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Courts and Cabals




Chapter 1

I’m standing at a precipice, a cliff, and looking down at a churning ocean. My toes curl around the rough edges of the earth with nothing between them and the roiling sea but a hundred feet of air. All the way to the horizon, white-capped waves march toward me like a formation of soldiers off to war. I look out at it all and raise my arms from my side.

A strand of greying hair whips across my vision, but that’s the only evidence to suggest I’m old. My arms catch the currents, like a bird riding the thermals, and they are thick and powerful. My pale skin is pulled taut by hard muscles, and veins visibly pulse to the beat of my heart. My chest is protected by a thick coat of greying hair over a broad chest that expands as I take in the salt-tinged smell of the sea. Everywhere I look, my body is marked by scars of all shapes and sizes, but they don’t bother me. I look on them with fondness and pride.

My eyes drift from my scars back to the sea as a slight weight lands on my right shoulder. I ignore it and instead roar in frustration. Why? I don’t know, but a shockwave spreads outward, crushing the wave of white-capped soldiers edging meticulously forward under the pull of the moon. They’re driven back over the horizon. I dare myself to make a decision. One step . . .

. . . something hard smacked me in the back of the head. “What’s more important, Mr. Dupree, my lecture or the back of Ms. McDougal’s head?”

The class laughed as I rubbed the impact point. Sally McDougal turned around and glared at me like I was a piece of bird shit she’d accidentally stepped in. I wasn’t actually staring at the back of her head like some creep. The back of the head doesn’t do it for me, especially Sally McDougal’s. She has dyed platinum blonde hair, and her plain brown roots were already starting to show. If I was going to stare at something, I’d stare at her ass, but that’s hard to do when we’re all sitting in Mr. Miller’s senior history class.

Speaking of Miller. “Fucking asshole,” I kept the thought to myself to avoid detention.

“Your lecture,” I answered his rhetorical question anyway, and gave him my best fuck-you smile. I managed to wink at Sally too, and she turned around with a huff.

I’d be the talk of the women’s locker room during gym period. Sally – always a gossip queen – would tell everyone who’d listen how I was staring at her in history, and how I lusted after her. Hell, by the time the rumor mill churned it out and slid it through the grapevine, the story would be that I was jerking off to her in the bushes.

“Fucking high school,” I was so sick of this place, but I had one more year left at St. Vincent’s Academy for the Rich, Powerful, and Famous.

That wasn’t the actual name of St. Vincent’s Preparatory Academy, but it was still a spot-on description in my opinion. Tucked away on a few dozen acres of forest in Upstate New York, St. Vincent’s was the perfect place for the powerful to send their Ritalin-addled, sexually-frustrated, trust-fund teenagers. Away from the plebeians of the world, St. Vincent educated roughly six hundred future leaders of tomorrow. Or at least that’s what their propaganda said. They sure as shit charged enough for the privilege of educating.

“I’m glad you agree, Mr. Dupree,” Miller had a glint in his eyes that made me worried.

I don’t know why the fat, old bald guy hated me. Normally, a teacher hated their useless, slacker students who sat in the back and played on their phones throughout class. I didn’t do that; at least not in this class. History and language classes were about the only things I was good at. Ask me about the American Revolution, and I could give you the time, date, and who was present at historical events throughout the important period in American history. Give me a foreign language to learn, and I could master it faster than anyone. Ask me about the periodic table, to solve for X, or to grammatically critique some shit by Walt Whitman, and you might as well be asking me to jump to the moon.

In fact, I was Miller’s best student, but he was still a grade-A douchebag to me. “Is he challenging me to be better?” I asked myself years ago when I had my first class with the closet sociopath.

The answer was a resounding fuck no. He was a sad old bastard who’d reached the apex of his education career a decade ago. He was bitter about it and was willing to take that out on his pupils. Even worse, he had tenure and could probably get away with murdering one of us under the right circumstances.

Today, he wasn’t trying to murder me, but he did chuck a hunk of chalk at my head when I started to zone out again. “Give me a review, Mr. Dupree, of everything we’ll need to know for the midterm,” he instructed with a cruel glare.

It was a daunting task, but I’d do it just to see the smug look on his face evaporate when I showed him up. “We started the term by going over the conditions that led to the Great Depression, and the political and social backdrop of the 20’s and 30’s,” I started off. “We spent a little time on prohibition, because it was stupid, and not enough time on the birth of organized crime. Who doesn’t like to talk about Al Capone? Right, guys?” I looked around the room and got a few laughs and nods of encouragement. Before Miller could rip me a new one, I continued. “We discussed the New Deal and FDR coming to power, then transitioned into the start of World War 2.” As a history teacher, Miller was naturally a history buff, but in particular, he was a military history buff. It was one of those interests we sadly had in common. We’d spent nearly a month on those six years.

“We reviewed the German Stalemate, Hitler’s obsession with the occult, and his eventual assassination in 1953.” Learning about how Germany singlehandedly fought the Allied nations to a standstill at its borders was fascinating.

Even with Eisenhower’s D-Day invasion and the retaking of France, the Allies had never been able to advance far into Germany without getting rebuffed. Tales of Ubermacht were prevalent in those days, but Allied commanders attributed it to crack SS and paratrooper regiments held in reserve until the last second. They’d only learn the truth half a century later.

The German Stalemate was the time between the armistice in 1945 and Hitler’s death in 1953. In that time, the Third Reich basically became a pariah state at the center of Europe. Allied armies remained on the continent, surrounding and blockading Germany from receiving anything from armaments to the latest body soap. It was eight years of tension, not only between Germany and the world, but also between the USSR and the USA. The two superpowers – with vastly different political ideologies – were itching to extend their spheres of influence, but didn’t feel safe with Germany still in control of a powerful military force. While historians argued about the overall effect of the German Stalemate on the late 40’s and early 50’s, they all agreed it put off the coming Cold War for nearly a decade.

“After the Stalemate, we discussed the reintroduction of democracy into Germany, and the intricacies of Communism and Capitalism. We discussed the reconstruction of Europe, the skirmishing in Korea, the revolution in Greece, the lead-up and eventual American involvement in Vietnam, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. As well as the breakup of the colonial empires over those thirty years,” I checked the topics off with my fingers.

“Then we hit 1985 and the Revelation.” The entire class sat up a little straighter. Despite the historical significance of WW2, the death of fascism, the Cold War, Communism vs. Capitalism, and all the other crap that happened in the middle portion of the twentieth century, without a doubt, the most important issue of the last half-century was the Revelation.

December 2, 1985, was a Monday, and a day that would change the world. All across the world there was a giant coming out of the closet. It had nothing to do with being gay, but everything to do with being different.

“Overnight we saw the world change,” I could feel the class hanging on my every word. “By December third, we knew all the myths and legends were true; at least to a degree,” I added the disclaimer to the statement because there was still a lot of ongoing discussion on that point thirty-five years later.

Magic existed. Witches, wizards, warlocks, sorcerers, and medicine men were real, while a bunch of other Harry Potter-like motherfuckers had been manipulating the primal chaotic forces of nature for millennia. Creatures born of magic and humanity, revered as ancient gods, and etched in fantasy, stepped into the light to finally share their stories. I wanted to say “creatures that go bump in the night”, but there were a fair number of those “creatures” sitting all around me, and I was already ankle deep in shit with Sally. There was no reason to have the whole class think I was a racist. 

“After going over the Revelation in-depth, we spent the last few weeks reviewing the worldwide ramifications, changes in society, cultures, and laws; specifically, the Worldwide Registration Act (WRA).” I shook my head along with most of the class. If you agreed with the WRA you would for sure be labeled a racist. Although, the idea of race had drastically changed recently. 

Most people considered the WRA a giant infringement on people’s individual rights. It was simple enough legislation. Across the world, no matter the nation, everyone was registered into pre-approved categories at birth. For instance, if you were a dragon hatchling, the box for dragon and the indicated subspecies was initialed on the birth certificate of your home nation. The hatchling and its parents went home with the certificate, but the information was digitally stored in a United Nation's database. Since the program spanned the planet, the UN was given ownership, the responsibility, and the power that came with it.

The WRA also established an international standard for what was, and wasn’t, acceptable for the newly discovered supernatural species. Rules and regulations were laid out for everything from appropriate magic use to acceptable breeding space for large, endangered creatures on public land. To enforce those laws and ensure everyone registered appropriately, an enforcement division was created. That division was not liked by many, and calls to defund it were constant.  

People tried to hide or circumvent the WRA’s requirements. It didn’t matter if you were human or supernatural, there was always someone willing to break the law. Creatures of all shapes and sizes did home births without any medical supervision, didn’t fill out paperwork at hospitals, or found clinics sympathetic to their cause.

The enforcement bureau had an office in every country to look into instances of noncompliance. They frequently partnered with police forces of the federal, state, provincial, or whatever a nation called their subdistricts. These UN agents worked with their host countries to keep the peace and enforce the more stringent portions of the WRA. They had arrest, deportation, and extradition powers. Some people called the whole thing oppressive, totalitarian, and fascist. Others just called it business as usual.

Despite how much people hated it, that was my life plan; even though I was never going to tell anyone. I was going to join the WRA enforcement division. I wasn’t doing it out of any sense of loyalty, or even because I believed in the cause. Far from it. I was doing it because it paid well, and it put me in a position of power. Power was something I didn’t have a lot of, but my language skills and connections built at St. Vincent’s made me the perfect candidate. The recruiters might have to look past my overall GPA, but I could be pretty persuasive. A 3.0 wasn’t that bad.

“After the WRA, we moved into the end of the Cold War, the silent coup of the Russian oligarchy, and the rise of international terrorism,” I continued, winding down my explanation. “We just reviewed what could have happened if the 9/11 attacks succeeded. Instead, the hijacked planes shattered against the World Trade Center’s wards. That was yesterday’s class, so I’m assuming that’s where the cutoff for midterm preparation is,” I finished.

I should have stopped there. It was a solid recap, but I just couldn’t help myself. “There might be more, but the way Sally’s head comes to a point in the back is just so damn sexy. I just can’t concentrate some days.”

That got the reaction I wanted. Miller about had an aneurysm as a purple vein throbbed in his forehead. Several classmates – mostly girls – inhaled at the horror of my comment, while a bunch of guys chuckled. One went as far as to laugh heartily at my comic genius.

Sally didn’t find it funny. She whipped around with pure rage in her eyes. Eyes that slowly began to sink into her head. Her salon-tanned skin paled several shades to a deathly pallor. Her perfectly manicured fingers slowly extended. The colorful pink nail polish turned a sickly yellow as the nails stretched and morphed into serrated claws. Her dyed-blonde hair started to grow, tangle, and shifted to the gray-white of an old crone. Her chocolate-colored eyes fixated on me as they shifted to a reptilian yellow, complete with the vertical slit of a snake. I half expected a forked tongue to lash out and taste the air, but I knew she didn’t have one.

Sally McDougal, in addition to being the granddaughter of the current UN ambassador from Ireland, was a banshee. She hadn’t been alive during the Revelation. No one in the room had, but she was the descendant of one of the creatures that came forward during that date thirty-five years ago.

On the Emerald Isle, banshees were spirits that heralded the impending death of a family member through a terrible wail. In the decades since the Revelation, the myth had been explained. A banshee’s wail didn’t necessarily mean someone close to you was going to die. However, it was a potent sonic attack. Many people over the centuries had suffered heart attacks, strokes, or aneurysms when faced with a banshee’s wail. So, as with most things over time, the myth of the banshee’s wail was born.

As with most things humanity learned after the Revelation, the truth of the banshee extended way beyond the cultural myth of a single people. First off, not all banshees were women, and their legend blended with other folklore throughout Europe, where they were known by other names and deeds. Most prominently, they were also known as the boogeyman, or boogey-people if you wanted to be politically correct about it. Parents throughout Europe told their children stories of the boogie to frighten them into doing what they were told. Legend said boogies would steal the children away if they misbehaved. Those myths were prevalent throughout every country in the world. While there were some confirmed cases of banshees/boogies stealing children, it was far less than the number of humans who stole children, so that myth was quickly dispelled. 

Perhaps the most frightening discovery, or most interesting depending on how you looked at it, was what scientists found out after the Revelation. Through the WRA, voluntary, and sometimes involuntary study, humans soon realized that several of these creatures of legend and myth fed on people. There were plenty of species that physically fed on the flesh of humans, but banshees/boogies weren’t in that group.

“Or is it kingdom?  . . . phylum?” I was never sure which one it was. I hated science.

Sally McDougal and others like her fed on the fear people radiated. It was a luxurious delicacy to her people. It was something they did frequently in the old days, but now kept to an absolute minimum for ethical and PR purposes. As the Irish ambassador’s granddaughter, the eyes of the world were on her family. They were attempting to bring leprechaun gold into the world market and fighting to establish Dublin as a European economic capital. With fame and fortune came scrutiny, and she was always being watched. I knew this, which was why I just smiled as she revealed her true form to me.

I was suddenly face-to-face with an ugly ass bitch whose scream would make my ears bleed. Still, I didn’t show a trace of fear because I knew that’s exactly what she wanted.

“Ms. McDougal!” Miller’s voice cracked like a whip.

Sally was mid-intake, her mouth half-open, showing rows of curved teeth in desperate need of a good brushing. Instead of letting loose, she growled and snapped her mouth shut. Her skin gradually resumed a healthy, tanned glow. Her hair grew fuller and silkier. Although, it was now her natural brunette color. Her fingernails stopped looking like they could carve me like a Thanksgiving turkey, and her eyes lost their hungry, reptilian look.

“Sorry, Mr. Miller. It won’t happen again,” she apologized and pulled bubblegum lip gloss and pink nail polish from her backpack. She started to apply it right then and there.

“As for you, Mr. Dupree,” he said my name like a curse. “At best, that was a rudimentary explanation of what we’ve been up to so far this semester. Also, your antagonization of Ms. McDougal is entirely unacceptable. I’ll see you for detention on Friday,” he looked at his watch. “That’s it for today. Class dismissed.”

St. Vincent’s didn’t have a bell to chime every time class ended. Apparently, it was up to the students and teachers to adequately manage their time. I was too busy having an internal bitch session to care how stupid and pointless that little rule was. All around me, the rest of the class rose to their feet and began to file out. I grit my teeth, collected my bag, and started to rise out of my seat, but a hand the size of a hubcap clamped onto my shoulder and pushed me back down.

Miller was already gone, always the first out of the room, and the rest of the class wanted nothing to do with what was coming. They hurried to clear out and leave me alone with my new best friend. His name was Samuel Little. His last name held a certain irony when it was attached to a seventeen-year-old who was 7’2”, four hundred pounds, and had a fucking horse cock. We’d all seen it in the locker room, and there was no denying the man was hung like a porn god.

Keeping his hand on my shoulder, Sam moved around to my front and eased himself into Sally’s vacated chair. His milk-chocolate-colored skin offered a nice contrast to the school uniform’s white button-down shirt, blue and black plaid tie with the school crest, and navy-blue pants. All of which had to be custom-made for Sam because he made pre-1980s NFL offensive linemen look small. The big man gave a sigh. He was a man of few words, but when he spoke, people listened. I sure as shit was about to.

“That wasn’t nice.” His voice was a rich baritone that the school choir director would die for if Sam ever transferred over from the football team.

“I know, I’m sorry, Sam,” I answered quickly. “Miller was just getting to me, and I took it out on Sally. My bad. It won’t happen again.” The last part was a lie, but Sam was pretty quick to forgive and forget. He was by no means dumb, but he wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed either.

In actuality, Sam was a pretty good guy. As Sally’s boyfriend, he was just defending her honor. If anything, I felt sorry for Sally. She had to take the python he was packing in his pants. That couldn’t possibly be comfortable.

“I’ll tell you what,” I continued, when I saw the apology itself wasn’t going to work. “How about I cut you a break on the next test. Fifty percent off. Does that sound good?”

Sam’s brow scrunched as he studied me for a second. Then he extended his hand and enveloped mine as we shook on it. Without another word, the big man on campus, the star lineman of the St. Vincent’s Academy Fighting Eagles Football Team, and one of the most powerful shifters in the school, walked out of the room. I released a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding and shook out the adrenaline that had rushed through me when I’d been cornered.

What did you do when fight or flight weren’t an option? The answer . . . you negotiated. 

Sam Little was a shifter, some people called them Wer’s, and they were probably the most populous group of supernatural creatures revealed in the United States after the Revelation. Of the three major shifter communities in the US, Sam was a member of the most physically powerful. When riled up emotionally or through conscious effort, Sam’s body shifted into a ten-foot, human-grizzly bear hybrid. In this form, he was even more intimidating than his human guise; if that was even possible. I’d never seen Sam transform, but I knew people who had, which was why I’d offered him half off the answer key for Miller’s next history test. Sam’s life was football. He had a full scholarship to play for the Crimson Tide next year as long as he could make the grades. His worst subject was history, so to get on the big man’s good side, I’d made myself indispensable. 

In a school surrounded by the rich, powerful, and straight-up supernatural, I was a simple townie: a local yokel from the small town of Vincent’s Hollow. The only people who lived there were people who worked at the academy, or people who couldn’t get out of the small town.

My parents weren’t billionaires or CEO’s of Fortune 500 companies. I wasn’t on a first-name basis with the President of the United States, and I sure as shit couldn’t grow scales, fangs, and a pair of wings to fly away from this place.

I learned long ago that if I didn’t have power myself, I needed to make myself valuable. Since this was high school, I’d found the perfect way. Minor skills with a computer, a backdoor into the school’s computer network, and the self-taught ability to pick a lock . . . bingo! I had quizzes, tests, midterms, lab reports, book reports; hell, I even had those stupid aptitude tests if someone wanted to show mommy and daddy that the US Department of Education predicted they’d be an entrepreneur. I was the man to go to if you needed anything.  

I meant man in the strictest sense.

Sally was a banshee. Sam was a shifter, and sixty percent of the other students at St. Vincent’s hailed from one type of supernatural lineage or another. I was one hundred percent, Grade-A, USDA-approved, all-human baby.

I’m Cameron Dupree.


Chapter 2

I counted to thirty before I left the classroom. The last thing I wanted to do was put myself in a position to poke the bear. A quick check of the hallway showed it full of students moving to their next class. The retreating mass of Sam could be seen at the end of the hall with his arm around Sally. I breathed a sigh of relief and leaned against the wall next to the door. I had nowhere to be for the next hour.

“Cam!” a familiar voice yelled my name. I opened my eyes to see my best friend coming to my rescue a few minutes too late. “I heard you put the moves on Sally with Sam sitting right there,” he stated as he came to hover over me.

“Aw, hell,” I cursed as the grapevine already twisted and distorted what really happened. That wasn’t going to put the big man in a better mood.

Speaking of big men, my best friend since freshman year was Jerome Whitepaw. At 6’3”, two hundred and twenty-five pounds, he was taller than my own 5’10” one-eighty-five; and, if you could believe it, he was the runt of the litter.

Literally . . . Jerome was a shifter, just like Sam, but at the same time different. He was what was conventionally known as a werewolf, lycan, chupacabra, and a few other names depending on the culture. To make matters more interesting, Jerome was the youngest son of the reigning alpha of the Whitepaw pack, which dominated most of the Great Lakes region. Being a friend of the clan gave me more cover than any other human at St. Vincent’s when it came to human-wolf relations. Jerome might be the runt, but his papa was the man in charge. Since things in a wolf pack tended to be solved under the might-makes-right principle, other bigger wolves tended to not fuck with me because Jerome said so.

It was mildly irritating to owe my survival to someone else, but Jerome was cool, if a bit odd, which was just fine with me. He practically vibrated with energy as he hustled up to me in his camouflage pants and Peace, Love, and Donuts t-shirt. He wore Walmart sandals under those old-school, knee-high, white gym socks – a fashion faux pa if there ever was one – and his sticker-covered backpack promoted everything from universal peace and harmony to support for 4:20. He was handsome in the preternatural way all supernatural creatures tended to be, with bronze skin, and long raven-black hair tied in a braid that fell below his shoulders. Perfectly white teeth grinned down at me as his eyes darted down the hall at Sam’s retreating back.

As a matter of principle, bears and wolves didn’t like each other, and that deep cultural dislike extended to fun-loving Jerome as well. There had been plenty of lives lost on both sides of a feud going back to before Columbus landed in the Caribbean. With lives measured in centuries, shifter grudges tended to last.

“I didn’t hit on Sally,” I began to defend myself, but was interrupted as a door smashed open and a cold wind blew down the hall.

The wind dislodged notices from the corkboards hanging next to all the classrooms, throwing homework assignments and requests for study groups up toward the arched stone ceiling. Notes and notebooks went flying, and more than one skirt was tossed up to reveal everything from boy shorts to bare ass.

“Fuckin’ perv!” one of the bare-ass girls growled at the guy who walked through the doors.

It was a pervy mood, but I knew the guy who did it, and he was by no means the type to peek up women’s skirts. In fact, he rarely took his eyes off the tablet in his hands. He was one of my other close friends: Bradley Cunningham. While I might enjoy the view of a nice, toned ass, Brad was all about dick; sucking, blowing, and ramming it in other dudes’ asses. So, the perv factor was an absolute zero, but that didn’t stop another blast of air from smacking him hard in the face.

It knocked off his glasses and almost ripped the all-mighty tablet from his grip. “What the hell?” he yelled, and glared at the hallway.

You know how some gay guys have a certain accent, inflection, or effeminate way of speaking. Brad had that in spades, and he only emphasized it by putting his free hand on his cocked hip as he glared at his target.

“Sorry, Brad, I didn’t know it was you,” the girl who gave the air-powered slap blushed.

“That’s ok, honey,” Brad’s gaze softened, as did the bite in his honey-tongued southern accent.

Just like that, the confrontation was over. If I had blown up women’s skirts, there would have been an angry mob forming to castrate me on the spot, but Brad got away with it. They even apologized! “Gay guys get away with everything,” I griped.

Of course, I couldn’t blow up women’s skirts in the first place because I wasn’t an elemental mage. The magical discipline was exactly like it sounded. Humans lucky enough to have a link to the natural world could manipulate the elements to their will. Usually, as was Brad’s case, they had skills in a single element. On some rare occasions, a person could control two, but anything above that was a once-in-a-generation phenomenon. There was even a kids cartoon show about elemental mages. Although, all the karate bits weren’t true.

Because this was the real world, and because, in my experience, most magic users tended to have a giant stick up their ass. The elemental mages had given themselves douchey names depending on their specialty. Brad was a Caeli, which was Latin for an air mage. There were also Aqua, Ignis, Terra, and Anima for water, fire, earth, and soul users. All of them had their pros and cons, and like in the TV show, some specialties were stronger or weaker against others.

The four basic elements were pretty straightforward. As Brad had shown, he could control bursts of air; everything from full-on tornados to finely-manipulated tendrils. Something cool Caeli could do was create shields out of air. The strongest could stop tank rounds by hardening the air between them and the incoming ordinance. Brad wasn’t that strong, but he claimed he could stop bullets. That was still pretty cool.

For me, it was the Anima who really freaked me out. They dealt with soul magic, which translated into English meant things like telepathy and being empaths. The other elemental mages would drown you, throw you, crush you, or set you on fire. Anima mages could fuck with your mind and read your deepest, darkest desires. Thankfully, Anima mages were rarer than the rest, and I only knew of two at St. Vincent’s. They mostly kept to themselves, and people preferred it that way.

“Hey, honey,” Brad sauntered over to them and plopped himself down in my personal space.

It was a running gag between us. Brad thought I was hot, and he constantly hit on me. It was a nice boost to my ego, but I didn’t swing that way. We both knew it, but it was fun for him, and he had a forlorn hope that one day I might give him the opportunity in the name of experimentation.

“I heard you grabbed Sally’s ass and Sam beat the shit out of you,” Brad began as he looked me over. “What did you do to piss off the big teddy bear?”

“Fucking high school,” I growled. It hadn’t even been five minutes and everyone was DMing everyone about this shit. “I need a smoke.”

“Bleachers?” I asked, and my two buddies nodded. Jerome even rubbed his hands together in delight.

We turned to leave with the rest of the crowd, but a disturbance up ahead stopped us. A bubble of empty space was moving forward and pushing everyone back. That only meant one thing.

“Lilith,” Jerome and I breathed together as we were pushed to the side of the hallway.

The creature at the center of the bubble emerged in all her glory. She was a Victoria Secret supermodel, a Sports Illustrated swimsuit cover girl, and a Pornhub pornstar of the century all rolled into one. Anyone within five feet of her was attracted by pure animal magnetism. Girls flushed and had to fan themselves. Guys suddenly found their pants constricting in all the wrong places. It didn’t matter what your sexual orientation was; I popped a half-chub right along with Jerome and Brad as she walked past. That was the effect a succubus had on everything.

“God, I would love for her to bob on my knob,” I groaned, and then immediately snapped my mouth shut when I noticed I’d said it out loud.

“Smooth, honey. Real smooth,” Brad chuckled as Lilith sashayed away with her school-mandated skirt just low enough to not show ass, but just high enough to let guys know what they were missing.

A normal girl would have at least turned around and glared at a guy for proclaiming he wanted her to suck his dick, but not Lilith. She acted like I didn’t even exist, which I didn’t to the likes of her. She was a supernatural powerhouse. A creature of the high-level infernal cabals. She was immortal in the sense that she would live forever as long as she fed and wasn’t killed. Killing her kind was a lot harder than it looked. Preternatural strength, speed, and magical talent came along with the package that fueled the spank bank of every guy in school.

If you’re guessing what ‘feeding’ means for a succubus, you’re spot on. Lilith and her kind feed on erotic energy, the libido of anything with a sex drive, the Muladhara Chakra, or whatever else your culture called it. All the dirty thoughts being thrown her way in the hallway, my own included, were probably a refreshing shot of coffee to her energy levels. But thoughts only went so far. Action was where she got the juicy stuff.

Basically, any myth of a sexual creature preying on humans was a succubus tale at its core, and there were good reasons people called her species whores in myths and legends since caveman times. It could be a simple kiss or an orgy that consumed an entire town. Those sexual actions filled her with the life force she needed to survive. As a young succubus, her battery wasn’t huge, and the school was able to manage her unique dietary requirements; but as she got older and more powerful, she’d need to feed more to remain at full power. Or, she’d need a superior quality to her meals. Supernatural creatures were better for her diet. They were the organic, grass-fed beef, while a human was the equivalent of a fatty, Burger King Big Mac.

My chances of scoring with the likes of Lilith were less than nothing. Not only because I was human, but because I was poor. I was an orphan. My mom died when I was eight, and I never met my dad. The fucking lowlife disappeared before I even reached the zygote stage. My mom said it was a one-night stand and she’d never been able to find the dirtbag.

I ended up spending a year in the foster care system before being adopted by a family right here in Vincent’s Hollow. This had been my turf long before I started at the prep school.

My adoptive parents weren’t wealthy, so it was a surprise when I found out I had a scholarship to St. Vincent’s. For what, I had no idea because I didn’t play sports, and barely managed a 3.0 GPA. I’d learned long ago not to look a gift horse in the mouth, and St. Vincent’s was a thoroughbred you took to the Kentucky Derby. Students who went here had pipelines straight to the Ivies, Oxford, Cambridge, you name it. I couldn’t make it at those types of places, but I’d get into a decent school just by virtue of graduating from here.

Back to the really important matter at hand: Lilith. She fed on members of the student population as long as there was consent, which there always was, but she also had a side business like any entrepreneurial young person. She threw a bone to the lowly humans every once in a while for the right price. It only reinforced the whole whore argument, but she gave zero shits, and that was all that really mattered. Being poor, I didn’t have a shot at a night with the succubus, which made my earlier BJ comment that much more pathetic. I watched her walk through the doors Brad had entered, and sighed in defeat.

“Come on, honey. Let’s turn that frown upside down,” Brad put his arm around me and steered me after Jerome.

A lot had changed since the Revelation, but some things remained the same. Whether it was a rom-com set in 1980s suburbia or a modern-day elite private school, it was all the same at the end of the day. When classes let out, the jocks went to practice, band geeks went to play, drama geeks went to act, and the undesirables, the rejects, and everyone who could be described as other, went under the bleachers to do whatever the hell they wanted. There, I was king.

I exchanged fist bumps and cool-guy head nods to a half dozen stoners scattered between the steel pilons. Jerome had already lit up and taken a deep drag before handing it off to me. I took it without hesitation and took a hit. The smoke soothed me as I inhaled, and brought a little bit of joy to my shitty day.

As our trio ventured deeper, I heard a rustle from the darkest corner. Down here, under the VIP section, the sun barely penetrated. Weak rays were all that was left of the bright fall day.

“I hear you are the latest piece of toxic masculinity infecting our school,” a voice stated from the shadows.

“Not you too,” I groaned. “I didn’t feel her up, grab her ass, or anything else that you might have heard.” I’d had it up to here with this rumor mill shit.

“I heard you embarrassed Sally. You said she had a pointy head, it was sexy, and it distracted you in class,” the speaker emerged from the shadows.

“Well . . . yeah, that’s about right, but it doesn’t sound good out of context like that, Makaylah,” I replied as the fourth member of our group stepped into the pseudo-light.

It didn’t take long to realize why she buried herself deep in shadows. Her skin was chalk white, her eyes a hungry crimson, and her canines were about a half inch longer than they should be. In a world of mages and werewolves, of course there were vampires. Although, legends had it wrong more times than not.

Vampires were the victims of a supernatural disease more than paranormal genetics. Some type of ancient plague permanently changed their DNA makeup back when man was just learning to use tools. It created Homo Sanguinis. Like most supernatural creatures, their myth and legends were spread across cultures, and in the vampire’s case, pop culture. More than any other paranormal entity, the true essence of vampirism had been twisted to meet the needs of hormonal teenage girls.

Vampires did not have preternatural strength and speed like shifters or succubae, but they were two to three times stronger on average than a normal human. Their particular affliction optimized the human condition. They were not immortal, but their life span was measured in millennia instead of decades or centuries. They possessed heightened senses and healed incredibly fast as long as they were well fed. They did have a sun allergy, but it was just that. An allergy. Prolonged exposure gave them hives, caused shortness of breath, made them feel ill, and was generally a pain in the ass.  They certainly didn’t spontaneously combust under UV lights, and the most common fix for their condition was SPF 100 sunscreen. They were deathly pale, as Makaylah displayed as she approached, but they didn’t favor monochromatic color schemes.

“That doesn’t make you any less of a dick,” she didn’t accept my explanation as she pulled a loose thread from her bright pink jacket, and brushed her white-blonde hair out of her eyes. Despite the pixie cut, her bangs still tended to get in the way.

“Olive branch?” I asked, holding out the joint to her.

She considered it for a moment. “Accepted,” she smirked as she took a hit that consumed half the weed before chasing it with sticky liquid from her water bottle. It sure as shit wasn’t water.

Makaylah wasn’t a normal vampire in more ways than one. First off, she was a vegetarian. One thing the legends and chick-lit got right was that vampires needed blood to survive, but not a lot. A cup would get them through a week, and to overindulge was taboo and could lead to addiction. The blood-crazed killing machines people saw in horror movies were the real-life equivalent of a vampire addict on a bender. Due to their prevalence in legend and media, and desire to stay secret since the Church started burning people at the stake during the Inquisition, the bloodsucker head honchos didn’t abide addiction among their population. Up until the Revelation, they took permanent action to stop anyone who went off the deep end.

Things had changed since they came out to the world. For one, they didn’t kill their own kind as much. There was definitely no sparkle to a vampire’s skin, but as it turned out, they could drink the blood of animals. By the mid-2000s, vampire vegetarianism was all the rage, but with consequences. It required more blood more often, their senses were dulled even when fully fed, and it was rumored their lifespan suffered as a result. Not enough time had passed to test that hypothesis, but it had created an anti-vegetarian movement in the vampire community. Since it was mostly younger vampires turning vegetarian, and their parents adhering to the dietary norm, it was a generational struggle. Since I was part of the food supply, I made sure I knew every St. Vincent’s bloodsucker’s dietary predilections. 

Makaylah was firmly in the vegetarian camp, but she was also a crusader. Whatever the latest social justice reform was, she jumped in wholeheartedly. The t-shirt on beneath her white blouse said Meat is Murder. She was active on Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter, and had a passionate interest in everything she fought for. Her only problem was her flightiness. She switched causes more than people switched profile pics. Meat might be murder today, but after our conversation, I expected some petition against the patriarchy to pop up on the school’s intranet sometime soon.

Together, me, Jerome, Brad, and Makaylah were the four musketeers, entertaining each other from the boredom of high school life since 2016. Little did we know things were about to get a lot more interesting.


Chapter 3

Like a king, I held court under the bleachers, and each of my friends was a minister of something. Jerome had the drug connection, but none of that hard shit. Even though shifters and other supernaturals tended to have higher tolerances and less chance of addiction based on their healing abilities, Jerome had a conscience.

The Whitepaw pack primarily resided on reservations where the reach of local law enforcement was limited, and federal enforcement was underfunded. Those policing the reservation could be easily bought, or were members of the pack and in on it from the start. They operated grow houses and fields where they grew powerful strains of Mary J. Only in the last few years had they started to go legit. Now, they shipped their products to hospitals and private dispensaries all over the country. Unfortunately, that brought them into competition with the southern cartels.

The pack could handle it. With nearly a thousand shifters, humans, and other supernatural support infrastructure, they had the bodies. They also had the entire United States between the cartels and the pack’s center of operations. So far, there hadn’t been anything they couldn’t overcome.

All of that was on top of their profitable casino business and tax-free earnings guaranteed by federal treaties close to two hundred years old. They had some of the best lawyers in the country working for them, as well as several politicians and lobbying firms fighting for their interests. Like most packs, the Whitepaws engaged in a long-term strategy. They’d set the groundwork for their empire half a century before the Revelation, and they were now reaping the rewards. Jerome was a small part of that as he sat under the bleachers and sold pre-rolled joints. Everything from a gram to an ounce was neatly packaged in little baggies with cartoon illustrations for the particular strain. The entrepreneurial runt made more in a day than a normal kid’s yearly allowance.

While Jerome handed out Pineapple Express to eager customers stressed about upcoming midterms, Brad and a group of like-minded people were jacked into one of the power outlets around a steel pillar. I considered myself pretty handy with a computer, but Brad had taught me everything I needed to know. The only difference was that I was willing to use my skills for unsavory purposes while he and his group were fighting against the corporate/villain flavor of the week. Today, it was some mega-church whose minister was anti-gay but might be in the closet. Brad and his hacktivists were digging through data to expose the hypocrisy.

Like with Makaylah, I didn’t really care about their SJW activities. I was more worried about taking care of number one. The vamp in question drew more like-minded warriors to her cause, whatever that might be at the moment. People tended to rotate frequently as she lost interest and found a new target. Today was a frequent target of her frustration: the WRA. The group around her was one of the largest yet, and they were painting signs to stick on two-by-fours for the coming protest they were spontaneously holding in front of the school’s administrative building.

Since the school administrators had nothing to do with the WRA, other than allowing the UN to set up a recruiting booth at the yearly job fair, I wasn’t sure why they were targeting them. It was probably because they were the “man”, and the easiest target at which the students could vent their frustrations.

I watched everything going on around me from my spot in the center of the group. The people who came to see me came and went quickly, handing over a roll of crisp bills in exchange for information. With midterms coming up, business was booming.

“Dupree,” a voice called out, drawing my eyes away from Brad’s giddy reaction to finding a treasure trove of pictures on the cross-dressing minister.

“Kon'nichiwa, Eiko-san,” I got to my feet and bowed to the boy approaching me.

He was just slightly taller than me at 6’1”, but ten pounds lighter. His black hair was stylishly spiked, and his uniform was made of the highest-grade material. He wore a Rolex and designer glasses that he didn’t need because he had twenty-ten vision. An entourage of similarly clad and ethnically East Asian boys and girls surrounded him.

“Do you have it?” The boy looked uncomfortable being around me and the others inhabiting the dark space under the bleachers.

“Of course,” I produced the answer key with a flourish. I might not be supernatural, but a little sleight of hand could impress little old humans as well as Kami.

Kami were creatures of legend in their native land of Japan. They were considered spirits, phenomena, or even holy powers that could be anything from a specific landscape, forces of nature, or even spirits of the dead. Unlike a lot of other cultures, they were worshiped by the still-popular Shinto religion.

