoke again.

“Xan?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

I walked back to her, leaned over the sofa, and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “No. Thank you.”

Then I snagged a sushi roll for the trip back upstairs, gave her a wink, and left.

She watched me go with her fingertips pressed over my kiss.


Thirty Three

I walked back into my rooms to find Iyoni still on the sofa with her phone, and Kara swiveling around in my desk chair with happy abandon.

She stopped when she saw me, leaned back, and propped her bare feet up on my desk, wiggling her toes at me in greeting. “Twenty-nine minutes. I win.”

“Damn it,” Iyoni muttered without bothering to look up.

“What was the wager this time?” I asked, closing the door behind me.

“How long until you’d be back, obviously,” Kara said.

I looked at her with wry amusement. “I meant the stakes.”

“The usual,” she said with no signs of elaborating.

“How was dinner?” Iyoni asked.

“Let’s just say I’m still hungry.”

“We’ve got pizza on its way,” Kara said. “By a lucky coincidence, we ordered enough for three. Unless you want something more substantial for the night before your duel?”

“Pizza’s fine.” I raised an inquiring eyebrow at her. “Did you encourage Tereza?”

“No, I just didn’t discourage her.” She gave me a frank look. “It’s not my place to dissuade our puddle jumper. She’s old enough to make her own mistakes.”

Iyoni set aside her phone, which meant whatever she was about to say was serious. “On the subject of mistakes, let’s talk about this duel tomorrow.”

I sat down at the table while Kara pulled her feet off the desk and snapped the back of her chair up straight. “Go on.”

“I pulled in a favor with Elaris Wynn and asked for everything the celestials have on Victor Moreau. She sent it to me this evening.”

“Did you now?” I didn’t even know that was an option. “Do they keep some kind of database?”

“Some kind, yes. Mostly on criminals, but also to encompass the more powerful supes around the world. Demons get a special focus of course,” she said, giving Kara an apologetic glance.

“I’m starting my own database on celestials,” she said, “focusing on collating their ticklish spots.”

I gave her a fond smile then addressed Iyoni. “And what do we have?”

She picked up her phone and read from the screen. “Asura-class demon. Very strong in melee; it’s his preferred style. Their manifested forms tend to suit that.”

“So he’ll be big and scary.” That wasn’t a surprise.

She continued reading. “Projectile spells. Demonic dark bolts.”

“Like we saw in the warehouse the other day,” Kara interjected, then sniffed with disdain as if anyone who didn’t use a whip was missing the whole point.

“He’ll have some kind of mobility, a way of closing the gap, but we don’t know what form that will take,” Iyoni added. “And with the power he’s supposed to have, it’s likely he’s developed a one-use ability that he can dump a lot of aether into for a brute-force effect. What it could be is anyone’s guess, but given that he’s built for offense, it’ll likely be more defensive.”

“An ‘oh shit’ button,” Kara added.

“Basically, yeah.” Iyoni set her phone aside. “To be honest, I was hoping for more, but that’s all they had.”

“Better than nothing,” I said in encouragement, though there wasn’t much there I could use. Where was the detailed catalogue of weaknesses to exploit?

“And yet not enough.” Iyoni fixed me with a determined stare. “They also said he ranks in the top 1% of supes in the country.”

Kara looked worried. “It’s not too late to call this off, Master.”

I gave them as bracing a smile as I could manage. “You’re both top quartile, and so is Tereza. Even stronger after our recent power boosts. So I’ve got three amazing supes in my corner, and we can refine aether.”

“Skill matters,” Iyoni said bluntly. “I might not be the strongest supe around, but I’ve trained my whole life. And he has decades of practice.”

“You could fight him!” Kara said. She turned to me in excitement. “Can you put a champion up instead?”

I leaned back in my chair and folded my arms, tucking my chin into my chest and letting the silence build. When at last I spoke, it was deliberate and quiet. “We’ve had this conversation, girls. After this, I don’t want to have it again. The duel tomorrow will go ahead, because I’m not giving Victor Moreau another day to use the controlling material of my father’s legacy. I’m going to get all those documents back, and then I’m going to burn them.” I raised my head and met the eyes of both of them in turn. “Yes, this duel will be a challenge, and yes, Victor is powerful. But we fought off Merrow and Vale today, two of the strongest supes around, and they’re back in SPAR captivity tonight. I’ll win because I have your support. With both of you, and Tereza too, I can take him down.”

“Of course you have our support, Master.” Kara’s eyes glistened with worry, but she held my gaze and offered an encouraging smile that quivered only slightly.

“I just wanted to check,” Iyoni said. “Now you’re as informed as can be, and if you still want to go ahead, well… I trust your decision.”

“Thank you both.” My little speech was as much for their confidence as my own, but I did need their support. I wouldn’t be able to do this without it. “The duel isn’t until ten tomorrow evening, so I’ll spend some more time on the range.”

“And get some rest in,” Kara said firmly. “Starting tonight. A bath, a massage, and an early night. Don’t you think, Iyoni?”

“Sounds like fun.”

“It does,” I said with a smile. “But can we do it after the pizza? I’m starving.”

*

For all of Kara and Iyoni’s efforts to wear me out the night before, I still didn’t sleep well and woke with the dawn, thoughts of the duel preying on my mind.

I slipped out from beneath their entangling limbs, careful not to wake my two sleeping beauties, and dressed quietly before seating myself in the office area and flicking on the TV with the sound turned low.

For once, the news wasn’t breaking though it was still about me, with two anchors having an early-morning debate with a guest, against the backdrop of a parking lot that I recognized without the headline clue: Aetherborn Brings Down Two Most Wanted in Dramatic Solo Capture. From the camera angles they used, the damage Merrow had done was a perfect crater sixty feet in diameter, like a meteor had struck.

No mention of any of my bonded, like I was a single-handed force of nature. I was okay with that; not because I cared for all the glory, but because I wanted them out of the limelight as much as possible.

The expert they’d invited didn’t seem to be on the same page as the anchors. He kept talking me up in glowing terms, referencing my position with SPAR and the defense of norms in the lobby attack. In contrast, the anchors subtly tag-teamed aspersions of instability, cast doubt on my motives, and did a pretty good job of portraying me as a power-hungry chaotic force everyone should fear.

Clearly a news outlet controlled by Moreau Corp. Way to go Victor’s team. If I could win this duel, maybe I could get them doing my PR instead.

I tuned them out, texting Corinne a ‘whenever you get here’ for a catch up, and wished I had a coffee. My father’s secret drinks cabinet didn’t have anything non-alcoholic, unless I wanted lime juice or tonic water.

Kara and Iyoni arrived not long afterwards, hair freshly brushed out and smelling of shampoo as they leaned in for kisses.

“No PJ yet?” Kara asked as she propped herself against the edge of my desk. “She’s normally up early. Did you tire her out?”

“You know damn well we only talked,” I said, getting up from my chair to go and hunt that coffee down.

But I hadn’t made it to the door before it opened and Tereza walked in.

She was back in her usual practical black clothing, no dress, heels, or makeup this time, but I didn’t even get out a ‘good morning’ before she strutted across the office to meet me, pressed in close in a way that even Kara wouldn’t be able to criticize, slid one slim arm around my neck, and drew me down for a kiss. Not a casual one either, but a deep, tongue-twisting, passionate embrace that caught me by surprise at first, but I quickly warmed to it.

My hands found her hips as she ran her fingers through my hair, cupping my jaw in her palm as she kissed like it was the last thing she’d do. There was none of her usual reserve, nothing to suggest she was anything other than the fiery Latina she was; she gave herself wholly into the moment, and judging from the silence in the room behind us, neither of my other bonded had any critique.

Until she broke away at last, giving me a smoldering look and a nod of satisfaction. In me, or a job well done, I wasn’t sure.

I cleared my throat. “That was—”

“—My way of saying thank you, after last night.”

It was saying quite a lot more than that. “Uh… you’re welcome?”

“You treated me with respect and you didn’t take advantage. Most men wouldn’t have.”

This wasn’t the first time Tereza had casually dissed my gender, but something told me she had history there. This wasn’t the time to argue the point. “I’m glad we had a chance to talk it out.”

“And time to reflect on it,” she added. “You were right. About everything. Including the date. I’d like to get that booked in, as soon as we get a chance.”

“Works for me.”

She searched my gaze, but seemed content with whatever she saw there. “Good. Then that’s another reason for you to win the duel tonight, isn’t it?”

“I’m looking forward to it,” I told her honestly. After a kiss like that, who wouldn’t be?

“Good,” she said again, then flashed Kara and Iyoni an uncharacteristically bright smile. “Morning.”

“So it would seem,” Kara said dryly.

Iyoni gave her a wave before turning back to her phone.

“Coffee,” I said decisively and went for the door again, but a knock came just as I opened it.

“Oh!” Corinne looked a little startled, her hand still raised. “Good morning.”

“We’ve already established that,” Kara muttered.

“Just the person I wanted to see,” I said, and then Varek walked up behind her. “Ah, both of you. Even better. I was after some…” I trailed off as one of her assistants walked down the hallway toward us, carrying a tray with a large steel pot of coffee and a half-dozen mugs. “Never mind.”

I opened the door wider and ushered everyone in, and they took seats at the table while the uniformed demon girl dropped her tray off, gave me a very long look with ‘come fuck me’ eyes, and left with a sway of her hips. I was pretty sure I hadn’t seen that one before, either.

Delaron arrived as I was seeing her out, pristine in his celestial whites, and entered without so much as a nod. The office seemed a lot smaller with everyone present.

“Is this a social call?” I asked Varek as I closed the door and helped myself to some much-needed coffee.

“Not sure what you mean, Brother,” he said. Which made sense; I couldn’t picture Varek with a social life. A sharpener and a box of worn pencils was probably his idea of a good time. “I wanted to discuss the arrangements for tonight.”

“Go ahead,” I said, spinning a chair around and straddling it.

“We’re taking nine of our brothers and six enforcers, plus healers. And me,” he added on like an afterthought. “With your group, that brings us to twenty-three.”

“It’s numbers only to deter them from a full-on attack,” I said. “I’ll be the only one doing the fighting.”

“Indeed,” Varek agreed. “Victor knows the rules and has agreed to the duel. He won’t risk losing face before his men. Besides, this plays to his strengths.”

He made it sound like a pointed reminder that I was being foolish, but I ignored it.

“How long will it take to get to Buzzards Bay?” My father’s country estate was on the coast, an hour from the city. Last time we’d flown in his private helicopter, but this time there’d be too many of us.

“Uh… the estate is an hour or two’s drive, but we’re not meeting there. We chose a neutral venue.”

That made sense. “Where?”

“The same depot you’re familiar with in East Providence.”

Where my father had died. I couldn’t help glancing at Kara, but if this news bothered her, she didn’t show it.

“Won’t that venue be known to the authorities?” I asked, carefully ignoring Delaron.

“We didn’t draw that much attention last time, and obviously it’s been cleaned since then. The wall repaired, and so on. We’ll have men there all day, checking it over and ensuring there’s no foul play.”

“Fine. Have we told Victor’s faction yet?”

“No, Brother, and we won’t until an hour or so before.”

“Will they get there in time?”