What that produced was a spoiled brat who was used to people literally bowing, scraping, and attending to his every need because they thought he was divine. It didn’t matter that the legends weren’t entirely correct. It didn’t stop the guy in front of me from having a literal god complex.

In reality, Kami were in the shifter family of supernatural creatures, but with specific differences. They were extremely long-lived. More like a vamp’s lifespan than a wolf's or bears. Many thought that was because their particular brand of shifting wasn’t to transform into a hulking, hybrid, human-animal beast. They were able to shift to anything with the same amount of mass as them. The unique brand of shifting more than made up for their human-normal strength and speed. It was hard to fight something that could literally turn into fog before you punched it. They could shift their features to whatever struck their fancy, or even look like other people, which was where the whole dead-ancestor legend came from. They could even be trees, rocks, animals, or whatever else they wanted to be. As far as shifting went, Kami were the most versatile.

By nature, they were a tricky people, secretive, and like everyone else, desperate to retain their grip on power since the Revelation. As it turned out, the Imperial Family of Japan were Kami, and enjoyed being revered as gods. Even more worrisome for humans, it was impossible to tell a shifted Kami from the real thing, which made security professionals next-level paranoid.

I’d experienced it firsthand. It wasn’t the same as having an imposter President of the United States, but I knew for a fact Eiko had impersonated a teacher on more than one occasion. Usually, to screw with the syllabus or get people out of class.

He was also one of my sources. We had a quid-pro-quo going on. He scratched my back, and I scratched his, which was why he paid nearly nothing for test answers despite having the funds to purchase his own private island. He might only be the nephew of the son of a bastard cousin to the royal family, but that still meant he had royal blood. As such, his father was chief of staff to the Japanese Ambassador to the United States. All that meant was he was right at home at St. Vincent’s.

I handed over the answer key, and he waved for one of his flunkies to hand me twenty bucks. He reviewed the questions and answers quickly. Kami had eidetic memories, so he handed the sheet of paper back to me after a minute. It didn’t matter if the teacher changed the order of the questions or had multiple versions of the same test. Eiko was set.

“I hope you don’t have any contraband stashed in your room,” he suddenly added. “I passed Mr. Miller and Butch on my way here. They looked like they were heading that way.”

I wasn’t stupid enough to have anything incriminating in my room, but that didn’t mean there was nothing embarrassing. I ground my teeth and purposefully didn’t snap at the Kami. He was supposed to give me a heads-up about this type of thing. He’d given me his word and sworn on it, which was much more binding for creatures of magical origin than humans. There were ways around that, case in point; he’d held to the letter of our agreement and told me about Miller, but not the spirit of giving me time to hide anything I needed to.

“Thank you, Eiko-san,” I bowed as he left, and waited until he was far enough away before sprinting back toward my room.

St. Vincent’s was a private school, and while some teachers and students lived in the nearby small town, most lived on campus in dorms. It was a lot like college, except I was pretty sure college didn’t have you check in and out whenever you wanted to leave campus. Thankfully, my dorm was right next to the football stadium. It was a pain on Friday nights when the football team played and I wanted to get some sleep, but it was a stone’s throw from where I did business.

I swiped my card in the reader at the door and sprinted up the steps. The dorm was four stories with a dozen rooms per floor; two people to a room. Freshmen weren’t allowed because they had their own specific dorms, but sophomores to seniors made up the ninety-six students who called Gates Hall home. A teacher acted as a resident advisor on each floor – for more pay, I assumed – and lived in an apartment at the end of the hall. I lived on the fourth floor and had Frau Brunner as my live-in monitor. Since I was good at languages and got straight A’s in her class, she liked me. That sentiment was not shared by the majority of the teachers. In fact, most had an inkling that I was stealing answers and cheating on tests. They couldn’t prove it, and aside from language and history, I was a B-minus student at best. Not exactly the grades of a career cheater. Still, there were frequent “random” room searches, and it always seemed that my room was selected to participate.

I ran up to the top floor and stopped to catch my breath. The last thing I wanted to do was give Miller the satisfaction of seeing me rattled. A few deep breaths and I stepped into the hallway. My room was right in the middle of the floor, across from the bathroom, and it was currently open with Miller standing beside it. His arms were crossed, and a crotchety expression was etched onto his butt-ugly face.

“Mr. Dupree,” he practically snarled as he spotted me. “Stand back until we’ve completed our search.”

There was a bark from inside, and a German shepherd the size of a small bear burst from the room and barreled straight toward me. I braced for impact, and Butch hit me like a cannonball, knocked me off my feet, and proceeded to lick my face like I was a rawhide.

“Sorry,” Gary, the school’s baby-faced security guard, ran after his charge.

“It’s ok,” I slipped Butch a treat from my pocket as Gary pulled him off me. It was always a good idea to have the drug-sniffing dog like you.

Miller looked on with disdain and entered my room. “What do we have here?” The amusement in his voice made me cringe, but I followed. All the stuff Gary found was lying on my unmade bed. Miller picked up a stack of porn and waved it in my face.

“Those, Mr. Miller, are naked women. I know you haven’t seen one in a while, but . . .”

Miller’s face went beet red, and he looked ready to burst. “Stow it, you little shit,” he snapped, and I shut up, but couldn’t stop grinning.

In truth, the stuff on my bed could probably be found in the room of any other eighteen-year-old boy. There was porn and a vape stick with interchangeable canisters of various flavors. I knew smoking was bad for me, but I’d have time to quit when I was older. Other than that, the only other thing was a small wooden box with a heart carved on it.

“And what is this?” Miller continued, grabbing the box and wrenching it open.

The movement drove a spike of rage through my gut. The box was the only thing I had left from my biological mother. It was full of a few trinkets and pictures, which were all I had to remember her by. Miller discarded the valuable personal possessions on my bed like trash, and I felt the rage boil to the point of bursting.

“Get your hands off that,” I growled. The amount of intimidation and threat of violence surprised me as much as Miller. He dropped the box like it was on fire.

Embarrassment spread across the teacher’s face, quickly followed by anger. He started to get riled up, his chest expanding like a fat pufferfish, as he opened his mouth to yell at me. I cut him off.

“Don’t touch me!” I yelled, taking a step back. “Don’t touch me in my special bathing suit places!” I couldn’t keep the grin off my face.

There wasn’t much that scared a tenured teacher like Miller, but sexual misconduct was one of them. There were rules in place to avoid that type of thing, and one of them was to always have two school officials present when in a student’s room. Currently, Butch and Gary were outside, giving me a perfect opportunity to turn the fucker into the fuckee.

“No means no, Mr. Miller!” I added theatrically, as Gary came rushing into the room.

“What’s going on?” the security guard looked around with a confused look on his too-young face.

I raised an eyebrow at Miller, allowing him to take the lead. “Nothing,” the old man grumbled, as he glared at me with a new level of hatred. “Remember, you have detention this Friday, Mr. Dupree. We’re going to have a lot of fun.” The threat was clear, but it was Wednesday, so I still had forty-eight hours until that particular torture session.

Miller stormed out, and Gary followed with Butch, not sure what just happened. I approached the bed and carefully started putting stuff back in the box. One trinket was an antique pocket watch. I’d gotten it appraised a while back, and it wasn’t worth much. It had more sentimental value, and besides, it didn’t work. I flipped it open to see an engraving that was probably more at home in ancient cave paintings than a fifty-year-old watch. I tried to have it deciphered, but it was most likely an old proto-language. Not spoken or known anymore by the community-college level professors I’d taken it to, and I wasn’t willing to track down a specialist and pay an arm and a leg for something that might just be chicken scratch.

Next was a rosary made of pearls. I remembered mom being religious. She was French-Canadian, thus the last name Dupree, and had taken me to mass every Sunday. I barely remembered the sermons, and now, I even have a hard time picturing her face. It had been a decade since she died, and the river of time was slowly eroding my memories.

Last but not least was an old polaroid picture. It was taken before my mom had me. She was happy and smiling with a group of friends during a night out on the town. Most people wouldn’t have thought she was my mom. She had tanned skin, dark hair, and was short with a heart-shaped face and kind eyes. I had light skin, blonde hair, and much more rigid features. The one thing I did get from her was the striking blue color of my iris. Although, mine was the color of the Arctic sea, while hers looked like the water off a Caribbean beach. I assumed I got my language skills from her. Being born in Quebec, she was fluent in French and English. Maybe that rubbed off on me in the womb. Other than those few things, my mother didn’t leave a lasting impression. As shitty as that was to think, my own inability to remember was proof of her fleeting impression on the world.

With a manly grunt of not wanting to deal with my emotions, I shoved everything back in the box and checked my phone. It was time for dinner. Then study time, and finally, lights out.

“Then we get to start it all over again. Yippie!” I sighed and collapsed on my bed, suddenly very, very tired.


Chapter 4

My life was mundane and repetitive at St. Vincent’s. I’d wake up with just enough time to make it to the dining hall for breakfast, then classes, eat lunch, more classes, and then head to the bleachers. I didn’t always run my less-than-legal operations down there. Too much of a good thing was bad for your health, and in this case, bad for my attendance at St. Vincent’s. Mr. Miller already had a hard-on for me, but I knew his schedule well enough to avoid him. Still, there was a supply and demand nature to the services I provided, so Thursday saw me back beneath the bleachers.

Brad’s hacktivists were taking the day off, but he sat on the gravel beside me, typing away. Today, it was just homework. Jerome’s business never took a day off. Kids always wanted something to relax, especially with midterms and the weekend on the way. Jerome moved like a blur, taking money with one hand and delivering the product in the other. It was impressive, and he’d had plenty of practice.

Last but not least, Makaylah, who looked like she’d swallowed something sour. To be honest, she looked that way most of the time; apparently, constantly fighting for justice gave you resting bitch face. Today’s issue was that she’d been denied something she deemed vital to her existence. Was it vital to her existence . . . probably not? But it was vital to something she felt strongly about, which of course equated to her existence. I didn’t know if it was vampires, women, or SJWs, but I just didn’t get it.

She was in a funk, and it was putting me in a funk. I was about to call her on it when a wave of cold air swept under the bleachers. Since it was sixty degrees today, that didn’t bode well.

“Shit,” I gulped as a regal girl swept between the pylons, followed by her entourage.

I knew Aveena Foxbelle by reputation only. She didn’t venture down here to slum it with the likes of me. I had two classes with her, but she was always surrounded by the cream of the crop. That’s what happened when you were noble Fae. A flawless face, high cheekbones, a perfect body, cold silver eyes, and ears that came to a sharp point beneath sun-blonde hair, not to mention the power she wielded. She was a prime example of a species not of this realm.

That was another thing the Revelation taught us mere humans: there were more realms than ours out there, and one of the closest was the Faerie Realm. I wasn’t sure what to think about that place. I’d sure as shit never been, and was never going to go. Some people said it was Candy Land with gumdrop mountains and sugar waterfalls. Others said it was a land of constant warfare, between vying courts, for power and the favor of their eternal queen: an immortal goddess who made Machiavelli look like an inept toddler. Looking at Aveena, I’d put my money on the latter.

All you had to do was look in her steely eyes to see she was dangerous. It wasn’t “I’m a killer” dangerous, but it was definitely a “don’t fuck with me dangerous”. All Fae were dangerous. They literally had the ability to create something out of nothing. That wasn’t quite true, although their magic seemed to do just that. Apparently, they used their magical energy to create constructs of their will that were called glamour. This could be anything from a chopstick to a sword; or they could glamour themselves to create disguises or distractions. Whatever they chose to do, they were definitely one of the most formidable supernatural species.

Beyond what every Fae could do, I knew there were two primary factions: the Seelie and Unseelie. Those were human terms for them. If the Fae had their own distinctions, they didn’t share them. Each faction had its own culture, traditions, and societal norms, but the real difference that mattered to me was how they treated others. Seelie tended to be amiable, or at least tolerant of others. More tolerant of people like shifters and other magic users, but they seemed to accept humans were part of the equation. The Unseelie . . . not so much. They tolerated shifters and other magic users, while seeing humans as humans would see bugs. At best, not worthy of their attention, and at worst, something to be squished if they became too irritating. Aveena was Unseelie.

“Mortal,” her gaze fell on me, and I felt the same cold chill as before, but this time deeper. It was in my muscles, bones; I could even feel it in my fucking teeth.

“Yes, Lady Foxbelle,” I bowed deeply to her, and would have considered full prostration if she’d make the cold go away.

Brad got up from where he sat and quickly moved away. Jerome was far enough away that he could stay put and be out of her eyesight. Makaylah sank back into the shadows. Unseelie looked at vampires as worse than humans. They saw them as lepers. Makaylah even being in the noble Fae’s presence could lead to violence.

“I hear you can acquire things . . .” She didn’t say any more, and I didn’t need her to.

I’d worked hard to earn the reputation of someone who delivered on unusual requests. Usually, it was test answers, a pack of smokes, a case of beer, a bag of blood for non-vegetarian vamps; but sometimes, people wanted something weird. With a school full of pubescent supernatural creatures, there was bound to be something weird.

“Yes, My Lady,” I kept my back stooped in the bow. “What do you require?” With a snap of her fingers, one of the underlings stepped forward. I noticed him from chemistry, and he practically drooled when he looked at Aveena. He was a changeling. A half-Fae.

For the most part, Fae stayed in the Faerie Realm. They kept up diplomatic relations with the US and a few European nations, where they maintained portals to their realm. That was another ability that made Fae so powerful. They could move from one place to another in seconds, when it usually took hours or days. Most people called it teleportation. Scientist said they made Einstein-Rosen bridges with their power, but those more magically-literate said the Fae moved through some dead-space between our realm and theirs. It took a lot of power, and I mean a lot. The portals were maintained for normal travel and trade because the talent seemed limited to the noble bloodlines, and even then, it wasn’t a sure thing. To me, it was basically teleportation, and I had no idea if the young Fae in front of me could do it.

“Since she’s making me run her errands, probably not,” I filed the tidbit away for future reference. “That, or she considers this whole thing beneath her,” which explained why she was coming to me. 

Blood was big with Fae, especially noble blood. The changelings following behind Aveena were more like loyal dogs than people to her. I honestly felt sorry for what’s-his-face. It wasn’t his fault some horny Fae-dude slipped through interdimensional immigration and knocked up his mom before vanishing back to Faeville. Growing up without a dad, not to mention being a different species from mom, must have sucked. To make matters worse, he was now bound by blood to serve the noble family whose bloodline his father served; unless his father was noble himself, then he probably had to serve some king or queen.

“And it’s always the dads,” I gave a mental shake of my head, because it was always male Fae who knocked up human women, not the other way around. My feelings on the subject weren’t entirely unbiased. The changelings and I had dirtbag dads in common.

The chemistry class guy – I couldn’t remember his name for the life of me – served House Foxbelle, and would serve them until he died several centuries from now. Fae were truly immortal unless killed, and it was hard to kill them. Changelings got a reduced version of their Fae parents’ ability and longevity, but that was a shitty prize compared to a life of literal servitude.

“Sucks to be them,” I accepted the piece of paper.

“Have it ready for me in twenty-four hours . . . or else.”

“And there’s the not-so-subtle threat of the Unseelie,” I averted my eyes. If Fae could read minds, she’d see I was giving her a big mental finger.

“Or else what?” Everything was already silent with Aveena there, so everyone heard the slight hiss the Fae made when she turned to confront the person who’d insulted her.

I couldn’t see who it was because Aveena was blocking me, but my body told me soon enough. I popped a half-chub, and suddenly my mouth was very dry. Lilith swung seductively from pylon to pylon like some stripper as she came closer.

“And she’s not even trying,” I bit my cheek to the point of drawing blood as the succubus sauntered to stand in front of Aveena, tossed her raven-black hair over one shoulder, and gave her a cocky smile. The only sign Aveena was affected by Lilith’s ability was a slight reddening of her pale cheeks.

“What do you want, whore?” Aveena spat out, and I could see her start to glow as she prepared to unleash her glamour.

“Nothing,” Lilith shrugged. “I’m here to purchase services from Mr. Dupree just like you.”

I gulped, undid the necktie that was part of our school uniform, and tried to work some air across my chest and back. It wasn’t working.

“He will be handling my business before yours,” Aveena replied, holding her ground.

“Ladies,” I stepped forward because I clearly had a death wish. “I will be able to meet both of your needs . . . I mean orders.”

Aveena’s eyes burned like brimstone as she turned to regard me, while Lilith raised an eyebrow and gave me a playful smile. The half-chub became a raging hard-on that strained against my pants. Without another word, Aveena stomped off. Her eyes did the talking.

“Twenty-four hours,” I reminded myself as I shook my head to clear the confusion Lilith was causing.

The succubus watched Aveena’s retreating back before turning her gaze on me. The power of the gaze made my knees weak. Aveena didn’t fuck with Lilith because there was a question mark about who would come out on top in a fight. Both were young, headstrong, and without the wisdom or power to really kill each other, but getting your ass kicked by another supernatural in high school was as good as death.

“Cameron Dupree,” the words slipped out of her lips and hit me like a police taser. I felt more alive than ever, and my heart beat out of control. “Can I get the answers to Tuesday’s Biology quiz?” she asked.

As far as I could remember, and my memory was a little foggy as she stood so close to me, this was Lilith’s first time coming to me. She might fuck people for power, but I heard she was a straight-A student and did all her homework. This was a first.

“Of course,” I coughed out of my too-dry throat. I tried to work around some saliva as I dug in my bag for the answer key. “Here you go,” my voice didn’t squeak that much when I handed over what she wanted.

Her finger grazed mine, and I nearly came in my pants. She saw my reaction and chuckled. It sounded like summer bells, and warmth returned to the bleachers after Aveena’s cold entrance. “What do I owe you?” she asked, and it sounded like blasphemy to my ears.

“Na . . . nothing,” I stammered. It was normally fifty bucks for a quiz, but how could I ask for money from her?  “Just tell your friends.” The marketing would be priceless.

“Hmmm,” she studied me closely. “I heard you wanted me to bob on your nob.”

The sentence was delivered without any of the previous mirth, and I blushed so scarlet, you’d have thought I’d been out in the summer sun for hours. “I . . . um . . .” I didn’t know how to respond.

“I’m hungry, so we’ll barter for the quiz. Be at my room at six o’clock sharp. Any later and I get it for free.”

I didn’t even think about haggling. “Six o’clock . . . yes ma’am . . . I mean Lilith . . . I mean . . .” she was already walking away; her ass swaying and everyone’s eyes watching her strut.

“Lucky bastard,” Jerome came over and patted me on the back. That made me fall on my ass. I was still a little shaky from Aveena’s intimidation on top of Lilith’s sheer presence. “She’s going to suck your dick so hard. If you videotape it, and last more than thirty seconds, I’ll give you five hundred bucks.”

“Fuck off,” I gathered myself.

I know my best friend wouldn’t hesitate to sell it to everyone in school. He was nothing if not an entrepreneur. While I wasn’t ashamed - I was endowed above average for the human male - tonight was just for me.

“The first of many,” I told myself optimistically. If she became a repeat customer, then I could get a hummer on the regular, “and maybe even get laid.” I cut my thought process off there. Thinking about it anymore was dangerous.

After all, they were called succubae for a reason. They could literally suck the life out of you through your dick. I could think of worse ways to die, but dead was dead, and I had a lot more to give before I bought the farm.

***

I was so nervous I couldn’t eat dinner. I was so nervous I didn’t even acknowledge the deadeye Mr. Miller was giving me. He was undoubtedly plotting my torture during Friday’s detention, but that was tomorrow. I had tonight to look forward to.

The dining hall was a massive homage to Greek architecture situated at the center of campus. It looked like a mini Parthenon, complete with marble columns. At the moment, those columns were littered with backpacks as everyone dumped them outside before entering the massive, oak, double doors. There were probably a hundred rectangular tables in neat lines from wall to wall with a central walking space between them. Everyone in the school had an assigned seat. Each table had a faculty member at the head, with a responsible senior at the foot. The rest of the table was full of students of all different ages, races, creeds, and species. Apparently, it was supposed to provide the traditional family aspect of eating a meal together while incorporating a diverse student body.

My table didn’t have anyone I liked, and most didn’t like me. The responsible senior was a pretty shifter who considered me one step above the shit she dragged in on her shoe. We had an English teacher at the head who I’d never had a class with, so I didn’t know him, and thankfully, he didn’t know me. The rest were kids compared to my mature self, and after trying to corrupt a few of them, I paid them no attention. Tonight, even less so. My mind was totally on Lilith and my phone’s clock.

“Thirty minutes.” I ate dinner. “Fifteen minutes.” We were released from dinner for two hours before everyone had to be back in their room for study hall. “Five minutes.” I was walking to Lilith’s dorm on the opposite side of campus. “One minute.” I was outside her door, bouncing up and down on my toes as I waited until exactly six o’clock.

Outside, thunder rumbled and lightning flashed. “That’s weird,” I pulled up The Weather Channel App and the radar showed nothing. “It must be a passing shower.” I found that the weather in Upstate New York could be unpredictable.

My phone chimed with the alarm I’d set for six, and I immediately knocked on the door. My knuckles only hit once before it opened to reveal Lilith. In my teenage male fantasy, she was naked, tits saluting me with the perkiness of youth, before she dropped to her knees and took me fully in her mouth. The thrill of some unassuming freshman catching us added a whole other level of excitement to the fantasy, but this was reality. She was still dressed in her uniform, and she waved me in with her fingers. I followed like I was a marionette attached to her strings.

Her room was not what I expected. Humans had been conditioned for millennia to believe creatures like Lilith were evil, demonic, infernal creatures from Hell. None of that was true, but various churches and other moral-spewing organizations had shuffled her kind into that category long ago. She was a defiler of the home, someone who broke up families, or much worse.

Of course, reading between the lines, I saw a lot of finger-pointing and not a lot of accepting responsibility for one’s actions. Sure, succubae were sex incarnate, but people still had to make that choice, and in my experience, a man or woman willing to hop into bed with something else was already willing to stray. That just made the succubae a convenient scapegoat when their significant other found out.

“The devil made me do it,” I scoffed at the age-old defense.

My human expectations were for the room to be heavily influenced by leather, maybe some whips and chains, and various other sexual instruments. Basically, a Fifty Shades of Grey scenario. That, or something out of a sultan’s harem: lots of pillows, Persian rugs, and see-through drapes. Lilith’s room was neither of those. For someone so extraordinary, her space was completely ordinary.

The one thing that did surprise me was that she didn’t have a single room. There were only so many singles on campus, and they usually went to seniors. For someone with unique dietary requirements, I thought she’d be a shoo-in for the private space. Instead, there were two beds on opposite walls, and what looked like an imaginary line drawn down the center. Half the room was clean and orderly, and the other half looked like a bomb had gone off. Books, school supplies, and more than one pair of bra and panties were strewn all over the messy side. I expected to head that way, but was surprised again. Lilith took my hand and led me to the clean half.

“Sit,” she commanded, and I obeyed.

I thought she was going to get right down to business, but she went to the chair at her desk and retrieved the answers I’d given to her under the bleachers. She didn’t say anything as she perused them with a critical eye. I just sat there, unsure what to do, and nursing a severe case of blue balls. Being so close to her was like popping a Viagra. I’d never done it, but this was what it had to feel like.

“If only I could last for four hours,” I thought.

Like she heard my thought, her eyes snapped to me. “You’re a bad boy, aren’t you, Cam?”

If this was role-playing, it was so working for me. “I operate in a gray area,” I tried to be smooth, and by the way her lips turned up in a smile, I might have succeeded.

“Those lips . . .” I could already see them wrapped around the shaft of my cock, and Lilith had some dick-sucking lips, that was for sure.

“I say this to everyone,” she continued as she put the paper down on her desk and started to pull off her blouse. “You are food,” the white shirt disappeared over her head to reveal flawless, lightly-tanned flesh, and abs you could bounce a quarter off of. “This is nothing more than that,” she reached behind her to undo her bra. “It’s like going to the dining hall and ordering an omelet. You do not get feelings for the omelet. You do not want to date the omelet.”

Her double D’s hardly even bounced as she removed the bra. They were so perky, perfectly symmetrical, and like the rest of her, flawless.

“Oh my god,” I gulped, and realized Jerome was right. I wasn’t going to last thirty seconds with this goddess of a woman.

“You can grab my tits, pinch my nipples, I love that shit,” she continued as she lowered herself to her knees in front of the bed. “Don’t grab my head and slam your cock down my throat,” her voice was serious and dispelled some of the sexual tension permeating the air. “I was literally built for this. I know what your body wants more than you do, so let me do the work.” She reached for my belt.

My breath caught as she slipped the leather out of the buckle. Next came the button, and then the zipper. I didn’t even need to stand for her to work my pants off. A yank with her superior strength, and they were down around my ankles. That left me in nothing but boxers. I was already pitching one hell of a tent, and the fabric around the tip was damp with pre-cum.

“Let’s see what I have to work with?” She removed my boxers, and I was waiting for her at attention. This was definitely the hardest I’d ever been in my entire, short life.

“Hmmm,” she purred, and grabbed my cock at the base. I groaned at the shock of pleasure her touch sent through me. “Decent length . . . nice thickness . . . not the best I’ve seen . . . but definitely not the worst.”

I didn’t reply. I was holding my breath. I was half-convinced this was a dream and I was going to wake up any second to the worst case of morning wood and a pressing need to do laundry.

She cradled my balls and gave them a little jiggle. “Three and a half days since you had a release,” she judged expertly. “Let’s fix that.” She ran her tongue up my dick to the tip, and slurped at the seepage.

I nearly went off from just that. While blowing my load in her face was literally the American dream, I wanted this to last. I finally took a breath and tried to control myself. She could tell I was struggling, and grinned up at me as she wrapped her lips around my cock and slowly lowered her head.

“Oh fuck!” I gripped the bedsheets like my life depended on it.

“She isn’t even sucking yet!”

I’d always wondered how people let a succubus literally fuck them to death, but now I had the answer. I didn’t want to be anywhere but here. I only wanted her. Nothing else mattered. My hands instinctively moved toward her head. Her emerald eyes narrowed with a glare, and her teeth sank into my flesh. Not enough to make me bleed, but enough to tell me to back the hell off.

“Ow . . . ok . . . yeah . . . sorry,” I was stuck between the rock that was pleasure and the hard place that was pain. I also had no reservations that if I broke her rules, she’d bite my dick off, so I returned my hands to the bed.

The pressure eased . . . and then she started to suck. When I say suck, that’s not even a good description. I don’t think the English language has a word for what she was doing, but it was pure bliss. My whole body went rigid with pleasure, and I lurched forward to grab her tits. My hands couldn’t even take them all in, and despite looking rock hard, they were surprisingly supple and giving.

“Fuck yes,” I moaned as I pinched her nipples and she deep-throated me. She fit my whole eight inches into her with practiced ease.

I was already so close I could feel my balls tightening in preparation. “Please no,” I warred with my desire to cum and my desire to make this last forever. “Think of unsexy things . . . naked grandma, baseball, naked grandma playing baseball,” I tried, but it wasn’t working. I had no power over this.

Thunder boomed outside, shaking the building. Lightning flashed, hitting something critical, and the lights flickered out. “Holy shit,” the sudden loss of electricity showed me Lilith’s eyes were glowing.

I could literally see her feeding off my sexual energy. Our eyes locked, and I knew I was done for. Like a gentleman, I gave her a heads-up. “I’m gonna cum,” I groaned.

She smiled and executed some final, expert-level sucking maneuver. If my dick were a garden hose, and my cum was a golf ball, she would have sucked that golf ball straight through that garden hose.

“FUCK!” I yelled as three and a half days of cum burst out of me. In response, Lilith took me fully in her mouth and made an air-tight lock on my groin. Her eyes shone like miniature suns in the darkness as she sucked me dry.

It felt like I emptied a gallon of cum into her throat, but she teased out more. My legs shook uncontrollably. I fell back and smacked my head against the wall hard enough to see stars, and I could barely breathe. My dick continued to spasm in her throat as she suctioned out one . . . then two more bursts. When she was sure she’d sucked me dry, she pulled back, and my saliva-covered cock flopped onto my leg, and twitching like it had just run a marathon.

She stood up and towered over me. Every bit the supernatural creature I was not. Her skin literally glowed as she put the meal to good use. Her eyes continued to burn as she smiled down at me.

“That was surprisingly . . .” she stopped midsentence; a look of surprise etched on her perfect features. “Oh,” she squeaked just before her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she collapsed.

“Lilith!” I was spent, but still able to sit up and see what was going on.

The succubus was twitching on the ground like she was having a seizure.

“Fuck . . . fuck . . . fuck . . .” I tried to remember what to do with a seizure patient.

By the time I figured out I wasn’t supposed to put something in her mouth, she’d stopped moving. She just lay there, crumpled on the floor. A soft moan escaped her throat, so at least I knew she was still alive.

“What the hell do I do now?” I wondered, and then someone knocked on the door.


Chapter 5

“Shit,” I looked back and forth between the door and Lilith’s unconscious body. Every few seconds, she twitched, but that was all. “Shit,” I repeated when someone continued hammering on the door.

“What the fuck, Lilith?” someone called, and the door shook in its frame.

Anyone willing to curse out a succubus was someone I didn’t want to mess with. I quickly assessed my situation and determined I was fucked. Lilith was on the ground, drooling my leftover cum out of her mouth. To anyone who stepped into the room, it looked like I’d knocked her unconscious and mouth fucked her. I could already see myself being hauled before the dean, being expelled, being arrested for rape, and being buttfucked in prison by a buffalo shifter named Bubba.

“This is not happening,” I told myself as I surged to my feet and promptly fell on my face. My pants were still around my ankles, and that sent me toppling over Lilith’s body. “Great, leave more DNA at the scene.” I struggled to get my pants up and come up with a plan.

“I’m counting to ten and then kicking down this door, Lilith,” the voice outside commanded.

“Ten seconds.” The first thing I did was look for an escape route. There was none. Lilith was on the top floor, and I didn’t have the strength to jump from four stories up without breaking both my legs.

My next instinct was to hide, but in such a small place, there wasn’t much to work with. Option number three was to hide her and hope for the best. “Fuck it,” I got on my knees and started to push.

The succubus was much sturdier than she looked, and pushing her half a dozen feet – thank the gods underneath her bed was empty – left me sweating. I pulled down the comforter and looked over my work. There was still a cum-drool stain on the hardwood, so I did my best to wipe it with my shoe before heading to the door.

“Lilith, gods damn . . .” I cut the speaker off as I opened the door.

“Hi,” I gave the girl my most charming smile and hoped for the best.

“Who the fuck are you?” she glared at me before pushing past me into the room.

“I’m Cam,” I replied, still trying to be friendly and not suspicious. “Lilith told me to come over and . . .”

“I don’t need to know what she was going to do to you,” the other girl rolled her eyes like she’d been through this before. Her eyes swept the room like she was looking for evidence.

“I’ve heard about you, Cam,” she walked to the messy side of the room and scanned her things. “People say you’re bad news.”

“Do you always believe what other people say?” I tried to stay casual.

“No, but other people aren’t sitting alone in my room,” she turned to study me with her hands on her hips.

I could tell without asking that she was a dwarf. Not a dwarf like a little person, but a dwarf like someone who lived under a mountain and made the best weapons in the world. Before the Revelation, there had been a lot of fiction written about her people. Some was right, some wasn’t. First off, dwarves weren’t that short. She was probably five feet, which was the same as plenty of human women. The second inaccuracy was that it was hard to tell dwarf men from dwarf women. That couldn’t be further from the truth. The rule of thumb for dwarf women was that they were ten percent hair – she had reddish-brown hair in a pair of braids down to her waist – fifty percent boob, and fifty percent ass to make them one hundred and ten percent woman. Female dwarves had some damn fine curves.

The myths that were true were that they preferred to live below ground. Many dwarf cities had been recognized by the US, mostly in the Rocky Mountain range. They also made the best weapons in the world because they could work unparalleled magic with earth and metals. They were meticulous, paid attention to detail, and were superb planners and organizers, which made them damn good engineers for just about anything. As with most races, those were stereotypes, and while I couldn’t comment on this particular dwarf’s craftsmanship, she certainly wasn’t organized.

“My eyes are right here,” she snapped, as my eyes drifted to her chest. “Fucking boys,” she scoffed. “I bet you’ve been sniffing around in my panty drawer,” she accused.

“What?” My jaw dropped in surprise.

“Lilith told you to wait in here, and you thought you’d do a little panty raid. You want to steal something lacey to take back with you to wank off into after Lilith finished playing with your fiddle, don’t you? Fucking pig.”

I could see she was getting herself riled up, and I needed a way out. She might be a foot shorter than me, but dwarves were tough. It took a lot of strength to make weapons that could hurt other supernaturals, and dwarves had it. Ironically, women tended to be stronger than men, so I definitely didn’t want to fuck with her.

“I can see Lilith bringing me here has upset you,” I backed away with my hands in a non-threatening gesture. “How about I just leave and you can take it up with her?”

“You are a panty thief!” she exclaimed, and leapt toward me. “No one gives up on fucking Lilith once they’re this close to banging her.” She reached out to grab hold of my shirt, but I was already moving.

I fled the room, and her yells chased me down the stairs. Dwarves might be strong, but they weren’t as fast on their feet as humans. Sudden bursts of agility . . . sure, but I could beat one in a foot race. I didn’t stop running until I hit the front door, and emerged directly into a downpour.

“Oh, come on,” I cursed the heavens as I threw my arms up to cover my head. It didn’t do shit, and I had a quarter-mile walk to get back to my dorm.

I accepted I was going to get soaked to the bone and set off. In my mind, I was already concocting a tale to spin when Lilith woke up, or when what’s-her-face lost her shit when she found her roommate stuffed under the bed. I didn’t have a lot that would work to my advantage. Everyone under the bleachers had seen me get invited up. Since we were meeting at her dorm, I had to sign in when I arrived. The dwarf put me at the scene of the crime, and Lilith would drive the final nail in my coffin.

“I’m fucked,” I hung my head, and water dripped from my hair onto the concrete below.

The best I’d come up with was that my jizz was poisonous to succubae. While there were certainly weirder things in the world, something told me that wasn’t going to cut it for St. Vincent’s. I was so concerned with what big Bubba was going to do to my ass in prison, I didn’t register the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. By the time I did, the light had already flashed, and my brain was playing catch-up.

The bolt of lightning streaked out of the sky and hit me like a runaway truck; if a runaway truck had a billion volts of electricity to pump into my frail human body. One second, everything was bright white, and the next, it was black. I didn’t even have a chance to react.

As far as solutions to my predicament, it could have been worse. 

***

The hum of electronics and clack of keyboards was the dominant sound in the room. The glare from screens was going to leave people blind in their seventies, but the ergonomic chairs would save their lower backs. Row upon row of analysts worked through their shifts, and with each data point, the big board at the front of the room updated. It was a massive image of the United States of America. Throughout the day, points of the board, or even whole sections would light up, and analysts would dig into the data. They’d refine their analysis, update spreadsheets, have meetings, and if an issue made it through the bureaucratic hurdles, it would land on the desk of someone important.

Right now, a cluster of analysts was working on an anomalous weather pattern. It might be something, but it might be nothing. Only time would tell. Everything about the room said professional operation with a dedicated staff; all except for one man sitting at a desk in the corner, his boots kicked up on the table, and a cowboy hat pulled down over his eyes. If it wasn’t obvious enough he was sleeping. His snores echoed through the room.

The snores went unabated for over an hour. Despite the glares and side glances of the analysts, no one got up and did what everyone wanted to do: kick his size fourteen boots off the table and yell at him to shut the fuck up.

It was nearly quitting time by the time the man stirred. One second, he was snoring peacefully, and the next, he snorted awake and tipped up his hat. The clack of heels on linoleum echoed across the room a second later. Whether it was some magical ability or sheer, dumb luck, the analysts weren’t certain. The man swung his legs off the desk and leaned back in his chair, awake and alert. He was still casual, and borderline unprofessional, but as the clacking came closer, it looked like he’d been doing his job.

The clacking reached a crescendo, and everyone scrambled to look busy. “Vernon, with me,” a sharp voice called out.

Slowly, Vernon got to his feet, stretched his back, tipped his hat to the analysts, and followed the receding sound. This had happened enough times that the analysts had little hope Vernon would be punished for sleeping on the job. Not that Vernon cared. Anyone could type away on a computer and make a decision about data points, but very few could do what he could.

He followed the heels as they marched out of the room, down a short hallway, and into a corner office with a view. In the room with the threat board, without windows, and accompanied by nothing other than mild conversation and the hum of technology, it was easy to forget the building sat in the center of one of the most heavily populated cities in the world.

New York City spread out before them. Technically, it was the East River, and where Brooklyn and Queens met across the river, but it was still one hell of a view from one hell of an office. The suite was tastefully decorated with modern furniture that toed the line between utilitarian and lavish. It was all sturdy wood and neutral patterns. There was the typical “I love me” wall, where the office occupant had hung pictures of herself with important people, awards, recognition for her past military service, and other items of recognition that meant a lot to her.

Vernon had been in here enough times to know his boss had been in the shit more than once. For every picture of her with a President or Prime Minister, there was one of her in a war zone. There were also a few of her after bagging rogue supernaturals. Those prints were not safe for work.

The one thing he never saw in the office was pictures of a family. Hell, he wasn’t even sure if the Director had a family. Word on the grapevine was that she’d been born government-issued.

“Sit,” the Director commanded as she took her own seat behind a large desk.

Vernon sat and made sure to look Evelyn Winters in the eye. She was human, an extraordinary human who’d been through a hell of a lot more than he had, but despite her icy blue gaze, he knew for sure she couldn’t stare into the depths of his soul.

“Still,” he fought down a shiver as she studied him.

Director of the United Nations Worldwide Registration Response Division, Evelyn had been in Army Intelligence before she finished her commission at the end of Vietnam. She took a lateral transfer into what would one day become the NSA. People had taken note of her skills in the late 1970s. By the Eighties, she’d been promoted to a senior intelligence official in the Reagan Administration. Then the Revelation hit, and the world got turned on its head. She’d been instrumental in America’s response to its newfound citizens and problem children. She’d been assigned to the CIA and was in line for the Director position, but her talents were needed elsewhere. The campaign to get the WRA passed and ratified throughout most of the world was difficult, and America needed someone it trusted to steer the ship. Someone else could lead the CIA, but her experience with the supernaturals in the early days after the Revelation made her perfect for the newly minted UN position. A relentless campaign had secured her the desk she was currently sitting behind, and she’d held it ever since.

All that wisdom and experience sure as shit seemed like it could pierce Vernon’s soul. “What can I do for you, ma’am?” he broke the silence with his relaxed southern drawl that told everyone within earshot he was a Texas boy.

“You can act like you give a shit,” she snapped back, as she pulled a loose strand of her silver hair behind her ear.

Evelyn wasn’t much to look at. She was in great shape for someone pushing seventy-five, but at 5’3”, she wasn’t physically intimidating. Anyone who knew anything about her past knew she’d used that to her advantage. She knew where plenty of bodies were buried and had put several there herself. She was also a bit of a tight ass and rigid. She was an old dog, and she wasn’t about to learn any new tricks. Her tricks had worked just fine over the last five decades.

In many ways, Vernon was her opposite. He was a big boy, over six and a half feet tall, well-muscled, but not overly so. He wore his hair a little long and shaggy under his cowboy hat, and he preferred tactical-wear to a suit and tie. You wouldn’t catch him dead in a pair of loafers. It was always combat boots, and he was always armed; even in the depths of the UN HQ. His carefree attitude was often confused as him not giving a shit, and sometimes that was true. It was also true that the Response Division needed him a hell of a lot more than he needed it.

“You are a Supervisory Special Agent of my division, Vernon, if you’re going to take a nap, at least do it in your office,” she continued, venting her frustration.

“I have an office?” he was genuinely surprised.

“Fuck,” Evelyn sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose to ward off a migraine. “What am I going to do with you?”

“Easy, send me back on the road,” he replied, and started to lean back to throw his feet up again, but stopped himself.

Vernon Dud was made for many things. As a shifter, he was made for strength and speed. As a mage, he was an incredibly rare hybrid that could bring an extra level of power to deal with every threat. Lastly, as a Texan, he brought two heavy-caliber, rune-encrusted Colt Frontier six-shooters to the show, and the ability to shoot the wings off a fly at fifty meters. He was meant to drive fast cars and fuck loose women while listening to the devil’s music. He was not meant to sit in an office and play politics.

He also shouldn’t be a supervisory special agent. SSAs usually took ten to fifteen years of dedication to achieve. He was only twenty-four, and he’d only been promoted because they knew they needed to pay him more to keep him. Most of the division was human. The division didn’t track down humans who refused to register. The mission was to keep track of the extraordinary, and those same extraordinary people weren’t inclined to work for the people they saw as infringing on their freedoms.

Vernon could accomplish missions alone that took teams of specially trained humans. He knew that. Evelyn knew that, and his ego was sized accordingly. So, sometimes, it was her job to bring it back down a notch.

“Be careful what you wish for,” her exasperated sigh shifted, and Vernon tensed. “I’ve got something on the threat board for you to check out.”

The threat board housed everything from shifter serial killers to mages conjuring eldritch terrors. Vernon tried to remember anything that was blinking red on the board as he’d left the room. Things were mostly green with a few yellow spots.

Evelyn pulled a tablet from her desk drawer and tossed it to Vernon. Technically, he should have been carrying his UN-issued tablet with him at all times, but it was probably still sitting in the office he didn’t remember he had.

“This was just elevated to yellow. Low priority, but still, it gets you back on the road,” she waited while he read the synopsis.

As he read, his face soured. “You want me to check in on a high school?”

“Yes,” she replied seriously. “There was a localized, unregistered, unnatural weather event. Those require a permit, and there was none on file with the local PD or us.”

“A permit violation . . . at a high school,” he deadpanned, hoping this was a joke. “Can’t the local PD handle this?”

“No,” she replied, just as serious. “The school is full of the rich and famous, human and supernatural alike. The local PD doesn’t have the balls to go up there. They need someone with enough weight to throw around before they’ll even step on campus.”

“So, I’m a glorified babysitter,” he closed his eyes tight and hoped this was all just a bad dream.

“At least you aren’t here making my life more difficult,” she leveled with him. “I’ve got you a bus ticket that leaves from Grand Central in an hour. Get your go bag and get out of here,” she gave a wave of dismissal and turned her attention to other pressing issues.

Vernon wanted to argue with her, but she’d already moved on. “Fine,” he growled, and for the hundredth time wished he’d been born a hundred and fifty years ago.

He would kill to be a desperado, sheriff, or a US Marshall in the wild west. A life of gambling, whoring, and fighting sounded just fine to him. He unconsciously gave his revolvers a stroke and headed back to the room to grab his kit. That secured, he headed for the lobby to catch a cab.

He passed lines of protesters, human and supernatural, chanting and marching in a designated area. Some had signs concerning income inequality, others human rights, but by far the majority were to disband his division and repeal the WRA. Since he didn’t wear a patch designating his division, and his badge was tucked away in his bag, he didn’t draw the ire of the crowd.

“Thank the gods,” he thought as a yellow cab pulled out of line to pick him up. “He just couldn’t deal with any more stupidity today.”


Chapter 6

“What in the ever-loving fuck was that?” Lilith regained consciousness in near-complete darkness.

The first sign that something was wrong was that she didn’t snap to being fully awake. She was drowsy, groggy even, and that had never happened. Of course, she was only eighteen, but from everything her mother told her, that wasn’t supposed to happen. Succubae didn’t need sleep like humans. A few hours every couple of days was enough, and if she stayed fed, she could go for weeks before the deteriorating effects of sleeplessness took hold.

“What was I . . .” the fog in her mind persisted, and she gave her head a few good shakes. One smacked it against the hardwood floor. “Where am I?” she finally started to take in her surroundings.

The floors were chilly, and although her species was only adversely affected by extreme temperatures, she still felt it. She straightened up and promptly smacked her head into a metal lattice.

“Shit,” she cursed, as she started to put two and two together. She was under her bed.

“What the fuck is going on?” She pulled on her comforter to expose the rest of the room as her memory started to flood back.

The moon was only a sliver, so the amount of light in the room was negligible. Of course, her gifts allowed her to see perfectly with even that little light, and with the comforter out of the way, the room came into view. Despite the racket, Dani, her dwarf roommate, slumbered in her bed. The shorter woman had a particularly heavy breathing pattern when she was in deep sleep, and nothing short of a bomb would wake her up.

Lilith straightened up, cracked her back, and took stock of the situation. She was still in her uniform skirt, but her bra was on the floor. Since she normally folded and put away her clothes, that was a red flag. Dani’s side of the room was still a mess, so it was impossible to tell if there were signs of a struggle. Since the dwarf was sleeping without a care in the world, no one had heard a fight and come rushing to help.

Lilith studied her sleeping friend. Dani had a tendency to sleep in the nude. Lilith didn’t know why. She wore appropriate sleeping clothes. She wasn’t a barbarian. Studying the dwarf’s massive breasts as she slept, Lilith could say for certain she wasn’t hungry.

“There goes that theory.” She thought her grogginess and memory loss could have been due to severe hunger. She turned her attention away from her friend and focused on her memory.

She pushed power from the core of her being. Power that she got from the sexual energy of others. She was young, so she didn’t have much, but as she grew and got more experienced, her magical battery would grow. Once she reached full maturity in three years, she’d be an order of magnitude stronger than she currently was. She couldn’t wait for that day, and the increased appetites it would bring.

At the moment, she concentrated on remembering. The first thing that came to mind was a cock. Eight inches, solid thickness, without any weird bends that made it look like a banana. It was a good, hefty, straight cock. There was something about a quiz. Normally, she didn’t need any help. Not having to sleep much left her plenty of time to finish her homework, but this time she needed help. Everyone knew if you needed help you went to Cameron Dupree.

“Cam!” it came flooding back to her. She remembered him going off fairly quickly, but that was usually the case with humans. He tasted good going down, a fine meal, but then . . . something. She couldn’t put her finger on it. “Did someone ambush me while I was sucking dick?”  It sounded silly, but a succubus was most vulnerable when she was . . . occupied. “Maybe, but that feeling?”

It felt like someone lit a fire inside her. Like a nuke had gone off. No . . . like someone had jump-started a star. She’d never felt anything like it, and just thinking about it had her panties soaked. She bit her lip and gave Dani a sideways glance. The dwarf gave a very unladylike snort, and she rolled over to reveal a bare, but shapely, ass. Despite the sudden desire, something told Lilith that Dani wouldn’t be happy to be woken up with a request to go to town on her Egg McMuffin.

Fortunately, there was always someone she could call if she had questions. Someone who’d been there for Lilith every step of the way. Someone who’d taught her every trick in her book. Someone who’d only give her a little grief for waking her up in the middle of the night: her mother. The thought might terrify some humans. After all, what person wanted to think about a mother teaching her daughter the art of smoking the pink cigar? Succubae didn’t look at things that way. This was a mother teaching her daughter how to eat. Humans taught their kids to drink from sippy cups and use their fork and spoon. It was the same. The only difference was the viewpoint.

Lilith grabbed her phone from her desk and quietly exited the room. Each floor had a common area with a small kitchen, chairs, and a TV. She sat down at the table and dialed the number from memory. She didn’t even care about the time difference.

“Hello,” a sultry voice answered that could have raked in seven figures working a phone sex line.

“Mom,” Lilith’s voice must have betrayed something.

“What’s wrong?” Human or supernatural, a mother was a mother.

“I have a question for you . . .”

***

“What the shit?”

One second, there was darkness, and the next, reality sprang back into focus. It gave me a whole new appreciation for the term ‘let there be light’.

I bolted upright and was forcefully met with a pair of hands and a kind face. “Easy, darlin’,” the nurse replied with practiced bedside manner. “Lay back down. You’ve been through a lot.”

I allowed her to push me back down as my memory returned in a rush. “Got my dick sucked . . . check. A succubus with epilepsy . . . maybe. Walking back to the dorm and getting hit by lightning . . .?” I didn’t know about the last one. All I remembered was a brilliant white light, searing pain, and then nothing. I looked to the nurse for reassurance.

“You had a close call, darlin’,” the woman said as she straightened her old-school white blouse, skirt, and stockings with a big red cross on her hat. “The odds of getting struck by lightning are about one in seven hundred thousand. You had a near miss, but it still counts.”

“A near miss. That makes more sense.” If I had been struck, I’d be nothing more than a crispy critter.

Out of reflex, my hand dove beneath the sheets to check my twig and berries. With a sigh of relief, I confirmed everything was where it should be. The nurse gave me a disapproving look, but ignored it otherwise. Despite the unique student body of St. Vincent’s, it still wasn’t normal for people to have near-death experiences.

“I’m going to monitor you for the next few hours, and if your vitals are stable, I’m going to release you,” the nurse continued, as she went to record the data on a monitor next to my bed.

“What day is it?” I asked. I didn’t have my phone, and if I had to guess, even a near miss would have fried it.

“It’s one o’clock on Friday. You’ve been out for about eighteen hours,” she confirmed, and then headed out the glass-paneled door to the main section of the building. In the recovery ward, mine was the only bed in about a dozen that was occupied.

“Eighteen hours . . .” I gave a mental sigh. Despite the whole experience, I felt great. I didn’t get more than six hours of sleep on average, and eighteen really filled up my tank. “Wait . . . shit!” I remembered what I was supposed to do.

I’d been so focused on meeting up with Lilith that I forgot about other pressing issues. First and foremost, there was a certain item I was supposed to obtain for a certain Fae. There was no way Aveena’s order was going to get filled in her twenty-four-hour timeframe, and I was pretty sure she wasn’t going to care about my incapacitation. That was the Unseelie way.

I was still thinking of how to dig myself out of this hole when the door burst open and my friends rushed in. Jerome was first through the door and grinning like a fool. Brad looked more concerned. Unlike my other friends, he had the frailties of a human and knew just how close I’d come to being roasted alive. Makaylah just looked uncomfortable since there was a lot of blood around, and it probably smelled delicious to her.

“You have to be the luckiest and unluckiest man alive,” Jerome clapped me on the shoulder, driving me deep into the padded mattress. “You get the sexiest girl in school to play your fiddle, and then you get struck by lightning on the walk home. That’s some epic shit,” he laughed.

“Sure, because good luck is getting a woman to suck your dick; sexist pig . . .” Makaylah’s voice drifted off as her eyes darted from side to side. “I need to get out of here,” she looked paler than usual as she turned on her heel and made a beeline for the door.

Brad watched her go before approaching. “How are you feeling?” he asked a very human question that the two supernaturals hadn’t even considered.

“Great, actually. I should be out of here in an hour or two. Late enough to miss class, but early enough to call in a favor,” my eyes met his, and I batted my lashes.

“No, no . . . no . . . no,” the Caeli mage backed away from me. “I told you already. I’m not going back to that weirdo.”

Brad knew my request before I could ask it. The sheet of paper Aveena’s changeling handed me requested a baby’s rib. It was a magical version of a controlled substance; obviously, because of the source it came from. Mostly, they were taken from babies that succumbed to SIDS, but that number was shrinking by the year. I didn’t know the properties of the item once infused with magic, and I didn’t want to know. All I knew was that there was only one black market operation in the small town that surrounded St. Vincent’s.

The guy who ran it looked like a child molester. He wasn’t actually one, but he drove around in an ’80s Astro van filled with illegal magic trinkets. He kind of hit the stereotype on the head. Being on the move kept him off the local PD’s radar, and a few enchantments made sure the human cops didn’t find anything if they ever searched his mobile shop.

I had Brad run an errand once before, and the guy creeped him out. He wasn’t willing to do it again. “Please,” I gave him my best puppy-dog look. “You were there. You know who this is for. If I don’t come through, she’s not the type to shrug and walk away. She’s the ‘I’ll take my pound of flesh in payment for your failure’ type.”

Brad held my eyes for a moment before dropping them. “Fuck. Fine, I’ll do it, but you owe me big, Cam.”

“I owe you,” I agreed, and my word was good when it came to my business.

Brad left to track down the pedo-van in town while Jerome had to go back to class. Good to her word, the nurse discharged me a couple of hours later, and I was left to my own devices. The first thing I did was get a change of clothes. They returned the uniform I’d been wearing, but it had a sharp, burnt smell to it that would never come out. I tossed it, and donned jeans and a shirt; something comfortable, but easy to move in. There was no way in hell I could outrun a Fae if it came to that, but you couldn’t blame a man for being prepared. The Boy Scouts got one thing right.

The bleachers called my name after that, but for the first time in a long time, I didn’t want to go. I checked the spare phone I had. It was an old flip one that was about a decade out of date, but without a data plan, it was a cheap and solid backup. It wouldn’t surprise me if the school magically eavesdropped on some conversations, so having a backup was good for business.

After a while, I couldn’t put it off anymore. The usual comfort of the steel pillars of my personal kingdom was lacking as I approached. Aveena was already there, her foot tapping impatiently against the gravel.

“Mortal,” she spat as I approached.

“Lady Foxbelle,” I made sure to debase myself extra today. “You look radiant as always.”

“Where is my product?” She ignored the pleasantries.

“I have one of my people fetching it as we speak,” I prayed to all the gods and goddesses of every pantheon that Brad would hurry the fuck up.

“We had an agreement,” she pulled out a thin, next-gen phone that I doubted was even on the market yet. “And you will breach it in twenty-two seconds.”

“Come on, Brad,” I kept myself bowed at the waist, prostrated before the Fae girl. With about three seconds to spare, Brad sprinted between the pylons. “Gods, thank you!” I smiled at Aveena, but that was before I looked at Brad’s face. He was winded, and clutching a stitch in his side, but he was shaking his head back and forth. “Fuck.”

“Restitutions must be made for dishonoring my noble house,” Aveena looked happier than I’d ever seen her.

“Please, my Lady,” I resorted to begging. “As you may have heard, I was struck down by a force of nature last night. While lightning is no concern to someone as mighty as yourself, I am a mere mortal and was hospitalized until this afternoon. I sent my man to check my distributor, and they did not have it in stock. If you give me more time, I promise you I can get you what you requested.”

I figured playing the weak mortal card while brownnosing was a safe bet. It might have worked with a Seelie, but Aveena’s wicked grin showed me the Unseelie was unmoved.

“I demand satisfaction.” Reality seemed to warp, and a silver dagger appeared in her hand. I’d never seen a glamour before, and this was not how I wanted to witness the Fae’s greatest power. “A finger will do.”

I gulped and started to back away, but she was so quick. She blurred, and was suddenly standing before me with my hand in an iron grip. “Resistance is futile.” I could see the joy in her eyes as she moved the blade to my pinky finger.

“Step off, hag!” a familiar voice commanded.

Aveena recoiled like she’d been struck. A hag was a type of Fae. A low blood. The lowest of the low. It was ugly and only fit to clean the shitters of someone as high-born as Aveena. Calling her a hag was worse than calling her a two-dollar ho.

“Whore!” she roared back. Shockwaves made the metal around us groan in protest.

Lilith stepped forward and pushed me aside so I fell flat on my ass.  The last person I expected to come to my defense was the succubus I’d shoved under her bed with drool-cum dripping out of her mouth. I wanted to say something, but no one was paying attention to me anymore. 

Only Brad, me, and the noble Fae’s changeling entourage would witness the epic showdown. St. Vincent’s had a pecking order based on power, prestige, money, race, and everything else people usually quibbled over in high school. Aveena and Lilith were near the top of the pecking order.

“Hot girl fight,” I couldn’t stop grinning.

The dagger vanished from Aveena’s hand and was replaced by dual swords. One was curved, and the other straight. The use of different blades enhanced strengths and reduced weaknesses. They glowed with the otherworldly light of glamour and were far more intimidating than the tiny dagger.

In response, Lilith’s eyes began to glow. It was the same spark as when she’d been draining me dry the night before. She opened her mouth, and tongues of flame flowed down her chest and arms. They burned the same green as her eyes, and congealed into a flaming sword in one hand, and a barbed whip in the other. She stared confidently into Aveena’s eyes as two horns slowly protruded from her forehead. Both women held their weapons like they knew how to use them.

Me, Brad, and Aveena’s changelings backed up as much as possible. My ego couldn’t help but notice that the two hotties with bodies were fighting over little, old me. My ego gained a healthy boost from that, and a fantasy played out in my mind. The two warrior women clashed in a blur of blades. Sparks and flashes of light erupted with each clash or strike. Eventually, they crossed blades, their faces inches from each other. Lilith’s tongue darted out to part the Fae’s lips. Her power surged through the Fae, buckling her knees. Both women dropped their weapons and embraced, ripping off each other’s clothing. Before anyone could react, they were scissoring on the ground like their lives depended on it.

It was one hell of a fantasy, but like most things in my hormone-addled brain, it was bullshit. Their fight could easily destroy the bleachers and bury us mere mortals under tons of steel. All the administration would be able to do was give them a slap on the wrist and make their families pay off the families of the dead. The truth was far from the lesbian bangfest in my mind.

“What the hell is going on here!” another familiar voice yelled.

I was never happier to see Mr. Miller in my life.

Aveena held her glamour weapons for a heartbeat before they vanished. Likewise, Lilith’s flaming accessories disintegrated in a shower of embers. “Nothing, Mr. Miller,” the succubus turned her hundred-watt smile on the history teacher, and he tripped over some gravel.

“What . . . um . . .” he shook his head like he was trying to remember where he was. Then his eyes focused on me. “Dupree!” he snapped. “You’re late for detention. Get your ass to my classroom, now!”

“Yes, sir. Right away, sir,” I practically ran for the cover of the faculty member.

Aveena’s murderous gaze followed me, promising that her retribution was only paused. Lilith’s eyes followed me and they were filled with . . . “affection?" I was sure I had that wrong, but there wasn’t any time to ask. I allowed the teacher to push me forward and away from the supernaturals.

We walked halfway back to his classroom before he broke the silence. “I don’t know what you did, Mr. Dupree, but Aveena’s mother is the Lady of Winter, one of The Nine, a member of the Fae High Court. All courts answer to her, no matter their affiliation. There is no worse person on this campus to make an enemy of.” He surprised me by smiling down at me, but it was a cruel smile. “I might not even have to catch you breaking the rules to get you out of my hair. The Fae will just make you disappear one night.”

He left me to consider my situation. “Maybe Jerome was right. I might be the luckiest and unluckiest man alive.”


Chapter 7

I collapsed into one of the hard, wooden seats at the front of Miller’s classroom. It had been a long twenty-four hours, and I was spent. Nearly being in the middle of a succubus brawl with a noble Fae was the hair that broke the camel’s back. Unfortunately, Miller wasn’t willing to just let me sit there for the next hour and a half.

“Whatever you might think of me, I am first and foremost an educator,” the academic steepled his hands on his desk and smiled at me. “So, I will explain just how big a pile of shit you just stepped in.”

“Just kill me now,” I rolled my eyes and settled in.

“The Nine are the highest order of Fae. Together they form the core of that race’s executive and judicial body. They are led by the Eternal Queen Maeve, Mistress of Light and Darkness.”

“And apparently they like their titles,” I shook my head.

Miller continued, whether he noticed my disdain or not. “There are eight other positions, half filled by Seelie, and half Unseelie. Think the Supreme Court with four liberals and four conservatives. They bicker, squabble, engage in covert warfare, and generally use the Faerie realm as their own personal battleground. The Nine are closer to what we consider gods than supernatural creatures.”

“Ominous much,” I might have stiffed Aveena, through no fault of my own, but that had nothing to do with these people. 

“Aveena’s mother is the Lady of Winter, and along with the Lady of Hags, Master of Hounds, and the Green Maiden, they form the Unseelie block. Unseelie are rebellious by nature, aggressive when confronted, and rely on individual strength and power as status symbols. All Fae have a flair for the dramatic. It’s in their blood. So, consider Aveena a rebellious drama queen who sees any affront to her honor, or challenge to her strength, as a direct threat to the core of her personality.”

“Oh,” I gulped. That sounded exactly like what Lilith and I had just done.

“Thankfully, Unseelie normally try to handle things themselves instead of getting their court involved. Seelie are more willing to work together to accomplish their mission. They are led by the Lady of Autumn, Lady of the Lake, Master of the Hunt, and the Satyr Prince.”

“How do you know all this?” I finally got in a word.

“I teach a class on Fae Culture and Politics at the community college,” Miller waved as if that was inconsequential. “What is important, Mr. Dupree, is that you better hope Lady Foxbelle keeps this as a matter between you and her. If she calls on the Lady of Winter, this becomes an inter-realm incident.”

“An inter-realm incident,” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “All over me not getting her . . . something,” I caught myself before confessing to a Class A misdemeanor.

“Fae aren’t logical when it comes to honor and pride. If the Lady of Winter calls on the human ambassador to demand your head, the UN will give it to her.”

“You’re shitting me?” I called his bluff, and all he did was laugh.

“We don’t have a good read on the Faerie Realm, but we estimate they have a population of anywhere from one point four to one point seven billion Fae. There are also tens of thousands of changelings in our realm, and if it came to hostilities, we don’t know what side the half-Fae would choose. They are considered barely above pets among the Fae, but I wouldn’t put it past them to want to pick the winning side. Better the bottom of the totem pole than six feet under. An untrained changeling is a match for a fully armed infantry squad. Think about what an army of full-Fae could do to our world.”

I didn’t like the visual he was painting. Or the insinuation that this was my fault.

“Our own mages and paranormal creatures help level the playing field, but it would be a bloodbath, and billions would die. If Cameron Dupree can stop a slaughter by losing his head, then the UN will gladly pay the price,” Miller finished.

“So, I need to make up for this . . . and then some,” I concluded.

“Yeah,” Miller laughed and leaned back in his chair. “I don’t think it will come to that. Lady Foxbelle has enough connections and Fae sworn to her that she’ll just have you assassinated.” The statement made my gut drop into my feet.

“Today turned out to be a good day,” the teacher started to whistle and flip through a book he pulled from a drawer.

Left to my own thoughts, I started to spiral. “Why can’t I catch a break?”

Apparently, the break was waiting for me in the hallway outside Miller’s classroom. I wasn’t even out the door before I popped a half-chub. It took a few seconds before I saw her leaning against the wall. I gulped and took a half-step back. I looked over my shoulder for help, but Miller was gone.

“Coward,” I thought as I tried to backpedal into the classroom as Lilith advanced on me.

If I were her, I’d be pissed. If anyone left me unconscious, under my bed, with a mouth full of cum, I know I’d be ready to kick their ass. I was convinced the only reason she’d stepped between me and Aveena was because she wanted first crack at me. A classic ‘no one hurts you but me’ scenario. Her face was unreadable as she descended on me.

“Lilith, I . . .” my mind whirled with how to defend myself as her hand wrapped around my shirt’s collar in an unbreakable vice.

I let out a very unmanly squeak as she spun around and half-dragged me down the hall. “I’m so sorry, Lilith. I don’t know what happened. I swear I didn’t do anything. You know I have nothing but the utmost respect for you. I’ll do whatever you want. If you need tests, quizzes, midterms . . . I’m your man,” I begged, as she opened a door and tossed me inside.

I hit a stack of buckets that went flying, and the pungent sting of chemicals reached my nostrils. From the depths of my memory, I recalled people sometimes used lye to decompose bodies. “Please, just don’t hurt me.” I didn’t want to die in the janitor’s closet. 

“Shut up,” she shoved me back against the wall. “I need to check something.”

Apparently, that something was in my pants. With a yank that nearly pitched me face-first into the floor, she ripped my pants down.

“Wait . . . what?” I was still trying to wrap my mind around what was happening when she took my full length in her mouth. My next question morphed into a groan of pleasure. She did something with her tongue, and my legs turned to Jell-O. I started to fall, but her hand shot up from where she’d been massaging my balls and pinned me to the wall. With a single arm, she easily supported my weight.

It took me about three seconds to realize that she’d been fucking with me the last time around. The previous night’s fellatio had been the succubus equivalent of playing with her food. She’d toyed with me like a cat before it ate the canary.

Now, she ate like a fatty, and my dick was an all-you-can-eat buffet. One . . . two . . . three times my dick hammered the back of her throat, while her tongue swirled around. At one point, I could swear it wrapped completely around my cock like a corkscrew and jerked me off all by itself. I couldn’t be sure. I was having an out-of-body experience and couldn’t tell what was real and what was a pleasure-induced hallucination. At one point, I swear some old dude was watching us from the corner, but I blinked and the perv was gone.

It all lasted about ten seconds, because when a succubus really goes at you, you don’t stand a chance. I felt my balls tighten, and I just let go. The first stream of spunk was always the most powerful, and I rocket-launched it right down her throat. She gobbled it up greedily. Then, to my surprise, and with a force of will I couldn’t understand, she pulled out. With a pop, my dick emerged from her mouth, and a beaker appeared out of nowhere. It looked like she’d stolen it from one of the chemistry labs in the building. Wherever she got it was irrelevant. What mattered was that she got it into position and caught every last bit of seed I produced.

“Ugh,” I grunted as I thrust my hips forward and the last bit seeped out of me. She removed the beaker, sealed it with a lid, and proceeded to hungrily clean up my cock with her tongue. On my super-sensitive tip, it was heaven.

My chest heaved, and I shook my head to clear the sex-induced state of shock she’d put me in. “What . . .?” I started, but she wasn’t paying attention to me. She’d placed the beaker on one of the supply shelves and was waiting in the middle of the room like she was expecting me to fight her.

She looked like she was controlling her breathing and bracing for . . . something, but it sure as shit wasn’t going to be me throwing punches. “Lilith,” I waved one hand in her direction as the other tried to secure my pants. “What the fuck is . . .?”

She cut me off with a moan. It was the type of moan that had every guy in a square-mile radius suddenly hard and not knowing why. My depleted cock sure as shit shot back up, and was ready for more. She finally made eye contact with me, and it looked like twin infernos of lust were ready to shoot out of her eyes and roast me on the spot. She started to shake like she was having another seizure and collapsed sideways into the wall. Instead of bouncing off it and landing unconscious on the floor, like last time, she was able to steady herself. It was clear her legs weren’t working at the moment, and from the expression on her face, it looked like she was higher than a kite in a thunderstorm. A goofy grin split her lips as her legs gave up and she plopped down on her ass. Her hand disappeared up her skirt.

“Ahhhh yes,” she groaned, and I almost blew another load right then and there.

“Not poison cum . . . super cum!” I concluded as I watched one of the most powerful creatures in the school defenseless on the ground before me. In my estimation, what my nuts produced had just become one of the most prized substances on earth.

Even in my post-blowjob euphoria, I could see this was a double-edged sword. If my jizz was like crack cocaine to succubae, then my sex life would be nothing but fantastic. Every succubus would be lining up to get a piece of me. However, just like crack cocaine, there was a downside to something so potent and addictive. I’d be nothing but a commodity, milked like a cow day in and day out. Sure, it would be unbelievably sexy creatures that would be milking me, but that would be my life.

There was little doubt in my mind that a human like me could ever stand up to a bunch of supernaturals that wanted my nut butter. If they wanted it, they’d take it. If I ever wanted to be anything more than a tool, I couldn’t let that beaker get wherever Lilith wanted it to go. 

I hurriedly pulled my pants up and grabbed for the beaker. Lilith was still a few knuckles deep in herself and barely able to move, as I sprinted out the door. I looked fucking ridiculous with my pants in one hand and a jar of my jizz in the other. Thank god Miller had run off at the first sign of trouble, or I’d have a real hard time explaining this.

***

Vernon watched the landscape pass by as the small caravan of vehicles pulled off the interstate at the sign for St. Vincent’s Academy. It was a sharp contrast to where he’d grown up. North Texas was all flat, open prairie as far as the eye could see. Then there was NYC, which was a monument to the gods of glass, steel, and asphalt. Despite being in the same state, upstate New York was nothing like the city. It was nothing but farms since they’d left Albany, and heavily forested areas full of rolling hills. As summer gave way to autumn, so did the trees start to change and shed their leaves.

The driver of the lead vehicle definitely knew the local area better than the GPS because Vernon nearly missed the sideroad that branched off to the school proper. In fact, if not for the landscaping staff cleaning with industrial leaf blowers, anyone would have missed the winding road up the side of the hill. Tucked behind a wall of trees, a security shack brought the convoy to a halt as the Sheriff spoke to the school’s security staff.

Instinctually, Vernon watched the landscapers. He paid attention to their body language and hands, but everything he saw showed a bunch of guys hard at work trying to fight back Mother Nature. Vernon was fighting back a bit of nature himself. He couldn’t help but take another deep breath and inhale the scent of the other passenger. The big, black, government-issued Tahoe could seat a fully-armed, eight-man tactical team comfortably, but today, it was just him and Co-Sheriff Becky Wood.

The Co-Sheriff was a position that had been around since the Revelation, and was a necessity for local communities. Vernon had been born a decade after the Revelation, so he’d never seen how things worked before. There were plenty of old timers in his pack back in Texas, and humans in the Response Division, who liked to talk about the good old days.

Before the Revelation, the supernatural community policed itself. The mages had their councils that put into place magical edicts bound by oath and sorcery. Shifters had their loyalty to the alpha and pack law, clan law, or tribe law, since a good chunk of the shifter population in North America was Native American. Whatever you called it, the alphas were judge, jury, and executioner for those they led.

Vamps had their covens and enforcers who put down their rogue members with violent precision. The Fae held fealty toward their courts when they bothered to cross into the mortal realm at all. Even the infernal cabals had rules in place to keep their people in line. People might have viewed the infernal supernaturals as hell’s spawn for millennia, but that didn’t mean they were any less organized than anyone else. In some cases, they really had their shit together. 

With the Revelation, all of that was thrown into question. As one might expect, creatures that were stronger and more powerful than humans didn’t like to answer to mundane authorities. The justice system as America knew it had to fundamentally change and incorporate these new channels of authority.

Lacking a better term, there was now a separate-but-equal approach to the law in place. Each court and law enforcement department had their human lawyers, judges, and officers, while there was an adjacent court for the supernatural community. There was overlap because there weren’t enough supernaturals willing to serve to have totally separate systems. However, at higher positions of authority – like judges and sheriffs – those were filled with supernaturals. In Hamilton County, that was Becky Wood.

She was a shifter, Vernon knew that much, and had a distinctive feline scent compared to his canine musk. She had the shifter body: tall, lean, and strong. He liked what he saw and was going to ask her out for a drink once this pointless errand was finished. She caught him looking out of the corner of her eye and gave him a sniff that didn’t seem complimentary. The dog vs. cat stereotype largely didn’t apply to shifters, but all stereotypes started somewhere. Without looking up her info, he didn’t know what her story was. He thought about doing it, but his boss would label that a misuse of government resources. He guessed he’d have to find out the old-fashioned way. He looked forward to the hunt.

The caravan started moving again, and after going through several twists and turns, the school came into view. “Damn!” Vernon had gone to a stuffed-to-the-brim public school where half the classes were in barely air-conditioned trailers. This place was fucking Versailles in comparison.

Buildings of complementary architectural styles were spread over several acres, including a large library, football stadium, field house, gym with attached Olympic-regulation aquatic center, and what had to be some type of concert hall. Practice fields for a variety of sports extended into the distance where they ended at a tall brick wall and wrought-iron fence. Beyond the fence was the small town that only survived by the good graces of the school. Apparently, the caravan had come in the back to avoid disturbing the students and locals.

The vehicles pulled into a circular drive in front of a large building named after someone Vernon didn’t know of, or care about. All that mattered was that it was the administration building, which was where they needed to kick this whole thing off.

“And see how much of a pain in the ass this is going to be,” he thought.

He’d already seen runes etched into buildings and concealed from mundane eyes. He doubted Sheriff Wood even knew they were there. His own modicum of talent with the arcane arts allowed him to pierce the magical veil.

There were several types of magic wielders in the world. Elemental mages were the most common with their power over the elements, but Vernon didn’t have those abilities. He was a Theurgy Mage: a magic-wielder who used rituals and ceremonies to achieve a desired outcome. As far as pros and cons went, theurgy did not have the immediate adaptability of elementals. In combat situations, adaptability was key, so his talents didn’t necessarily line up with his combat-oriented job.