Varek almost smiled. “If they don’t, they forfeit. But there are rules about this sort of thing, too. We can’t, for example, hold it on the moon and then claim victory when they don’t show. The notice has to be reasonable. Victor knows we’ll likely choose somewhere in or near the city, so he’ll be close by.” He smugly adjusted his tie. “It’s a petty little power play to keep him guessing until the last minute, but I confess, it’s not beneath me.”

I gave him the light chuckle he wanted. “I had an idea of my own. Do we have one-shot personal shields in our stocks?”

“PSDs,” Iyoni murmured in clarification.

I finger-gunned her. “What she said.”

“We do.” He looked uncomfortable. “The usage of additional items is forbidden within the rules of a duel.” He hesitated, his discomfort increasing. “Was that your intent? Do you feel you’re not ready without the aid of such things?”

“Not at all,” I said dismissively, though that had been exactly why I’d asked. But if we had them, we should use them, even if I couldn’t benefit. “I want you to find some for each of my bonded. Any spares, ensure they’re given to our forces. As we said, better prepared, no?”

“Quite. I will see it done.”

“Good. Anything else?”

“No,” he said, rising, Corinne standing up too. He paused with one hand on the back of his chair. “I don’t advise leaving the building before tonight. If any of Victor’s forces can weaken you, I wouldn’t put it past him to try.”

“No rules for that?” I asked.

“Oh, there are. But let’s not tempt him into breaking them, hmm?”

“That’s fine,” I said with a sense of resignation. “I was intending to spend the day on the range anyway.” It wasn’t like I could wander down to the local sandwich shop without being mobbed.

“Until later, then.” Varek gave a nod toward my bonded, and left with Corinne trailing him.

“Right,” I said, standing up as I drained the last of my coffee and set the cup on the tray. “Let’s head down to the range and refine some more aether.”

The girls all followed dutifully after me, but I heard Tereza murmur as we walked down the hallway.

“Did I miss breakfast?”


Thirty-Four

It was time.

A small crowd of supes waited in the parking garage when we walked in. I recognized some from the warehouse where they’d oathed to me, and two of the life mages who had helped us yesterday. Bran gave me a nod, the big werebear a full head taller than anyone else.

Varek stepped forward in greeting. “All ready?”

We were. I was. The girls had their new PSD shields, and I had… an appointment.

“Yeah. Let’s go.”

My bonded joined me in the same SUV we’d been using, my large white shadow tagging along without being invited.

They were unusually quiet as we joined the convoy of vehicles, driving out into the cold night. Christmas lights in abundance gave it a suitably surreal and twinkly feel.

“This won’t take long,” I said blithely. “Come tomorrow, we’ll be in my father’s estate, getting those documents back.”

Nothing.

Kara clenched the wheel tight enough for her knuckles to whiten, only easing off when it creaked ominously.

Tereza stirred in the back of the car. “I don’t suppose you’ll listen to an ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this.’”

I also had a bad feeling about this, but I put it down to pre-duel nerves. This was still the only plan that didn’t get people killed unnecessarily, and let us stop Victor before he used the wealth of my father’s blackmail material to rain down havoc.

“Yeah, we know,” Iyoni replied when I reminded them. “Doesn’t mean it’s a good plan.”

I turned in my seat so I could see them all, and gave them my best smile. “Have faith. I’ve been training all week for this.”

“Victor’s been training for decades,” Kara muttered.

“Exactly,” I said. “It’s only fair to give him a sporting chance.”

They collectively rolled their eyes at this forced bonhomie, a coordinated ballet of exasperation.

It wasn’t even nine o’clock by the time we arrived at the depot on Boyd Avenue, the real estate agent’s ‘for sale’ sign still in place. It was strange to think it had been only three weeks since we’d been here last. We sat in the car at Varek’s request while the others did final checks, then got out when he waved us forward.

It was as cold inside the depot as it was outside, the space too open and lacking any heaters. The ground floor was exactly as I remembered it, an open space spanning the whole building with rough concrete floors and walls, only this time we were the receiving party. My brothers fanned out behind the girls and me, while Delaron kept to the back of the group, leaning against the wall. Bran positioned himself in the center of the line like a fulcrum of furry force, crossing his large arms as we settled in to wait.

This was the worst bit, because I couldn’t even talk to the girls without being overheard by everyone. I tried not to shiver in the freezing cold, my coat insufficiently warm, my breath misting before me. Jumping on the spot and blowing in my hands were hardly the actions of fearless leader. I had no choice but to stand tall, feigning confidence and indifference, while every dark thought took a run at me. With the combined strength of my three bonded, I knew I was more powerful. That was the only point to cling on to. But how much more powerful? A question no one could objectively answer.

Then there was the fact that I was a novice, stepping into the ring with a master. It made me think of those videos where the wiry little martial arts dude would rip apart the big heavyweight wrestler. From a purely power perspective, I was the heavyweight; all brawn, no finesse. Victor was the plucky underdog, weaker but far more skilled.

Worst-case scenarios played through my mind.

But there was no place for that kind of thinking, not now. I shoved them aside, straightening my spine.

Tereza looked half worried, half determined, casting me occasional glances. Kara was just pissed off, face set in a scowl. Angry at me, no doubt, because that was how she showed she cared. Iyoni’s practiced serene composure was cracking at the edges, because she wasn’t humming to herself.

They were more anxious than I was, and that wouldn’t do.

I checked the time; still half an hour to go. “Did anyone bring a board game?”

It was the first words spoken in a while, and the tension broke as several people laughed. Kara caught my eye, shaking her head in weary tolerance. Then she mouthed, ‘I love you.’

I winked at her.

When the noise of several arriving cars broke the still of the night, it came as something of a relief. Car doors slammed; boots marched in numbers on the asphalt outside. Behind me came a gentle susurration as men and women adjusted clothing, exhaled, straightened.

The doors swept open, and I got my first look at the man leading them.

Eerily, I saw some of myself in his features. The same jaw, the same eyes; our father’s genetics coming through. In a dissociative moment, I wondered why I’d never recognized myself in Silas Moreau when we’d met. But then, both encounters had been emotionally fraught for a variety of reasons. Maybe I only noticed now because I was looking for it.

As they arrayed themselves across the warehouse from us, I let my senses reach out. Victor took the center, wearing a gloss black puffer jacket that hug-fitted his frame, practical and sleek if not what I’d expect a mob boss to choose. His heavy, dark demonic magic pressed back with a weight notably greater than Kara’s. Varek had been right; he was at the top of the power bell curve. But that wasn’t all I felt, and my eyes flicked past him to the pyro at the back.

For a moment, I thought it was Theron Vale. This one was powerful too, but thankfully not at Vale’s level. And Vale was in a SPAR prison where his giggles wouldn’t bother us.

Then I sensed aether that tasted slippery and oily, like it coated my tongue and made me want to spit. I’d never felt anything like it. There was only one man whose magic could feel so unpleasant: Anton Reznik.

For a moment, I was back in my bar on Halloween, Kara furious at the thought I’d used mind magic on her. Such abilities were blessedly rare, but understandably controversial. And in Reznik’s case, the prejudice was valid.

“Xander Sullivan.” Victor uttered the words with distaste, drawing my focus back to him. “You expect to take over the Moreau legacy, but you won’t even use our name.”

“There’s nothing wrong with mine,” I replied mildly. Apart from the ‘Xander’ bit. I’d never actually liked that, but this wasn’t the moment to admit it.

“An aetherborn, though fresh into your powers. A university lecturer so very far away from the safety of your dusty books. And you think to challenge me?”

Posturing. A necessary cliché, I supposed.

I rubbed a hand over my face. “Let’s pretend we exchanged some witty but biting lines and jump forward to the bit where we fight.”

He crossed his arms. “You know the rules of our duel?”

I waved a hand. “Winner takes it all, no one else can help, yadda yadda.”

“Everything you own becomes mine,” he said, savoring the words. “Moreau Corporation, our father’s legacy…” He paused for effect, eyes flicking over the girls beside me, lingering on Kara. “…your bonded.”

I clenched my jaw, a surge of cold anger flooding me like a familiar friend. “The corp, yes. The people, no. I don’t own anyone.”

“Usually, I’d agree with you.” He smiled, baring his teeth. “But as those girls are vassals, they are very much part of the prize.”

I had harbored a hope that a fight to submission would be enough. Part of me didn’t want to kill anyone, especially a half-brother. But as he made his disgusting claim, that part disappeared like mist on a warm spring morning.

I pulled off my coat, not taking my eyes off him, and handed it to Kara, whose eyes flashed with rage. “I’m not interested in hearing your voice anymore,” I informed him. “So I’m going to kill you now.”

He laughed as he unzipped his own coat, throwing it to a lackey behind him. Beneath, he wore a baggy long-sleeve black shirt that looked three sizes too big, yet still didn’t hide his impressive physique, the body of a warrior.

But I didn’t care about his dubious dress sense or what powers he had. After that comment, he wasn’t leaving this depot alive.

I drew on my bonds, my shield marbling around me, blue lines threaded through. Victor’s own aura sprang up, thicker and darker than Kara’s. His eyes gleamed red, horns like a bull’s sprouting ten inches from his head, curved and sharply tipped. But he had no wings or tail. Instead, his baggy shirt stretched taut as his chest and shoulders expanded, hulking out in ridges of muscle, legs growing and thighs bulking until he stood an easy eight feet tall. From dense, dark shadows, two more arms sprouted out of his upper back, flexing like they were solid, and black spiked gauntlets wreathed all four fists.

So that happened. Not what I expected, and in all honesty, a little intimidating.

But ultimately it made no difference. One of us wasn’t leaving this duel alive, and I could no longer afford fatalistic acceptance. Not when my bonded were on the line. I was going to kill him, however powerful he was.

He raised all four hands to point at me as around us, our followers scattered from the line of fire. I readied myself, waiting for the last moment to ensure that everyone had got clear. My focus was absolute, my senses trained on him, and at the first surge of his thick, dark aether, I dodged sideways, my own hands coming up. Four black bolts skimmed past me, colliding with the wall behind in an explosion that crashed through the room. Part of me hoped Meridian Delaron hadn’t bothered to move; that would’ve been funny.

I channeled bolts from both my palms, focusing on making them as small as possible, yet that proved to be a mistake as they took too long to form. Black-rimmed, white-cored missiles launched from my hands, trailing a cool electric blue that had the unfortunate effect of searing my vision with their brightness, and I had to blink away the afterimages. They smashed into the far wall, blowing away chunks of concrete. Nearby supes shielded in reflex.

But Victor had more than enough time to avoid my strikes, his enormous form zigzagging as he closed the gap between us, thrusting from one leg to the next with an agility that belied his size. He was on me in seconds, two enormous gauntleted fists raised above his head to come down smashing into my shield.

One blow to finish it all.

We were both a little stunned when that didn’t happen. My shield shuddered but held. I still felt the weight of the blow, and now I had some idea what being hit with an engine block felt like. My legs buckled, but to my surprise I was still standing, shield reforming and energy filling me as I drew on more aether from my bonded.

“My turn.”

Black-white aether rimmed my fists with blue vapor streaming off, and I punched with all my strength straight into his chest.

And the bastard dodged, like he’d anticipated it, my blow missing completely.

I staggered off-balance, my own combat inexperience painfully exposed. Two of his fists slammed into my side in quick succession, a double hit from the same direction, his black manifested demonic arms proving they were just as effective as his normal ones. Again my shield juddered, taking even more aether to restore, and barely had I done that when his other pair of gauntleted fists smacked down onto my head.

Letting the momentum drive me to one crouched leg, I used it to launch myself up again, trying for the same uppercut that had felled Bran. But again Victor’s skill came to the fore. He swayed aside as my blow found nothing but air, and laughed as he rained down punches into my shield.

“You are weak,” he said. “No challenge at all.”

Oh, we’d already reached the gloating part of the fight. That hadn’t taken long. Unfortunately, as I was yet to even land a blow, I couldn’t disagree with him.

I couldn’t hit him with a spell, and he could read every move I made before I even made it.

Fine. Time to be unpredictable.

I swiped my arms around, not even trying to hit him. Like a kid flailing through a cloud of midges. Confusion knotted his brow. He sidestepped, fists coming in low, and my hand struck his arm. It was a glancing blow that neither of us expected; he couldn’t predict it, and I had no idea what I was doing. Yet it was enough to deflect his strike, and he twisted away like it had hurt, face contorting in fury and pain.

And I didn’t let up. Keeping my balance so he couldn’t evade me so easily, I kept swinging, not a single one of my attacks something that could be described as a punch. I hardly cared whether they landed or not; I had a new plan, and I only needed him thrown off and unable to predict what I was going for.

He took a step back, shooting a bolt into me, but it glanced off my shield with less effect than his strikes. He glared at me with pure malice, and I met it with a grin. Maybe I couldn’t hurt him—yet—but he was just learning how strong I really was, and he didn’t like it. And I had the aether of three of the strongest supes in the room to refresh me, while his was finite.

Damn, I could wear him down if I needed to. That thought was a rush.

We both realized it in the same moment, a flicker of fear in his eyes and a surge of triumph in mine. He reeled back, hands coming up to cast more spells, but I’d been waiting for this. I didn’t even try and dodge, simply snap-fired my own bolt. No worrying about size, no concerns about energy expenditure—I could top off from my girls.

Four dark magic bolts smashed into my shield, warping it with the force of their strike. It flared white and blue, briefly dazzling me, yet it held, and I quickly reinforced it. When I could see past it again, Victor was crouched a dozen feet away, shield nowhere to be seen, two of his hands pressed to his side, teeth clenched in hate. Thick, black blood oozed between his fingers.

“I will kill you for that,” he hissed.

“You don’t get it, do you?” I asked congenially, walking toward him like I had no fear of what he could do anymore. And I didn’t; his best attempts hadn’t got through my shield. “You threatened my bonded. From that moment onward, there was only one outcome to this fight.” I let my voice go cold. “And it’s your death.”

He screamed his rage, his aura reforming around him, thicker than before. Then he charged toward me, bull-horned head coming down, arms spread wide to grapple and pound me into a paste.

Heh. That would make it easier to execute my plan.

I braced myself and stood my ground, pushed aether into my shield and waited for him to come. One chance was all I needed.

Then he seemed to flicker, one moment a dozen feet away, the next in my face. There was no way I could dodge him and no time to get another spell off. All four fists pounded into my shield, and it bulged and crimped beneath the onslaught. But I shoved forward into him. Two of his arms blocked, covering his face and chest, yet I wasn’t trying to hit him. I reached high, for one of his horns.

And I grinned at him as it smacked into my palm, my grip closing around it and tightening.

He screamed his rage, two of his fists pummeling my shield as the other two shot bolts at point-blank range. My shield compressed and for the first time it flickered, but I pushed all the aether I had into it, and slowly but inexorably pulled his head down. He might’ve been eight feet tall and built like the Minotaur of Crete, but my strength was fed by three powerful supes, and he would never touch any of them.

“Dodge this,” I said, raising my other fist, encased in black and white aether with that mesmerizing blue vapor streaming from it.

One punch. No finesse, no martial prowess, merely justice to protect those that were mine.

It smacked into his shield, burst through, and drove into the arm guarding his chest, the bone shattering with a crack like a rifle going off.

Then something punched into me, less a single strike and more a concussive force I couldn’t even see, let alone avoid. It picked me up and tossed me away, like a leaf in a storm. I found myself launched backward through the air, my shield flickering then going out.

Whatever he’d used to throw me off, my shield had protected me. I tried to restore it, but there was no aether. No flow from any of my bonds. My bond-enhanced strength stripped away.

With a stab of dread I realized his blast had cut my bonds, snapping them clean like shears through ribbons.

And then I crashed into the concrete floor.


Thirty-Five

I spat out blood, a wave of fear rushing through me.

Unbonded? The realization hit like its own punch. I wasn’t sure even Tereza would still want—

No, it couldn’t be. Those bonds were mine, damn it. I reached for my bonded, and I could still feel them, just where they’d always been.

I exhaled a trembling breath. For that instant, I really thought I’d lost them. It must only have been the aether flow that was disrupted. I pulled and it returned, filling me with relief as much as it did energy, my strength rushing back.

But it did nothing for the taste of blood in my mouth, the ache in my back and chest, or the numbness in my limbs.

Body meets floor at that speed was crippling with neither my shield nor my strength. For all my power when I had the support of my bonded, I would always be weak without it. I’d be dead if I’d been human, and far more injured than this if it weren’t for the lingering physical boosts from being with Kara and Iyoni in every sense.

I pushed myself up on one arm, and I laughed. I was alive, but only thanks to my greater-than-human strength. Tereza had almost been proven right. I easily could’ve been dead, just because I turned her down last night. She’d be seriously pissed at me if she knew.

Note to self: might be best not to ever mention this.

Yet my aether was flowing now, and my shield snapped back into place at the asking.

Thirty yards away across the wide open depot, Victor was also climbing to his feet. Whatever he’d done had apparently blasted him back too, along with the supes who had been standing closest and now lay like fallen skittles.

One of his arms hung loose, sharp bone jutting through the ripped sleeve of his shirt, another hand pressed to his bleeding chest as he hunched over, unable to stand straight.

What a shame.

I stood up, rolled my shoulders, and began to walk toward him, ready to finish this now.

He took a step back, fear in his eyes.

“Kill him!” he screamed. “Kill his vassals!”

And a lot happened at once.

Victor’s forces had plainly been prepped for this eventuality, for there was no delay in their response, no hesitation. A dozen black demon bolts flew my way, the first half hitting my shield before I could throw myself out of their path. My long-suffering shield rippled again, yet held.

More targeted the girls, and only Iyoni had her shield up in time. But the PSD shields we’d borrowed flared alive, catching the incoming and keeping Tereza and Kara safe. Buying them a second to get their own shields up.

“The rules!” Varek screamed, his voice surprisingly high-pitched. “You have no honor!” But no one took any notice.

A wave of flame manifested from their pyro, washing through my brother’s gathered forces. Two fell screaming, hair and clothes alight, not even able to raise their shields in time, while others dived out of its path, auras snapping into place.

Bran growled as he shook his head wildly, like a bear bothered by a gnat, then his clothes ripped as he shifted. He lunged for Kara, a paw raised to swipe. With his strength at melee range, if his blow had landed, it would have been devastating. But instead his arm trembled, like a force stopped him mid-swing. He roared his frustration, turning to slash his claws against another of our brothers, knocking the man battered and bleeding into the wall. My gaze snapped to Reznik, who was focused on the big werebear, eyes narrowed.

Iyoni’s sword appeared in her hand, her shield flaring white as she calmly fired rays of celestial magic into Victor’s forces.

Tereza summoned water that doused the pyro’s flame in a wash of steam, hissing and spitting.

“It is the aetherborn who fights without honor!” Victor yelled as he retreated amid his own men. “His bonded aid him!”

Oh, so that was his plan. Beat me if he could, use it as an excuse if he couldn’t. Damn, I hated this guy even before he’d yelled ‘kill his vassals.’ It was the second time in a month that some variation of that phrase had been shouted in this depot, and now I was royally pissed.

I charged for the center of Victor’s forces, shooting bolts as I ran. It was impossible to miss with them grouped, and the first one vaporized a man’s shield, carried straight through into his chest, and out the other side in a spray of pink mist. I grimaced, not ever wanting it to come to this, but now I wouldn’t stop while there was still a threat to my bonded.

My second bolt was aimed at Victor, but he ducked behind another man. This one’s shield was stronger than the first, and my spell didn’t penetrate. I’d been careless; it was too large, back to the ballista-size Iyoni had critiqued. But he was still knocked flying by the blast, arms splaying wide as he crashed gracelessly into the crouching form of Victor behind him, bounced off, and hit the floor hard.

But before I could fire again, another rain of demonic bolts struck my shield in quick succession. I barely managed to dive to the side as even more skimmed past. My shield had holes in it; I drew more aether but it didn’t seal up. Had I taken too much from the girls?

“Refine!” Kara yelled, and I immediately pumped aether into her, down our bond.

Regaining my feet, I ran forward, straight into the midst of the battle. Spells fired off past my ears, men and women screamed and yelled, the scent of blood and ozone filling the air. Kara sent refined aether back, repairing my shield, and I let it carry the load.

Then it was a melee, friendly forces mixed with the enemy, too fast and too many to know who was who. Rather than risk hitting my own side, I waited to retaliate when I was attacked. Wreathed in multi-colored aether, my fists weren’t hindered by the defenses of my targets, smashing through shields and bodies alike. One fell, then another, sent flying back to crash into someone and crumple, chest shattered by my punch, and after that no more came for me.

In the lull, I checked on the girls. Kara defended Tereza, her whip snapping out to snag the neck of a demon, pulling him into her waiting fist. The hydro concentrated fiercely on negating their pyro, meeting every one of his spells with blasts of her own water, saving lives every time.

Iyoni fought alone, a blur of white as she spun and danced, sword slashing out with lethal effect at any who came too close, rays finding targets with unerring precision.

The battery of bolt-firing demons had given up targeting me with too many people close, and had switched to our forces. One of the life mages cried out as he was struck multiple times, blasted back into the wall behind him. Then Iyoni was among them, and they had their own problems.

Bran leaped at Varek, claws swiping down. The thin man didn’t try to fight him off but turned tail and ran, his shield as thick as he could make it.

I looked for Victor amid the chaos, unfinished business there. He cradled his broken arm with one shadowy fist, his other two hands raised as he cast spells across the room. Then he broke off as he saw me coming, pulling his own men into my path to delay me. But I ignored them, trusting to my shield, using my strength to barrel them out of the way.

He could run, but it would do him no good.

He wasn’t near the door but heading deeper into the room, and I bared my teeth as I herded him into a corner.

“Reznik!” Victor screamed as he backed toward the wall, red eyes darting to the sides like a trapped animal. “Help me!”

I was only a dozen feet away, knocking aside the last man Victor had pulled between us, raising my hand to cast the bolt that would finish what I’d already started. But instead I changed my mind, lowering my arm. Victor could wait; he was no threat. I didn’t even really want to kill him.