However, while lacking adaptability in the moment, theurgy was extremely far-reaching in general. Elementals had a lot of uses for their abilities, but a mage like Vernon could literally do anything if he had enough time, power, and resources to prepare. Knowing his life depended on it, he’d put in the time to make his preparations. The UN provided the resources, so his only limits were his own power. As far as power went, he was low-mid tier, but with the right spells, he was absolutely deadly.

Case in point, what he was wearing, and the custom Colt Frontiers in his shoulder holsters. As far as ops went, this had a low threat level, but that didn’t mean he’d come unprepared. He had on his usual boots, tactical pants, a turtleneck, and a leather jacket to ward off the early-autumn chill. Every bit of his clothing had been etched with protective wards. Those wards would stand up to heavy-caliber bullets and even reduce the kinetic bleed-through to a degree. He made sure they were fully charged on the train. So, on top of his shifter strength and speed, he was wearing the equivalent of steel armor plating, and all in a comfortable cotton-synthetic weave.

The protection wards had taken time and power to etch into the clothes, but he hadn’t been willing to take the UN-issued uniform. Like a soldier with their weapon, any good mage wanted to make sure they understood the magic they were using inside and out. Something being wrong with the ward could lead to a deadly feedback loop that would straight-up kill you or burn you out. Burnout could last for hours, days, months, or forever; completely shutting off a mage’s ability to work magic. That frequently led to severe depression and eventual suicide.

It all depended on how hard you pushed yourself. Vernon had only burned out once before. It felt like being sucker punched in the back of the skull, kicked in the balls, all on top of being in the middle of the worst hangover of your life; plus, a bad mushroom trip just because the universe was an evil bitch. Needless to say, he never wanted to go through that again.

He fingered the handles of his Colt, a nervous habit he’d developed after years of hunting people and creatures that tried to kill him. The Colts were his pride and joy. To the mundane observer, they looked like any other pair of six-shooters straight out of a western film. To a mage, they were worlds beyond those antiquated firearms.

Each of the chambers was covered in runes, whose purpose was to connect the chamber to a section of sub-space Vernon had created to hold special ammunition. Unlike other revolvers, the chambers in his Colts didn’t rotate unless he changed the barrels manually. That sounded stupid, but there was a reason for that. Most importantly, it didn’t affect his rate of fire. As long as he had ammo stored, every time he pulled the trigger the pistol fired a round.

It took different ammunition to kill different things. At the moment, he had varying amounts of five different types of ammunition that affected different supernatural creatures to one degree or another. The sixth and final chamber was for good, old-fashioned, .44 caliber lead to deal with humans. As deadly as vamps, shifters, cabals of demon creatures, and other magic-wielders were, humans were no less of a pain in the ass.

Each mission started with a decision: what ammunition was he going to need to get the job done? Normally, if he was going to a school, he would set it for lightning rounds. The rounds were exactly what they sounded like. In his free time, he spent time bottling lightning into bullets. It was the supernatural equivalent of a taser, since it took a lot more than fifty thousand volts to stun a pissed off shifter. It was also great for elementals because it fucked up their concentration. There was a one percent chance the next-gen stun round could kill the mage, but the mages here were kids without any pre-existing conditions. Their hearts could handle the extra voltage.

If he was going into a den of rogue vamps, then he opted for liquid UV rounds. The rounds wouldn’t make them burst into flame. It was more like having acid poured into an open wound. It hurt like hell, and as long as they weren’t too far into a blood rage, it would take them down. Without treatment, the UV rounds would make it impossible to heal, and the vamp could die.

A shifter’s Achilles’ heel had always been silver, but not just any run-of-the-mill silver. Silverbane was a specific type of silver that went through an extra magical refinement process. It was hard to make, and was closely regulated since the Revelation. Silverbane would drop a fully shifted, half-ton werebear in a full rage. Vernon only had about fifty of those rounds stacked up in his sub-space pocket, followed by four hundred and fifty rounds of normal silver. Regular, pure-silver rounds were better than nothing, but they weren’t nearly as effective. They would slow a shifter down, but a shifter’s healing would just push the bullets out of their body so they could keep on trucking. Silverbane, like the UV rounds, would stop a shifter’s ability to heal. It would travel through their bloodstream, and once it reached the heart, that was it . . . game over. 

Although it was unlikely he’d run across a situation where he needed to use it, one chamber was full of cold iron. It was the ancient weakness of the Fae, but couldn’t be produced by mundane means. A magical process needed to be added to the iron production cycle, and the number of cold iron rounds was limited by the treaties with the Fae High Court. Vernon’s own importance allowed him to carry a large amount of the special ammunition.

Last but not least, the final chamber was loaded with quad-rounds. Quads were for when he had no idea what the hell he was up against. The world was a big place, and that didn’t even take into consideration the other realms – known and unknown – and all the shit that populated them. Quad rounds were a mix of silverbane, cold iron, liquid UV, and enough tranquilizers to take down an elephant. The hope was that they could take down the unknown attacker, or at least slow them down enough for him to get the hell out of there. Even better for humanity, these rounds weren’t controlled by any of the arm’s deals in place with Fae or shifters. That was because they weren’t full of enough cold iron or silverbane to seriously injure any of the known supernaturals. However, quantity had a quality all its own, and putting a few quads into a supernatural would take them down for good.

Vernon thought about switching to quads as they exited the vehicle, but decided against it. The boss wanted him to play nice. He was here as backup. The locals needed to handle this problem. His job was to lend authority to the investigation. He shouldn’t be shooting anyone today.

He fell in behind Sheriff Wood. He couldn’t help but be captivated by the sway of her hips or the tightness of her uniform pants that made it clear she wasn’t wearing any panties. He quickly averted his eyes when her sixth sense for being ogled was tripped, and drifted over to talk to one of the mundane deputies. The kid was just out of the academy and had a million and one questions for a UN special agent. If anything, it was a good way to get off the Co-Sheriff’s radar. 

The building’s interior oozed wealth and privilege. Richly lacquered wood paneling adorned the walls of an entryway before opening up into a large open-concept space. Equally rich mahogany desks sat atop a royal blue carpet that seemed to conform to your feet like a Tempur-Pedic mattress. The school’s shield and coat of arms held a place of prominence over a stone mantle, where a magical fire burned at the center of the hearth.

“And this is where the secretaries work,” Vernon couldn’t imagine what the offices of the movers and shakers looked like.

In these surroundings, the entourage of law enforcement officers wasn’t as intimidating as he expected. There were six of them total. The mundane Sheriff – a guy who looked like he’d been in the position half his life and would die there – Sheriff Wood, three deputies, and Vernon. Two of them were shifters, all of them were armed – some more obvious than others – and Vernon had the added honor of being a mage. All of that, and he still felt outclassed by the people who were waiting for them.

It didn’t surprise him that the school knew about the surprise visit. It was the center of the town’s economy, and probably at the top of the county’s charts for reliable tax income. Someone somewhere had talked, and the administrators were ready for them. The mundane Sheriff greeted them with a familiarity that told Vernon the lawman might have done it himself. Wood was next, and she bowed respectfully to the stately woman at the center of the school’s delegation. The deputies were completely ignored by everyone, and they seemed fine with that.

“May I introduce Supervisory Special Agent Vernon Dud from the Response Division,” Wood made the introductions.

A small, portly man with a combover and sweaty hands greeted him with the typical unease Vernon was accustomed to. He was introduced as the president of the academy – Vernon didn’t bother remembering his name – and he immediately launched into questions about why the Response Division was at the academy. He smelled and talked like a lawyer, not an educator, so Vernon ignored him.

The stately woman just watched Vernon with critical eyes. She was introduced as the Dean of Students, and didn’t extend a hand to shake. From the power coming off her, it was clear she was the chief mage for the school. The taste of her magic was on the wards and runes he’d seen so far around campus. Mages normally couldn’t tell what other runes and rituals belonged to another mage, but his magically augmented shifter senses gave him the ability.

“Sir,” he cut the president off mid-sentence. “Ma’am,” he inclined his head to the other mage. “I am here to assist the local officials in fulfilling their duty under the Worldwide Registration Act, Paragraph Seven, Subsection D, Clause Six. There was an unauthorized creation of a magical weather phenomenon yesterday at approximately six o’clock pm.” Rather than argue with them, he tapped his tablet and swiped to transfer the information to the administrators. It sent all the data gathered from the magical incident, along with GPS coordinates, and the warrant that allowed local law enforcement on the premises to pursue the investigation.

The president perused it carefully, but the mage didn’t even bother looking. “What do you need from us?” was all she asked.

“We,” Vernon was careful to make it a group request, “need all Caeli and Aqua elemental mages. Any Theurgy mages with a specialty in weather manipulation or the study of meteorology, climatology, even aeronomy, as well as all noble Fae and changelings with nymph blood,” he recited. The UN had taken a look at the school records and compiled a list before his train departed. Step one of the investigation was to see if the school tried to hold anything back.

“We have noble Fae among our student body,” the mage replied. “They will be displeased by this.”

“They are bound by code and covenant,” Vernon replied simply, overriding the other mage’s objections. “Assemble them quickly and we’ll get this over with. The more you drag your feet, the longer we’re all here,” he finished with a shrug.

The mage’s nostrils flared, but she didn’t reply. She nodded curtly to the president, and a secretary who’d been nothing more than background scenery until this point hustled off to make some calls.


Chapter 8

Vernon stepped into a gymnasium that looked like it could moonlight as a college basketball stadium. Why the school needed something so big, when the entire county could fit comfortably inside it, was beyond him. His eyes were on the gathered students. He carefully pulled a case from his pocket and opened it. He extracted a clear contact and put it in his right eye. An earbud went in his right ear, as well as a bone mic across his throat. He blinked twice and stated a codeword sub-vocally.

Data scrolled across the contact as it connected to his tablet’s secure network. It took entering his user name and password, plus undergoing a retina scan, for the technology to accept that it was him and give him full access.

“Coms check,” he kept it subvocal, but was sure some of the supernaturals in the room could make out what he was saying.

“We read you five by five,” a tech back at HQ replied. “Standing by for requests.”

“Thanks.” He doubted he’d need it, but it was protocol for the investigation. The contact recorded everything he saw, which was admissible in court. He couldn’t count how many times the footage had saved his ass when a supernatural claimed police brutality, or some other nonsense, and the tape showed the exact opposite.

“Everyone,” he called out to get the attention of the two dozen teenagers gaggling around the gym. “Thank you for taking the time out of your day. We will get through this as quickly as possible. Please follow all instructions, and you’ll be fine. If you’ll all please line up in an orderly fashion we’ll get started.”

The students fell into order based on a hierarchy known only to the students, but it showed him who the queen bee was. He stood in front of her, and the facial recognition brought up her file.

“Lady Foxbelle,” he gave her a small bow. “I apologize for the intrusion on your day, but I am bound by code and covenant to conduct a brief inspection. There was a violation, and we are interviewing all who have the power to pull off this level of magical interference, which was substantial.” It never hurt to butter up a Fae, and judging by her smug expression, it worked. “Please hold out your dominant hand.”

She did, and Vernon took a metal disk from his pocket. The two sheriffs were conducting the same magical interview process starting at the other side of the line. It was simple and non-invasive. The magical artifact pulled power from an internal battery and worked backward to tell the investigator what spells had recently been used by the interviewee. It also provided a magical time stamp, so Vernon could pinpoint when the spells were used.

“What the hell were you up to?” he kept the thought to himself. The last spell used by the noble Fae was a glamour of two deadly-looking swords. “I don’t want to know what happened there.” He continued backward past the time period of the phenomenon and got nothing.

“Thank you for your cooperation, my Lady, you may go.” With a huff, the Fae girl strutted away like she owned the place, and being here was her idea.

Vernon moved on to the next person, and the next, and the next. Eventually, he met Wood in the middle with a whole lot of nothing. He sighed at the result. It would have been nice if things had gone easy just this once.

“As you can see, it was none of our students,” the school’s dean replied proudly from where she stood watching the process.

“Yes, ma’am. It seems not,” Vernon replied with a sad smile. “Since it was not a student, I now need to interview all teachers and staff with any magical ability. Inspect the site of the incident and tour the campus. I’m afraid I’ll have to impose on you for at least another twenty-four hours.”

The dean’s triumphant expression soured, but it looked like she swallowed her retort. “We’re at your division’s service,” she said through gritted teeth.

Wood didn’t look any happier. “I guess you’ll need a hotel room for the night.”

No one liked working on a Friday night.

***

Friday night lights and the instinctual thrill of American football infected even the supernatural students of St. Vincent’s. Since I didn’t want to be anywhere without dozens of witnesses, I ran for the football stadium. Jerome met me there. Makaylah wasn’t into brutish man-sports, and Brad was called away for something; so, I was left with just my best friend to tell my tale.

“I call bullshit,” Jerome scoffed when I finished explaining how I’d left a succubus in sex-shock on the floor of a janitor’s closet with nothing but my spunk.

“I’m fucking serious,” I held up the beaker as proof. “She tried to bottle it up and do gods know what with it.”

“That’s nasty, dude,” Jerome backed up as much as he could. “Did you just jerk off in the chemistry lab to get me to buy this?”

I would have been embarrassed by the statement if anyone had heard it. Instead, the stands erupted in cheers as our running back ran for fifty yards and a touchdown. Sports had specific rules about supernaturals competing; mostly, you could only have a certain number of a certain classification as approved by the High School Sports Association, the NCAA, or whatever major league you were watching. I hadn’t paid much attention to the rules because I had no place trying to play a contact sport with someone the size of Sam Little, or shifters like him. I’d take bets for or against them, but no way I’d step up to the line of scrimmage.

“No, I didn’t jerk off into this!” Frustration was written all over my face, but Jerome didn’t care. My best friend was full of good intentions, but I was human, and Lilith was a succubus, so there was no way in hell what I claimed had actually happened.

“Fuck it,” I threw my hands in the air. I had shit to do, and I could kill two birds with one stone. I needed to stay away from Lilith and make things right with Aveena. I could accomplish both of those by escaping into town until curfew.

Vincent’s Hollow was the textbook definition of a one-horse town. There were maybe six hundred people living there, and two-thirds were employed by the school. The rest were families and those who provided the essential services of the town. Getting down from the school to the Hollow – as everyone called it – was easy. It was an urban myth that motion sensors and cameras were covering the entire perimeter of the fence. The entrances and exits were covered, but most of the wall wasn’t.

Despite the darkness, I made my way to the wall by memory and found the heavy carpet I kept under a bush near the base of the ornamental fortification. The wrought-iron might just be for show, but that shit was sharp. I threw the carpet over, climbed up and over in a practiced motion, and grabbed the carpet before it could slip. I stowed it under another bush on the Hollow’s side of the fence. From there, it was a hundred-meter walk to the outskirts of town.

Outskirts meant two blocks worth of houses not sitting directly on Main Street. A minute later, and I was on Main Street itself. I wasn’t wearing the school’s uniform, so I blended with the other kids out and about on a Friday night. Being in bum-fuck nowhere, there wasn’t much to do. There were two pizza shops and a drive-in movie theater running movies six months behind the blockbuster releases. That was where the good kids hung out. The more rebellious ones threw parties in the woods, went cow-tipping – yeah, that’s actually a thing – or went to Make Out Peak. Half the kids in town had been conceived at the scenic spot with commanding views of the valley. The view at sunset was a literal panty-dropper.

I knew all this because I’d grown up here. I knew who to call to find out where the parties in the woods would be. Hell, I brought beer to most of them for the right price. I knew who had their hands on the latest bootlegged copy of whatever movie was all the rage at the time. I didn’t need to ask where the local dealer was, because Jerome handled that on the weekend, but most importantly, I knew how to find Creepy Kevin.

Creepy Kevin was the guy who sold illicit magical items out of the back of his Astro van. I’d known him long enough that I could call him Creepy Kevin to his face, but most other people didn’t. Tonight, he just happened to be parked in a field just outside town. Not on the edge of the field, right in the middle of it. I was surprised no one had called the cops yet.

I banged on the rusted metal to demand entrance. “Come on, Kev. Open up,” I yelled when there was no answer.

“Cam!” The door was flung open, and I came face to face with a guy who looked like Hollywood would cast him to play the Grim Reaper. Pale, thin, and super creepy. Thus, the nickname.

My eyes scanned the darkness for threats as I hopped in and shut the door behind me. The interior of the van was lined with bottles, jars, and stoppers of an assortment of nastiness suspended in fluid. Baggies full of powders were on a retractable shelf, and there were a few magical artifacts I would need someone with actual magical talent to authenticate before buying.

“Your friend came by yesterday looking for a baby’s rib,” Kev raised an eyebrow. He had a strict don’t ask, don’t tell policy, but that type of request was outside the norm even for him.

“Please, for the love of the gods, tell me you have it,” I pleaded. If he didn’t, Aveena might literally turn my ass into grass.

“This was hard to get, kid,” Kev replied, as he pulled out a bag with what was unmistakably a small rib in it. “It’ll cost you double . . .”

“Deal,” I agreed. I’d pay any price to save my own skin. “I also need something good . . . something special . . . something that will impress,” I knew I wasn’t making a lot of sense, but Kev knew me well enough.

He nodded and dug underneath a floor panel concealed by the stained carpet. “I’ve got dragon’s heartstring. Any type of fire ritual will get a healthy boost from this. Phoenix feather will give you a nice spicy seasoning to a chicken dish, along with all its magical properties. Hmmm,” he dug deeper, “I’ve got an ounce of powdered unicorn horn. Not much use but to give a guy a raging hard-on, or a woman a full-on lady-boner. If it lasts more than four hours, go to the hospital,” he chuckled.

He turned to the shelf behind him. “This pendant has a protective ward that’ll stop a Fae lord’s punch. If you actually get punched by a Fae lord, it’s one and done. Anyone else, and you can probably take a few hits before it’s spent. I know this isn’t good for business,” he held out the pendant, “but I’ve known you for a while, Cam. If you’re into some shit with a Fae lord to the point he’s coming after you, you should probably just let him kill you fast and forget about this trinket’s minor protection.”

“Give me everything,” I pulled out my wallet and threw down all the cash I had on hand. Over two grand.

Kev shrugged and meticulously counted the cash before handing over the items. He didn’t mention if I overpaid. “Stop by whenever you like,” he threw it all in a paper bag and kicked me out of his van. The second my feet hit the dirt, it kicked up a cloud of dust as it sped away. I guess it was his way of saying no refunds.

I knew I was practicing bad business, but I didn’t care. I’d just overpaid for a bunch of crap I didn’t know if Aveena even wanted. The only thing I was confident in was that I couldn’t go back to her with nothing.

I started my walk back to school. My stomach rumbled with hunger. I’d missed dinner due to detention and being ambushed by Lilith, so I stopped into one of the local pizza shops. I figured it was safe to have a slice.

***

“Oh, gods!” Co-Sheriff Wood’s back arched as she slammed her ass down on Vernon’s cock. She was riding him reverse cowgirl, and damn if she didn’t look fine doing it.

She’d showed him to the only motel in town, as promised, and proceeded to strip and fuck his brains out. He felt her vaginal walls contract as she came on top of him. Her whole body was slick with sweat as it shuddered from the effort. As she convulsed, he spun her around and got on top of her from behind. He was a dog after all, so he had a natural affinity for doggystyle. He started to pump rapidly in and out of her. He drove her head into the motel’s lumpy pillow and held it there with one hand as he used the other to smack her ass. The pillow would be hell to sleep on, but it muted her screams of pleasure just fine.

Gazing at her body stretched out before him, pinned there at his absolute mercy, and taking his dick like a champ was enough to drive him over the edge. He could hear her begging for it into the pillow, and after a final pump, his own orgasm shuddered through him.

As he pulled out, she threw the pillow aside and rolled over to get a full breath. She also gave his dick a good examination. Young shifters, like the two of them, had a tendency to be very fertile. She was on birth control, and he’d worn a condom, but since they were only ninety-seven percent effective, there’d been more than one unplanned pregnancy in the shifter world even after taking proper precautions.

“Fuck,” he growled as she flicked his dick to see if any cum seeped out of the condom. “I think we’re good.”

“No, you’re a very, very bad dog,” she replied coyly, and he grinned.

“Really?” Her eyes widened. Shifters had phenomenal healing abilities, and that translated to the bedroom. Her flick and flirtations already had him rising to the occasion.

“Down boy,” she laughed, and rolled over to the other side of the bed. “Give a girl a minute.”

He chuckled as he watched her get up to use the bathroom. This time, she didn’t mind as he watched her hips sway back and forth. In fact, she put a little extra in there just for him.

“So, you’re just going to be here one more day?” she asked.

“Looks like it,” he replied as he lay back down and put his hands behind his head. “I would be gone already if we’d found the kid.”

“What would have happened?” she asked as she emerged and plopped down on the bed next to him. Neither made a move to cuddle. They weren’t a couple. They were just banging it out.

“A fine and a slap on the wrist,” he informed. “The UN doesn’t get worked up over stuff like this. Especially when there are no casualties or discernible harm done. We still need to make sure people know they can’t do it, but beyond that, nothing severe.”

“A kid did get injured though,” she stated, and got a confused look from him. “Yeah,” she reached down to grab her phone. “Cameron Dupree, age eighteen, had a near miss with a bolt of lightning. No serious injuries. He was out for a day, but is back up and doing fine.”

He really wished she hadn’t told him that. “Well,” he sighed. “In that case, once we find the person responsible, I’ll have to arrest them. Dupree will have a chance to press charges. If he does, then the perpetrator goes to county lockup with you. If he doesn’t, we release them with a bigger fine and a note on their record. Knowing the money and influence that gets tossed around in a place like this, I’m betting someone pays the kid off and everyone walks away happy.”

“Oh,” the other shifter looked upset she’d potentially made more work for herself, and maybe imprisoned someone. “Let’s hope it’s the latter.”

“We’ll see,” Vernon sighed and let his hands wander. “Ready for round three.”

She gave an exasperated sigh, but slipped the used condom off his dick and started cleaning it like a good cat. Satisfied, she grabbed a new one from her purse, slipped it on, and then slipped it in her.  Her enthusiasm certainly didn’t suffer despite their work situation.  


Chapter 9

A little bell jingled over my head as I entered the pizza joint. The smell of fresh marinara, blends of cheese, and baking dough hit me like a freight train. My Pavlovian response was to drool all over myself while my stomach growled like an angry rottweiler. There was only one person in line ahead of me, so I didn’t have to wait long.

The restaurant was a staple in the small town, visited by both townies and academy students alike. I’d been coming here since I was adopted, and almost nothing had changed about the place. Gaudy sixties wallpaper was peeling off the walls. Half a dozen circular, metal tables had seen so much use that they had a perpetual layer of grease on them, no matter how many times they were cleaned. On a Friday night, most of those tables were full.

I recognized some of the faces, but not all of them. Most of the people were younger. They were the ones who didn’t want to, or couldn’t attend, the high school parties. A lot looked like baby-faced freshman still finding their way in the local public high school’s hierarchy. They looked up at me and quickly averted their eyes. I had the look of a senior, even if they didn’t know me directly. That, and the smile of the man behind the counter, told everyone I was a regular.

Old Joe had been working the pizza oven since before I was born, and would probably be there after I died. No one knew it until the eighties, but Joe was a shifter without a clan, pack, or family. I didn’t know what he was until I started going to St. Vincent’s. He’d been an assistant football coach at the academy for twenty years, nineteen sixty-eight to nineteen eighty-eight. He’d barely aged a day since the team photo from his first year coaching. Even back then, he looked old with long white hair, a white beard that he braided because it nearly reached his chest, and a white mustache that drooped over the corners of his mouth. You had to be careful when you got your pizza to make sure anything white on there was white cheddar and not his melted whiskers. The man did not believe in hairnets.

For a shifter to look as old as Joe did, he had to be old with a capital O. I wouldn’t be surprised if Joe saw action in the Civil War, maybe even fought in America’s war for independence. Shifters lived a long time.

“Cam!” Despite what was undoubtedly a couple of centuries of life, Joe still had a bright smile for his regulars.

“Joe,” his smile made me smile despite the day I was having. It was clear that pizza was Joe’s bliss. Now, I just needed to find mine. “I’ll take the usual, but give me a water instead.”

My usual was two slices and a pop, but I didn’t need any more sugar or caffeine tonight. The old shifter slid a paper plate over with two huge steaming slices on it and a plastic cup of water. New York might be going green, but Joe was still all paper and plastic. Even better, the whole meal only cost me a buck twenty-nine.

“The best, cheapest pizza in the state,” I sighed, as I folded one of the mondo-slices into a U-shape and took a bite. “Ahhh, that’s the stuff.” I sank into the metal folding chair as pleasant memories flooded through me.

I scarfed down the first slice, but took my time with the second. The water cooled the hot cheese, and while a Coke would be better, it still hit the spot. I closed my eyes and daydreamed of being an ordinary kid, not stuck between a pissed off Fae and a hard place.

“Excuse me, are you using this?” a pleasant voice asked, and I opened my eyes.

I saw cute dimples, aqua-blue eyes, and curly brown hair framing a smiling, heart-shaped face. “Umm . . .” I struggled to find my voice as the girl stood waiting for an answer.

She had a lithe, dancer’s body. Strong and powerful. Her shirt cut off just above her navel to show a toned abdomen of sun-tanned skin. She didn’t have the curves I normally preferred on a woman, but she held herself with a confidence that was without a doubt sexy. She was also clearly a woman. She was not some high school girl.

“No, um . . . I’m not using it,” I found my voice after a few seconds. “It’s all yours.”

“Stupid,” I mentally smacked myself as the woman gave me a thankful smile and grabbed the chair to sit at another empty table. I was thinking of a way to reclaim her attention when she paused and turned back to me.

“Sorry to bother you,” she flashed another smile, and those dimples were to die for. “I’m a little lost. Can you help me out?”

“Absolutely,” I answered immediately. “What’s the problem?”

Her name was Chloe, and she was a junior, art history major at Boston College. While I didn’t get how someone could make a living off historical knowledge of art, I didn’t hold it against her. Apparently, she’d been on a week-long trip out to the Finger Lakes to take some pictures for a photography class.

“She could definitely be a model,” I concluded. Her problem was that she’d gotten lost on the way home.

“My phone died and I think I got turned around,” she finished with an apologetic shrug.

“Sounds like an adventure,” I gave her one of my own award-winning smiles. “Let’s get you back on track. I pulled out my own phone and walked her through how she could get back on I-90, which would take her all the way back to Boston.

“Thanks so much,” she placed her hand on my forearm, and I felt a static shock shoot up my arm. She felt it too, and we both laughed. “I should get going, but . . .” she bit her lower lip, and her hand lingered on my arm. “I should probably eat before hitting the road.”

That was the closest I’d ever gotten to a girl asking me out, and I wasn’t going to fuck it up. “It’s on me then,” I placed my other hand on top of hers as a test, and she didn’t pull away.

I had a shit-eating grin on my face as I got up and walked up to Joe. He wiggled his bushy-white eyebrows at me, clearly having overheard the conversation with his enhanced hearing, and slid over another of my usual orders. “On the house.”

I gave the old shifter a nod of thanks and returned to what was now a date with a college hottie. The following conversations were stimulating. She told me all about Boston and all the history in the city. I was more interested in one type of history – the significance Boston played in the Revolutionary War – but it was a common interest we were able to build off of. She also covered the architecture and, of course, the sports teams. She was a die-hard Red Socks fan, and while this was Yankee country, I couldn’t stay angry at her.

She talked about her classes, what college was like, and asked me about my future plans. I lied, because a liberal-leaning artist like her definitely wasn’t on board with the WRA, or the people who worked for the enforcement agencies behind it. I told her college was on my mind, but I hadn’t decided where. She wanted to know my major, and I bullshitted something about languages.

She switched to Spanish, and I replied fluently. She seemed impressed, and then switched to French, which I knew even better. I could tell she was testing me to see if I was bullshitting her, but thankfully, I’d picked something I actually knew something about.

There was something about talking in the romance languages that was lost in translation with English. I guessed that’s why European guys thought American girls were easy; spouting a few cheesy lines in French sounded a hell of a lot sexier. After a brief conversation that proved I wasn’t blowing smoke up her ass, she moved closer to me.

Next, she switched to Italian, which she wasn’t great with. My own near-fluency was only hampered by the fact that I never got a chance to speak it. Either way, the look on her face said she was impressed, and the hand on my thigh told me she had other things on her mind.

I looked around and saw that the place was empty. We’d talked straight past closing.  Even Joe had retired to his office to give us some privacy, but there was only so much privacy we could have. Anyone walking by on Main Street could look right into the dining area. 

“How about . . .” I started to suggest, but she interrupted me by grabbing my face and sticking her tongue down my throat.

I don’t know what it was, but my luck with women had gone up a thousand percent in the last day. I wondered if getting blown by a succubus left some type of cooties that made me irresistible to women, but my own ego wouldn’t let me take that seriously. “This is all me,” I told myself as Chloe dragged me to my feet.

“Yep . . . this is happening,” a thrill of excitement flared through my loins.

Of course, we weren’t about to fuck right there on the greasy tables, but the only other spot available was the bathroom down the side hall. Our minds were on the same wavelength, and while our tongues continued to do the tango, we headed in that direction. We pinballed off the walls. The feel of her body grinding up against me got me rock hard. We both shed our coats along the way, leaving them littered in the hallway. I didn’t think Joe would mind, and if he didn’t, I didn’t give a shit. Only one part of me was thinking clearly right now.

As we pushed open the door to the bathroom, I couldn’t help but appreciate how refreshing this was. For most of my week, I was a human surrounded by fucking superheroes. Even my friends, gods bless them, were an order of magnitude stronger, faster, and just plain better than I was. They meant well, but each of them was capable of extraordinary things. There was something pure and just plain awesome about having a human girl in my arms who desperately wanted to bone me.

She closed the bathroom door behind us and locked us in, then she turned around and shoved me. I stumbled backward until I landed on the porcelain throne. “Take off your clothes,” she ordered.

I had a brief moment where I remembered all the TV shows where a girl told a guy to get naked in a bathroom, and then stole their clothes to embarrass them. One look at Chloe, and I knew that wasn’t the case. There was a hunger in her eyes that matched my own. I quickly pulled my shirt over my head and undid my belt to pull off my pants. My dick smacked audibly against my abs as it freed itself from the confines of my boxers. I saw a glint of appreciation in her eyes . . . and then she started to move.

I’d been to a strip club before. Jerome had received an order through his clan for a place down in Albany. He brought me along for the ride. Brad opted out because he had no desire to see half-naked women dance around, and Makaylah found it all degrading. I, on the other hand, was willing to help put the struggling paralegal or nurse through college. We’d spent about an hour in the place and watched several dancers strut their stuff. It was a respectable club, so it wasn’t cracked-out ugos working the day shift.

All those strippers sucked in comparison to Chloe. There was a sexual fluidity to her movement that made my dick want to grow a few extra inches. She gyrated, spun, and lost more and more clothing as she got closer to me. Her bra came off and landed perfectly balanced on my tip. I spared a glance for the one-in-a-million shot before I focused on her tits. They were A-cups, not double D’s, but they fit her streamlined body, and the way she caressed them with her hands, and pinched her own erect nipples was hot as hell.

Finally, she was in front of me in nothing but panties. She sank down, swishing her ass back and forth, spun, and shook her ass in my face. I couldn’t help myself, and I grabbed a handful of it. She liked that, so I smacked it.

“Yes,” her voice was breathless.

I proceeded to pull down her panties and trailed kisses along her legs before finally reaching her ass. It was toned, firm, and had my dick full of every ounce of blood it could hold. When I paused, she spun around to face me and met my eyes. Slowly, so slowly, she started to lower herself down on my pole.

“How are you so tight?” I groaned as it took some effort to get my tip in.

Once I finally achieved penetration, she continued to slowly lower herself onto me. Her gasps told me it was as good for her as it was for me, until I was fully inside her. We both sat there breathless for a moment, because I had no idea how she was going to get me out of her. She showed me as she slowly eased upward.

“Gods!” it continued like that. Slowly, teasingly, she worked me in and out of her. She wrapped her arms and legs around me like a boa constrictor and used her core to continue fucking me. I didn’t even know that was possible, but it was awesome.

It was much more intimate than any other sex I’d ever had. At St. Vincent’s, you had to keep the doors open at all times, so you were always worried about the faculty or a hall monitor walking by at the wrong moment. I’d heard more than one horror story of a teacher seeing a student’s o-face. That was scarring for everyone involved. While Joe’s bathroom wasn’t romantic, it was certainly more private.

I groaned as she worked some grinding into her routine, and rested my head back as I gripped her ass tightly. I closed my eyes and savored the experience that was a billion times better than the pizza I’d just eaten. Even better, I wasn’t even close to cumming. I felt like I could do this for hours. I grinned as I opened my eyes to look into Chloe’s.

What I saw was the woman, still grinding on my cock, with a ball of water floating over her open hand.

“How did you . . .?” I wondered, missing the threat, until she shoved the ball of water down my throat.

It just sat there, suspended in my mouth and throat, blocking my airway. I panicked. I tried to buck her off me, but that only made her scream in delight. She had me wrapped up tight, so the move only put me balls deep in her. I struggled like that for several seconds, and I’m pretty sure she came as I tried to force her off me.

What a second ago had been one of the sexiest moments of my life was now a deathly embrace. I tried to get up and smash her into the wall or ground, but her skinny body was suddenly more than I could handle. I tried to call for help, but if Joe was even listening, he was hearing a consensual fucking; not cold-blooded murder.

“Shhh,” Chloe hushed, still grinding in a circular motion against my pubic bone.

I might be drowning, but my cock was still hard, and she was taking full advantage of that. That was next-level sick.

“Shhh,” she repeated, stroking my hair as my vision started to darken at the edges. “You’re cute, but you don’t fuck with the Fae. You won’t like the fucking you get in return.”

I was pretty sure my last thoughts would be a string of obscenities that cursed Aveena Foxbelle to die a gruesome death. My vision was down to nothing more than a pinprick of light in the darkness, but that pinprick was enough to see the door explode inward. Bits of wooden doorframe were turned into shrapnel, and they peppered me and my murderer. It wasn’t enough to hurt her, but it was enough to break her concentration.

The ball of water in my throat dissolved. I involuntarily inhaled, and water went down the wrong pipe. I hacked and coughed, trying desperately to get some life-saving oxygen into my lungs. My brain, finally sensing that I needed blood in other places, turned my hard-on into a soft-off. I saw Chloe glaring at me, but I wasn’t sure if it was from the sudden lack of sexual gratification or whoever had come to my aid.

“Nymph,” an all-too familiar voice hissed.

“Whore,” Chloe spat back, but there was a clear look of fear on her face.

I was too preoccupied with trying to breathe, but I caught the expression of rage on Lilith’s face and gave her the best help-me look I could muster. The message got through. An invisible wave of force plowed through the room and ripped Chloe off me. Thank the gods I’d lost my boner, or I’m pretty sure I would have broken my dick. Instead, it just hurt like a motherfucker.

Despite being in her birthday suit, Chloe rolled with the punches and came up in a fighting stance. Twin daggers appeared out of nowhere, and she flung one at Lilith. The succubus’s flaming sword sprang forth from her mouth and swatted the dagger away. The glamour shattered against the green fire, but the sudden burst of flame broke the succubus’s line of sight with the enemy for a critical second.

With the second dagger, and a precious second, Chloe leaped at me, ready to end the feud I’d inadvertently started.

“No!” Lilith yelled, her voice tinged with fear, as she conjured a spike of force. My eyes locked with her twin infernos just as Chloe’s dagger stabbed into my chest.

I’d been through a lot in my life. I never knew my deadbeat dad. My mom died when I was young. I lived in the foster care system for a bit, and that was always rough. I was definitely the local mischief maker. I made connections and business deals in the gray area between legal and criminal. I was best friends with the local shifter drug dealer, and I considered myself tough when compared with other humans.

None of that meant jackshit when I got stabbed. It was the single most excruciating moment of my life when that blade cut through skin and muscle. If there was any bright side to be found, it was that Lilith’s telekinetic strike knocked the blade off target. Instead of stabbing me in the heart, Chloe got me in the pectoral near my shoulder. It still left me screaming like a stuck pig, which was basically what I was.