Turning, I looked for another target. Across the way, a demon attacked Meridian Delaron, which proved to be a foolish choice. The arbiter swatted him back with a spear of light, slicing the man almost in half, then folded his arms and stood watching like this was all a mild inconvenience. But he wasn’t my target either.

There. Kara, my demon, fighting back to back with Tereza. Both of them were too weak to live. I could do so much better. All I had to do was kill them, then I’d be free to find better vassals for my chorus.

Vassals. Such a derogatory word. I hated it.

No, I didn’t. It was the perfect description for those I should bond. They should become my slaves, controlled by me. Why had I ever given my vassals free will? That was a stupid decision, one I now had a chance to correct.

I raised my arm, aiming carefully.

Someone stepped in the way as I fired my shot, refined aether all but vaporizing them before I saw whether they were friend or foe. Not that it mattered. I cursed, aiming again. The demon and hydro were so close to each other that with the power I had, perhaps I could kill both of them with one shot. That would be efficient.

Kara flicked her whip out, catching the arm of a demon that was about to strike our last life mage. She tugged, spinning him around, then pulled back the whip and slashed it across his chest. It shredded his shield, sending him spinning away, injured if not dead.

She’d done it all in the blink of an eye. Competent, beautiful…

…I loved her, didn’t I?

Why did I want to kill her?

I tried to lower my arm, but a shooting pain stabbed through my head. Iyoni could remove that with her Advil trick. I never had to worry about headaches with her around. I swiveled on the spot, finding her fighting off two demons, her sword slashing through the air so fast it left white trails in its wake. She was so preoccupied she hadn’t noticed me, and I aimed again.

No.

Shoot now. She won’t even see it coming.

No.

The pain built in my head, but still I wouldn’t fire. This wasn’t right. These were my bonded, and I loved them. Each and every one of them. Hell, even Tereza, that fiery Latina who was so confused over whether she even liked me, yet had defended me against Delaron and kissed me so passionately.

I wasn’t going to hurt them. Why was I even considering it?

My arm wouldn’t go down, my wrist tilting, palm lifting, the urge to cast a spell almost overwhelming, Iyoni directly ahead. My head pounded, the pain making it hard to think.

But something wasn’t right, and I refused to fire.

Kara looked straight at me, eyes widening in shock. “Iyoni! Down!”

My celestial hit the ground, rolling away out of sight amid the fighting.

I screamed out my rage, giving in to the compulsion to shoot a spell, blasting a bolt straight up into the ceiling. Concrete shattered, falling I knew not where, and my mind felt like it was going to explode.

Dropping to my knees, I clutched at my head with both hands. I was only vaguely aware of Kara sprinting past me, Iyoni joining her, a blur of black and white as they ran to some target. Then an instant later, the pain cut off like a switch had been flicked.

I gasped in a breath.

The noises of the battle around me returned, and only then did I realize they’d faded.

Reznik. Damn it all to hell, he’d almost had me attack my own bonded. Kill my own bonded.

I searched for him, but the first thing I saw was Victor, standing over me, fists raised.

Throwing myself to the side, I desperately pulled aether from my bonded, my shield barely coming up in time. He pursued me, lashing out with a kick that caught me hard, knocking the breath from me despite my defenses. I barely spun away, but had no time to gain my feet before he was on me again. Another kick would come in, and there was nothing I could do to avoid it. So I didn’t try to protect myself, but readied for it instead.

His boot smacked into me, my shield buckling at the force of it, breath whooshing out of me, my chest agony like it had been caved in. But I wrapped both arms around his leg and held on with everything I had, even as I coughed up blood. It splattered on his legs.

Oh, so it doesn’t get caught in my shield. Good to know.

He tried to pull back, but his strength wasn’t a match for mine, and now that I had him I wasn’t letting go. He leaned down, pummeling me with two fists, his third hand staying pressed to the wound in his side, and his shattered arm dangling uselessly. It swayed within reach. I released his leg with one hand and grabbed it.

He screamed as I clamped onto his injury, and his blows became wilder, frantic. I ducked my head, hunching my shoulders to protect myself as best I could, and managed to get to a knee. My shield flickered, failing even as I dumped the last of my refined aether into it, and pulled more as fast as I could. I used him to pull me upright, his broken bone grating and shifting beneath my grip. Then I had my feet beneath me, almost climbing up his body. He tried to pull away, but I clung on. He tried to shoot bolts into me even as his fist pounded my shield, and it began to tear as holes appeared. I was out of time.

Still gripping his arm, I pulled back my other hand and punched forward into his chest, wreathed in all the aether I could give it. His shield fractured, the breath knocked from him. I held on tight, ready for whatever blast would try to knock us apart again, but nothing came. I struck again, his shield flickering and dying, his ribs breaking under my blow. He coughed, thick black blood splashing against me, and dropped to one knee, so large his head was almost level with my chest.

“I… surrender…” he gasped.

“I don’t care,” I replied, and my next blow had nothing to impede it. His head shattered like a watermelon beneath my fist, his red eyes rolling back, dead before he’d toppled over.

The sounds of battle faded, the last fights drawing to a close. I looked for my girls; Tereza stood bent over, both hands braced on her knees, head drooping as she sucked in breaths. Kara stood near Iyoni, both of them menacingly keeping surrendered demons in check, both blood-splattered and yet so beautiful.

Alive and well, and that was all I cared about.

I couldn’t believe I’d come so close to killing them.

“Where’s Reznik?” I called out, then winced as my chest protested. The pain in my ribs flared hard enough to make me grit my teeth now the adrenaline was fading. The life mage was already fighting to save those in real danger; I wasn’t going to pull her from them.

Iyoni gestured toward the door with her sword. “Gone. Ran before we could get to him.”

Fuck.

Bran sat slumped against the wall, back in his human form, clothes hanging off him in ribbons. In another corner, Varek clutched at a shoulder that had been slashed open by a claw, face twisted in pain.

Delaron was watching me, of course. He didn’t even look ruffled.

The floor was thick with the injured and dead. To my shame, I didn’t even know how many were ours, and how many theirs. This hadn’t been what I wanted.

But fortunately, we’d prepared for it anyway.

I walked over to Tereza, slid my arm around her waist, and pulled her to me.

“I’m fine,” she gasped out, still managing to sound irritated. “I don’t need your help, I can stand by myself.”

“You were doing a great job of it,” I replied in a murmur, and pushed some aether into her through our bond. She gasped, her brow furrowing in confusion, then let herself lean on me. Together, we made our way to where Kara and Iyoni watched us. “We’re done,” I said as we arrived. “Let’s go home.”

Kara let her aura fade, her horns and tail disappearing. “Works for me.” Her gaze flicked over the blood on my shirt, lips pressing thin as she saw how I was favoring my chest. “I’ve got these guys, Iyoni. Sort him out, would you?”

Iyoni glanced at me, her sword vanishing as white aether gathered in her palms. “This isn’t a headache,” she muttered as she poured healing into my chest, “but this should help a little.”

I took a breath, finding it came easier. “Thank you. That’ll do for now.” I was ready to go, to put this place behind me. Catching sight of Varek, I called out, “Are you well enough to oversee cleanup here?”

He flapped his good hand my way. “Yes, Brother. We have more healers coming.”

“Great.”

I took a last look around, jaw clenched tight at the death and waste. My gaze settled on Victor’s lifeless body, his head deformed by my final blow. Then Delaron walked up, drawing my attention. But he didn’t say anything, just folded his arms and watched me.

No judgment yet, then.

I pulled Tereza against my side, slid my other arm around Iyoni’s waist, and raised an eyebrow at Kara. “Where’s my coat?”


Thirty-Six

No one said anything as we drove back to Moreau Corp HQ. Maybe they were waiting for me to say something, but I didn’t feel chatty.

I’d caved in the skull of a man I’d only just met who had threatened my bonded. This half-brother business was difficult to get my head around. On the one hand, I didn’t know any of them from a random person on the street. On the other, they were family—something I’d always assumed just wasn’t for me. It was a bit of a mind-fuck, really.

Then there was the fact that Anton Reznik had come this close to making me kill Kara, Tereza, and Iyoni. I’d even taken a shot at Kara, and only pure luck had put someone else in its path. That someone was dead now, and I didn’t even know who it was. Another of my brothers, most likely, though from whose side, I wasn’t sure.

To say there was guilt was putting it mildly.

It wasn’t the first time I’d killed, but it didn’t seem to be getting any easier. It also didn’t help that it had all happened since Halloween, when I’d first caved someone’s head in with my fist. I’d never really processed that, burying it deep at the time, and I was now reliving every moment. The nameless golem earth mage outside my bar that night. The mages who had attacked us in the ambush when Lieutenant Inés Myas had died. Turner, who I hadn’t even killed in self-defense, but murdered because he’d also been a threat to my bonded. Those who had attacked us at the news conference, and in the lobby.

And now Victor.

Plus an indeterminate number of other supes this evening. I couldn’t even recall how many.

Maybe some people got used to it. That was fine, but it wasn’t me. The simple fact was that I didn’t want to kill. I wasn’t a pacifist, but death was so very permanent.

Yet as I glanced across at Kara’s profile as she drove, I knew I’d do it again to protect her. And Iyoni. Even Tereza.

On second thought, I probably could kill Anton Reznik without losing any sleep. Yes, he was someone I would happily remove from the face of this Earth, and chalk it up to performing a community service. Not a twinge of guilt at that thought.

Kara drove into the underground garage at Moreau Corp HQ, and we all got out. Meridian Delaron was watching me like he expected me to wander outside and slaughter the first norms I saw, or start sacrificing virgins. I ignored him, leading the girls to the private elevator up to the exec floor.

Corinne was waiting when the doors opened.

“Good evening, sir. Varek has messaged to say that the depot is secure. We took six prisoners.”

“How many survived?” I asked. She should’ve led with that.

She glanced at her phone like it held the answer, then looked up at me. “Er…”

“Find out,” I said, my voice sounding lower than I’d expected, the words almost a growl. She hastened to type a message into her phone, but I turned away and walked to my office.

Silas Moreau’s office. My father’s office.

Mine now.

I badged us in, the girls entering behind me, and walked straight to the desk, palms planted and head bowed, trying to get a grip.

This was not what I had wanted. The whole damn point of the duel had been precisely to avoid this.

“Fuck!” I spat, the room falling silent. None of the girls moved or even seemed to breathe, and wherever Delaron was, a shadow never made much noise.

“Master?” Kara said tentatively at my back.

“Fucking Reznik,” I muttered. “God damn that bastard Victor for making it go down like this. Making me kill…” I broke off and drew a shuddering breath.

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“Wasn’t it?” I laughed. “I agreed to the duel. I should’ve guessed Victor would twist the rules to suit himself.”

“You did. We were ready for it,” Tereza said curtly. “That’s why we had our forces there in numbers. My PSD shield saved my life. A man like Victor would always have a plan B. To be dishonorable, to ignore his own rules? That’s his character flaw, not yours.”

I straightened, turning. The girls watched me with concern and worry in their eyes. Delaron leaned against the door, listening without any right to our private, intimate discussions.

I met Kara’s gaze. “I almost killed you tonight. Reznik was in my mind, and… I took the shot. It was only luck someone got in the way.”

Her eyes widened in shock. “Not your fault,” she breathed.

“Yeah, it was. I wasn’t goddamn strong enough to stop him.”

“That’s not what I saw,” she said. “I didn’t see you shoot at me, but I did see you aiming at Iyoni. You fought it, and you won.”

“Reznik went for the door before we could even get to him,” Iyoni added. “I think he left when he realized he couldn’t control you.”

“What if he’s successful next time?” I asked. “What if he makes me kill you?”

A lingering moment of silence met this question, my bonded all unable to give me an answer.

“What made you stop this time?” Tereza said at last. “This is Reznik we’re talking about. With him in your mind, why didn’t you kill us all?”

“I knew it wasn’t right,” I replied. “I love you all. The last thing I could ever do is kill any of you. Kill for you, yes… but not kill you.”

Delaron straightened, uncrossing his arms. “I’ve heard enough,” he rumbled.

I winced, closing my eyes. I’d literally just admitted that I’d kill, with him standing right there. What more excuse did he need?

“Wait, now?” Iyoni said in alarm, turning to him.

“No!” Kara’s aura snapped into place as she leaped into his path.

“Xander Sullivan,” Delaron said, eyes fixed on me as he walked forward, his own white shield coming up, brushing Kara out of the way like she was nothing to him. “I judge you.”

The room seemed to darken, like all the light was suddenly sucked away. In its place, a force of immeasurable power hovered in the air above me, streaming energy into the void that sat behind it, like it had arrived from the depths of space and time itself. It wasn’t a sword, not like Iyoni’s had been. It was a scythe.

The massive weapon vibrated with the energy it contained, almost painful to look upon, as if no mortal had any right to behold it. Dark and light aether streamed like vapor from its curved blade, the edge so sharp it seemed to cut the air itself.

At least it would be fast. I bowed my head.

The lights came back on, like they’d always been there. The ceiling was the way it had been, with no immediate danger of being sucked into space or swallowed into a nebula. I slumped against the edge of the desk, and started breathing again.

“I won’t let you!” Kara shouted, her whip snaking around her then lashing out at Delaron’s shield. It didn’t have much effect.

Tereza’s hands flew up, a shield of water manifesting between me and Delaron. Iyoni’s face was paler than usual, her jaw set in grim satisfaction.

“Stop.” I snapped the word out and twanged the bonds to Tereza and Kara for good measure. They both gasped, stepping back, letting their hands fall as they stared at me.

Meridian Delaron tilted his head to one side. “Figures,” he said, then gave me a nod and turned for the door.

“Wait,” Kara blurted. “What happened? Was that it? Is it done?”

“It’s done,” Iyoni replied.

“But…” Kara gaped at me in confusion, then her eyes hardened and she spun on Delaron. “You judged him? You found him worthy?”

“I did,” Delaron said, one hand on the door handle.

“Then apologize, damn it!” Kara seethed. “Everything you’ve said, apologize for it! And to Iyoni, too.”

Delaron paused, meeting my gaze. “First warlock I’ve ever known capable of love,” he said. “Hold on to that, for when you meet Reznik again.” He glanced at Iyoni. “I’ll give a full report to the council.” A quick look at Kara. “I don’t apologize.”

“Love?” she almost screamed. “You found him worthy because of love? And you only do this now, when it’s been fucking obvious from the first minute you saw us together?”

Delaron was unmoved. “Obvious you loved him, yes.”

“You call yourself an observer and you couldn’t see he loved us too?”

“I saw he valued you, like property. But that’s not love.”

“He defends us at every opportunity! He cares for us as individuals! He even let Emma down gently… rejected Tereza when she was vulnerable… wouldn’t touch Iyoni until she was ready!”

“Oh, really?” Delaron thoughtfully scratched his silvery beard. “Must’ve missed that.”

“You obtuse… ignorant… sanctimonious… smug…” She glared at him, searching around for more insults. “…asshole!”

Delaron looked at me with mild amusement and a healthy degree of sympathy, then stepped through the door and closed it behind him.

“Jerk!” Kara shouted.

“What just happened?” Tereza asked. “I’m not normally slow, but… did I miss something?”

“Yeah, you did,” Iyoni said. “Meridian Delaron judges with a scythe, not a sword.” She shook her head like she couldn’t believe it. “No wonder ninety percent get obliterated.”

“Wait. Scythe? What?” Kara was breathing hard and having trouble forming sentences.

“It’s over,” Tereza whispered. “He’s gone.” She looked at me. “You’ve been judged twice, and you’re still here.”

“Yeah,” I said, the realization settling in. I whooshed out a breath and gave them a smile. “I’m hungry. Anyone else hungry? Maybe we could get takeout.”

“I didn’t see any scythe.” Kara looked from Iyoni to me and back again. “Like a real scythe?”

*

Despite a decent dinner and an attempt to forget the evening’s work, I still found myself angsty, like I wanted to peel my skin off.

Instead, I pulled one of my father’s acoustic guitars off the wall and carried it into the living room. Like everything he owned, it was a quality build, the timbre rich with sweet overtones. Before I knew it, I was on the sofa flicking my way through ‘Time 2’ by Ewan Dobson, if only to burn off some energy. But when Tereza and Iyoni walked in and leaned quietly against the door jamb, careful not to disturb, I was ready for something else. I let the piece go unfinished and shifted into ‘Ryland’ by Julian Lage, its sardonic emotional restraint a better match for my mood. Kara joined them before I finished the song, dark hair damp and wearing only a bathrobe.

Iyoni gave a little sigh as I plucked the last notes and let the music die away. “That was beautiful.”

“You’re really good,” Tereza said as she stepped away from the door. “Do you sing, too?”

“Um…” I did, but if I was going to perform in front of people, I usually had to be either quite drunk or quite nostalgic. But these were my girls, so what the hell. I had a think through what I knew, and launched into Jack Johnson’s ‘Angel.’ It fit, about perfectly. And it wasn’t very long.

They settled around me on the furniture while I played, save for Kara who knelt on the floor near my feet, wrapping one small hand around my calf. She posed in such a way that left me in no doubt she was naked beneath her robe.

“Damn, that was hot,” she said when I’d finished, looking up at me with heat in her gaze.

I raised an eyebrow. “Playing a guitar is hot?”

“Competence is hot,” Iyoni corrected from her chair.

“That’s my cue,” Tereza muttered, rising quickly and making her way out. She paused in the threshold, turning back. “Thank you for singing for us, Xan.”

“My pleasure.”

“And… I’m glad you’ve been judged again, and are still here.”

Her eyes flicked to Kara at my feet, she chewed on her lower lip, then walked briskly through the bedroom and into the office. The exterior door clicked shut a moment later.

“Poor girl doesn’t know what she wants.” Kara took the guitar from me and laid it on the floor out of the way.

“It’s only been a few days,” I said. “She’s doing fine, isn’t she?”

“Let’s talk about it later.” Kara’s hands crept up my legs, pushing my knees wider, then slid along my inner thighs and kept going. “You need this. Let me take care of you.”

The heat in her gaze drew my own arousal to the surface. She wasn't wrong. “Bed, then.”

“Too far away, Master,” she murmured, her fingers unfastening my belt buckle. “I want to show you how much we love you.”

Iyoni leaned back in her chair, lips lightly parted, watching intently.

I brushed a stray curl back behind Kara’s ear. “I already know.”

“Then shut up and just accept it.” She tugged the sides of my jeans apart, the buttons coming free, then yanked them half down my thighs. A ripping sound suggested the denim wasn’t as strong as a determined demon, and Kara’s lips twitched as she heard it. “Not a problem when you’ve got a wardrobe full of them.”

My boxers were next and she didn’t hold back, ripping them out of the way like they were offending her. I couldn’t help but tense, expecting it to pull at bits I didn’t want pulling at, but though I felt it, my supe-boosted strength meant it didn’t hurt. Then she slipped her hand between my legs, cupping my balls, and took my cock into her warm, wet mouth, quickly bringing it from a state of semi-arousal to full-on hardness.

“That’s so hot,” Iyoni murmured, unbuttoning her own jeans and pushing her hand inside.

Kara went to work, the slurping sounds obscene in the quiet of the room. She pushed down on my cock, swallowing it with a little mewl of appreciation, then slid back up me, swirling her tongue around my crown. Her gaze met mine filled with hunger, then she sank back down again, pushing deeper. My cock disappeared into her mouth until I felt the back of her throat, but she didn’t let that stop her. She once told me she liked the challenge, determined to take it all.

My hips twitched as she pleasured me, and I slid my fingers into her hair, wrapping her still-damp tresses around my hand. She moaned around me as she felt my grip, looking up with hungry eyes as her own excitement grew. Kara always wanted me to take a dominant role, and I slowly pulled her mouth up my shaft then pushed her back down.

“Fuck her mouth, Xan,” Iyoni said, drawing my attention. “You know how she likes to be used.” My celestial’s knees were raised, hand busy between her legs, my view blocked by her jeans that she hadn’t bothered to remove.

Kara whimpered at Iyoni’s words, begging me with her eyes as her tempo increased. I pulled her down hard, pushing into her willing throat until her lips were at the base of my cock, and held her there as she swallowed around me. When I eventually let her up, she gasped in a breath only to drive straight back down, her moans sending vibrations through me. All the while, she kept up a light touch between my legs, caressing my balls.

“Just like that,” Iyoni breathed. “God, I love watching you two together.”

Kara wrapped her fingers around the base of my shaft, rubbing as she licked around the head of my cock. For a few moments, she tried to see how fast she could go, bobbing enthusiastically as she repeatedly took me deep into her mouth. Then she pulled back with a soft sucking noise, licking her lips.

“I want more,” she said, rocking onto her heels and standing. She untied the sash of her robe and pulled it open, letting it fall from her shoulders to pool at her feet, revealing her nakedness. “I need you inside me, Master.”

“You’re so beautiful,” I murmured. “How could I resist?”

She gave me a coy smile and climbed onto the sofa, a knee either side of my hips, her body open to my gaze. With one hand on my shoulder for support, she reached between us for my cock, angling it to meet her as she slowly sank down. We both gasped as I entered her, so slick and wet, yet so tight with that first stretch. She caught her lip in her teeth, a look of deep concentration as she eased halfway down, rose up slightly, then sank, inch by inch, until I was fully embedded inside her.

“Fuck yes,” she whispered, gaze enrapt as she took in the view of our bodies joined together. “You always feel so good.”

Then she began to move, rolling her hips as she ground herself against me. She started slowly with a playful smile, eyes filled with adoration. I palmed both her breasts and she laid her hands over mine, holding them to her as she moved over me. But it was only moments before she leaned into me, riding with desperate need. With every impact of her ass against my thighs, the sound filled the room, punctuated with her small high-pitched gasps and Iyoni’s occasional moans.

I grasped her hips, supporting her each time she rose up, and with our improved strength it made the task easy, like she weighed nothing.

“Come inside me, Master,” she begged only seconds before she reached her own climax, her pussy clenching around me. She pressed her face into the crook of my neck, losing her rhythm as she came.

I wrapped my arms around her waist, one hand splayed out over the top of her ass, and with this grip on her, I braced my feet and pushed up, meeting her with my own thrusts. Her cries redoubled, fingers digging into my shoulders as she clung on, thighs spreading even wider as she willingly opened herself.