Chloe didn’t get off much better. This blast was much more powerful and concentrated than the first. It threw her right through the tiles, bathroom drywall, the brick wall behind it, and into the adjoining drug store, which was thankfully closed for the evening. From the sound of screeching metal, I guess she took out a couple of aisles before she came to a stop.

Lilith leaped toward the hole in the wall, but hesitated. She looked at me, and then at the darkened space beyond. “Fuck it,” she growled and rushed to my side. The dagger was still sticking out of my chest, and an unhealthy amount of blood was leaking down my front.

“You’re going to be ok,” she immediately reassured me as she looked around the room. There was no first aid kit, but there was an old machine that sold condoms and tampons. She ripped the metal box off the wall, ripped open the front like it was tissue paper, and pulled out a handful of tampons.

I wasn’t about to argue, because I was going into shock. I knew that because I wasn’t feeling the pain as much as I should, and everything was getting fuzzy. I tried to remember anatomy class, and if there was anything important Chloe had hit.

“Hang in there,” Lilith was calm and collected as she opened the tampons and took a deep breath. “This is going to hurt.”

I was pretty sure you weren’t supposed to pull out knives from wounds like this; something about doing more damage coming out than going in. I was going to tell her, but she’d already gripped the blade and yanked.

That hurt. “Fuck!”  I roared as pain flooded through me, but Lilith held me down with one hand and applied pressure with the makeshift bandage. All while I sat naked on a toilet sporting a half chub, because even while bleeding to death, Lilith’s power still had that effect on me.

After a few moments, the fuzziness returned, and shock started to set back in. I also started hallucinating. “Lilith, look at the big albino dude.”

In the doorway was not a big, albino dude, but judging by Lilith’s wide eyes, it wasn’t what my shock-induced brain was telling me either. The creature in the doorway was white with black stripes running down its back and sides. It was easily eight feet tall, judging by how it had to bend down to fit through the door. It was easily the most jacked creature I’d ever seen, and it had to turn sideways to fit through the door. Its top canines jutted out of its mouth and past its chin. Its eyes were as dark as the night sky as it tracked Lilith warily. It had on blue jeans that were torn along the quads and calves, and it was sporting a twelve-gauge shotgun, which was comically small in its massive hands.

What I thought was an albino was in fact a powerful shifter from an extinct species of sabretooth tigers. “I mean you no harm, shifter,” Lilith replied calmly. “He was attacked by a water nymph. I threw her through the wall, but suspect she is long gone. If you want to help, check and see that the coast is clear. I mean Cam no harm. You have my word on that.”

The tiger judged Lilith for a moment before nodding. It walked past them, ducked through the hole, and scouted for his new prey.

“Wait, that’s Joe!” I cried after he’d left. “I’ve got to find out where he is working out.”

“Hush,” she put her finger on my lips, and must have channeled some type of magic because my face went numb. That, or it was the blood loss talking. She’d switched out the tampons already, and the bright red blood on the discarded rag would have me worried if not for the shock.

“She’s gone,” Joe returned, his shotgun gone, but still in his massive, shifted form.

I thought it would be hard to talk with two massive teeth sticking out of his mouth, but the old pizza joint owner sounded the same as when he was human. Lilith waved him over as she changed out another tampon.

“Should we call an ambulance?” Joe asked.

Hamilton County was one of the largest in New York, despite being one of the least populated. It was easily an hour to the county medical center. Vincent’s Hollow didn’t have anything but a small clinic. The next best option was the school.

“No, I’ll take him back with me. I’ll be able to help once I get him somewhere safe. I need to stabilize the wound and stop the bleeding as much as possible. Do you have any bandages, towels, or even spare cloth?” she asked.

The shifter left and returned a moment later with a first aid kit and an armful of towels. I was just about out of it when she hit the wound with disinfectant. The burning made me cry, but neither supernatural held it against me. She put a large bandage over the wound, and then started tying two towels together and wrapping them diagonally across my chest, over one shoulder, and under the other armpit.

“This will hurt,” was the only warning I got before she cinched down the improvised dressing.

“Shit balls motherfucker,” I gasped as stars danced in front of my eyes.

I think I blacked out for a second. When I came to, Lilith was on her feet talking with Joe while the dressing provided the pressure to stop the bleeding. Something about Lilith’s first aid skills told me she’d done this before.

“Are you sure a hospital isn’t a better idea?” Joe asked again as she effortlessly scooped me into her arms.

“Yes,” now that she knew Joe wasn’t a threat, she was more forceful with the old shifter. “My sources in the academy’s bureaucracy informed me there is an ongoing law enforcement investigation with a UN agent attached. The last thing we want is the UN poking its nose into this. It would be bad enough for Cam, but this blood feud with Aveena will get even worse if higher authorities are brought into it.”

Joe had been around long enough to have dealt with those authorities, so he nodded in agreement. “May I make a suggestion?”

“Of course, ancient one,” she showed him a degree of respect due his age.

“Put some pants on him,” Joe cocked his head down at my bottom half. “If you’re trying to be inconspicuous, you’re failing.” 

Lilith managed to blush, which was the cutest thing I’d ever seen. She looked like a groom about to carry his bride across the threshold. If the bride were a dude, with no pants, and having a completely normal reaction to the shrinkage of cold air hitting his junk. My ego and dignity had checked out for the evening, so I was glad Joe was paying attention.

“I’ll grab his pants,” she nodded. “Can you check your dining area for anything the bitch left behind? The more I know about her, the more I can plan. I doubt this will be her last attempt.”

Joe left to do that, and she gently laid me down on the floor to do exactly what a succubus wasn’t supposed to do: get me in my pants. Joe returned a second later with a purse and finished helping her.

“Thank you,” she bowed to the shifter. “I will compensate you for the damage.”

I was so far gone that the last thing I thought about was the repair costs. I never heard Joe’s reply. I drifted off and woke up to Lilith sprinting up the hill to the school. I turned my head enough to see she was sprinting toward the wall. I tensed, which sent a jolt of pain down my injured chest, but then we were airborne, soaring over the fence that separated the town and school. She landed effortlessly on the opposite side and didn’t even break her stride.

She ran all the way back to her dorm and crawled up the drainpipe with one arm. She eased us both through her open window with the skill of an acrobat. People tended to only think of a succubus’s skills in the bedroom, but tonight, I’d seen a lot more that Lilith had to offer.

“Lilith!” Their sudden appearance made her roommate jump. “For the love of the gods, you can’t just bring naked guys . . .”

“Shut your fucking cock-sucking mouth, Dani,” Lilith snapped, and the dwarf’s jaw snapped shut so hard I heard the clack.

“Is he bleeding?” the dwarf drew closer, but all I saw was her curvy outline.

“I’m just gonna rest my eyes for a second,” even I could tell my words were starting to slur from fatigue.

“Hush, sleep,” Lilith bent down to press a kiss to my lips. It felt like someone had reached inside my mind and turned off the lights.

I was out before the argument between the two roommates even got going.


Chapter 10

Sunlight streamed in through a crack in the blinds. I groaned and tried to roll over to avoid the assault on my groggy mind. Halfway through my turn, I hit something warm.

“Wha?” I reached out with my free hand and felt around. What I grabbed was undoubtedly a boob.

My eyes snapped open, and I found myself staring into a pair of emeralds. “Hi,” Lilith yawned, and stretched out like a cat.

I scrambled backward and fell off the side of the twin bed. The beds the academy provided were not meant to be used by two people, and I was pretty sure that was on purpose. When parents paid forty grand to have their kids go here, the last thing they wanted to worry about was teen pregnancy.

“What . . . how . . . when . . .?” I stumbled over my words as I looked around the room.

On the opposite side of the room, my eyeballs zeroed in on a large pair of dwarf tits that were sitting like twin mountains on top of the other bed. Despite my abrupt awakening, the roommate – Dani, I remembered Lilith calling her – was still asleep.

“Calm yourself,” Lilith held out her hands in a non-threatening gesture. She was fully clothed, which I wasn’t sure how I felt about. After all, who got in bed with a succubus and didn’t fuck them? “All is well,” she continued to try to soothe me.

I looked myself over. My pants were still on. I didn’t have on a shirt, but there were towels wrapped around me and . . . “Oh fuck,” the night’s events rushed back with a vengeance.

“You did indeed fuck,” Lilith got up and headed for her dresser. “When I walked in, that bitch had you right where she wanted you.”

I rubbed my eyes hard and shook my head to clear the vivid image of Chloe stabbing me with a glamour blade. “How could . . .?”

“How could Aveena order a hit on you?” Lilith finished the question for me. “She’s a Fae noble. She feels she can do anything.” That was a shitty reason, but you didn’t need a good one when you were at Aveena’s level. “My guess is that she had one of her changelings call her pet nymph and had her drive out right after you offended her. That way, it won’t trace back to her, and all her people will be bound to silence by their oaths of fealty.”

Lilith grabbed a purse out of her dresser and opened it. “Chloe McKenna, a Junior at Boston College. She’s here on a student Visa from the Faerie Realm to study human art,” Lilith rattled off.

“At least she didn’t lie to me,” it was a small consolation after taking a dagger to the chest.

Lilith put the purse down and advanced on me. “No,” I scrambled backward across the hardwood. “Stay back.” My yells finally woke up Dani.

“Shut the fuck up,” she grumbled as she rolled over away from us. “You better not be eye-ballin’ me, human,” she added.

It was too late for that, but Lilith had stopped when I ordered her to. Although, she did look amused by my reaction. The smug look on her face pissed me off.

“I know I should thank you for saving my life and everything, but you did some weird shit before I nearly got shish-kabobbed. Remember?” I gave her a hard look. “The janitor’s closet.”

“Oh yeah,” she caught on. “I wanted to check something out. I told you that,” she sounded completely innocent.

“You threw me in a closet and proceeded to blow my mind alongside my dick,” I shot back. “You put my semen in a fucking beaker for your little experiments. That’s fucked up!”

“Will you two just fuck already and get it over with,” Dani groaned.

“Shut up!” Lilith joined me in shouting her down.

“Cam,” Lilith kept up her neutral tone and casual demeanor. “I will admit that I wanted to test out your semen.”

“There!” I yelled in triumph. “I have some sort of super cum that you and your succubus cabal were going to milk from me for the rest of my life.” When I heard it coming out of my mouth, it sounded a little crazy, but I believed it with every fiber of my being.

Unfortunately, both Dani and Lilith thought it was complete and utter nonsense, and their laughing just pissed me off more.

“I’m sorry, Cam,” Lilith replied once she got herself under control. “Really, I am,” she schooled her features when she saw the rage on my face. “But what do you actually know about succubae?”

“I know you feed off sexual energy, and . . . and . . . you conjure fire swords and have telekinesis,” I remembered proudly. “And . . .” I sat there with my mouth hanging open, unable to name anything else.

“Partially correct,” Lilith inched a little closer, like I was a stray dog she was trying to coax onto a leash. “I’m not looking to turn you into a human cow, Cam. I want you for my harem.”

“Harem?” My mouth remained open in surprise.

“Yes. Do you know what a harem is?” she asked, as she took a seat in front of me.

Of course I knew what a harem was. Every guy did. It was an eastern practice where a dude got a bunch of hotties to bang all the time. Usually, sultans or princes in the Middle East had them.

“That fat little sultan in Aladdin was definitely getting a ton of ass.”

I even remember some emperors having a different concubine for every day of the year. From a historical perspective, I knew Genghis Khan had a harem. It was rumored he fathered hundreds of children, and his bloodline could be traced in the gene pools of two dozen ethnic groups throughout Eurasia.

“Yes,” I answered her tentatively, but suspected her definition was slightly different.

“You’re correct that succubae feed on the sexual energy of others, but what most people don’t know is that we’ve never been flagrant about it. Just like vamps, a few bad apples of our kind have given us a bad name. Normally, we prefer quality over quantity. Each succubus surrounds themselves with a harem of superior donors, compensates them accordingly, and thereby ensures a stable diet without terrorizing the human community.”

“That . . . makes sense,” I concluded.

“I’m young, Cam,” she continued. “I haven’t started my own harem yet, and I wanted to know your quality. I don’t have the experiences of my mothers or sisters, but you’re,” she couldn’t stop from licking her lips, “potent,” she concluded. “I already sent the sample to my mother.”

“What . . . how . . .” more anger filled me. I’d had the beaker in my coat pocket, and was surprised it made it through last night’s fucking and fighting intact. “I’m pretty sure sending day-old semen to a lab isn’t going to give you good results,” I tried to score a point in a game I was clearly losing.

“You’d be surprised,” she shrugged. “We know everything there is to know about the reproductive systems of anything we can procreate with.”

“Procreate?” I didn’t like the sound of that.

“Yes,” she replied. “Succubae, and our male members, Incubi, can breed with most humanoid races: humans, shifters, mages, vamps, even Fae. Being half-succubus and half something else is sometimes better than being pure-bred.” She sounded proud of that. “In fact, my father was Fae.”

That was a surprise, and might explain why Aveena seemed to hate Lilith more than anyone else on campus. I got a “pureblood is better” vibe from the Fae noble. “That’s all very interesting,” I stated. “But I’m not looking to be a dad now, if ever.”

“No, Cam,” Lilith quickly shook her head. “I won’t even be able to do that until I reach full maturity at twenty-one, and even then, we don’t breed without consent.”

“What does that mean?” I’d seen enough teen mom shows to know it really wasn’t up to either of us.

“We can control conception,” she explained, invalidating my earlier thought. “I will only get pregnant if I want to, and the father gives consent. Fathers don’t necessarily have to be part of the harem, and frequently aren’t. It can cause some friction among male egos if one harem male is a father while the others aren’t.”

“Ok . . . ok . . .” I pinched the bridge of my nose to ward off the headache I could tell was coming. “Let me get this straight. You jumped me and gave me a blowjob in the janitor’s closet because you wanted to see if I was suitable to join your harem? Your harem is basically your go-to menu of guys, but these aren’t people you just steal off the street and have your way with? You also can’t get pregnant unless you want to, and in your case, you’re not even hitting succubus puberty until twenty-one? Is that about right?”

“Yes . . . yes . . . yes . . . but I would add that we compensate the harem generously for their contributions,” she winked at me, and despite my anger, it got a rise out of me.

“Contributions,” I laughed at the phrasing, but getting paid to fuck intrigued me. “What are we talking about?”

She’d been waiting for that question, and she pulled a stack of papers off her desk. “This is a standard harem contract. I’ve starred and highlighted the key points, and put tabs where you need to sign.” She handed over the documents.

I looked over the highlighted areas. “Five year contract . . . yada yada yada . . . legally enforceable . . . yada yada yada . . . non-compete clause . . .” that was weird, but . . .

“Ten thousand dollars a month,” my jaw dropped.

“Starting salary,” she clarified. “There are bonuses and award pay for performance. The non-compete only applies to other succubae. We tend to be a little clingy when it comes to our harem, but in your case, with other humans, I don’t have an issue with you sleeping around as long as you ask. Plenty of harem members are even married and have families,” she informed.

“That’s unconventional,” I shook my head to get rid of the image of daddy going off to work to fuck a stranger. I turned my attention back to the contract. The wording of the next paragraph made me nearly choke with laughter. “Harem member will deliver four feedings per month to be received orally, vaginally, or anally,” I couldn’t keep it together. “You actually have to put that in the contract?”

“We’ve learned the hard way that other species like to exploit loopholes,” she smiled along with me. “Like I said, your salary is contingent on those four feedings; so, you’re making twenty-five hundred dollars each time you cum,” she put it bluntly. “If your succubus wants more, she’ll pay for more feedings. You can even earn overtime pay. If you and your succubus agree on terms, she could even lend you out to other succubae for a price. It’s all very sophisticated, legal, above board, and profitable for the harem members.”

I felt like she was really trying to sell me on this, which meant that I had some power here. I’d seen what my jizz did to her. “Can I negotiate?”

Frustration flashed across her face, like she was offended I didn’t immediately sign on the dotted line, but then she deflated. “Of course, you can.”

“How about I give you a million dollars to shut the fuck up!” Dani yelled as she put her pillow over her head.

“I won’t have to fuck her, will I?” I asked, and Lilith laughed. Her laughter sounded like how warm sunlight felt on your face after a cold winter.

“I could do this,” I thought, but I wasn’t going to get some standard deal with the goods I was packing.

Lilith must have sensed a change, because she came out with the big guns. “The contract isn’t only about money and sex,” she informed. “If you become a member of my harem, I have responsibilities toward you, and through me, my cabal does. First and foremost, would be your safety. For instance, a certain grudge with a certain Fae, we’d make sure that went away.”

“Jackpot,” I could tell she’d been saving that for this moment.

“I’m not saying yes,” I proceeded cautiously, “but I’m intrigued. I think we have some negotiations to do on the benefits, but guaranteed safety is a good selling point,” I tipped my head to her in acknowledgment of her skill.

I didn’t tell her, but I also liked that I was going to be her first. In a world where I wasn’t special, it was nice to be the center of attention for once.

My words brought a smile to her lips that nearly stopped my heart. “I eagerly await your counterproposal,” she gave me a small bow.

“Thank god,” Dani groaned, finally giving up on sleeping and hopping out of bed. I got a full frontal look at her before she grabbed a towel and headed for the shower.

“Apparently, dwarves aren’t as hairy as Tolkien led us to believe.”

“The only problem now is to figure out how we’re going to get you back to your dorm without being seen,” Lilith scratched her chin and flung a stray strand of hair out of her eyes.

That was one of the few things on my mind. First, I wanted to see if I could resolve this thing with Aveena on my own. If I could, it would get a murderous Fae off my back and might even strengthen my bargaining position with Lilith. If security wasn’t an issue, I might be the one doing the milking.

On a grander scale, this whole deal gave me options. I was a poor townie and always financially hurting. If I did five years of this, I didn’t need to work for the UN. I could pay my way through college, have a normal life, and be fucking rich on top of that. UN employment offered a degree of power to a human in a supernaturally dominated world, but money had a power all its own.

I had a lot to think about, so it was a good thing it was Saturday. 

***

It was a bad thing it was Saturday. As a rule, teachers liked their weekends and summers. Having to come back into the office to meet with a UN agent, who they didn’t like or even wanted to be there, put them in a terrible mood. Vernon tried to remedy that with coffee and donuts.

Sheriff Wood left before dawn to go back to her place and change. Vernon showered as well before going to the Dunkin’ Donuts on the interstate to pick up breakfast for everyone on the UN’s dime. He and the Co-Sheriff arrived at different times, in different vehicles, but to anyone with shifter senses, they stank of each other.

Vernon watched her arrive, but kept his attention on matching the list of people the UN had sent him with the teachers in the room. There were only six, much less than the students, but these were experienced and skilled mages. Just using the artifacts on them wasn’t going to work. They’d know tricks to avoid detection. Being a mage himself, he knew how to counter those tricks and had a few surprises up his sleeve. 

“What do we have here?” Wood asked professionally. She’d just finished speaking with the Dean, and by the look on the old mage’s face, she wanted to get this show on the road.

Wood was in street clothes today: a pair of jeans with her badge clipped to her belt opposite her holstered weapon, a heavy shirt, and a light jacket with “Sheriff” written on the back. Without the gun, she could have been going apple picking on a brisk autumn day.

“Where’s everyone else?” Vernon asked. The law enforcement contingent was supposed to meet up at nine, and it was five after.

“We’re it,” she shrugged. “There was some kind of gas explosion in town last night, so Sheriff Wilson is down there handling it. The deputies were reassigned to other duties. After you said none of the kids did it, Wilson said it was a low priority for us.”

Vernon ground his teeth. That was both true and false. It was true because if none of the kids – with their mommy and daddy’s high-powered lawyers – were involved, this wasn’t going to blow up into something big. On the other hand, if the kids didn’t do it, then this wasn’t an accident or someone experimenting. If a trained, adult mage was responsible, then they did it for a reason. A kid had been injured as a result. In some ways, the situation was worse now.

“And this is supposed to be a local investigation,” Vernon bit his tongue before lashing out at Wood. It wasn’t her fault. There were a dozen people in her department, including the two sheriffs, to cover five thousand civilians and an area nearly the size of Delaware. Even more difficult, she was the only supernatural. “Which might explain why she jumped into bed with me so quickly,” he surmised, but pushed that thought to the back of his mind. He had work to do.

He focused his attention on the chief mage and the president. Both were present, although only the mage was required to be here.

“We’ll get started in a second, but I think everyone should be aware that this is being done for a reason.” He always found it best to attach something of significance to make them cooperate better. The old ‘carrot instead of the stick’ philosophy. “A student was injured in this illegal use of magic. There was a near miss with a lightning strike that knocked the poor kid out for hours.”

He watched closely for reactions. Some were horrified at the statement, some looked concerned, but didn’t think it applied to them, and one didn’t seem to care at all. He made a mental note to focus his attention on the latter individual.

“Mr. President,” he addressed the lawyer. “I’m going to need a fresh physical for Mr. Cameron Dupree. He has a right under the WRA to know what happened, and he has a right to press charges if he was injured by unauthorized magic. There is a reason these provisions are in place.”

The last statement got a mixed reaction. For the most part, magic was unregulated. The WRA only mentioned permitting and legal registration requirements for higher-level magics, or magic use that could affect the welfare of others. Large-scale weather magic fit the bill, especially after the incidents in India during the last drought. Someone had tried to make it rain and killed thousands in mudslides and flooding. Vernon hadn’t been assigned to that cleanup, or the hunt for the perpetrator, but he’d read the reports. 

Since all the teachers were mages, they saw the wisdom of having limits, but being humans, they didn’t like being told what to do. Especially when they considered themselves the apex of humanity. He was fine with that. They could think of themselves however they wanted, but if they took it too far, it was his job to stomp them back down.

“Mr. President?” Vernon asked when the man was slow to respond.

“I’ll call the nursing staff at once,” the sweaty man replied, and got on his phone to do just that.

“Excellent,” Vernon pulled out the same artifact he’d used for the students, and a few others he’d been saving for the people he needed to take a closer look at. “Let’s get started.”


Chapter 11

I didn’t know what Lilith had done, but the floor monitor in charge of ensuring all students were signed back into their dorms on the weekend didn’t bat an eye when I walked into the building just before nine. The guy didn’t even raise an eyebrow at the field dressing that was still wrapped around my chest. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more it bothered me. What did she have to do to save my ass for breaking curfew?

Generally, I didn’t think of myself as a chivalrous guy. Chivalry was long dead, and even if it wasn’t, there was no way Lilith needed anything from me. I’d seen her throw another supernatural through a fucking wall with nothing but the power of her mind. What was I going to do that rivaled that?

“Feed her my super cum,” my brain helpfully supplied. “And make that money.” I chuckled to myself and headed upstairs.

My door was locked, and when I opened it, nothing looked out of place. I half-expected to see the place ransacked by Aveena’s people, but it looked just as semi-organized as I remembered. The first thing I did was text Jerome. He lived two floors down and could be up in a few minutes. I needed a neutral third party to act as Switzerland between me and the Fae noble. As far as I knew, she had no beef with the werewolf. Her changelings bought weed from him like everyone else.

Next, I needed to get changed. I couldn’t walk around with the dressing on all day. That would bring a lot of unwanted questions. Three, I needed to take a shower. I hadn’t even washed my dick since Chloe tried to drown me.

Gently, to avoid aggravating the wound, I slowly undid the makeshift sling. My body ached as I untied the knot and slid it over my head. Next was the blood-stained bandage. The adhesive edge was already starting to peel away, but it still hurt like hell when I ripped it off, and pulled more than a little hair off my chest.

“Huh,” I looked at the wound, or more specifically, the lack of one.

The skin around where I remembered being stabbed was still a fresh pink. There was some black and purple bruising around the area, but other than that, there was no stab wound from the glamour dagger that tried to pierce my heart.

“Score one for sex magic,” I assumed. I’d literally spent all night in bed with Lilith, and if she wanted me in her harem, she wouldn’t settle for damaged goods. “Add that to the pro’s column.”

Most supernatural species could heal themselves much more rapidly than humans. Shifters, for example, as long as they weren’t hit with silverbane, could heal from bullet wounds in minutes. The ability to heal themselves was something that made the supernatural so much more dangerous than the average human. If a human soldier got shot, they were down for weeks. If a supernatural got shot, assuming the bullet didn’t just bounce off their skin, it barely slowed them down as they continued their attack. While that healing was common, the ability to heal others was much rarer.

Mages had spells to speed things along, cure cancer, and even pull poison out of your bloodstream, but it took a lot of magical energy to do simple things like make a broken arm heal twice as fast as normal. They often worked in teams and cycled among patients, giving a little bit of their energy to help the greatest number of people. I knew there were never enough of them, and they were all concentrated in big-city hospitals. Not in bumfuck nowhere.    

Having access to that kind of magical medical abilities was thrilling. On top of the promise of security, Lilith’s deal was looking better by the second. I’d just tossed the bloody bandage in the trash when Jerome appeared in the doorway. He took one sniff, and a shit-eating grin split his face.

“You’re a dog, bro, a straight playa,” he finished up by making a ‘smack that ass’ motion. “I smell that succubus funk all over you,” he paused, “and blood, with a hint of Fae,” his face turned serious. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” I lied. “Things between Aveena and me are . . . complicated. “I need you to set up a parlay. Are you two on good terms?”

“Yes. As good as they can be with an Unseelie,” he replied, pulling out his phone. “When are you looking to meet?”

“The sooner the better. I need to sort this shit out. I’ve got her product, and then some. I just need her forgiveness.” The look on Jerome’s face said ‘good luck’, but he made the call anyway.

He didn’t actually call Aveena. No one called her directly. Everything was managed through her changeling vassals. While he handled that, I grabbed a towel and headed for the showers. It was a mildly traumatic experience. I half expected the water to come alive and try to drown me again. Chloe was still on the loose, and if a water nymph was anything like an Aqua mage, I didn’t want to be anywhere near liquid while she was around. I also gave my dick a good scrubbing to clean off the caked-on bodily fluids, but that was it. I was in and out.

A good thing too, because when I emerged from the bathroom, Miller was waiting by my door. “Dupree!” he yelled. “Get to the infirmary, now.”

I panicked for a second. I assumed he knew about the fight, my stab wound, and breaking curfew. I braced for him to rip me a new asshole and get detention until winter break, but the grouchy history professor just turned and left. I gave Jerome a questioning look, and he just shrugged.

“Go, and I’ll text you once I have something,” he waved me off.

As I quickly got dressed, he pulled a joint out of his pocket, opened up the window, propped himself on the sill, and lit up. Why have his room smell like weed when he could smoke in mine? I ignored my friend’s vice, and would have joined him if I wasn’t rushing off to the infirmary.

A harried nurse was waiting for me at the door. The same old lady whom I’d woken up to after my unfortunate proximity to a lightning strike. “This way,” she hurried me inside to one of the rooms. “Take off your shoes and step on the scale.”

“What’s going on?” I asked while I followed her instructions.

“There’s an investigation into the lightning strike that almost hit you,” she replied, as she pulled out a tablet, linked it to the school’s net, and swiped through pages to get to my profile. “The school wants a complete physical.” She didn’t elaborate, but I read between the lines.

The storm wasn’t natural. Someone fucked up, and if they were liable, I was about to have a third option for income. I couldn’t stop a grin from forming as she started with the basics. “Weight two-ten. Height seventy-three and three-quarters inches.”

I did the math. “Almost six-two?” That wasn’t right.

Admittedly, it had been a while since my last physical – two summers ago if I remembered correctly. I’d been five-ten then, and while it wasn’t uncommon to have a final growth spurt around this time of my life, putting on nearly four inches seemed like a lot. I was surprised my clothes still fit, but I’d always preferred pants and shirts a little loose and baggy. It was easier to hide stuff that way. As I looked myself over, sure enough, the jeans weren’t as baggy as usual, and the long-sleeved t-shirt was a little tighter than I preferred.

“Not that the ladies will complain,” I mentally massaged my ego.   

I didn’t weigh myself often either, but I didn’t usually break one-ninety unless I’d stuffed myself at Joe’s. Adding twenty pounds was something I’d missed in the last fourteen months. On the other hand, I’d started hitting the gym more and had filled out a bit with muscle. Working out with shifters who could bench press a truck had its advantages. I resisted the urge to make a muscle in front of the old nurse.

“Don’t want to give her a heart attack,” I thought highly of myself.

“Read the bottom line of the chart?” she continued, oblivious to my inner monologue.

I’d always had perfect vision, and that hadn’t changed; after stepping out of the sound booth, my hearing was still perfect as well. She took my blood pressure, measured my resting heart rate – an impressive fifty BPM – and swabbed my cheek for a DNA test. She checked my reflexes, which were great. She had me take off my shirt to poke and prod my abdomen. I didn’t have a six-pack, but my abs looked a little more defined than I remembered.

“My workout routine is working,” I concluded.

She asked me about the bruising on my chest, and I told her I fell. It was the universal excuse when someone got in a fight, but she bought it. She jotted some notes down on her tablet and shook her head like this was all a waste of time. I agreed, I’d been cleared by her less than twenty-four hours ago.

“Okay, drop your pants,” she ordered. I did as I was told; thankfully, I had enough time to shower. It would have been super awkward otherwise. “Turn your head and cough,” she ordered as she examined my balls for a hernia. “Other side.”

I had my pants up a moment later, and we were all done. “When am I going to get the results of the investigation?” My question clearly made her uncomfortable.

“You’ll need to ask the Dean about that. What I can say is that you are completely healthy, probably in the best shape of your life, with no observable side-effects from the lightning strike,” she sounded very clinical as she spoke. “You can request more thorough testing; X-ray, MRI, ultrasounds and the like, but you’ll have to pay for those, and I doubt insurance will cover them.”

That put a damper on my third revenue stream. Those tests would be several grand, and I doubted the insurance or my parents would cough up the cash when I seemed perfectly healthy.

“Thanks,” I replied, a little deflated.

“You’ll get a copy of the physical in your email,” she informed me as I left, but I didn’t need something to tell me I felt fine. 

I was halfway back to the dorm when I got a text from Jerome. Aveena would see me now. Thankfully, I’d planned ahead and had my offerings with me. It was a risk bringing them to the infirmary, but I didn’t think the nurse would go through my shit. It paid off, and I was waiting outside Aveena’s dorm for Jerome to arrive with time to spare. The last thing I wanted was to be late to this meeting.

As the neutral party, it was Jerome’s job to make sure Aveena and I got along. Ideally, the third party was strong enough to make the participants play nice, but the only person I knew strong enough to stand up to the Fae noble was Lilith. Having the succubus present would only make things worse.

“You ready?” Jerome asked, looking a little paler than usual. This was more responsibility than my friend was used to dealing with. 

“Yeah,” I took a deep breath before pushing the door open.

Just because I was willing to treat with the Fae didn’t mean I was stupid. I texted just about everyone I knew that I was going to see her. Jerome had signed me out of my dorm, and I made a point to have a quick conversation with the faculty on duty in Aveena’s dorm as I signed in. Everyone and their mother knew where I was. I was probably trending on Twitter. If Aveena tried anything, she wasn’t going to be able to hide it, and she’d have to answer for it. The price might end up being cheap for her, but I’d make her pay something if she killed me.

I don’t know what it was, but I felt emboldened as I emerged on her floor. “It’s probably the fact you survived last time,” I told myself, but that just made me realize Lilith wasn’t going to come to the rescue. “Maybe this is a bad idea.”

Too late. Aveena’s door was obvious. Two changelings stood guard on either side of it. Both were strapping young men, but both looked tired. If I had my guess, they’d been there all night.

“Cam,” I knew the changeling on the left, and he moved to pat me down. He pulled out the baggies I’d brought with me.

“Offerings,” I informed.

He pulled a scanner out of his pocket and ran it over the bags. Several beeps followed as the magical properties of each were identified and deemed unthreatening. They might just be teenagers, but Aveena was running a legit security operation with all the tools of the trade.

“You’re good to go,” he pointed through the open door, and into a room that looked completely empty.

Jerome and I stepped forward. As we crossed the threshold, it felt like we were doing the ice-bucket challenge. I shivered, but from one blink to the next, the entire room changed. Every room at the academy was the same; about two hundred square feet, with either a single or a pair of beds, and desks. That was what Lilith’s room was like, Jerome’s room, and my room. Apparently, Aveena didn’t give a shit about how it should be.

First off, it was slightly hotter and more humid in this room. Instead of hardwood floor, there was a thick layer of moss acting as a carpet. Paved stones were set around the entryway, which, as I turned around, looked more like an arched cave entrance than a door. The moss sloped upward away from the entrance. Several small boulders with bright-green lichen littered the area. On those boulders sat changelings, and I was positive not all of them went to St. Vincent’s.

Jerome and I walked forward under the eyes of Aveena’s vassals. It didn’t take long for me to realize that this room was much larger than it should be. I could walk the distance from one end of my room to the other in a dozen strides. A dozen strides in here, and I was still following a stone path circling up a small hill. After a good twenty yards, we came to a small jut-out with what looked like a natural hot spring. Steam rose from the crystal blue water, so you could see the naked body of the woman lounging in it.

Jerome perked up at the sight, but I’d already seen everything this particular woman had to offer.

“Hello, Cam,” Chloe smiled as she stepped out of the water. She arranged her hair to cover her nipples, but it didn’t do anything else to hide the rest of her nudity.

“Chloe,” I replied gruffly. “Surprised to see you here.” Apparently, Aveena was foregoing subtlety.

Since she was completely nude, I could see a couple of pink splotches and lines on her body similar to my own healed wound. It looked like the nymph hadn’t gotten away from Lilith unscathed.

“We were going to see each other again sooner or later,” she smiled, and despite myself, blood flowed to my dick before I regained control. “Thanks for saving me the trouble. We should finish what we started.”

I was positive she wasn’t talking about the sex.

“Maybe another time,” my return smile was strained. “We’re here to parlay with Lady Foxbelle.”

“I know. I’m here to escort you.” Chloe turned and waved a finger over her shoulder for them to follow. I kept my eyes open for more threats, but Jerome was fully engrossed with ogling her ass.

“You know her?” he whispered, but I just shook my head. This wasn’t the time or place.

The moss-covered hill continued upward for what felt like a hundred yards before leveling out. I expected something grand. I expected another power play from the noble Fae. She was already fucking with me by having my would-be murderer play tour guide, so I was ready for anything.

I wasn’t ready for what I saw.

The crest of the hill plateaued into a flat open space. There was another spring-fed bath, some scattered furniture, and more changelings. These ones looked older and were armed. Something I didn’t expect to find was a mobile armory. There were swords of cold iron and silverbane under lock and key behind magical barriers. Regular armaments from spears to bows were sitting along a wooden rack that looked positively harmless next to dozens of assault rifles and boxes of ammunition. There was even a sniper rifle that looked nearly as tall as me. What was packed away in this magically-altered space – the mechanics of which I couldn’t even fathom – wasn’t just against school rules, but federal law . . . maybe even the WRA and human-Fae arm’s treaties.

Despite all the firepower, which I didn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell of surviving, the dominant feature of the plateau was a black stone altar. It looked like a place to make human sacrifices. If Aveena was about to offer up a changeling to some dark god of the Fae, I wouldn’t have been surprised. The last thing in the world I expected was to see the Fae noble on all fours, panting like a dog, as she smacked her ass backward onto some changeling’s waiting dick.

“She’ll just be a minute,” Chloe informed sweetly.

I couldn’t hide my eye roll, but Jerome’s jaw was on the ground. “Can I just stay here forever?” he asked.

Chloe’s laugh sounded like summer bells, but I knew it was a lie. “Only if you’re a good doggy.”

I took the statement as offensive, but Jerome took it as flirtation. If those two wanted to dance around each other, that was fine by me. The werewolf would watch my back as I focused on the real target.

Aveena didn’t even pretend to notice I was there. She was moaning softly as she continued to pound herself into the changeling. She might be trying to kill me, but that didn’t stop her from being beautiful. On the spectrum of women I’d recently engaged in sexual activity with, she was somewhere between Lilith and Chloe. The Fae noble had the best of both worlds. Lilith was five-seven, but built as a sexual goddess with curves to die for. Aveena had the lithe, athletic dancer’s body of the nymph, but more substantial curves. She was close to six feet, taller than both other women. She’d tied her blonde hair back in a ponytail, so her pointed ears stood out sharply, but even getting her pussy hammered doggystyle, she looked regal.

I was forced to stand there, hearing the slap . . . slap . . . slap of flesh on flesh. “This is the weirdest power play ever.” I was stunned.

“My lady, I’m going to . . .”

“Don’t you dare,” Aveena cut the changeling off, and I saw the physical effect her words had on the man.

He stiffened like a statue, while the noble Fae continued to pleasure herself. Another minute passed, and the look on the guy’s face was one of pure pain. It looked like he was being tortured, not fucked by a gorgeous woman.

“Yes . . . right there . . . oh!” I could tell when Aveena came. She slammed her ass on the changeling’s cock, shuddered, and gripped the stone slab hard enough that she dug shallow furrows with her fingers.  She stayed like that for a moment, breathing heavily, before sliding forward and away from the changeling.

“Jesus Christ,” I took a step back.

I wasn’t a Christian. In a time where there were supernatural creatures that could easily replicate the “miracles” of the son of god, the monotheistic religions had lost a lot of worshipers to the gods people could see and touch with their own two hands. Still, it was an appropriate curse for what I saw.

The changeling’s dick looked like an eggplant: crooked, engorged, purple, and just plain wrong. He also just sat there, his knees bloody from being Aveena’s plaything, and unable to move. I knew all about the oaths of fealty, being a Fae vassal, and the power and control that gave a noble Fae like Aveena, but I’d never seen anything like this.

Two more changelings approached their liege with a plush robe that she draped over her shoulder. She didn’t bother to tie the waistband, flashing me and Jerome with her runway strip of pubic hair. She studied me closely as a rocky throne grew out of the ground itself. She sat down on it like she was the queen of this space, which she absolutely was.

“She’s brought a bit of the Faerie Realm with her,” I put two and two together and suspected I’d made a terrible mistake.

“I don’t know whether you are incredibly brave, or incredibly stupid, mortal,” she accepted a glass of water and a towel from a female changeling that took up station next to the throne.

Aveena sipped at the water and began to pat down her brow and chest. She’d worked up a sweat from the workout, and it made her half-exposed tits glisten. I hated myself that it turned me on.

“I simply wish to make amends, Lady Foxbelle,” I bowed deeply, nearly prostrating myself before her.

“Humph,” she grunted as I rose back up. “I see he’s still alive,” she turned her gaze on Chloe.

The nymph averted her gaze and went down to one knee. “He was aided by the succubus, my lady.”

“The half-blood whore,” Aveena spat on the ground, and the female changeling produced another towel and went to wipe it up.

“They’re nothing but fucking slaves,” I was barely able to hide my disgust.

While the female changeling was wiping the spit off the ground, the changeling Aveena had just finished fucking was turning a dangerous shade of red. “My lady . . .” he groaned.

Aveena was still judging Chloe’s failure, but sighed and waved her hand. “Fine.”

I’d never seen someone cum so hard before. The stone slab was roughly eight feet long, and his first ejaculation cleared it. Many more followed, staining the surface of the stone. With his dick looking less like it was about to burst, the man gave a cry of ecstasy and promptly passed out. He collapsed off the slab and landed on his shoulder with a crunch. Other changelings rushed over, but didn’t help him. They went about wiping his jizz off the slab.

I watched it all in horror, and Aveena watched me. That was her power play; the physical, emotional, and mental power she had over her vassals. Nothing humans had even came close. It was complete and utter servitude among the lesser Fae, and even worse, it was determined by blood. Your fate was sealed before you were even born. I promised myself then and there that I would never visit Aveena’s home realm.

I snapped myself out of it and quickly produced my offerings. “I offer what was agreed upon, a baby’s rib,” I laid the small bone down at her feet. “Because of my failure, I offer you dragon’s heartstring, phoenix feather, powdered unicorn horn, and a protective pendant. Please accept these with my deepest apologies, and let us bury this feud between us.” I backed up and kept my eyes downcast, waiting for a decision.

Slowly, the Fae noble got to her feet and stood over my offerings. “There was a reason I required the baby’s rib on a deadline, mortal. Because of you, I missed the opportunity, and now have to wait until the next blood moon,” she stepped on the baby’s rib and shattered it into half a dozen pieces.  “Dragon’s heartstring,” she scoffed. “Only used in the most rudimentary Fae magic,” she picked it up, took a bite out of it, and spat the chewed remains at her cleaning changeling’s feet. “Phoenix feather,” she stomped on the red-orange feather that disintegrated into ash on contact, “used by tricksters and charlatans. And powdered unicorn horn,” she picked up the bag and tossed it to Chloe, who wiggled her eyebrows at Jerome. “Do you think I am unable to get aroused, mortal? Do you think the men I bring to my bed aren’t filled with desire?” The sneer on Aveena’s face showed me I was utterly and completely failing.

“And this trinket,” she tossed it back in my face. It happened to hit directly where Chloe had stabbed me, and I winced in pain. “My own glamour is stronger than that second-rate charm.” She was shorter, but she towered over me as she stood inches in front of my face. “I find your offerings lacking and insulting, Cameron Dupree. There will be no peace between us.”

“Please, Lady Foxbelle,” I made the split-second decision to get on my knees. “What do you require to make peace between us?”

Whatever she was about to yell at me, my question brought her up short. She sat back down on her rocky throne and studied me closely. “Twice you’ve been saved by the half-blood. And twice I’ve smelled her foul stench on you. She sees you as valuable in some way. I would have that value taken from her. That will bring peace between us,” she sat back smugly. “Swear fealty to me. Be mine.”

“Are fucking kidding me. You realize I just watched you use your vassals like playthings. They stand guard all night, clean up after you basically spit on them, and nearly die pleasing your spoiled ass. You’re just some brat princess who was given everything by mommy and daddy, and the first time you don’t get what you want, you throw a hissy fit. Why the hell would I ever want to be bound to you, bitch?”

That was what I should have said, but I wanted to leave here with my head attached to my shoulder. “My deepest apologies, Lady Foxbelle, but I can’t swear fealty to you. I am my own man.”

She probably expected it, and if she didn’t, her emotions didn’t show on her face. “That is my price,” she reiterated. “If you cannot pay it. There will be no peace.”

“If that is your will, noble Fae,” I deflated in acceptance.

“It looks like the harem deal is the only option,” I couldn’t see any other way to pull my ass out of the fire. I was still trying to figure out how all of this got away from me so quickly.

“This negotiation is concluded, but the rights of parlay will hold,” Aveena declared, with a pointed look at Chloe. “There will be two sunsets of peace for you to prepare yourself. Get your affairs in order, Cameron Dupree. At the stroke of midnight on Monday, your death is sealed.”

“Very well,” I didn’t know what else to say as I gave her a final bow and backed away, careful to not show her my back.

Jerome looked even more shocked than when they’d entered the plateau, and not even Chloe’s naked grace could hold his attention anymore.

“I’ll be seeing you soon, Cam.” Chloe’s smile was pure intimidation as she followed us down the hill to the carved entrance. “Second time is the charm.”

“That’s not how the saying goes,” I shot back.

“I don’t care,” she continued to smile. “You’ve got until midnight tomorrow.” With that, she pushed us through the glamour entryway and back into the hall.

The changeling I knew gave me a sad shake of the head. “Sorry, Cam. Next time I see you, I’ll be compelled to kill you.”

“Fuck my life,” I growled and stomped down the hallway. Everything was going to shit, and I only had one way out of it.

***

The investigation was a bunch of bullshit. Vernon had put the professors and even the Dean through everything he could think of. There were only so many ways to conceal something you’d done with magic, and the tests he’d done should at least indicate something. He had jack shit.

“Well,” the Dean had a smug look on her face.

“Wait,” Vernon didn’t add a please. He was that frustrated.

He backed out of hearing range, and Wood followed him. “Well?” she asked the same question.

“I’ve got nothing,” he ground his teeth in frustration. Granted, this type of investigation wasn’t his bread and butter, but with his skill, power, and artifacts, he should at least have a lead on something.

“Maybe the data was bad,” she offered helpfully. She could see he was pissed and was at least trying to be nice. A night between the sheets didn’t exactly make them friends, but the brotherhood of law enforcement connected them at some level.

“Maybe,” he conceded, but it would be the first time the data crunchers got something wrong on this level. There were stringent algorithms, filters, and criteria that an incident had to meet before reaching an agent’s hands. They were a limited resource, and wasting their time was bad for everyone.

“I’ve got one last thing and then I’m all out of ideas,” he started to head back over to the Dean. “Thank you everyone for your time this morning. I know it’s the last place you wanted to be,” that got a few appreciative chuckles. “You’re all free to go. Dean,” he called as the stately woman turned to leave. “I just need the data from the student’s physical, and to survey the scene of the incident. After that, I’ll have everything for my report, and I’ll get out of your hair.” The last statement seemed to be the magic words.

He had the medical data on his tablet in under five minutes, and a member of the maintenance staff was taking him to the scene right away. The school grounds were beautiful, and even though it was Saturday, students were walking around with their backpacks slung over their shoulders. They all looked him over with questioning eyes, and most spotted the gun on Wood’s hip. Along with her badge, they gave her a wide berth. Some even turned around and walked the other way as they approached.

She inhaled deeply. “Like I’m going to bust a billionaire’s kid for marijuana possession,” she laughed as the man leading them came to a halt.

“This is it.” The man looked tired. His weathered face unhappy that he was probably in on his day off.

“Sorry, I’ll be quick,” Vernon felt worse for this working fellow than the teachers and students whose lives he’d interrupted.

“Stupid,” he mentally slapped himself. “I should have come here first.” Within a second, something wasn’t adding up.

“Excuse me,” he gestured the man over. “This is where it happened?”

“Yeah,” the guy gave an exasperated sigh. “I’m the one who found the kid. He was right here,” the man drew an outline on the grass.

“Thank you, you’ve been incredibly helpful,” Vernon dismissed him and pulled out various artifacts.

“What, do you have something?” Wood bent down next to him and sniffed, engaging her shifter senses. His were probably better, but hers were nothing to scoff at.

“What do you smell?” he asked, as he waved the devices and enacted a few quick rituals.

She took her time and took several deep breaths. “Nothing,” she concluded with a shrug.

“Exactly,” he was grinning like he was about to get laid again.

“What?” She hadn’t put two and two together yet.

“A day ago, this was the sight of a lightning strike,” he explained. “We should be seeing dead grass, blackened soil, remnants of a fire, and everything else that comes along with a billion volts of energy hitting the ground.”

“I guess,” she chewed on the issue. “But knowing this place, they probably used magic to clean it up. I wouldn’t leave a blackened crater if people were paying me forty grand a head.”

“True,” Vernon nodded, “but I’ve got no magical traces. No one came here to regrow the grass, repair the land, or dispatch the stench of burnt hair and ozone. If we didn’t have data suggesting it, medical reports, and eye witnesses who are attesting to it, I wouldn’t think there was a lightning strike at all.” Now he had her attention.

“What does that mean?” She looked as intrigued as he felt.

“It means we need to talk with Cameron Dupree.”


Chapter 12

I didn’t waste any time. Aveena had made her decision. Chloe would be gunning for me at 12:01 Monday morning, and I wasn’t going to sit around vulnerable like this. The Fae noble had decreed that I was safe until then, but I didn’t trust her farther than I could throw her. This could be the perfect ruse to lure me into a false sense of security and allow Chloe to strike. Instinctually, I gave a drain in my path a wide berth as I headed for Lilith’s dorm.

I blew past the other senior on floor monitor duties and waved an annoyed hand in his direction when he protested. I climbed the stairs two at a time and sprinted down to her room. It felt like a lifetime ago that she’d invited me here to repay me for those quiz answers. I hammered on the closed door until someone came to answer it.

“For fuck’s sake . . .” Dani opened it. “No, not gonna happen,” the dwarf tried to close the door, but I shoved my foot in the opening. That didn’t stop her from painfully slamming me with the heavy wood.

“Fuck, Dani, come on,” I growled, pushing uselessly against the handle. “Let me in. I need to talk to her,” I pleaded, because I knew there was no way I’d overpower the small woman.

The door swung open, and I nearly toppled into the room as my momentum pushed me forward. “She’s not here, lover boy,” Dani walked away, wearing nothing but booty shorts and a sports bra.

“Do you ever wear clothes?” I snapped, unable to help myself because of my throbbing foot.

“Do you ever stop barging into my room like some love-drunk puppy?” she snapped back, and we stared each other down.

The dwarf was as infuriating as she was cute, and I either wanted to fight her or fuck her. Unfortunately, neither of those things was going to happen, and if they did, they wouldn’t work out for feeble old me. If I was going to be in Lilith’s life, I was going to have to get through a year of a love-hate relationship with this other woman. 

Dani broke the stare-down first with a sigh and pointed to Lilith’s bed. “You must be packing some serious firepower down there,” she pointed at my crotch. “I’ve roomed with Lilith for two years, and she’s never worked this hard to get a guy,” she looked me up and down. “I know you two have never done it,” she made humping motions. “Do you want me to take you for a spin and put in a good word with her?”

I looked at her, dumbfounded, and thought she was joking until she started to pull her sports bra off. “No!” I shouted. Me from three days ago was kicking present-me in the ass, across the time-space continuum, for turning down guaranteed sex with a hottie.

“Geez, let a girl down easy, will ya,” the dwarf didn’t look too hurt by my rejection.

“It’s not that,” I sighed and rubbed my eyes. “Sorry, you just caught me by surprise. I’ve kind of got a lot of shit going down right now.”

“I’ve heard,” it was hard to get a single iota of compassion from her. “Rain check?” she raised an eyebrow. “You know what they say; once you go little, I own that pickle.”

Despite my approaching execution, I couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t know what my contract stipulates, but we’ll see.”

“Was that so hard?” She walked over and slapped my ass hard enough that it was going to leave a mark through my jeans. “Lilith is in the student center. Apparently, all the sexual gratification from Friday night hookups, mixed with the sexual tension of other teenagers who didn’t get laid, is her equivalent of a morning espresso.”

“Thanks,” I started to leave, but then stopped. “Dani, I’ll hold you to that raincheck,” I gave her my award-winning smile.

“Good lad. I’ll try not to break you,” I heard her laugh echo down the stairwell as I ran.

The monitor gave me a hard time, but I yelled at him to fuck off. I’d pay for it later, but it was better to be in detention than dead.

The student center was directly under the dining hall. Like the Acropolis it was modeled after, the dining hall sat on top of a hill. The architects had hollowed out the rest of the hill and created a space for the students to hang out. There was a small movie theater, pool tables, several ping-pong setups, large TVs, and plenty of seating. There was also a patio where clubs met, people hacky-sacked, and the chefs from the dining hall sometimes came to cook treats between meals.

On a Saturday morning, near the end of breakfast – which reminded me I hadn’t had anything to eat since Joe’s pizza – it was pretty packed. People greeted me as I entered, and several commented on how Aveena hadn’t beat my ass yet. I waved them off and looked for Lilith. She was easy to find. A gathering of men encircled her. All were the school elite: jocks, shifters, or top-tier mages vying for her affection. It was a smorgasbord for her, and she was drinking it down like an iced cappuccino.

Usually, I wouldn’t associate with these people, mostly because they could yank me limb from limb if I pissed them off. Today, I didn’t give a shit. I shouldered through the crowd until I was standing in front of her.

“Lilith, we need to talk.”

She looked up at me and smiled. There was a collective intake of breath from the gathered men, and mutual erections that they embarrassingly tried to hide. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me for a second. Mr. Dupree and I have some business to discuss,” she rose to her feet, and they parted like the Red Sea as she took me by the hand and sashayed away.

She led me to one of the small rooms used for study groups and closed the door behind us, which sent a small thrill through me. “I saw that you went to Aveena. I assume your attempts to make peace failed?”

“It was worth a try,” I admitted.

“And I expected you to take it, Cam. You’re innovative and smart, and I didn’t expect you to take my offer without exhausting all your other options.” Her words were surprisingly kind, and they meant a lot to me right now. “I also knew Aveena wouldn’t budge. I know my half-sister and her temperament. She’ll take nothing less than your complete loyalty, or your head.”

“Half-sister . . .?”

“Oh, now I get it,” I pointed at her and chuckled. “Her Fae daddy fucked your succubus mommy, and now I’m caught in the middle of your sisterly shitstorm. That’s just fucking great.”

“I didn’t create your predicament,” she answered calmly. “But my saving you surely didn’t help.”

I exhaled angrily, but bit my tongue. I was here to get what I wanted. “Fine. Whatever. I’ve got my counterproposal,” she gestured for me to continue. “Three thousand a feeding, five feedings a month, a ten thousand dollar signing bonus, and I’m willing to talk terms on the non-compete. If you want to pass me around like a bong to some super sexy friends, I’m fine with that if the price is right. No dudes though. Some people go both ways. I’m sure you do from time to time, but that’s not my style.”

“That all sounds reasonable,” she nodded as she did some mental math.

“I also want anything over five feedings to be pay and a half. I’ve seen what my stuff can do, and if you like it as much as I know you do, you’ll have to pay up to tap this well,” I pointed at my junk. She laughed, and my heart skipped a beat.

“I accept,” she waved her hand, and the documents appeared on the table in front of us.

I read them over carefully; she was a succubus of an infernal cabal after all. They might have gotten a shitty reputation over the centuries, but anyone who could afford to pay me fifteen grand a month, just for the pleasure of my dick, I wouldn’t put it past them to add some legal loopholes in the fine print. Thankfully, everything was written plainly, and with another wave of her hand, she produced a pen.

“Do I need to sign in blood?” I wondered.

“Black or blue ink will be fine,” she smirked.

With a deep breath, I put pen to paper and signed away the next five years of my life. I waited for something to happen. A force to come over me as I became the First of a powerful succubus’s harem, my dick to grow another four inches as some mystical sex power seized hold of me, or even a twinge of lust. I got nothing.

“That’s it?” I looked over to where she was signing the contract herself with the same pen.

“That’s it,” she smiled, and the pen disappeared. The documents went into her bag.

“Do we consummate this now?” I asked.

“Whoa, down boy,” she replied with a stopping motion. “I’m not letting that monster inside me until I have more data.”

I couldn’t believe it. I never thought I’d live to see the day a succubus turned down sex.

“What I will do is this,” she leaned forward, and gently, tenderly, pressed her lips to mine.

I felt lightning flash through my veins, and my vision swam. Judging by the look on her face, she was just as lightheaded. “That . . .” she shook her head, and seemed to brush off whatever she was going to say.

“What did you do?” I asked.

“I marked you,” she informed, but as I looked myself over, I couldn’t see anything. “It’s a magical mark that shows you’re associated with the Venetian Cabal.”

“You magically branded me?” I raised an eyebrow. “I thought I wasn’t some cow that was going to get milked.”

“It’s not a brand. It’s a warning to anyone who might harm you,” she countered. “The Venetian Cabal is respected and feared throughout the world. Any supernatural will look at you and see my mark. If they try to fuck with you, they know we’re honor-bound to return the favor, and we’ve got a huge cock,” she grinned, and I couldn’t help but grin too.

“Even Fae?” I asked the only question that mattered.

“Even Fae,” she confirmed with a nod. “Do you know why succubae are so powerful?” she leaned back in her chair.

“Because humans think about sex about a hundred times a day,” I replied.

“True,” she acknowledged the point, “but also because we don’t have a specific weakness. Shifters have silverbane, Fae have cold iron, and vamps have too much exposure to UV. Mages have tremendous offensive and defensive abilities, but they are still human at their core. A solid punch and they go down. Most supernaturals have some natural or genetic deficiency that makes it easier to stop them. My kind doesn't have that issue,” she informed, and I was intrigued.

“Even though you are half-Fae?” I questioned.

The somewhat-evil smile she gave me showed why humans had thought her kind were demon-spawn for centuries. I was a little intimidated.

“The Fae are proud and arrogant. When a Fae lord agreed to an experiment with my mother, his ego assumed any offspring would be Fae. The Fae think too much in terms of blood and not enough in terms of genetics. Before my mother even offered the proposition, we’d done our research, run simulations with DNA mixtures, and come to a conclusion. Succubus genes are stronger than the Fae genes. I got all of their strengths and none of their weaknesses, while retaining my own succubus abilities.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, what abilities?” I figured it couldn’t hurt to know more about the woman who’d agreed to protect me.

“I don’t mind at all. After all, the contract between us goes both ways,” she smiled, and I felt the day’s tension leaving my body. “I have a succubae’s preternatural strength, speed, and all-around toughness. I feed off the sexual energy of all creatures, and it’s hypothesized I would survive just fine in the Faerie Realm.”

“Not everyone can survive there?”

“Humans can’t unless they’re mages. It’s a land of pure magic, and it will eventually drive them mad. Even mages can only be there for so long. Shifters even shorter periods of time. It’s guessed by our scientists that I’d be just as at home there as I am here.”

“Good to know.” Although, I’d already promised myself I’d never go there. Now that I knew it would drive me loco, it definitely wasn’t a vacation destination.

“Physically, that’s it for a succubus,” she explained. “We’re just really tough, heal quickly, and are hard to beat. Plus living forever if we don’t die,” she added as an afterthought. “We can also work magic to varying degrees, closer to Theurgy mages than elementals, but that takes a lot of training, and we don’t have the versatility humans seem to. If you humans are good at anything, it's adapting and overcoming adversity.”

I was surprised at the respect she showed humans. It was nice that she didn’t only think of us as food. Too many supernaturals looked down on us and forgot we made up over ninety percent of the world’s population.

“Me, on the other hand, I’ve got a number of extra abilities. The Fae call them Gifts,” she continued.

“Your fire swords aren’t from your succubus DNA?” That surprised me. “But. . .”

“Remember, we’re not demons from Hell,” she chided, and I realized I’d fallen back onto stereotypes. “My father was a will-o'-the-wisps, a Fae with skills in fire and light. I get my ability to conjure faerie-flame from him. I also have the Gifts of the Fae noble class: telekinesis, which you saw already, and teleportation; although, I don’t have the range of a full-Fae. They can go just about anywhere, but I’m limited by bodies of water.”

“Wow, that’s so terrible. You’ll have to settle for teleporting to California instead of Hawaii,” I gave her a look, but she didn’t laugh at my joke.

“It’s not funny when someone can put a shallow circle of water around me and keep me from escaping.”

“Shit,” I’d stepped in it.

“Sorry, my lady,” I thought it might help my case to add the title.

“No,” she reached out and grabbed my hand. “None of that my lady crap. You aren’t my vassal. You’re the First of my harem. I’ve seen how my half-sister treats the changelings sworn to her. I’d rather cut off my own clit than be like that.”

“Thanks.” After seeing those same things myself, it meant a lot to hear Lilith was the opposite of her psycho sister. “But let’s not go cutting anything important off. Something tells me we’ll get some use out of that.” We both laughed, and that helped us shrug off the bad images of Fae cruelty.

“Telekinesis, teleportation, faerie-flame,” she ticked her gifts off on one hand. “I also can affect space-time to a degree. It’s some sort of subspace, interdimensional building ability. I know I have it, but my skill is rudimentary. Noble Fae can build entire personal fiefdoms in what amounts to a pocket universe. The best I’ve been able to do is create a space the size of my backpack to keep stuff in.”

I knew what she was talking about. That explained why Aveena’s room was the size of a football field, complete with an honest-to-god hill.

“I bet they hold that knowledge pretty close to the chest,” I noted. “You’ve got to teach yourself, which has to be hard.”

“We’ve tried to get some of the cabal’s Seelie allies to teach me, but they won’t budge. Having to learn makes life interesting,” she took it all in stride. “I’m going to live a very long time, so something being a little difficult is almost better than having it given to me.”

“Basically, you’re Wonder Woman on steroids. You can punch through walls, hit people with your mind, BBQ them, and then stuff them in your interdimensional storage compartment. Those are some crazy cool abilities,” I started a slow clap just for her. 

“Don’t forget glamour,” she chimed in with a grin. She waved her hand, and the pen appeared and disappeared again. “It’s the Fae’s signature gift. Most have it, but my power with it is limited at best,” she frowned. “For whatever reason, my succubus genes don’t allow for a powerful glamour gift,” she sounded genuinely disappointed.

“It’s clear to me, you definitely came out on top,” I tried to cheer her up, and it worked, judging by her smile. “I can honestly say that I’ve never felt safer. I’ve got a kick ass protector, you’re a beautiful, powerful woman, who I bet could take down her spoiled half-sister with one hand tied behind her back.”

Apparently, my charm was working on her, because I could have sworn she blushed.

“We are both bound by the agreement,” she coughed to clear the air between us. “While I won’t be able to personally guard you, I’ve already informed my cabal that I’ve started my harem, and my First needs some protection. In the meantime, I’ll lend you my guard. I should be fine for a couple of days on my own.”

While I was disappointed we wouldn’t be spending more time together – I needed to remember she was the boss and had better things to do – I appreciated there would be someone there to watch my back besides my friends. Even though they were an order of magnitude tougher than me, Aveena would rip them to shreds.

“Who’s your guard?” I wondered. “I’ve never seen you with anyone but . . . wait . . . don’t tell me . . .” It was so obvious.

“I think you and Dani will get along fabulously,” the grin she gave me said she’d enjoy making both of our lives difficult.

“A dwarf in a cabal,” I didn’t even know how that worked.

“One little problem,” I wasn’t sure how to mention this.

“Dani propositioned you, and you agreed.” Lilith already had it all worked out.

“Is that okay?” I really didn’t know what being in her harem meant, and I didn’t want to break the rules on day one.

“Of course,” she shrugged. “My only request is that you wait and let me watch. Dani wants it from you bad. It’ll be a delicious snack.”

“Well, if it’s a snack. . .”

“That doesn’t count as one of the contractual feedings,” she knew where I was going before I even got there. “Remember anally, orally, or vaginally; and for the time being, we’ll be sticking with orally or anally.” That pronouncement sent a shockwave through my crotch.

She could tell I had more questions. “Different feedings have different potency levels. Orally falls in the middle. Since we both know how that affects me, I’m not going to risk a higher-potency vaginal feeding. Vaginal is better because that is the way our bodies are designed to fuck, so that is the most nutritious for me, for lack of a better term. Orally, especially if I swallow, spreads your seed through more parts of my body, so there is decent nutritional value. Anally is the lowest of the three. There are a lot of nerve endings in the anus, so that gives me some nutrients, but if it just sits in my ass until I get it out, then I only get the bare minimum there is to offer.”

That was all . . . fascinating. “I thought you fed on sexual energy, but it seems like it’s just jizz?” I wasn’t sure how to phrase the question.

“We feed on both,” she explained. “The tension in the air as you wait for the first kiss. The buildup as your bodies press against each other, and you find out what your partner likes. The action itself as your bodies become one, and the culmination of everything in an orgasm that satisfies you both to the core.” The way she described it was very . . . romantic. I didn’t expect that from a succubus.

“Semen is the most potent food source we have. It’s life itself straight from your balls. Everything else is a distant second,” she concluded.

“Um . . . good to know,” I tried to adjust my pants.

“Never be ashamed in front of me, Cam.” The way she looked at my bulge told me she really wanted to take the goods for a ride, but with a shudder, she resisted the urge.

“I’ll try not to,” I couldn’t think of another way to answer that, and we sat for a moment in silence: me with no more questions, and her without more explanation.

“So, what do we do now?” I asked to break the silence.

“Now, we set up a direct deposit,” she replied, and for the next ten minutes, everything was very HR. 

“Dani will be staying with you starting tomorrow night,” Lilith stated as we saved my information in the corporate database that would be cutting my checks. “Aveena is many things, but she will honor the sacred rights of parlay.”

“Good to know,” I nodded. Sunday night was going to be interesting. Chloe was going to come for me, and Dani wanted me to cum for her. “My life is so weird.”

As if the universe was listening, “Mr. Dupree to the Dean’s office. Mr. Dupree to the Dean’s office.”

“I swear I didn’t do anything,” I protested when I saw the look on Lilith’s face.

“Please try to keep it that way. You wear my mark now. There is pride at stake.”

If I knew anything about supernaturals by this point, it was that pride was a big deal.

***

Vernon studied his tablet. Cameron Dupree’s medical data was concisely displayed in a set of boxes. The boxes had normal ranges highlighted for ease of use, as well as the ranges of supernatural creatures. Vernon frowned as he reviewed the information and looked at the young man sitting in the adjacent room.

A spell had turned the wall of the old administration building into a one-way mirror. To the kid, it was just a normal wall covered with gaudy wallpaper that came standard in old buildings like this. For Vernon, he could watch the kid stew. It was a solid interrogation tactic, and gave law enforcement a peek into the perp’s mind before even talking to him. There were other interrogation techniques allowed under the WRA, but most required warrants. Vernon’s warrants pertained to narrow investigative powers. If the kid refused to voluntarily submit to some of the enhanced interrogation methods, he’d have to call HQ for more warrants. They’d want probable cause, and the medical data Vernon was reviewing didn’t provide that.

Cameron Dupree was a pretty ordinary guy. He’d undergone a growth spurt recently, but that wasn’t unheard of at his age. He was only slightly above average for height and weight by WHO guidelines. In general, physical attributes were an unreliable way to identify most types of supernaturals, but just by looking at him, Vernon could tell he wasn’t a shifter. Shifters were always big, looked like they lived in gyms, or should be playing professional sports. Vernon’s own six-six, two-hundred-and-seventy-five-pound frame was proof of that.

If by some miracle Dupree was a shifter, he was the runtiest runt Vernon had ever seen. The kid also didn’t smell like one, and the UN agent’s sense of smell was much more reliable than body stereotypes. Vernon hadn’t been in a room with Dupree yet, but he’d walked the same hallways, and the kid smelled depressingly mundane.

“Anything interesting?” Wood slid up next to him and peered at the tablet. He probably shouldn’t be showing her the data – HIPAA and all that legal shit – but he was focused on the kid.

“The results say no, but . . .” he couldn’t quite put his finger on what he was feeling. Everyone, from humans to Fae, had instincts born out of evolutionary necessity. As a mage-shifter hybrid, he liked to think his instincts were a little more than just gut feelings. Right now, he was getting something from this kid.

“He’s marked,” she nodded at the top of Dupree’s right hand. “And recently, by the looks of it.”

Vernon had noticed. Humans wouldn’t see it, but anyone with supernatural blood could identify the slightly glowing tattoo. He’d seen this one before, and in his opinion, it put Dupree right on the edge of being associated with organized crime. However, being on the edge didn’t mean he’d crossed the line. Being associated with a cabal didn’t automatically mean you were a criminal.

The cabals had been a pain in the UN’s ass before the WRA was passed. Once the world’s governments got their shit together and everything was forced out into the open, it was revealed that a lot of the lobbying against the WRA had been financed by businesses owned or associated with the various cabals. Even after the law’s passage, they had armies of lawyers on standby to fight every warrant, every investigation, every interrogation . . . they just made everything more difficult than it had to be.  

Cabals themselves covered a spectrum of groups, but normally, they were made up of supernaturals that fed on humans to some degree or another. They could be comprised of a small gathering of a single species, or a large, multinational conglomeration of races. The Response Division mostly ended up dealing with the former.

Vernon had once busted up a cabal of druids committing extortion and murder in an immigrant community in Pittsburgh. Druids were at the same physical levels as humans, but could pierce into the minds of humans, and even weak-minded shifters, while they slept. They caused nightmares and feasted on the terror, pain, and anxiety they caused. The urban legend that if you died in your sleep, you died in the real world was propagated by druids. They could literally give a healthy person a heart attack by trapping them in a dream state and feeding until the person’s heart gave out. 

His instructors at the UN’s training facility taught him about druids by making him watch Nightmare on Elm Street. While they didn’t have those knife-things for fingers, they did grow claws when threatened. Thankfully, a .44 caliber round to the head killed them just as easily as anything else. Druids were bad, but there were worse things out there. 

The cabal mark on Cameron Dupree’s hand wasn’t a tag by some supernatural gangbangers. It was from one of the Big Three: the three cabals that had tendrils throughout the economic, political, and cultural foundations of the entire world.

A subtle, magical glow detailed an inverted pyramid with the edges designed into a stylized V. The All-Seeing Eye sat in the center with a circle of runic script encircling it. Those runes let whoever Dupree was tethered to know everything from his location to his mental state. Over the eye, near the inverted pyramid’s base, was a name written in Latin, which Vernon couldn’t quite make out. That was the name of Dupree’s owner.

The cabal didn’t use the same terminology, and their markings didn’t have the same power as the Fae, but to Vernon, they were all the same. He couldn’t imagine signing over his life to someone else. He felt sorry for the kid, but that didn’t make the hairs standing up on the back of his neck go away.

“Five more minutes and I’m going to talk to him. Did he eat?” Vernon made sure the Dean put some food out. If people were nervous, they tended not to eat, and it might be an indication of potential guilt.

“He’s had four donuts and a cup of coffee,” Woods replied.

“That’s another point for the kid,” Vernon could feel his own frustration mounting. All the evidence was saying the opposite of his instincts. “I need to get in there and figure this out for myself.”

He took one final look at the medical data. Everything was within human normal, with the only outstanding bit of data being the DNA test. Those tended to take at least twenty-four hours. Vernon hit a button and typed in his priority-authorization code. The tablet demanded a retinal scan to confirm, and then beeped a positive acknowledgment that the request was received. With the priority request, the lab techs were usually good enough to have the results back in half an hour.

He put the tablet in his pocket and pushed open the door. “Cameron Dupree?” he asked in his slow, Texas drawl.

“Yes, sir,” Dupree had crumbs on his clothes, but sat up a little straighter.

“I’m Special Agent Vernon Dud from the UN. Can I get you anything else?” The key to a good interrogation was to build a rapport with the subject.

The UN’s training facility taught them three tactics to achieve this: mirroring body language, conversation, and finding communal points of interest to facilitate a relationship. Vernon had watched the kid and reviewed his school records. He knew Dupree was a bit of a troublemaker, but nothing serious. The teachers suspected him of plagiarism and cheating, but could never pin anything on him. Vernon didn’t care about that; he had other people do his math homework for him in high school. Dupree had also been busted for weed his freshman year, but this was 2020, so it wasn’t an expellable offense. Vernon wasn’t willing to bet the kid was a genius so bored with school that he acted out, but the kid was definitely connected to the school’s internal black market.

“As much of a black market as you can have with a bunch of trust-fund kids,” Vernon had to control himself not to laugh at the thought. St. Vincent’s was a pampered environment in every regard.

“I’m good, sir,” Dupree didn’t look worried. His agitation was about normal for a kid who’d been sent to the principal’s office as much as he had.

“Sir makes me sound old,” Vernon gave the kid an easy smile. “Call me Vernon.” He saw a tell flash across the kid’s face. “I know it’s an old-man name,” Vernon conceded with a shrug. “But it’s the name my daddy gave me. The only thing he gave me,” he clarified. “Daddy was a bad drunk, a worse gambler, and not as good in a fight as he thought he was,” he gave a heavy sigh as he sat down, leaving the ending to be interpreted by the young man.

“Never knew my old man,” Dupree shrugged.

“Common point of interest,” Vernon was on his way to building a rapport. They both had deadbeat dads.

“I’m sorry about that, and your momma died young,” Vernon was genuinely sorry about that too, “but it looks like the Youngs took you in and treated you well. I’ve seen a lot of stories go the other way.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Dupree’s face hardened.

“Don’t push too hard,” Vernon told himself and switched topics.

“I’m here reviewing the incident that put you in the infirmary,” he got back on track. “You said you got hit by lightning. Damn, Cam, do you mind if I call you Cam?” he waited for the kid to nod to continue. “You’re one lucky son-of-a-bitch,” he got the kid to smile and relax a bit.

“People told me it was a near miss with the lightning,” Dupree shrugged. “All I remember was walking through the rain, a bright white light, and the next thing I know, I’m waking up in the infirmary.”

“It was the school that told you that you were hit?” Vernon clarified.

“Are they trying to cover something up?” Dupree jumped to a conclusion and leaned forward excitedly.

“No, it doesn’t look that way, Cam,” Vernon leaned back now that he’d drawn the kid in a bit. “We’ve looked at the teachers and faculty, and there doesn’t appear to be foul play.”

Dupree frowned. “Did you check Miller?”

“Miller?” Vernon reviewed the list from memory.