With a grunt of effort, I drove up inside her, the warmth and wetness of her enveloping my cock, and she clenched so tight around me that I could feel every ridge. Her body shuddered in my arms as she came again, and it was all it took to bring me to my own release. I unloaded inside her, holding her tightly against me, my pulse thudding in my ears.

For a long moment afterwards we just held each other, the only sound our heavy breathing in the quiet room. Then Kara pulled back enough to see my face. “That’s how I say I love you.”

I grinned, pushing up again and making her gasp. “I love you too, my bonded.”

“And me,” Iyoni added from her chair. “I love you! I love you both!”

I looked across at her. “Come here.”

She was out of her chair quickly, tugging up her unbuttoned jeans as she crossed the space between us and climbing onto the sofa beside us. She wormed her way between us and leaned in for a long kiss, an arm around Kara’s for support, then drew back and settled her head on my shoulder. “You guys are so cute.”

“Cute?” Kara arched a brow.

“Hot. I meant hot.”

“Do you know what I think would be cute?” Kara said. “Seeing my Master pin you down again. I want to hear the noises you make when you come.”

“Then it’s definitely time for bed,” I replied. “Sofa sex is fun, but we need more room.”

Kara gave a small whine. “Does that mean I have to move?”


Thirty-Seven

The following morning, we drove through Monday rush-hour traffic to Silas Moreau’s house near Buzzards Bay. We had the car to ourselves again, no Meridian Delaron keeping us company, and that was a relief in more ways than one.

Varek came too, along with Bran and some of my oathed brothers, traveling as a convoy in two more SUVs. Not sure what we would find, the backup and extra hands made sense. Reznik was around somewhere, though I rather doubted we’d find him at the house. He knew it would be the first place we’d look.

I was more worried they’d boobytrapped the place.

The house was so large that ‘mansion’ was a better descriptor. Old money poured into symmetry and elegance, well back from the road and wreathed in privacy. Built in yellow stone, it sat at the top of a long lawn with hedges and topiary that ran down to a wall of trees, the bay itself glinting cold and grey beyond.

It was quiet and peaceful as we stepped out of the cars, as if the house held its breath waiting for its new owner, its last one dead twelve hours before. The air smelled different from the city, fresh and ice cold, musty wintry soil and pine needles. It wasn’t really my scene.

“Bran.” Varek waved the big werebear forward with a few of our brothers. “Best they check it first,” he said to me. “We don’t want you to walk into anything untoward.”

Kara gave me a look, like she knew what I was thinking, and gripped my arm to hold me back. “Let them do this, please.”

I relented, but only because two of our life mages had accompanied us in case something went wrong. Varek apparently had a spare set of keys for the house, and these he’d given to Bran. I found myself holding my breath as they unlocked the door and entered.

My bonded waited with me, Kara staying close but Iyoni and Tereza alert, working in tandem, their eyes sweeping the house, trees, and grounds as if they anticipated an ambush.

With each passing minute, I expected to hear an explosion and cries of pain, but nothing came. They were sure taking their time, though.

Eventually, Bran re-emerged with one of the others. “The house is clear,” he declared. “But they’ve made a real mess of it.”

We all trooped in. Even with his assertion that it was safe, the girls hovered around me with shields up, casting suspicious looks into each room we passed.

We found the grand, high-ceilinged room where I’d once met my father. Before, bookcases had covered the walls and the décor had been plush and refined in burgundy and cream. Now, the bookcases had been ripped away, a few volumes scattered and torn across the floor. Someone had taken a knife to the sofa cushions, tufts of filling poking out, and the paneling had been smashed in numerous places.

“This isn’t simply vandalism,” Tereza muttered. “They were looking for something.”

My thoughts exactly, and I had a sneaking suspicion what it was. The question was whether they’d been successful.

Every room had been violated, and it made the girls uneasy. They circled me like guard dogs, not letting me go through a doorway first. I understood why, but it grew a little wearing. After a while, I drew on the bonds, flicking up a shield. “Happier?”

“Much,” Kara said, and after that they relaxed a smidge.

Upstairs, Silas Moreau’s study was easy enough to identify, but a glance inside showed the devastation was particularly thorough. His master bedroom across the way had also been ransacked, though the bed was largely untouched. Presumably, Victor had slept there. I had no interest in it, and walked into the study. It was the obvious place to find what we were looking for, but clearly the prior occupants had thought the same.

In one of the walls, a safe gaped open, the hinges bent and the door absent. The paintwork alongside showed scars where claws had swiped in anger or frustration, which perhaps suggested they hadn’t found what they sought. Or not at that point, anyway. But the safe was empty, taunting me with my lateness.

I righted my father’s chair and sat in it, trying to imagine what the room had looked like before they’d redecorated.

“There’s no point searching.” Kara pushed aside debris with the toe of her boot. “If there was anything to be found, it’s been found.”

If that was the case, then the documents I sought had either been stashed somewhere, or Reznik had them. But how thorough would my father have been in hiding them? Would he have settled for a rather obvious safe? This one didn’t even have a picture hiding it. The one back at HQ had held little of value, more a trail of bread crumbs than anything of substance. The message for me, the book hinting at files. It all pointed to more, somewhere in this house. The empty safe didn’t even seem big enough for what I’d expected to find.

My gaze fell on the furniture that remained. A few chairs, one largely intact, the others broken across the floor. A sofa, its cushions ripped. Something about them bugged me, but I couldn’t figure out what it was.

Varek appeared in the doorway. “Every room is the same as this one, Brother. This house isn’t fit for habitation.” He sounded peeved.

“Did our father have another place that was important to him?”

“Not really, no. He spent more time here than at HQ.”

I pressed my lips together, muttering half to myself. “They’re still here.”

“I don’t think that’s likely—” Varek began, but broke off as Kara held up a hand in warning.

“Go on, Xan,” she said.

“This is his study, right?” I gestured at the furniture. “Why did he have chairs in here?”

Varek glanced at the mess with distaste. “For meetings, I presume.”

“Did he have meetings at HQ?”

“Yes, all the time.”

“Did people sit?”

Varek hesitated. “No, we all stood. Silas sat.”

“Of course he did.” I rose abruptly. “We’re in the wrong place. This isn’t my father’s sanctum. This is a smokescreen.”

“Why?” Tereza asked. “Just because he has chairs in here?”

“Not just that, no,” I said. “Where would you look first for his secrets?”

“In here. It’s the obvious place.” She gestured at the safe. “They’ve cleaned it out.”

“Then why wreck the rest of the house?”

Her eyes widened in understanding. “Because they didn’t find anything.”

“Or only what my father wanted them to find.” I walked out, the others following me. The bedroom wasn’t the answer; that wasn’t his style. No, if there was anything, it would be a study of some type, just not the obvious one.

Nothing upstairs looked like it fit; it was mostly bedrooms or bathrooms. I made my way back down, walking through the house looking for something that might be out of place, or call to me. But with the ruined state of everything, it was very difficult to tell.

I paused back in the grand room, trying to figure out the latest enigma my father had bequeathed me.

“It won’t be hidden behind pictures or concealed buttons,” I muttered to myself. “That would be too easy.”

“What makes you think it wasn’t in the safe?” Tereza asked tentatively.

“Nothing more than a hunch,” I said, knowing it was tenuous. It just felt right.

Iyoni looked thoughtful. “Are you sure it’s in the house?”

“No, but Corinne was adamant the files were here.”

“They are,” Varek confirmed. “Or were, at any rate. He would bring them out on occasion. I saw him with them once or twice.”

“What did they look like?” I asked.

Varek shrugged. “Brown folders of various thicknesses. Loose paper within.”

“How many could you fit in that safe in his study?”

“A dozen, maybe? Two at most.”

“Definitely not in there, then.” There had been far too many names in his book.

“So they’re here somewhere,” Iyoni said. “They’re too large to fit into a small safe, too well hidden to be easily found. They would be secured somehow too, so that no one could stumble across them.” She frowned. “A secret room, or maybe the attic? A basement?”

“Victor would’ve searched those,” Kara said.

“Sure, but we haven’t.” Iyoni looked at me pointedly. “Go do your Zen thing in the basement.”

“My what?”

She flapped a hand. “When you go all broody then have epiphanies.”

“What? I don’t do that.”

“Yeah, you do,” Tereza said. “You just did, in his study.”

“You totally do,” Kara said. “Remember the journalist? The safe? The message?”

I turned to Varek. “Is there a basement?” It was easier than arguing with my bonded.

“Yes, Brother. The door is off the hallway back this way.”

A flight of stone steps led down into the dark, a light switch flicking on bare electric bulbs. There were scars of Victor’s searching here too, boxes in the room below smashed and scattered across the floor. It was the typical detritus that no one knew what to do with: some old clothes, ornaments that were broken and never thrown out, or fell out of favor, only to be destroyed when Victor let loose his rage on them. Stone walls, concrete floor, no sign of any secret doors.

Yet it felt more promising.

“I think it’s here,” I murmured to no one in particular.

“See?” Kara said quickly. “You’re doing it right—”

Tereza hushed her. “Let him epiphanize.”

“That’s not a word,” Kara muttered.

“Girls,” I said warningly, and they fell quiet.

I stood in the center of the room, turning slowly as I looked from the stairway entrance, around the featureless walls, ignoring the boxes and debris. “It’s not big enough,” I said at last.

“What?”

“How big is the house?”

“Massive.”

“Palatial.”

“How big is this basement?”

They paused as they considered it. “It’s pretty big,” Kara said at last, sounding uncertain.

“So what, we tear the walls down?” Tereza asked, looking dubious.

“It’s an idea,” I said. But more of a last resort.

I was still convinced my father would have an elegant solution that suited his wealth and power.

Power.

I mentally kicked myself and extended my senses, searching for any aether. The girls’ distinct profiles washed over me: Kara’s dark, heavy demonic magic, thick like treacle; Iyoni’s clean, electric celestial tang; Tereza’s cool, refreshing water. Varek stood nearby, his energy like Kara’s only not so dense nor so familiar. Other demonic signatures came from above, along with the crisp zing of the life mages, and the musky, primal presence of Bran.

And there, in the wall nearby, another trace of demonic magic. I walked toward it, focusing as I let the rest fade into the background.

The aether seemed to be swirling inside the wall itself, not in the shape of a person, but more like a sphere. There was no obvious opening or keyhole, and the wall itself was solid enough to the touch. Not a glamour, then.

Perhaps it needed aether to activate it.

“Kara?”

“Yes, Master?”

“Could you come over here and… do something to this wall?”

“Could you be a little less vague?”

“Hit it with some aether.”

“Uh… it’s stone. My whip won’t have much effect.”

“That’s fine,” I said, standing to the side and clasping my hands behind my back. “Give it a go anyway.”

“Okay…”

Her aura wrapped around her, horns curving out over her head, tail flicking through the air. Then her whip snaked from her hand, whisked past my head as she drew it back, then cracked into the wall, leaving a scuff on the stone.

She gave me an ‘I told you so’ look. “Maybe some kind of battering—”

The segment of wall she’d struck quivered, then slid tidily down into the floor, revealing a door behind.

“There you go,” I said, nodding toward it and trying not to sound too smug. “It’s all in the wrist.”