“Professor Miller, he teaches history. The guy hates my guts. If something is going on, he’s behind it,” Dupree didn’t sound like he was lying, but it could be misdirection.

Vernon pulled out his tablet and pulled up Miller’s bio. It was immediately clear that the teacher wasn’t involved. He was a mundane and not capable of the powerful combination of spells required to summon a lightning strike. Most of the detentions and complaints in Dupree’s file were also signed by a Mr. Miller.

“Just a grudge,” Vernon didn’t completely discount the kid’s accusation. The professor could have always hired someone for the job, but the man was definitely low on the suspect list.

“I’ll tell you what, Cam, I’ll make a deal with you,” he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small capsule. “People are telling me lots of things. It’s always like this during investigations. Things don’t add up, but I’ve got a way to fix all of it,” he opened the capsule and showed an ordinary-looking pill. “It’s a truth pill. Exactly what it sounds like. You take it, you’ll tell me the truth, and I can take your word for it. I’ll do the same thing with Mr. Miller, and we can get this all sorted out. If it turns out the school is liable, then I’ll make the arrest myself and put in a good word for you at your civil trial,” he added the last bit as an incentive.

“Um . . .”

The indecision didn’t tell Vernon a lot. This was a teenager worried about the questions Vernon would ask. He likely had multiple sexual partners, a stack of Playboys under his bed, and probably lied, cheated, plagiarized, and everything else he’d been accused of by the school’s staff. Vernon could likely offer him immunity for any misdemeanors he discovered, as long as the information he gathered led to an arrest. HQ had to sign off on that.

“Assuming Dupree didn’t do this himself,” Vernon made sure he didn’t get too far ahead of himself, but the chances of Dupree being involved, despite his gut feeling, were looking less and less likely based on the evidence.

“I guess . . .” Dupree reached out a hand to take the pill when the door was thrown open.

“Not another word, Mr. Dupree,” a silver-haired gentleman in a thousand-dollar suit strode into the room with the self-appointed authority that only lawyers and politicians seemed to have. “Agent,” the man spun around to stand behind the kid. “I find it surprising that the United Nations, of all organizations, would interrogate my client without counsel present.”

“Your client is legally an adult, sir,” Vernon replied, his eyes hardening as he glared at the lawyer. “I’m here investigating a permitting issue that Mr. Dupree might very well be the victim of. This is not an interrogation. It’s a conversation.” Despite his defense, Vernon felt himself losing Dupree.

“Were you going to tell Mr. Dupree that the use of truth pills normally requires a warrant with probable cause of a crime for it to be administered during an interrogation?” the lawyer countered.

“I was allowing Mr. Dupree to make his own choice on the subject,” Vernon stated, but he saw anger flash in Dupree’s eyes.

Vernon would admit he wasn’t a choir boy, and he wanted the kid to take the pill so he could get some real answers. “Fuck all chance of that happening now.” He kept his expression neutral.

“Then I think we’re done here, and your office will be hearing from us,” the lawyer grabbed Dupree under the arm and hauled him to his feet.

“I look forward to it,” Vernon didn’t bother to get out of his seat as the lawyer led Dupree out the door. “Cam,” he called over his shoulder, and waited for the young man to turn. “I’d be careful with the Venetians. The money might be good, but is it worth your soul?”

From the look on Dupree’s face, it looked like he was actually thinking it over as the lawyer dragged him away. Wood waited a minute before entering the room.

“I don’t know if you got anything,” she sat on the edge of the table and sniffed in the direction Dupree had gone, tracking him by scent. 

“I agree,” Vernon cracked his neck to relieve some tension. “If anything, I have more questions.” He still couldn’t shake his gut feeling about the kid.

His pocket vibrated, and he removed his tablet. The lab techs had done their job, and he had the results. A big, red negative glared back at him through the screen. Dupree wasn’t supernatural.

“Then what the hell happened?” Vernon scratched his head. He wasn’t sure what to do now.


Chapter 13

Lilith was waiting for me when I exited the administrative building.

“If they bother you at all, please, call me right away,” the well-dressed lawyer stated, and gave me his card.

“Thank you for getting here so quickly, Wesley. I know I gave you no notice,” she smiled, and the man almost tripped over himself despite the white-gold wedding band on his finger.

“You pay me enough by the hour that I can’t complain, Ms. Venitas,” the lawyer recovered before heading for his sleek, chrome Mercedes.

Lilith watched him go before she turned to me. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I wasn’t completely sure if that was the truth. “The guy was just asking me some questions, but he wanted me to take a truth pill.”

“I gathered,” Lilith waved her hand over mine, and a tattoo appeared.

“Whoa,” I had to give whoever designed it props. It looked badass.

“As I said, our agreement goes both ways,” she informed. “With that, I can tell if you’re in distress. If I know you’re in danger then I can help.”

“Legal danger or impending doom, apparently,” I grinned. “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again, but this arrangement has some perks.” That time I was being honest, but my next words stopped on the tip of my tongue.

“Yes?” She could tell there was more.

“The agent said to be careful, and that this was going to cost me my soul,” I let it out.

Most of the time, Lilith played things close to the chest, but even I could see she was struggling not to laugh at that one. “Cam, no one deals with souls. That’s one of the only myths that’s stood the test of time.”

“You know what I mean,” I shot back, not willing to accept that as an answer. “The guy’s a UN agent, and he doesn’t like you guys. That’s a lot of heat that you’re putting on my back.”

“More heat than a Fae noble trying to kill you over a blood feud?” she asked calmly.

“You’ve got a point,” I sighed, and sat down on the curb. She sat down right beside me and kicked her long legs out into the street. I was temporarily distracted by the shapely appendages.

“I’m not going to lie to you, Cam. We’ve run into conflict with the UN, and some national governments, from time to time, but for the most part, those were half a century ago,” she explained, and then paused to gather her thoughts. “Have you ever really thought about why the Revelation happened in the first place?”

The question threw me off guard, and as a self-proclaimed history buff, it bothered me that I didn’t have an answer. She took my lack of response as permission to continue.

“Governments already knew we existed,” she stated. “There were too many of us, and too many of us caused problems that the government couldn’t ignore. All the different races owned up to those issues, but then it became a matter of the whole suffering because of the actions of a few. It was what governments were doing, and planning to do, that drove the decision for us to reveal ourselves,” her voice was troubled now.

It was before her time, but unlike me, she’d heard this from a different perspective than the human history taught in school. “There were roundups, imprisonments without cause, experiments, exterminations, and everything else any normal person would consider crimes. We weren’t arrested. We didn’t get a trial. We were disappeared, and because we were considered monsters, all we got was a bullet in the head and a shallow grave.” Her chin dropped to her chest, and for a moment, I thought she was crying.

I noticed that she used “we” to include me. I was a part of her world now. I’d never been a part of anything larger than myself before, and I couldn’t lie; it felt good. I put my hand on her shoulder to comfort her.

“All supernaturals were suffering because of a few rogue factions that prompted the government to try and take us all down. So instead, we turned the tables on them,” she recovered. “We came out. Under US law, and many others, we were considered citizens. You can’t hunt down an otherwise law-abiding citizen and kill them in cold blood because they just happen to feed off sexual energy.”

Her words made me wonder how many people like her that exact thing had happened to. I suddenly felt very disgusted with my fellow man.

“We revealed ourselves to save ourselves, but the people in power couldn’t let us walk away with a win; so, they came up with the WRA. As you might have guessed, no supernatural wanted the WRA to pass, and my cabal vigorously campaigned against it wherever we could. That got us on the UN’s shit list from the start. That, coupled with some questionably-legal past activities, plus our millennia of bad press, and we’re automatically the bad guys to the government’s good guys.”

Judging by her tone and expression, that perception really bothered her. I gave her shoulder a squeeze. That brought a smile to her face, and I was surprised I didn’t pop a half-chub at the innocent expression. She must have felt my spike of uncertainty and gave me a questioning look.

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” I proceeded carefully, “but I’m not getting auto-hard when I’m around you anymore.”

“Oh, that,” she relaxed a bit. “It’s part of the deal, and specifically for you as my First. I give off low-level vibes that usually have guys popping wood around me. Our agreement, and my mark, shield you from the things I can’t control.”

I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing, and again, she seemed to sense my unease. She turned fully to face me and locked eyes. Deep emerald pools rose up, and I found myself struggling to breathe. Her hand grazed my leg, and I got hard so fast it gave me whiplash.

“You’re not immune to my charms, Cam, but I’ve shielded you a bit. Trust me, it’s a good thing,” she turned her eyes from me, and my raging boner softened to the level of a normal teenage boy sitting next to a hot teenage girl.

“Because I’m your First?” The capital F was clear when she said it, but I didn’t know what that meant. Yet again, she was a step ahead of me.

“The First of a succubus’s harem is its manager and the succubae’s chief of staff. You handle my feeding schedules, administrative duties, my appointments, coordinate with security, and other things. Basically, you’re the dude in charge,” she grinned. What guy didn’t like to be in charge. “Since you’re the only person in my harem, and I don’t foresee others until I’m of age, you don’t have most of those duties. We’re both still in school for another six months, and after that we’ll decide whether it's college or getting into the family business.”

“College?” I’d barely even begun to think of that as an option. 

“We give generously to several major institutions, so you won’t have trouble getting in anywhere you want. As long as you graduate high school,” she clarified. There were some things no amount of money could buy.

“Cool . . . cool cool,” it was a lot to think about, and a lot of responsibility I didn’t realize I’d signed up for. But one look at Lilith, and I was sure I was up for it. “So, what now?” I wondered.

“Now, we plan,” Lilith rose gracefully to her feet. “You only have a day and a half of freedom left, and then everything is going to change. We need to ensure you’re kept safe. Dani will provide most of that, but you’ll need coverage during the day when she isn’t available. I suggest you call Jerome; he should be able to assist you. You are a friend of the clan on his orders. He might be a runt, but the clan takes those kinds of relationships seriously. They want to protect their own just as much as a cabal does.”

I was excited to have Dani watching my back, for more reasons than one, but Lilith was right. No one person could be there to watch over me at all times. Jerome could pick up some slack, and I was sure Brad and even Makaylah would help, but the person who really needed to step up was me.

“I need a weapon,” I stated firmly. She might be my boss, but there was no room for negotiation in my tone.

“I thought you’d never ask,” she produced a sheathed knife out of nowhere.

“That interdimensional pocket thing really comes in hand, doesn’t it,” I grinned and looked around to make sure the coast was clear. Any type of weapon in a school was a big no-no.

It was a Bowie knife; eight inches, with the upper half a sharp-as-fuck blade, while the bottom half was serrated and ideal for cutting. I didn’t know what I’d be cutting, but it was better to have it and not need it than need it and not have it. I ran my finger along the edge and immediately nicked myself.

“Fuck,” I hissed and sucked at the wound.

“Careful,” she chided. “Once I told the cabal about your issue, they overnighted this to me in anticipation that you would sign on with my harem.”

“It doesn’t hurt to plan ahead.” I wanted to practice with the knife, but that wasn’t something I could do in public.

“Dani has some skill with blades, so she can teach you. It won’t help much before Monday, but the blade is cold iron, so if you stick it in a Fae, they’ll die.”

“Better them than me,” I said more to myself than her.

“I agree,” she leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek, which I felt all the way down to my toes. “I need to go. Midterms are next week, and I expect you to pass them as well. We have a reputation to maintain.”

There she was going on again about reputation and pride. I was more worried about staying alive.

“Studying might even be a good distraction,” she continued. “If you spend all your time being paranoid, it’ll drive you crazy.”

“Easy for you to say. I don’t think a tank round would even bruise you. If I get poked full of holes, I bleed and die.” I didn’t voice my complaint and instead took a deep breath and agreed with her.

She had work to do, and so did I. The first thing I did was call all my friends together and tell them about the problem.

“You’re shitting me,” was Brad’s reaction.

“No fucking way. Aveena is such a petty bitch,” was Makaylah’s.

Thankfully, Jerome backed me up. He didn’t mention her weird, sex power-trip, and that was probably for the best. It took some time, but I finally got them to agree to help me out. None would lay down their life for me, and I wasn’t asking them to, but they’d put up a fight before they turned tail and ran for their lives. I just hoped I had enough of a head start when that happened.

The rest of Saturday was spent working out a schedule. I spent Sunday trying to study and going on a trip to Creepy Kev’s. I didn’t have my signing bonus from Lilith yet – the banks didn’t open until Monday for a transfer that size – but I had a reserve of cash on hand. I wore the pendant Aveena had chucked back in my face everywhere. Her glamour might be stronger, but if the pendant could stop one surprise strike, it was worth every penny.

I bought everything I could from Kev’s that even alluded to protection: a charm bracelet that would send a shock up my arm if someone bore me ill will. Another pendant that would absorb the force of a hit and allow me to redirect that force to the fist I wore a specific ring on. There were also some stick-on wards that I could put on my clothes that would stop projectiles. They were one-and-dones, and they didn’t work on headshots – the memory of the sniper rifle in Aveena’s room was fresh in my mind – but there was only so much I could do.

I finished up Sunday looking a little bit like a ’90s mafioso straight out of The Sopranos. I stopped by Joe’s for dinner, and couldn’t help but blush at the out of order sign on the bathroom door.

“You look good,” Joe eyed the magical mark I knew was on my hand, but couldn’t see unless Lilith revealed it to me. “Seen that nymph again?”

“Yeah. I’ve got another six hours of freedom until she’ll be hunting me down,” I accepted my two slices and a Coke. I was pretty sure sleep was going to be hard to come by, so the sugar and caffeine were welcome.

“You need anything?” Joe’s look of concern was touching. “I don’t have much, but . . .”

“I’m covered,” I pulled my jacket back to reveal the knife. Joe whistled and put up his hands in mock surrender.

“Good luck, Cam.” The big shifter’s tone was genuine, but it sounded way too much like condolences for my liking.

I didn’t get back to my dorm until right before the ten o’clock curfew. Despite myself, I was jumping at every shadow and noise in the night. When Lilith appeared out of the darkness by the door, I nearly pissed myself. She just raised an eyebrow and gave me a comforting pat on the arm before leading me inside.

“Only five minutes,” the female faculty member on duty gave Lilith the stink eye, but the succubus didn’t try to argue. She didn’t say a word.

We climbed the stairs to my room. The senior monitoring the end of the floor for any shenanigans waved at Lilith, and she waved back before we disappeared through the door.

“Are you ok?” I’d been hiding the worry I was feeling, but Lilith was slower than climbing the stairs, and she lacked a little of her usual luster. She might be able to sense things through the mark, but it didn’t go both ways.

Lilith exhaled and caught herself against the doorframe. One second, they were alone, and the next, Dani was standing behind him. She announced her arrival by slapping my ass hard enough that the other senior sure as shit heard it.

“Sorry,” Lilith seemed to shake it out and return to her normal, vibrant self. “Making a glamour big enough to shield Dani and hold it all the way up here was hard.”

“About time it’s me barging in on you and not the other way around,” Dani replied, sweeping the room with a critical eye. “It’s cleaner than I expected.”

“Everything is cleaner than your half of the room,” Lilith shot back in what I guessed was a long-running argument. It was clear they were close. I had questions about my new boss, but I had to wait for Lilith to leave to get answers.

“I can make it work,” Dani decided, and dropped a rolled-up bundle on my bed. “You should get back to the dorm.”

Lilith nodded and gave my hand one last squeeze. “I trust Dani with my own life, so I trust her with yours,” she let go and headed out into the hall. “Bye, Max,” she waved to the other senior, and closed my door behind her. As far as the faculty and their minions were concerned, I was alone for the night.

I was used to seeing Dani half-naked, so it was weird for her to be in a tank top and running shorts. She was probably thinking the same thing because she smirked as she unrolled the bundle.

“I know Lilith trusts you with her life,” I began carefully,” but forgive me if I’m a little hesitant. I basically disabled her and shoved her under her own bed without you knowing,” I confessed. I expected the dwarf bodyguard to round on me, pissed as all hell, and say something about beating my ass.

Instead, Dani grinned. “Of course I knew you’d done something to her. If she was actually hurt, I would have chopped off your dick right there on the spot. You putting her in some sort of sex coma made my job easier. I just left her under there until she regained consciousness,” she clearly thought the whole thing was funny.

“Oh . . . how did you know?” I wondered.

Dani tapped her ears. “I could hear her heartbeat. Dwarves have excellent hearing and eyesight. We’ve had to adapt to life living underground, and that requires more than human-level senses.”

That made sense, I conceded, and sat down on the bed next to her unrolled bundle. “Most dwarves live underground in their cities, so what are you doing here?” I wasn’t sure if it was a sore subject, but she was literally going to be sleeping in my room for the next few days. We might as well get to know each other a little.

“Our elders call humans sky-worshippers,” she began as she laid out several weapons and jars on my comforter. “Some dwarves don’t like to live underground. It's not claustrophobia or anything like that; we just want more. There’s a term for us in our language – really a swear word – that loosely translates to sky-lover. I’m a sky-lover,” she didn’t sound ashamed.

“The sky is pretty sweet,” I filled in the lingering silence.

“I wasn’t always a sky-lover.” Her hands kept moving, but her gaze was looking far off. “We don’t do school like humans. The closest equivalent is trade schools. We find the concept of a liberal arts education wasteful and stupid. We make sure our people can read, write, and do arithmetic, but then we hone in on their specialty and train them. You advance from apprentice to journeyman, and finally to a master among the varying guilds. Those guilds are the ones that tend to do business with other races; with government oversight, of course.” She gave me a knowing look that I could relate to. I’d just undergone some of the government oversight myself. “I was a journeyman bladesmith, a bit of a prodigy,” her face lit up with a smile that warmed my egotistical heart. “I was set to take the master’s exams, but I decided to see the end stages of the supply chain first. I figured if I knew what our customers wanted, then I could make them better weapons.”

“Sounds smart,” I waited for her to continue.

“I’d never been aboveground before, and I thought the most beautiful thing in the world was the glow of the forge.” At the moment, she sounded way more like a love-struck teenager than the woman charged with protecting my life. “Then I saw the sky. It was so . . . beautiful,” she went from wonder to sadness in a heartbeat. “Sky-lovers are considered sick in my society. We’re not content with our lives toiling below the surface.”

“Dwarfish society is very much about the whole,” she explained. “For someone to want something for themselves is counterproductive to the collective. I hid how I felt for years, but you can’t hide what you really are. They said I failed my master’s examinations,” her knuckles turned white as she gripped the hilt of a blade in anger. “That was bullshit, and instead of staying and being ridiculed, I left,” she shrugged, like it was the natural thing to do.

“I bounced around for a few years; stayed here and there. I took odd jobs for food and shelter. The work of a master bladesmith – even if those old farts conspired to steal what I earned – is worth room and board to most people. Those were good times,” her expression was wistful again.

“My luck didn’t last,” she turned to face me. “I made a weapon for someone in Thailand that fell into the wrong hands. The government raided an unlicensed vamp lab where they were synthesizing a new type of ecstasy. They tracked it back to me because there aren’t that many bladesmiths working outside the cities. They were cracking down on the vamps at the time, and anyone aiding them was looking at twenty years in a Thai prison. Trust me, that’s not a place you want to find yourself. I barely got away,” she shivered at the memory, “and that’s when the cabal found me. They learned what I could do, offered me a job, and smoothed everything over with the Thais. I’ve worked for them ever since. I’ve been watching Lilith for the last few years, but they’ve got me my own forge, and there’s always an order list a mile long for people who appreciate my skills.”

It was clear she saw her place was in the forge making weapons, but there was also a clear affection for Lilith. Their banter earlier was proof of that. It was also clear Dani had lived a hell of a life, but I did have one question.

“I might be sticking my foot in my mouth,” I added for my own protection. “Because I know I’m never supposed to ask a lady this, but how old are you?”

Dani barked a laugh. “I’ve got a lady’s bits, but not her temperament. I think you know that, Cam. But to answer your question, I’m twenty-six.”

“Twenty-six!” She looked a little younger than me, but looks were never a good way to judge the supernatural.

“So . . .” I didn’t know how to put this diplomatically. “You can buy beer.”

That got a much bigger laugh from the dwarf, and I tried to shush her as she reached into the remains of her bundle and tossed me a cold one. I was thankful and would have popped it open, but I heard footsteps.

“Hide,” I hissed, and Dani dove under the bed.

“Cam,” the disgruntled voice of the senior outside was impatient. “What’s going on?”

I quickly grabbed the remote and turned on the TV as I moved to the door. I hit the mute button just before I undid the lock. “Sorry, Max,” I opened the door up just enough so he could see the TV on. “I’ll keep it down.”

“Thanks,” the senior looked at what he could see without forcing the door open more. “Lights out in an hour,” he reminded me as I shut the door in his face.

Dani peeked her head out from under the bed with a grin, popped open her beer with a hiss of carbonization, and raised it in a silent salute. I grabbed my own beer and returned the salute. It turned into a chugging contest, which I lost by a landslide. Her burp brought another disgruntled remark from the hallway, but Max didn’t come to check again.

“We probably shouldn’t be drinking if we have to fight off pissed-off Fae in a few hours,” I suggested.

“Dwarves always drink before fighting and fucking,” Dani wiggled her eyebrows at me, and my crotch responded in kind, but I tapped down on that emotion. Time was of the essence.

“What are we doing here?” I gestured at the small armory and bottles she’d brought along.

“We’re not doing anything. I’m going to set some ward,” she proceeded to upend a bag of what looked like dirt all over my bed.

“Do you really have to . . .?” I was cut short as she waved a hand, and the dirt exploded across the room. None of it hit me, and I watched in awe as it created a visible latticework along the floor, walls, windows, and door. My jaw dropped in amazement.

“We use the same trick in our construction procedures,” she explained. “Since we’re underground, we’ve got to know how what we’re doing affects everything around us. This will tell me if anyone tries to get into the room.” She tossed me a second bottle. “When you go to take a piss before midnight, you’ll sprinkle this in the hallway. That way, I’ll have an early warning signal if anyone is coming.”

“That’s brilliant,” I stared at the seemingly insignificant bottle of earth.

“I’ve got beauty, brains, and brawn, Cam,” she gave me a smile, as she started to strategically place cold-iron weapons around the room.

“Yes, yes, you are,” I found myself looking at Dani in an entirely new light.

***

“Eleven fifty-nine,” Dani powered through a yawn as she sat against my closet door with a three-foot sword resting across her lap.

“One more minute,” another surge of adrenaline passed through me.

I made sure the knife Lilith gave me was on my hip. Dani had spent an hour, after Max went back to his room, showing me how to stick the pointy end into the bad guy. We’d only just gotten to the point she was confident I wasn’t a danger to myself or her.

“Why don’t we use guns?” I’d asked after the small dwarf disarmed me for the hundredth time.

“Three reasons. First: guns bring a lot of attention. Even though we’re out, supernaturals don’t like to bring unwanted attention on ourselves. Humans still outnumber us about a hundred to one, and no one wants an angry mob coming down on them.”

“That makes sense.” After what Lilith told me about how supernaturals decided to come out in the first place, it made sense that they didn’t want to draw more attention. 

“Two: especially when dealing with Fae, cold iron ammo is regulated. The cabal has its own stockpile of the stuff, but it’s not exactly legal. If a local mage sweeps a crime scene and finds cold-iron residue, it automatically becomes the UN’s jurisdiction. The cabal’s human lawyers can make the typical harassment and misdemeanor charges that come with the cabal package go away, but if there’s a serious incident, the UN will send their special agents, and that always ends in a world of hurt.”

“I can believe that.” Just meeting Agent Dud, I could tell he was dangerous. He’d definitely killed people before.

“Last but not least, there’s tradition and pride involved.” I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at her words.

“I know it sounds retarded,” she acknowledged. “But with these higher-level supernaturals, they’re told by everyone they’re the best, and they want to prove that. Going mano-a-mano in armed combat is the purest form of a dick-measuring contest. Anyone can kill anyone with a gun from a hundred meters away, but there’s something different about taking a life with your own two hands.” The way she said it suggested she had some experience.

“Have you . . .?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking.

“Twelve oh one,” she changed the topic and hopped to her feet. “Your grace period is over. Game on.”

I’d spread the dirt on my way to take a piss earlier, and now that it was go time, I half expected Dani to spring to her feet and kick the door into Chloe’s face, or whoever else Aveena was sending for my head.

That didn’t happen.

The big hand on the clock continued to move without caring that people were free to kill me now. When one o’clock rolled around, I stopped standing in the middle of the room and sat down on my bed. By two o’clock, my eyes were starting to shut despite my best efforts. Dani still looked rested, but I needed to do something to stay awake.

“Tell me about where you grew up?” I stifled a yawn.

“I grew up in the capital city. . . Moria.”

“You’re shitting me, right?” I asked, looking into her eyes for some clue that the dwarves hadn’t named their city after a grown-up fairy tale.

“Yeah,” her stony expression broke, and she chuckled. “Humans call it Mt. Whitney, but to my people it’s just called Hom.”

“Really . . . Hom? Like Home?”

“Yeah. It’s the oldest city in the Americas. No one here even remembers when we made the migration from the Eurasian or European ranges. They have fancy names, so as a fuck you to those elitist assholes, we just call it Hom.”

“These are the same elitist assholes who flunked you for being a sky-lover?” I clarified.

“They’re slightly less elitists, but probably bigger assholes,” she confirmed. “It’ll be easier for you if you accept I’m the coolest dwarf you’re ever going to meet, and leave it at that.”

“Got it,” I leaned back on the bed despite myself.

We were quiet for a long time, and I could feel myself drifting off to sleep despite a literal Sword of Damocles hanging over me.

“If I haven’t said it yet, thanks, Dani. You’re literally trying to save my life.”

She didn’t respond, and for a second, I thought she didn’t hear me. “Shut up and go to sleep, Cam,” she finally said. “It’s going to be a long few days.”

For maybe the first time since I’d met her, I did what Dani said. 


Chapter 14

I was a little surprised when I woke up on Monday morning. After all Chloe’s talk and bluster, I’d survived seven hours past the deadline. During the night, Dani had nodded off where she sat by the closet. It wasn’t a good sign, but I was still breathing, so I couldn’t complain.

“Dani,” I prodded her shoulder. “Time to get . . .”

I didn’t even see her move. One second, she was asleep, and the next, my legs had been knocked out from under me, and gravity smashed me onto my back. The wind rushed out of me, and my lungs spasmed as I tried to draw breath.

“Fuck,” Dani’s face appeared above me. “Sorry, Cam, but in the future, best not to touch. Yell and I’ll wake up.”

“Ok,” I wheezed, and accepted an offered hand.

Mid pull-up, her head snapped around, and she dropped me. I smashed back into the ground as my door was kicked open, and Jerome rushed in ready to fight with two other Clan Whitepaw shifters. My best friend nearly impaled himself on Dani’s sword before pulling up short.

“Stop,” I wheezed as Dani stood guard over me. She looked like a child next to the massive shifters, but something in her stance told me it was an evenly matched fight. “She’s with me.”

I rolled onto my stomach and leveraged myself up. This time, I swatted away Dani’s hand and glared at her. She just shrugged and sheathed her sword.

“We should probably work out a shift change of some sort,” Jerome insisted. He’d been really close to the tip of that blade.

The dwarf and werewolf worked out my protection scheme as I caught my breath and stretched my back. It was ok in a few minutes, but having your lungs spasm in pain from blunt force trauma was not the way I wanted to start my day.

It got better from there. I had at least two allies by my side at all times. I didn’t even see Jerome smoke at all during his shift, or smell weed on him after he came back from classes. That was sacrifice. For the time being, I wasn’t holding court under the bleachers, which, due to the impending midterms, pissed people off. It was bad for business, but my inner circle was circulating word that someone was gunning for me. Most people just saw that as an excuse, but they’d never had a pissed-off Fae on their ass.

I caught sight of several groups of changelings during the day. All their eyes were drawn to the mystical tattoo on my hand, and several pulled out their phones. I don’t know if orders changed sometime during the day, but I didn’t get a “kill on sight” vibe from them by lunch.

“It looks like Lilith wasn’t lying about this mark. No one wants to fuck with my cabal.”

Lilith sat with me at lunch and dinner, and our conversations were surprisingly normal. She talked about her English midterm. Her professor was notorious for getting it done early, and she was confident she’d aced it. I had no reason to doubt her abilities.

My first midterm was on Tuesday. I was up late with Dani again, practicing with my knife and learning a few tricks. I tried to impress her at one point by pulling a move where I dropped the knife out of one hand, caught it with the other, and stabbed. Basically, I tried to pull an Arya Stark on her.

It didn’t work out as well for me as it did on Game of Thrones.

“That’s so fucking stupid! You take the cake for most retarded retard,” she didn’t hold back. “That shit doesn’t work in real life. Maybe, just maybe, if you’re a supernatural master swordsman, you can pull it off, but you’re a human facing Fae. All you did was leave yourself open and defenseless.” She seemed genuinely pissed at me, and where I usually didn’t give a shit what other people thought, her hurtful barrage put me down in the dumps.

“Sorry,” she said a few minutes later. Judging by how awkward it was, I doubted she’d apologized a dozen times in her whole life. “I just don’t want you to die. You’re pretty cool.”

That was the best compliment I’d ever gotten from her, right above being called a love-sick puppy. I passed out after midnight and woke up Tuesday with my head still attached to my shoulders.

“Fuck you, Chloe,” I felt like every second I was alive was a giant metaphysical finger in that bitch’s face.

This morning, Jerome and Dani had it worked out, and it was a smooth handoff. The problem today was that I had history with Miller, but more importantly, Aveena was in that class.

I entered the room wary and surrounded by my shifter bodyguards. They forewent their usual seats and clustered around me. Even Sam Little, whom I knew wasn’t really involved, took a protective seat between me and the noble Fae. His girlfriend, on the other hand, was happily chatting with Aveena until Miller arrived, and she returned to her seat right in front of me.

I didn’t think Sally McDougal would have trouble stabbing me in the eye if it got her family into the Fae’s good graces. Ireland was as close to home turf as the Fae had in our world, and buying some good will with Aveena, and through her, the Lady of Winter, was worth a little bad PR.

That made taking my history midterm very difficult. I was trying to read, comprehend, and answer my essay questions in detail, while also trying to watch everything around me at once. Before I knew it, Miller was calling one minute left. I knew he’d take sadistic pleasure in my not-up-to-snuff answers, and I guessed I’d get a B plus. I was good with that.

As far as I could tell, Aveena didn’t look at me for the entire hour. In fact, it was like things had reset to a week ago, and she didn’t even know I existed. I didn’t know if that reassured me or freaked me out. I tried not to think about it too much as I continued with my Tuesday. Lilith joined me for lunch and dinner again, but informed me that the people the cabal were sending got held up by something beyond their control. They were supposed to be there on Wednesday morning, but instead would be arriving on Thursday afternoon. I was fine with that. It gave me another night to practice with Dani.

The dwarf and I fell into our nightly routine: Lilith glamoured her into the building, we did homework until lights out, and then we practiced with our blades until I was too tired to be worked up about an impending assassination attempt and passed out. That night, I even managed to score a hit on her.

She looked surprised, like she’d expected me to be in one place, and I was in another. We had our scabbards on, so no one actually got hurt, but I still danced around like a fool at the minor win. She proceeded to kick my ass for the rest of the night to prove it was a fluke.

Wednesday morning rolled around, and I had a first-period break. Jerome and his crew didn’t show up to see me off at seven, and I got to sleep in. I awoke to Dani looking out the window at the morning sky, her sword of choice within arm’s reach.

“What’s up, sky-lover?” I greeted her, and she answered with the finger. “I’m gonna shower, I’ll be back soon.”

I assumed she stood guard outside while I bathed, but I never asked. I peeked my head out into the hallway to check if the coast was clear. The floor’s bathroom was right across from my room, so I hurried across and closed the door. The room was split into two sections. On the left were sinks, urinals, and shitters. On the right were six shower stalls. Everyone always wanted the two handicapped ones at the end. They were bigger, and since most people were in class, the showers were empty.

“Sweet,” this was what I loved about having first period off. It was worth it to miss breakfast.

I plopped my little shower caddy – complete with my knife – in the back corner of the tiled floor and turned on the water. The wave of warmth traveling down my body felt great. I closed my eyes and let it wash over my face. The soreness from the workouts was fading faster every night, and the muscles I didn’t use daily were getting stronger.

I heard footsteps approaching, but didn’t think anything of it until the curtains were ripped away. Water blinded me for a second, and I prayed the pendant I always wore was enough to deflect the first blow. A hand grabbed the back of my head. I tensed and tried to pull back, but Chloe was so much stronger. My abs hardened in a futile attempt to deflect the glamour dagger she was going to ram into my gut . . . but it never came. Instead, a tongue pierced through my lips and swirled around my mouth.

I finally blinked the water out of my eyes, “Dani?”

The dwarf was naked as the day she was born. Her massive tits pressed up against my stomach. I was over a foot taller than her and was partly shielding her from the water cascading around us. Her reddish-brown hair was in a single, long braid that went all the way to the top of her ass.

“I waited for you to make the first move, but it looks like you’re a chicken shit, so I’ve got to make this happen.” She pulled my lips back down to hers with one hand and grabbed my cock with the other. She stroked back and forth, and I responded to the stimulation with a groan as blood flowed south.

My logical brain froze for a second, but the brain in my penis took over and directed my hands to grab that ass, and what an ass it was. Dani was sturdily built. Stocky, at five feet, she might be confused for chubby at a distance, but there was not an ounce of fat on the girl. It was visible muscle. Dwarf women were strong, and Dani was the epitome of that strength.

My hands met unyielding flesh, and I smacked that ass as she continued to jerk me off. “Dani,” I gasped when we finally came up for breath. “Lilith . . .?”

The dwarf pulled back the curtain to the shower to show her phone. It was pointed at us, and hopefully on a secure livestream. With the backdrop of her room, I clearly saw Lilith playing with her pussy.

“Don’t mind me,” she replied conversationally, and gestured for us to continue.

Dani grabbed the sides of my face, turned me back to face her, and continued to make out with me. I’d only been with a couple of women in my life, and the best way to describe Dani was . . .  aggressive. She knew what she wanted, and she wasn’t shy about asking.

She stopped jerking me off and trailed kisses down my chest. My cock throbbed as she got closer and closer before licking me from base to tip. “Fuck me,” I moaned.

“I intend to,” she replied, and then started working my shaft with her mouth.

It wasn’t as good as Lilith, but it was still fucking awesome, and even better, I got to maneuver her head. In fact, she wanted me to. I grabbed the back of Dani’s head and set the tempo. The few times I made her deepthroat me, she gagged as my tip hit the back of her throat. She was a lot of woman, but she was shorter than Lilith. Something had to give if she wanted to fit all eight inches of me down her throat.

After a great blowjob, I pulled out of her mouth. A ribbon of saliva connected my dick with her face for a moment before the water washed away. As she stood up, it was my turn to be aggressive. I pushed her up against the tiled wall and grabbed one of her legs to lift it up. The height differential was an issue, but I didn’t have a problem hoisting her up and lining my tip up with her entrance.

Mom’s had pick-up-a-car-to-save-the-baby strength; guys had pick up a girl to fuck her strength.

“Oh gods below!” Dani inhaled as I slowly pushed up into her. She gripped my back to the point of pain, but I pushed on. “Fuck me, Cam!”

I did as she ordered me to. I plowed into her again and again, her hard nipples pressing into my chest like diamonds trying to cut glass. I don’t know how long we stayed there, but eventually my strength was spent. Dani was breathing hard, and I registered bite marks on my shoulder. She hadn’t drawn blood, but it was close.

“Don’t stop,” she begged as my cock eased out of her and I set her back on the ground. She pushed me into the back of the stall and turned to back up into me.

Her ass swallowed my cock whole, and her walls tensed with her first orgasm. The tightness almost set me off, and I grabbed onto her hips to keep my balance.

“Don’t you dare cum in me, Cam,” she ordered as she worked herself in and out of me. “I know you’ve got some super spunk, and I don’t want none of that.” She was breathless, but the order was clear.

“I can do that,” I gripped her hips tighter and plowed forward. Her pleasure-filled scream shook the stall. Apparently, Dani was a screamer.