“One whip to rule them all,” Tereza said.

“She does have a very revealing crack,” Iyoni added with a serene smile.

Kara narrowed her eyes at me, like I was to blame for the others’ horrible puns.

I winked at her and walked forward to try the door. It wasn’t locked.

Beyond lay the true sanctum of my father, a room that was as much a library as a study. A desk sat against the wall, carved from wood so dark it was almost black. Bookshelves stood in neat rows, each filled with the brown folders Varek had described. Among them, the occasional leather-bound volume.

One such large tome was open on his desk. I spun it around to face me, curious what he’d been reading in his last minutes in this room.

A picture of a woman looked back at me from the page, her hair white like Iyoni’s, her celestial robes pristine. Beneath this, a line in my father’s hand read, ‘Spawn: none.’ It had been crossed out, a question mark placed against it, the ink faded with time. Then, in fresher ink, that mark had also been crossed out, and two more words replaced them:

Xander Sullivan?

My heart stopped as I realized the woman in the picture might be my mother.

Her poise suggested authority and power, yet her eyes were playful. She looked to be in her thirties, though with supe slow aging and the power I knew she had, that probably meant she was over a hundred. I was forty-eight, and her face hadn’t changed that much in five decades; I recognized her instantly.

Archon Elaris Wynn looked up at me from the page.


Thirty-Eight

I gripped the edge of the desk for support, the room spinning around me.

“Master?” Kara hooked her hand on my shoulder, pressing up against my side in support, half physical, half emotional. “What is it?”

In answer, I tapped the open book. I wasn’t sure I could find my voice yet anyway.

Kara leaned past me to look at the page, then gasped. “Iyoni!”

“What?” My celestial walked over, and Kara turned the book so she could see. “Huh. Well, I suppose that figures.”

“You suppose that figures?” Kara echoed incredulously. “As in, you knew all along?”

“Not really, no. But didn’t your mother explain that an aetherborn was half Cambion, half Nephilim? There had to be a celestial in the mix somewhere. And uh…” She glanced at me. “…the Archon was quite adamant that I take this duty.”

“You say that like—” My voice came out too husky, and I cleared my throat and tried again. “—like that’s unusual.”

“A little, yes. Usually, judgments are requested by the celestial council, not by an archon. She could, of course. She was within her rights. I didn’t think anything of it at the time.”

“She set you up with Xan,” Kara said.

Iyoni shook her head. “She can’t have known he was an aetherborn.”

“She didn’t need to,” Kara pointed out. “If he wasn’t, if he were just a warlock, you were never in any danger. But if he was—and she knew who his father was—then she also knew there was a chance he would bond you.”

Iyoni’s serene mask slipped as she looked momentarily uncomfortable. Then she shrugged, expression clearing. “I guess I’ll have to get her a Christmas card now.” She gave me a small smile.

“What is that book?” Tereza asked.

“A good question,” I muttered. I pulled it back my way, flipping through the pages. Each one showed a picture of a woman, some recent, some older and in black and white, most of them normal enough, but a few were very intimate, sometimes pornographic. Beneath each was a line against the heading of ‘spawn.’ Rarely was it blank, while roughly half had the word ‘daughter’ and nothing more. Of the others, most listed a name. I found Bran’s first, and beneath it the note ‘werebear.’ I recognized few of them, but Varek’s caught my eye next. Occasionally there were other notes, such as ‘life mage,’ ‘pyro,’ ‘fae,’ and even more infrequently, a comment about the mother’s magic.

“It’s a… brag file?” Tereza asked, puzzled.

“No, it’s a breeding index,” Iyoni said. “A register of his progeny.”

“Like that’s any better.” Tereza looked at me in distaste.

I held my hands up. “I can’t help who my father was.”

“I’m sorry, that’s not what I was trying to imply,” my hydro said. “Does anyone else get the impression he was trying to breed a warlock? Or at least, powerful supes through various bloodlines.”

“Yeah.” Kara nodded. “We wondered that before.”

“It’s like genetic experimentation,” Tereza added, “using his own DNA.”

Kara gave me a sympathetic look. “You know, I thought my father was pretty bad. Now I feel like I owe the old bastard an apology.” She paused, grimacing. “All right, that was too far. He’s still an asshole, and finding someone worse doesn’t change that.”

I took a breath. “Would you all please give me a moment? I need a little time to process here.”

They fell silent, casting me concerned looks as they walked away without protest. Kara paused in the entrance. “We’ll be right outside. Take all the time you need.”

“Thanks.”

She closed the door behind her.

I flicked back to the page with Archon Elaris Wynn’s photo and stared at it.

My mother.

She birthed me, hid me. Gave me another name. If the original ‘none’ against ‘spawn’ was any indication, she told my father nothing, or that I’d never existed at all.

That was consistent with what Varek had told me the first day we met.

She must’ve known who I was. Where I was.

Or did she? Was it possible she’d lost track? That the name I had wasn’t one she’d chosen? Did she once believe the son she’d given up to keep him from his father was a norm, a nothing, a memory that faded with the passing of decades?

What did it mean to her when the veil rippled with the awakening of a warlock? Did she suspect I was her son, or had she presumed me lost?

Regardless, Elaris Wynn had assigned Iyoni to me, as my arbiter.

My mother—if she was my mother—had not only abandoned me, she wanted me judged. Not merely once, but twice. Meridian Delaron had been her request too, according to Iyoni. The arbiter with the highest obliteration rate of all of them.

I went from living for almost five decades without knowing my mother or father to finding both in the space of a few weeks. Watching the first die right before me, if not by my hand, then at the very least as a direct consequence of my actions. And the second, meanwhile, had been doing her best to obliterate me. To cover up her mistake when hiding me hadn’t worked. How disappointed she must be to have now failed again.

Yet some fundamental part of our psyche wanted a connection with our parents however shitty, absent, or missing they were. It made no sense why that should be the case, but it was. The small boy who had never known his parents never really grew up. And no doubt I had a bit of him still inside me, hankering for the day when they came back, declared it all to be a mistake, and carried me off to a loving family home, ideally with a very large house, complete with swimming pool and butler.

It hadn’t quite worked out that way.

And when my mother had learned my powers had awakened, rather than send a birthday card, she’d sent arbiters.

What a shame you’re still alive, dear. Let me correct that oversight.

And she’d sat there across the table from me in Marlow’s office, not just once but twice. On the panel of the hearing too, where she’d seemed to be an ally, albeit while maintaining the guise of neutrality. Then had the nerve to seek me out and ask what my intentions were.

Staying alive, mostly. Sorry, mom.

Kara had thought her parents were more fucked up than mine. I would’ve laughed if I wasn’t so numb.

If only to distract myself, I pulled out my phone and found the picture I’d taken of Marlow’s page in my father’s book, reminding myself of the filename. Then I went looking for it in the stacks. It didn’t take long, his numbering system orderly and simple.

I carried the thin brown folder over to the desk, sat in my father’s chair, closed and pushed aside the tome with my mother’s picture, and opened Marlow’s folder instead.

A few pages within. Photos of her, and of a young girl. A baby in the early shots, then as a toddler, a preschooler, elementary age. Madeline Marlow had a daughter, Chloe. She’d never mentioned her—no reason that she should have, of course. It wasn’t like I regularly sat down with the Director of SPAR to discuss our weekends.

Save that this wasn’t a family photo album, it was the blackmailing folder of a man who kept only the critical information. I turned the pages, already with an inkling of what I would find. The clue should’ve been that Marlow was absent from the later photos, not long after Chloe got her adult front teeth.

Silas Moreau, my very dead and not very lamented father, knew exactly where Marlow’s daughter was, but from reading the pages before me, it seemed Marlow no longer did.

Their relationship went way back, as both my father and Marlow had told me on different occasions. But I never would’ve dreamed it was over something like this.

Nothing implied that Chloe and I shared the same father, but also nothing stated we didn’t. If there was a father somewhere in the mix, there was no mention of him in these pages. The conclusion to be drawn was a troubling one, but it also didn’t fit. Silas Moreau didn’t seem the type to take a carnal interest in a norm. Marlow could offer him no powerful bloodline, no son to add to his legacy. In fact, no son at all, and my father had shown little enough interest in daughters.

Perhaps then, Chloe wasn’t my half-sister after all, simply a victim of my father’s despicable machinations. A young girl, taken from her mother at the age of maybe seven or eight. Chosen not because of an accident of parentage, but solely for her mother’s influence and position. It made me nauseous, physically sick.

What price had my father extracted from Marlow for this? Were his machinations the reason she had agreed so quickly to my spurious appointment when I’d first come to SPAR? Hell, I thought that had been exclusively Dacien’s work—and perhaps it had. But if Silas Moreau had shown any interest at the time, Marlow would’ve had no choice.

Damn, he’d known I was there from the beginning. Before he’d thought up his bomb ruse, then used me as the scapegoat. With Marlow in his pocket to ensure that SPAR went looking, even if she’d refused me. Which she hadn’t.

I reached the last pages of the folder, staring in disbelief at what lay before me. The paperwork was all present and scarily simple. Chloe was taken abroad under a false passport, where she was enrolled in a boarding school for a year. A school counselor report noted that she was initially traumatized and unable to accept her mother’s death, but was adjusting well. Chloe was then repatriated to US soil under a new name, Ivy Wren, the lucky recipient of sponsorship from a private foundation for vulnerable children. She now attended a school in New Jersey. And that was it.

A young girl persuaded her mother was dead, no father anywhere. A charitable institution offering the authorities a financed solution, easy to agree to and with no reason to look harder. A mother who had lost her daughter, because of her professional success and position. Mother and daughter torn apart by a man with limitless wealth, influence, and zero morals.

“Kara?” I called.

She opened the door like she’d been standing right outside. “Yes, Master?”

“Get Varek in here please.”

He walked in half a minute later. “Did you find anything of interest, Brother?”

“You could say that. Have you heard of the Haven Reach Foundation?”

“No… should I?”

“Find out who owns it, please. As soon as possible.”

Varek tapped on his phone and had the answer in seconds. “You do. It’s part of Moreau Corporation.” He looked uncomfortable. “My apologies, I should’ve known. But we do own many organizations.”

I waved it away.

In the space of minutes, I’d gone from discovering a mother I’d never known who wanted to kill me, to finding the dispossessed child of another, who I could return.

Was that karma? It sure the hell was a mind-fuck.

“I need someone on your staff who you trust implicitly and with legal experience. Someone capable of owning a task for me, and getting it done quickly and quietly.”

“Easily achieved. Corinne ticks all those boxes.”

Of course she did. “Fine.” I stood, gathering up all the paperwork. “I’m heading back into the city. Have Corinne waiting, please, and ensure she has a team available to begin work immediately.”

“Consider it done.” Varek looked around the room. “What about all this?”

I hesitated, wondering if I could just burn the whole damn lot. But Marlow’s file showed me I had work to do, and there might be other, similar cases. “Have it boxed up and shipped back to HQ.” I had no desire to set foot in this house again. “Ensure that it’s done only by our oathed brothers, and treat everything in the strictest confidence.”

“At once.” Varek bowed, which was obsequious, but then I had spoken curtly.

Great. Now I was becoming my father.

I picked up Marlow’s file and the tome that Tereza had called Silas Moreau’s brag file, and walked out, leaving him to it. I had more pressing matters to attend to than Varek’s trampled sense of identity.

The girls fell in behind me as I strode out of the basement.

“Master?” Kara asked.

“I’m fine,” I said shortly.

Or at least I would be, once I’d set right something that was wrong on so many fundamental levels.


Thirty-Nine

Even with Corinne managing affairs and the crack legal team she’d assembled, it still took days to get the documents in order.

I had little involvement beyond the occasional signature, and out of habit spent most of my time on the range. It was there that one of the demon girls found me, looking positively fearful about disturbing me.

“Sir, there’s a call for you.”

I tapped my pocket, verifying my phone was where I thought it was. “No one’s called me.”

“It came through the switchboard, sir.” She held out a portable office handset, like she expected me to take it.

I tilted my head as I regarded her, wondering whether she was new. “I’m just guessing here, but I imagine quite a lot of people call to talk to me. Why are we making an exception on this occasion?”

She visibly trembled. “Sir, I’m so sorry. My manager authorized this.”

In other words, she didn’t know. “Fine.”

I took the handset and she couldn’t leave fast enough, almost forgetting in her haste to tell me to, “Just press one when you’re ready.”

I glanced at Iyoni, who shrugged, then I hit the button and lifted the receiver to my ear. “Hello?”

“Mr. Sullivan.”

“Yes?”

“Anton Reznik.”

Some warning would’ve been appreciated. I would have to have words with Corinne.

I walked to the wall and leaned against it.

“Are you still there, Mr. Sullivan?”

“Sorry, bad signal. Yes, I’m here.” I paused, then asked like I really cared, “How are you?”

He chuckled down the line, the laugh easy and genuine, but when he spoke, his voice was cold. “I’ve had better weeks.”

“Mine’s gone quite well. Such a shame you didn’t hang around after the duel.”

“I hear you’re a man of philosophy,” he said. “Did you study Sun Tzu?”

“I read the Art of War.”

“Then you may recall that ‘the way is to avoid what is strong and strike at what is weak.’”

Threats were to be expected, and that one lacked bite. “Is that why you ran away?”

Another chuckle came down the line. “‘Men are so simple and so much creatures of circumstance that the deceiver will always find someone ready to be deceived.’”

That one I did know. “Machiavelli. And you’re the deceiver, I assume? It didn’t work on me, did it?”

“Ah well.” He sounded far too relaxed. “I was controlling your werebear at the same time. Don’t worry, though: no one throws me off twice.”

“How reassuring for Victor. Oh, except he’s dead.”

“Yes, he is, and that’s three things you’ve taken from me, Mr. Sullivan.”

That one had more bite. Such a casual assertion. Such a pointed coincidence. “If you think Merrow and Vale were yours, you’re mistaken,” I said. “She seemed only too happy to get back into her cell at SPAR.”

“Regardless, I’m holding you to blame.”

It was never going to be anything but personal. “Why don’t you come by, and we’ll discuss it.”

That earned me another good-natured chuckle. “Not my style. ‘The best rulers are those whose existence the people barely know.’”

I was getting irritated. “Did you call me to swap quotes?”

“You’ve taken three of mine, Mr. Sullivan. Now I will take three of yours.”

I looked at Iyoni, who was watching me with concern in her eyes. “If you so much as touch what is mine, I won’t stop until you’re a—”

The line went dead.

I let the handset fall from my ear and stared at it for a long moment.

“Reznik,” Iyoni said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes.” The word came out flat.

“What did he want?”

I took in a breath and gave her a smile. “Nothing. He can do nothing.”

Leaving her with the handset, I stepped back onto the range.

My next spell was far too large, my control frayed. I took a breath and tried again.

*

Friday rolled around with no more calls from Reznik, which was a relief, but no word of progress from Corinne and her team, which was not.

I was getting impatient.

“I’m no expert,” Kara said, idly swinging a leg as she sat on the corner of my desk, “but a working week to reassert someone’s identity and restore their life? That doesn’t seem long.”

“It is doable,” Tereza asserted. She tapped the latest draft of the documents, her keen analytical mind well suited to this kind of minutiae. Plus, she was enraged as I was by the whole situation. “Reading this, I don’t think they’re far off. Certainly helps that it’s all within Moreau Corp’s control.”

“It’s just the paper trail and only the first step,” I replied. “There’s still the matter of physically fetching Chloe, explaining to her that her mother isn’t dead at all, and then dealing with the emotional impact.” I shook my head, the whole business so incredible. “Poor kid. The therapy bill will be astronomical.”

“Get Moreau Corp to pay for it,” Iyoni said without looking up from her phone.

“Damn right I will,” I agreed, then leaned back in my chair and sighed. “This is just one of those manila folders in my father’s secret room. I wonder how many others will need me to go and set right his messes.”

Kara came around behind my chair to massage my shoulders. “With any luck, most of them will cease to be a problem now that he’s dead.”

“I still have to go through them,” I replied. “Make sure we’re not sitting on any more kidnapped sons and daughters.” The words carried my bitter distaste for the whole affair.

“You’ve got a whole building of employees. Delegate,” Iyoni suggested.

“Not sure I can on this.” I eased my neck as Kara’s thumbs dug into my muscles. “It’s all too sensitive.”

“Put Corinne in charge of it,” Tereza said. “She’s been competent so far, and Varek hand-picked her to work on this one.”

“True.” I sighed. “Still have to tell Marlow. That won’t be fun.”

A knock on the door interrupted my thoughts. “Come in.”

Corinne entered, a folder in her hands. “It’s all done, sir, and the documentation is in here. Previous identity matched to current, history of her movements, proof of parentage, and a plausible reason for the unfortunate error.”

“I don’t need that last bit,” I said bluntly. “Take it out.”

“But sir, without it, the entire situation could be traced directly back to your father.”

“So?”

Corinne delicately cleared her throat. “Moreau Corp would be deemed to be liable. The company could be sued, sir. For a sizable sum.”

I gave her a cold look. “And?”

“And… I completely understand your reasons for wanting openness and transparency,” she said in a very different tone of voice. “Of course we should do all we can to put this right.”

I held my hand out for the folder, and she crossed the room and passed it to me. “Varek has brought back a few more of these,” I told her as I opened the folder, found the excuse page, and removed it, handing her back that single sheet. “Go through them, and give me a list of all the ones that won’t disappear if left alone.”

“Yes, sir.” She took the offending page and left.

“Right,” I said, standing up. “Time to go and interrupt Marlow’s Friday afternoon.”

*

My position as Assistant Director might be ‘pending review,’ but my badge still got me through security at SPAR HQ.

We made our way up to the fifth floor, disappointed to find it wasn’t Natalie on duty outside Marlow’s office. One of her other PAs looked up with polite expectation and zero warmth.

“Is the director in?”

“Do you have an appointment, Mr. Sullivan?”

“No…”

The PA made a point of checking a schedule on her screen, no doubt already knowing precisely what Marlow was up to.

“Unfortunately, the director is very busy today, and with Christmas coming up… I can offer you an appointment the Monday after next.”

“No need,” I said, walking past her. I rapped twice on the door before I opened it, the PA’s surprised exclamation not stopping me.

Marlow sat at her desk, on the phone, her lips pressed thin in disapproval. “I’ll call you back in a minute.” The phone hit the cradle and she glared at me. “I know you think you can do what you want, but if you don’t leave my office at once, I’ll have you escorted out of the building.”

I turned and gave the girls a brief wait-here nod then closed the door, crossed to Marlow’s desk, and tapped the folder against my other hand. “I’ll be brief.”

She leaned back in her chair. “You have two minutes, and this better be important.”

“It won’t even take that long,” I said. “You know my father is dead. What you may not know is that I recently took over Moreau Corp.”

She stiffened, her gaze flicking to the folder I held. “You have his records.”

“I do, yes. But—”

“What the fuck do you want?” she hissed, leaning forward, eyes blazing. “Hasn’t he already taken enough?”

I held up a hand to forestall her. “I am not my father.” I set the folder on her desk. “This is yours.”

That was all I needed to do, and I went for the door.

She gasped before I’d made it halfway across her room, and with my hand on the handle, she spoke.

“Xan?” It sounded half strangled.

I turned back. The folder was open before her, a page held in her hand. Her face was pale, devoid of any blood.

“Yes, Madeline?”

“I…” She swallowed hard, eyes glistening.

“It’s a Friday afternoon, a week before Christmas, and you’re the boss. Three good reasons to clock off early, huh?”

“You… you don’t want anything?” She sounded almost scared.

“No charge. Just get Chloe back. A daughter needs her mother, don’t you agree?” Though mine didn’t need me.

“Yes… yes.” A sob slipped out. “But why?”

“I told you,” I said softly. “I’m not my father.”

My bonded were waiting where I’d left them, Kara still glaring at the PA. I closed the door behind me and let out a breath.

“We’re done here.”

They followed me down the hallway to the elevator, and Kara took my hand while we waited for it to arrive.

“What shall we do for dinner tonight?” she asked lightly. “We’ve won, everything is taken care of, and we should celebrate.”

“Not quite everything,” I muttered, thinking of Reznik. I gazed at my bonded, remembering again how close I’d come to killing them, and the threat Reznik had left me with. “You know, on the subject of dinners, I do owe your mother one.”

Kara gave me a suspicious look. “You’re planning something.”

“Broody Zen,” Tereza said with a nod.

I pointed a finger at her in warning. “If that becomes a nickname, I’m revoking your free will and we’re revisiting the dumpsters.”

She blanched. “Can you do that?”

I didn’t reply, speaking instead to Kara. “Would you please reach out to Virelle?”

“Not for tonight, surely Master?”

I relented. “It’s too short notice. Soon, though. For tonight… shall we do steak? That place was good once we got a private room.” I could use the distraction.

Kara squeezed my hand, pulling me into the elevator as the doors opened. “Steak’s perfect. A nice bottle of red, and then an early night.”

That distraction would work too.

The others followed, my celestial looking serene and a million miles away, Tereza clearly worried. She leaned into Iyoni, whispering, “He wouldn’t really do that, would he?”


Afterword

Hi!

I was overwhelmed by the response to book one in this series—thank you! I hope you found book two a worthy sequel.

Book three is coming. I’m already working on it, with plans in motion.

If you would like to be the first to hear about news and updates, you can find me here:

https://www.patreon.com/c/JasonMarino  

There’s content to explore at every tier, including the free one.

My website is here:

https://jason-marino.mailerpage.io/

You can sign up for my newsletter there, which is used only for major progress updates and release announcements.

If you enjoyed Aetherborn 2, reviews genuinely help more than you might expect, especially for indie authors. Amazon’s review system can be… temperamental, so if yours doesn’t show up right away, trying again really does make a difference. Thank you to everyone who takes the time.

Now it’s time to get back to writing, because Xan has a dinner with Virelle, a plan to put in place, and a date with Tereza. Unfortunately, the villains aren’t waiting around. They have their own schemes, and Xan is in their way. The next book will be messy. Here’s hoping that Kara, Iyoni and PJ can help him through it, or at least make it more fun.

Looking forward to sharing it with you all.

Best,

JM
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