I took a second to look at the phone. We’d left the curtain open, and I had a clear view of Lilith going to town on herself. She was teasing her clit between two fingers and squeezing her breast. Our eyes met, and she bit her lower lip playfully. I smiled back and returned my attention to Dani. I switched my grip from her hips to her single braid. With a yank, I pulled her head up. By her groan, she liked that, and by the hungry look on Lilith’s face, she wanted me to fuck the dwarf harder. 

Dani’s legs were shaking now as I continued to pound her pussy, but she wasn’t done giving orders. “Stick your thumb in my ass,” she commanded.

“What?” I’d never been asked to do that before, and hesitated.

“For once in your fucking life, Cam, fucking do what I tell you and stick your motherfucking thumb up my motherfucking ass!”

My thumb jammed forward and into a place I’d never ventured before. It seemed to do the trick, and she nearly collapsed. I was forced to grab her hips and hold her up as her legs shook uncontrollably.

“Right there . . . right there . . . yes . . . fuck yes!” she yelled, and I felt her tighten around me with her second orgasm.

That was it for me. “I’m gonna . . .” she pulled out of me so fast, twirled, and practically fell on her knees before me with her mouth open. I only gave my rod one jerk before streams of jizz erupted out of me.

The first was aimed low and splattered all over her tits. I gave an involuntary jerk up, and the second landed right on her face, but missed her mouth. I had no control over the upward trajectory from that point. The third stream went into her hair, while the rest went over her head until I ran out of oomph. As the last bit of my seed dribbled out of me, her tongue grazed my cock and coaxed a final trickle into her mouth.

We both just stood there for a second as we rode the pleasure wave back down to earth. She slowly got to her feet and ran her hands over her tits and face to clean off my jizz. “I think we both need a shower,” she laughed.

I gave a weak chuckle. She was a dwarf and able to bounce back from these things quicker. Human me was still trying to catch my breath, and I wondered if I was going to have bruises around my crotch from her ass smacking into me.

“He’s got my stamp of approval, Lilith,” Dani smiled at the camera, but by the time I turned to look, the feed was gone.

It was a good thing the handicapped stall was big enough for the both of us, because we both had worked up quite a sweat, and needed to clean the stank off us.


Chapter 15

“Come on. Move your ass!” Vernon hit the horn, but it was lost among the racket of Manhattan traffic. Only the cabbie in front of him heard and responded by flipping him the bird.

His grip tightened around the wheel. He imagined the plastic’s squeal of protest was the cabbie’s cry as he wrapped his hand around the man’s neck and squeezed.  The murderous daydream was the product of a really shitty start to the day, which was in the middle of a really shitty week. With no leads and no excuse to stay Upstate, he’d returned to the city with nothing to show for it.

“Nothing,” the Director had raised an eyebrow when he reported in. “No evidence, no leads, no witness statements, no forensics; are you honestly going to tell me that you have exhausted all options in your mission to discover who broke the law at St. Vincent’s?”

“Yes,” he answered simply, but he didn’t look her in the eye. He wasn’t used to failure, and neither was she.

She also didn’t rub it in. She nodded her head in acknowledgment and dismissed him. She punished him by having him sit on the sidelines for a few days to stew in that shameful feeling. It made him think, rethink, overthink, and come at the problem from every possible angle.

He called Wood, not only to thank her for her assistance, but to see if anything else had popped up. The locals had moved on, but he had her send their dispatch records for the last week anyway.

He sat at his desk in the corner, his eyes on his tablet, as the giant threat board at the front of the room showed current and future problems. He knew he shouldn’t be focused on the past, but this case was an itch he just couldn’t scratch.

The Sheriff’s data didn’t offer anything new. A local pizza joint had seen a wall knocked down with an adjoining pharmacy, but no drugs were stolen. While Wood didn’t buy the owner’s story – who happened to be another shifter – of a renovation gone wrong, it didn’t look like it had anything to do with his case.

Tuesday night, before he left the office, he was about ready to pull his hair out. “I need more data,” and that meant putting in a request. That pushed him out of his comfort zone. 

Like any field agent, Vernon hated the loopholes he had to jump through with a bureaucracy as big as the UN. He made do with the information available on his tablet because that was all he usually needed. Now, he needed the real power of the WRA’s data-gathering infrastructure behind him.

He half expected his request to get denied because someone thought he didn’t need the data. He desperately wanted it, and it was his last shot to get closure on something that was driving him absolutely crazy. Surprisingly, his request was approved, but the precious, allotted server time was being cut short by fucking traffic.

This wasn’t the first time he’d questioned his decision to take a government car to and from work. The subway was easier, but he was required to be armed at all times, and if he was armed, he needed his badge. The few times he’d done it out of necessity, the transit cops had judged him hard, and the looks he got from his fellow New Yorkers hadn’t been friendly. Driving, while a pain in the ass, helped restore his faith in humanity a bit by keeping him far away from them. Sometimes, a person just needed some alone time. 

Now it was hump day, and if this clusterfuck didn’t start moving, he’d be humping it the rest of the way to work. He was running out of time. He’d already received a warning order for his next mission. That meant this therapeutic mindfuck the Director was allowing was over. He’d exhausted her patience. There was a group of wendigos out in the plains that were leaving a trail of corpses in their wake. It was his mission to make sure they became the corpses.

Technically, it was pieces of corpses the supernaturals were leaving in their wake. Wendigos were cannibals who needed human flesh to survive. Like vamps, wendigos were perfectly capable of surviving with a vegetarian lifestyle. Vegetarian for them meant eating humans after they were dead. There was a national program set up for morgues to donate corpses to food banks for the various supernatural species that needed to feed on flesh.

On an intellectual level, Vernon knew these creatures didn’t have a choice. They needed to eat people to live. The solution wasn’t perfect. He preferred to eat a freshly cooked burger rather than one that had been sitting in the fridge for several days.

“Tough shit,” was his frame of mind when it came to things like this. Supernaturals like wendigos were a problem. People had found a doable solution, and if they didn’t take it, it was his job to stop them.

The only problem was he didn’t want to leave the St. Vincent’s case open to chase wendigos for a few weeks. If there were any leads or clues buried in the data, they’d be long gone. It was literally now or never.

He pulled his car into the UN employee garage nearly half an hour late, went through security, and for the first time, went to his private office. It was a blank slate with a desk and a pair of chairs. There was a musty smell in the air from disuse, and since wasted space was sacrilege at the HQ, he got some dirty looks from employees walking past the door.

Everyone else looked to be at least forty or fifty in human years. You had to be someone to get an office, and they were all wondering who this kid was. Vernon completely ignored them and attached his tablet to the desktop’s port. He had a pair of screens, so he could take in more info at once.

Once he was in the master data feed, he needed to create filters and sort to get what he desired. He started with the most obvious data point, “Lightning strikes.” That was a mistake. It took forty-five minutes to complete the search, and it gave him jackshit.

He was trying to look for patterns. Just like humans, supernaturals always succumbed to patterns. Pattern recognition solved crime. Knowing the MO of a serial killer helped police narrow down a victim profile, and perform analysis to identify behavioral triggers, where the sicko might live, and even his hunting ground.

That’s what Vernon was attempting to do. If the evidence was to be believed, none of the students had done it, none of the faculty were involved, and Cameron Dupree couldn’t have pulled it off. The next, most likely, possibility was that the kid was the target all along, and this wasn’t some weather-permitting fluke. It was a long shot, but he needed to see if anyone else had been similarly targeted.

Searching for lightning strikes wasn’t the way to go. He got tens of thousands of hits for that day alone, and it didn’t even tell him if anyone was involved. It was a dumb move from someone with little network experience, and it cost him nearly an hour. He was on a flight to Nebraska tonight, so he needed to make today count.

His next search was more defined. A magically-generated storm system involving lightning strikes. He expected that to narrow down his search, and it did, but it wasn’t quick. He still had two dozen potential incidents to investigate, and it was closing in on lunch.

“How do the data crunchers do it?” he was so bored watching the little circle spin on the screen as the data loaded. He was used to being on the move all the time. If this experience taught him anything, it was that he was never leaving the field. He wasn’t built for office work.

Working through the two dozen storm systems took him past lunch. He had to individually pull up the data on the storms from three independent systems and review it. The big filtering software the UN used could only get him so far. By the time three o’clock rolled around, he’d flagged half a dozen incidents as fitting a possible pattern. Two of those had cases open for them. One was from a field office in Moscow, and the other in Australia. The time differences didn’t help. It was one in the morning in Russia and five in the morning in Australia. Both offices were closed, so he couldn’t talk to the agents in charge. However, he could read their notes.

They were surprisingly informative. “Two kids . . . roughly Dupree’s age . . . near miss . . . no other data available,” the latter was code for when an investigation came up with diddly squat.

The lack of information actually helped him. By the time he looked up from reviewing the case files, it was ten past four. He needed to leave for the airport in twenty minutes if he wanted to make his flight to America’s heartland. Instead, he picked up his tablet and marched toward the person who put him on this mission in the first place.

It was almost quitting time, so the Director wasn’t excited to see him. She never stopped working, but others did, which meant she had five o’clock deadlines to meet.

“Ma’am,” his drawl was thicker than usual with excitement, as he closed the door behind him without permission.

She just cocked an eyebrow at him and pointed at a seat. “Found something?”  he was surprised that she sounded so surprised. 

He knew she’d allowed him to work his shit out over the last few days. The opportunity to review everything and give it a second look with a fresh set of eyes, one step removed from the investigation, was the whole point of this exercise. She wanted him to get over it, get his head straight, and go kill some wendigos. She didn’t expect the data he shoved in her face.

“I’ve got two more cases nearly identical to St. Vincent’s,” he started. “They’re all over the globe, and still open, so our algorithms didn’t catch them. Even worse, they would have remained open as cold cases because there is no way in hell they’re going anywhere. Like St. Vincent’s, there are no leads to follow up on. They’d end up in some basement server and be lost to all but the cyber gods in a few weeks. We never would have been able to connect the dots,” he was so excited his normal drawl slurred his words together, making him difficult to understand.

The Director didn’t say anything. She just reviewed the data. Her eyes darted from chart to chart, report to report. Vernon’s had been the most thorough of all the open cases because he’d ordered the physical for Dupree. The other agents had made cursory visits, tested some mages, and checked to make sure the victims were okay. Everyone was fine, so the cases were being put on the back burner.

“What’s your threat assessment?” she finally spoke.

“I . . . I don’t know,” he admitted with a huff of frustration. “Whoever did this knows our database protocols . . .”

“Don’t,” the Director held up a finger. Her skin was aged and wrinkled, but that finger controlled billions of dollars and directed trigger pullers that took hundreds of lives. “This isn’t an inside job. This is not some spy movie, Agent Dud. We aren’t even spies,” she leaned back in her chair. “We’re law enforcement, and the connections you’ve made are thin at best. They’re actually nonexistent. You’re trying to prove a positive by the lack of information on a topic. It doesn’t work like that, and accusations like the one you nearly made are inappropriate and downright dangerous.”

He picked up what she was throwing down. Accusations of espionage in the greater WRA team would lead to a massive review of the program. Internal affairs would tear through every data point over the last thirty years looking for discrepancies, and there were always discrepancies. In the politically fragile climate, it could be deadly for the Response Division, and despite his accusations, Vernon very much believed the division had an important mission to carry out. 

“Yes, ma’am,” he nodded his head. “However,” he stuck his neck out, “I do believe this warrants future investigation.”

“I agree,” she answered immediately. “Tell me about the boy. He’s the best lead we have.”

Vernon told her: average kid, toed the line with some school rules, outright broke others. The cabal affiliation was a surprise to her, but not by much. The cabals always tried to recruit them when they were young and stupid.

“What tests did you order?” She swiped to pull up the medical data.

“Standard physical with standard DNA panel,” he informed. That was the protocol on cases like these.

“You have my authorization to do a deep dive,” she ordered. “If this was a magical attack of some kind, there could be latent effects. I’ve seen it before, and we would be failing in our duty to protect a US citizen if we didn’t look deeper.” She put a good amount of political spin on what amounted to a gross invasion of genetic privacy, but it got them where they needed to go.

A deep dive was a full mapping of a person’s DNA. It was time-consuming, expensive, and would end up in a report that went to every government each month. With Dupree’s cabal affiliation, there were going to be calls from lawyers, but they were willing to take that chance. The new data would tell them, indefinitely, if someone was trying to unleash a magical plague with Cameron Dupree as the carrier.

“Whoa . . . That’s a little much,” Vernon told himself.

There had only been two instances where a disgruntled mage had tried to unleash a magical plague. One had tried to use the postal service as a delivery method, and the other a dirty bomb over Philadelphia. The postal services’ own ineptitude foiled the first attempt, and the Division only had to do clean-up operations. Vernon had been on the second case that took down the mage and contained the plague. In both cases, there was a potent, magical trail that something with that much destructive power left in its wake. He hadn’t seen anything like that at St. Vincent’s.

“I’ll put a call back into the locals to keep an eye out for anything out of the ordinary,” he offered.

“You’ve got good ties with that local shifter sheriff,” from the tone of her voice, she knew they’d bumped uglies.

He didn’t know how she knew, but he didn’t rise to the bait. He also felt exhilarated in a way that was lacking over the last few days. Proving that he wasn’t a failure, and finding new leads, had him firing on all cylinders.

“Do you want me to call someone and put them on the wendigo case?”

“No,” her single word brought all his newfound enthusiasm to a crashing halt. “The mission still continues as usual. We don’t have anything concrete at this time, and the DNA mapping will take weeks. You’ll need to multi-task, Vernon. Now, get your ass on that plane to Lincoln, and keep me informed.”

That was an order he couldn’t argue with. He left her office feeling both satisfied and frustrated. That was something new to him.


Chapter 16

“Shit,” I hustled across the hall, holding my knife in one hand. I never went anywhere without it. My other hand struggled to hold up my towel and balance my shower caddy. “Shut up,” I growled at the chuckling shifter. I would have given him the finger, but that would’ve resulted in me flashing him. No one wanted that.

Wednesday had come and gone, and aside from the morning sex, it had been like any other day of my high school career. After days of traveling with bodyguards, being paranoid about every dark corner, and having a hot-as-fuck dwarf sleep in my room, it was surreal for the day to be so normal. As I walked the halls and moved between buildings, not only did Aveena’s changelings not try to kill me; they were actually polite and friendly. 

One even approached me, nervously wringing his hands, to ask if I knew when Jerome was going to start selling again. Not only had this little blood feud affected my own hustle, but it had thrown off the student body’s ability to get weed at a very stressful time. The change in atmosphere put me at ease, and that showed on Wednesday night.

After going several days with little sleep, on top of Dani’s nightly beatings, I’d zonked out and overslept. Now, I had to rush through my shower, skip breakfast, and make it to math in time for the midterm. Mrs. Fletcher wasn’t as much of a hard ass as Miller, but she was a stickler for tardiness. If I was late, I’d have to make the test up in her office after classes, and automatically get docked ten percent. If Lilith and I were going to do college, I needed to keep my grades up.

Today, the shower stalls were empty for all the wrong reasons, but I still grabbed the handicap stall and turned the water to hot. I used the steamy blast from the faucet to wipe the last bits of sleep from my body and hurriedly soaped up. As I scrubbed the sweat off my skin, I thought back to last night.

Despite my desire, I did not take Dani to poundtown. It was the last day of her duty to protect me, and she was committed to remaining vigilant. She had a different idea of how to make the night special.

“Here, I want you to have this,” she handed over the short-sword that had been attached to her hip every night.

“But this is your favorite sword,” I took the cold-iron blade she’d forged with her own two hands. It was surprisingly light and perfectly balanced.

“I have a new favorite sword,” her eyes zeroed in on my crotch, and I coughed uncomfortably. “But more importantly, I want you to be safe. Your little knife is good, but it doesn’t have the reach to save your ass in a real fight. Plus,” she waved me forward with a conspiratorial grin, “the very tip of this is silverbane. Not only can you fuck up any Fae that comes after you, but if a shifter gets uppity, you can teach them a lesson as well.”

“I . . . I can’t possibly accept this,” I tried to hand it back, but she resisted, and ended up shoving me onto my ass.

“You can, and you will,” she ordered. “You’re not half bad to have around, and I’d like to see you not die a horrible death.”

“Okay, fine,” I accepted the blade and placed it reverently on my bed. I’d need to hide it somewhere so Miller didn’t find it during his weekly room searches.

I smiled as I washed the last of the shampoo from my hair and shut the water off. I stepped out and started to towel off when the door swung open and Dani walked in.

“I know you want to go for round two, but I’m so late,” I made a point to tie my towel around my waist. “I just can’t right now,” I apologized. I didn’t even have time for a quickie.

“That’s fine,” she replied with a grin.

The grin was . . . wrong, and something behind her caught my attention. The door was slowly swinging closed, but not fast enough that I missed the shifter lying in a slowly spreading pool of his own blood. His eyes found mine, and they were full of fear and pain. My eyes darted to not-Dani, who was only an arm’s length away and still wearing that foreign grin.

“You’re . . .” was as far as I got.

I didn’t even see her move. A dagger appeared in her hand, and it flashed toward my stomach. The pendant I’d been wearing nonstop since Sunday finally flared to life; hot against my flesh. The dagger shattered on the invisible barrier, but the kinetic force of the blow still knocked me into the wall. I saw stars as the back of my head cracked against the tile; then I slipped in the puddle of water and ended up on my ass.

“You lucky son-of-a-bitch,” non-Dani snarled, and lashed out with a kick. It caught me right in the ribs as I tried to get up.

The pendent flared again; this time like lava, and I smelled burned flesh. I was pretty sure the trinket was spent as the kick launched me into the ceiling, and gravity smacked me back into the floor. The hit knocked the wind from my lungs, and several tiles rained down on my head to add insult to injury. I struggled to get oxygen in my lungs and my feet under me, but to no avail. Non-Dani was standing over me again, and another dagger materialized in her hand. Now that it hovered over me, ready to strike, I noticed the design.

“Chloe,” I coughed.

“Bingo,” she dropped the glamour, but not the sadistic smile. “It took me four days, but now your ass is mine.”

She hadn’t even started her downward swing when the bathroom door exploded inward, and a brown blur hit her in the back of the head. It barely registered, but it caused her to turn and face the threat. Dani stood in the doorway, a cold iron sword in her hand, and pointed directly at Chloe.

The two women didn’t say anything. They just stood there radiating impending violence. Then they moved. I couldn’t keep up, but my body felt the shockwaves of their blows. As a completely useless mortal, I did the only thing I could think of. I ripped the spent pendant off my chest, got to my feet, and grabbed my cold iron dagger. I tried to make it to the door. If I could escape, I could get help.

I’d be surprised if Lilith didn’t feel my terror through the mark and was summoning reinforcements. “She'd better bring a tank battalion,” I gulped.

I caught glimpses of the fight. Dani’s sword cut clean through the wall separating the shitters from the showers. A half second later, her body went flying through it headfirst. She landed in a combat roll and came up with her blade ready. Chloe tore through the destroyed wall, flung a detached urinal at her, and followed it up with glamour blades.

Dani sliced the urinal in two and was quick enough to bat away the first blade. The second took her in the shoulder and knocked her back into another shower stall. I dove out of the way before Chloe turned. I knew she’d take advantage of the moment to try to end me. Even with a head start, her blade missed me by inches and embedded itself hilt-deep in the wall. With a gesture, the nymph gathered the puddle of water left over from my shower and flung it at my head. The blast hit me in the face, and the water forced its way up my nose and through my clenched lips. My hands clawed at my nose and mouth to prevent her from drowning me . . . again. 

She might have succeeded, but she was out of time. Dani came flying out of the wreckage, her sword aimed at the Fae’s head. Chloe ducked and avoided decapitation, but missed the follow-up haymaker. Getting punched into the hallway broke her concentration, and the water went lifeless in my throat.

I threw up all over the bathroom floor, but my instincts screamed at me to keep moving. My sluggish limbs struggled to obey my brain’s commands, but I got to my feet and tried to escape. The two women were dueling in the hall now. Deep furrows had been cut in the walls and floor by Dani, while holes from dissolved daggers littered the area.

Chloe roared in frustration as Dani drove her away from me with a skill I’d never seen from the dwarf. It made sense she’d never gone all out during our training sessions.

Chloe knew she couldn’t get the job done and stopped with the daggers. From one heartbeat to the next, she summoned a sword to match Dani’s. The first time the swords met, the concussion nearly knocked me off my feet, and cracks spread across the walls.

“They’re going to take down the whole fucking floor,” I gasped. That was the type of power supernaturals brought to the table, and while Chloe and Dani were tough, they were nowhere near the top of the food chain.

I scrambled for my room and my own sword. Conflicting emotions warred inside me. My survival instincts told me to get the fuck out of there. My dick – which might have been influenced a tad by my heart – wanted to help Dani. I figured I could make up my mind when I had the means to protect myself.

I missed what happened, but I heard a familiar scream. I grabbed my sword off the bed and darted back into the hallway. Dani was bent over, her own sword on the ground. Chloe was grinning like the cat that just ate the canary with her sword sticking through Dani’s back. The glamour blade tinted scarlet with blood.

I was stunned. Dani had kicked my ass up and down my room for the last few nights. She was great with a blade, even Lilith had praised her, but it wasn’t good enough. Chloe pulled her blade out. From fifteen feet away, I heard the sickening slurp of the sword coming free. Dani fell to her knees as blood flowed freely from the hole in her torso. The Fae grabbed the dwarf around the neck and lifted her off the ground. Dani didn’t even try to resist, and I was pretty sure she was dead.

“Hey, bitch!” My mouth moved before my brain caught up. Chloe’s eyes snapped from Dani to me.

“Yeah, you,” I pointed my sword at her exactly the same way Dani had. “You’re a lousy fuck, and an even lousier assassin. Who lets their target escape twice in a row?” I stuck my tongue out at her for good measure.

“What the fuck are you doing?” my rational brain yelled. “Run!”

By the sneer on Chloe’s face, I’d accomplished my mission. The nymph didn’t care about Dani anymore, and she chucked her through a closed door into some poor bastard’s room. If Dani was still alive, she might survive long enough for the paramedics to arrive. It was the best I could do, so I took my own advice and got the hell out of there.

My towel fell away as I ran for it, but my modesty took a back seat to staying alive. I nearly slipped and fell down the stairs – almost breaking my neck and doing Chloe’s job for her – as I tried to round the first landing. I clutched the railing, slid around the tight corner, and kept on going. A pair of sophomores on the floor below screamed as a naked guy ran past them carrying a sword. If campus security wasn’t on their way yet, they sure as shit were now. Not that they could do much against a rogue Fae.

I didn’t look back. I concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other and getting out of there as fast as I could. As I hit the landing on the third floor, I chanced a look behind me. I didn’t see anything, but I kept moving. By the time I hit the second-floor landing, I wondered where the hell my killer was. As I whipped around the turn, I found out.

So far, I knew Chloe was strong, fast, and could use glamour to create the instruments of my demise out of pure will and power. That in and of itself was more than most supernaturals could claim. What I’d forgotten about the Fae was her ability to teleport.

I whipped around the second-floor landing and found Chloe waiting for me. She grinned as she thrust her sword straight at my center of mass. You had to do a lot of damage to kill a supernatural, but a stomach wound would spill my all-too-human guts all over the floor and end the blood feud once and for all.

Creepy Kev and the laws of physics saved my life.

I twisted as I whipped around the bend, throwing my whole body away from the blade. My gathered momentum was enough to throw the sword off target. The second pendant I got from Kev did the rest. Pain seared through me as the pendent tried to absorb the full force of Chloe’s thrust. It failed, and the sword sliced into my quad. More pain ravaged my mind, but adrenaline muted it as much as humanly possible.

Blood splashed against the wall while I spun out of control, but I’d bought myself a few more seconds. I tried to get my own sword up, but I moved like molasses compared to a Fae. Chloe rushed forward and shoulder-checked me, completely arresting my forward momentum, giving me the worst case of whiplash in the history of mankind, and nearly breaking my neck. That wasn’t even the worst of it. Every landing had a large window overlooking the rest of the campus, and Chloe’s hit sent me rocketing through the glass panes. I plummeted down two floors to the ground below.

I don’t remember landing, but when I regained consciousness, the last of the glass was still raining down around me. Everything hurt. My ribs, spine, shoulders, toes, even my fucking teeth. I wiggled everything experimentally and was surprised to see nothing was broken. If I lived, I’d be nothing but a blob of black and blue for weeks, but I was ok, and more importantly, ready to fight.

Chloe jumped through the busted window and landed as nimbly as a cat. People were screaming now. They could take their pick of the Fae soaked in blood, or the naked guy who just fell out the window. It didn’t really matter. A lot was going on at the moment.

“Still think I was a bad fuck,” she advanced on me, sparks shooting from where her sword dragged against the concrete.

“Dani gave much better head than you,” I coughed, delirious with pain as blood splattered the concrete in front of me.

She paused, standing over me. “I never sucked your dick,” she spat in my face. “Like I’d degrade myself by . . .”

I interrupted her by rolling over and punching her in the leg. She didn’t even try to dodge it. To her, it was the last attempt of the desperate man she was about to kill. Unfortunately, for the overconfident nymph, Creepy Kev struck again.

All the power from the last charm bracelet was directed into the ring, and therefore my fist. The big, ugly, gold band full of enchanted stones and diamonds looked like something Liberace would wear. I’d been called all kinds of names for wearing it over the past few days, but every putdown was worth it as it smashed into Chloe’s knee and shattered it.

She screamed but didn’t go down. She hopped a few steps to the side and looked at me with murder written all over her face. I took a swipe at her with my cold-iron blade, using the last of my strength, but I missed by a mile. I coughed up more blood and rolled onto my back.

“Is it weird it’s a perfect day?” I looked up at the sunny, cloudless sky.

I heard Chloe’s sword scraping against the concrete as she came to stand over me again. She kicked my sword away from me, so I couldn’t threaten her. “Fucking mortal,” she spat in my face for the second time. “I can’t wait to get the fuck out of this backwater shithole.”

I could tell she wasn’t limping as bad, her supernatural healing already taking care of the only blow I’d been able to inflict on her.

“Well . . . shit,” my vision was already starting to narrow as my adrenaline wore off, and the knowledge I was going to die settled over me. This was how it ended; here, with my dick hanging out, killed by a Fae bitch who I failed to fuck to completion in a pizza joint bathroom. There were worse ways to go, but not many.

She didn’t even ask me if I had any last words. She just raised her sword for the killing blow. Pure joy radiated from her face, and I felt a sliver of satisfaction that I’d proven so hard to kill.

“Not bad for a human.” Those were my last thoughts.   

The smirk vanished as a flaming whip wrapped around her throat, and a matching sword burst through her chest. Her glamour sword still plunged toward my heart, but disintegrated into flecks of light as she lost her concentration. Her skin started to bubble and char as the flames consumed her flesh. I was so out of it; I couldn’t even hear her scream.

What I did know was this was my last chance. There was no way in hell the universe was going to give me another. I still had my cold-iron dagger. My fingers felt numb, but I was able to get them around the hilt. With a jerk, I pulled it out of its scabbard, and with my last vestiges of energy, I rolled over and stabbed her in the foot. It was about the weakest blow I could deliver, but the cold-iron parted flesh that would stop 7.62mm rounds with ease.

Now I heard her scream. It was a bloodcurdling shriek of pain and despair. She jerked her leg free of my grip, but the blade stayed embedded. She kicked her leg like crazy, still fighting the whip choking her and the sword sticking out of her chest, but none of those held her attention like my little knife.

I wasn’t sure if I was hallucinating, but I swore black veins started to spread up her leg. Soon, everything below her shorts was covered in them. It continued to spread under her clothes. It crawled up her neck and onto her face. Her scream abruptly cut off, and her whole body seized. The flaming sword and whip vanished, revealing charred skin covered in the same black veins.

Chloe’s body gave several more spasms, and then gravity took her. She toppled backward, and when she hit the ground, her body shattered into hundreds of pieces. I turned my head and saw what remained of the woman who tried to kill me . . . and the woman who’d saved my life. Lilith stood beyond Chloe’s remains, her eyes darting between the dead Fae and me.

I might have been imagining things, but she looked afraid. “What have you done?” she asked.

I didn’t get a chance to answer. I passed the fuck out. I’d had a long day, and it wasn’t even seven-thirty.


Chapter 17

“Breach . . . breach . . . breach . . .” the county’s SWAT commander yelled over the communications net they’d set up for the operation.

Vernon did exactly as he’d been trained. He pinched his eyes shut as hard as he could, and prayed the tactical helmet’s sound dampeners were up to snuff. Shifters, due to their enhanced senses, were more vulnerable to flash-bangs – and explosions in general – than humans. They recovered a lot faster, but for a second or two, it was completely debilitating.

Vernon was stacked with one of the many assault elements against the brick wall of the target building at the center of Lincoln’s warehouse district. He’d double-checked all his weapons before getting here and made sure each of the wards and runes etched into his clothing were powered up and ready for action.

The det-chord was set twenty feet away, where its crack-boom turned the brick, wood, and drywall behind it into a gaping hole. Blind and deaf, Vernon was pushed forward with the rest of the SWAT team as they moved into the breach. By the time he’d taken two steps, his senses were starting to clear. By the time he hit the hole, he was as good as new.

The six-person element spread out around the room, each taking a sector of fire, and making sure not to shoot any of their own people. Even with the debris of the explosion still clouding the air, he could tell the room was empty.

“Team Two has made entry. First room clear,” he sent the status report as the team stacked up again at the door leading to their next objective.

In the distance, he heard gunshots. Screams echoed through the building and over the radio. “Let’s go,” he prompted, and a SWAT officer used a shotgun to shoot the hinges off the locked, metal door. Vernon kicked the heavy barrier twenty feet into the next room and led the charge.

In the operations order, it was detailed that the warehouse the wendigos were using as a nest was a storage space for a nearby slaughterhouse. The meat would come here to wait for refrigerated trucks to ship it across the country. It was ironic that the supernatural criminals took up residence around a bunch of meat they couldn’t eat.

As the team moved into a large open section of the building, they were hit with a blast of frigid air. Their exterior entry point had been the foreman’s office, and they’d just emerged onto the refrigerated floor where hunks of hundred-pound meat hung on hooks.

“This is creepy,” Vernon gulped, and the team spread out into a firing line. They were spaced about ten feet from each other. That looked good on paper, but with racks of meat separating them, the reality was much different. 

“Switch to thermal,” one of the other officers in the element ordered.

Even though Vernon was technically in command, he was still an outsider and needed to tread carefully. “Negative,” he cut the other man off. “Targets are cold-blooded. Stick with your eyes, or you won’t even see them coming.

There was some grumbling, but no pushback. The locals could tell a good idea when they heard it. Vernon was the supernatural expert for a reason.

Along with being cold-blooded, wendigos were a form of bastardized shifter. No self-respecting shifter – like Vernon or Sheriff Wood – would ever put themselves in the same class as a wendigo. It didn’t matter if they fit into the same scientific family. While Vernon was pure wolf, and proud of it, the wendigos looked like a moose fucked a deer and then didn’t eat for six months. Their fur ranged from brown to black and covered a gaunt body with a moose’s snout and deer antlers. Two, too-long arms ended in four claws that nearly scraped against the ground, but would rip a human’s guts out with a single swipe. The antlers themselves were deadly, and the species was strong enough to walk around with an impaled police officer’s body on its head with little trouble. They were nowhere near as tough as a pure shifter and didn’t have rapid healing abilities, but it would still take a dozen rounds to the chest to take one down. Better to blow their brains out. Judging by the gunfire echoing through the building, the locals were finding this out the hard way.

“Move,” Vernon waved his hand forward as he kept his rifle scanning his sector of fire. 

In a rough line, the six officers stalked forward; their weapons twitching at the slightest sound. They were more than halfway across the room when the wendigos hit them on the flanks. Like wolves, wendigos were pack hunters and acted as such. The fresh-faced kid on the end got off a burst of 5.56mm rounds before the wendigo hit him low, taking off his leg just below the knee. He went down screaming as blood spurted across the floor.

The officer next in line shifted fire and blasted the wendigo in the side on full auto. Fear made some of his shots go wide, but several slammed through the animal’s hide, making it screech in pain. The man’s training was evident as his rifle ran dry. In a smooth motion, he tossed it around to his back and drew his sidearm. The wendigo was still trying to recover, and he put three rounds into the side of its head. The creature’s brains splattered onto the ground as it toppled over.

“Make sure to cut off its head if you can!” Vernon yelled over the gunfire as he tried to pin down the other wendigo. It was the best way to be certain they were really dead. 

Things were not going as well on the other flank. The officer hadn’t even been able to get off a shot before he was hit. The wendigo swiped its claws right across the officer’s belly, easily piercing Kevlar and flesh, to spill his intestine onto the floor. The guy didn’t even see the decapitation blow coming. He was too busy seeing what should be inside of him, outside of him. His buddies came to the rescue, but only tagged the wendigo as it used the hunks of meat as cover and retreated back into the depths of the building.

The radio traffic was crazy, but Vernon cut in with his own situation report. “Contact, team two has two down, one KIA, consolidating,” he relayed, as the officer who’d killed the wendigo dragged the footless rookie over to the perimeter they were setting up.

“This is a bad spot,” Vernon scanned the area. Their line of sight was still blocked by the meat, and the trail of blood from the injured officer was enticing for the wendigos. They were like sharks; fresh blood drew them in.

“Get him to the medics,” Vernon ordered.

A casualty collection point had been established outside because they knew they were going to take casualties. There was no way humans could go up against supernaturals, even with three-to-one odds, and come out of it without a scratch. On the bright side, as long as they grabbed the officer’s foot, mages trained in medicine could reattach it, and he’d never know the difference.

Two men down, and two more to haul the injured and dead outside, left Vernon with only one officer. He had the guy who took out the wendigo partner up with him for this next part. The man showed he was calm under pressure. Despite the small victory, things were not going well. Sixty percent of Vernon’s team was out of the fight, but the mission had to go on. He pushed through the rest of the meat freezer while the officer watched his six.

The wendigo came at them again before they hit the end of the room. It had been skittering up the wall and along the grated ceiling, looking for an opportunity. Vernon’s senses alerted him to the attack with a second to spare. That was more than enough time for him to orient on target and pull the trigger twice. His Colt’s heavier .44 caliber rounds smashed into the creature, breaking things, but not stopping it. Thankfully, Vernon was a lot tougher than his human companions.

He clotheslined the leaping wendigo. His forearm caught the creature’s ugly-ass face and rearranged its features. He felt something slice his flesh, but his healing kicked in immediately, and he was as good as new before the wendigo hit the ground. The creature cartwheeled head-over-ass as it flew past them. It smashed limply into the far wall and slowly slid down, leaving a trail of blood in its wake. Once it was still, they could see that Vernon’s action had snapped its neck.

“Glad you’re on our side,” the officer looked a little green, but was good to push on.

“Freezer clear,” Vernon updated the brass running the operation from a mobile command center a block away.

“I need you down the hallway, second room on the right, now!” the SWAT commander screamed. “Team one is pinned and taking casualties.”

Vernon locked eyes with the other officer, and they set off at a run. They didn’t bother to clear the hallway before they burst into it. Two doors down was longer than it looked, but the sound of rapid gunfire drew them like moths to the flame. It also drew the enemy.

A wendigo came around the far corner just as they reached the door. “I’ve got him,” Vernon pushed the cop into the room with the firefight, and faced off against the creature. It roared at him and charged. He roared back and met the challenge head-on.

Fire ripped through his body as he found the animal waiting inside, and changed. It was a moment of pain in exchange for pure power. He shot up a foot and a half and added hundreds of pounds of mass. Due to the runes etched into his clothes and equipment, he didn’t tear them to shreds like the Incredible Hulk. His face sprouted a muzzle with an impressive set of pointed teeth. His fingers grew claws that might not match the wendigo’s in length, but were easily as sharp. Even at six feet tall, the wendigo looked like a starving child compared to him.

The creature knew it was outmatched and tried to backpedal, but Vernon was already on him. He got his jaws around the thing’s neck, lifted it off the ground, and shook it back and forth until the spine snapped with a loud crunch. He didn’t stop there and gnawed on it like a rawhide until its head fell off. Only then did he spit it out, its rancid blood making him gag for a second.

More screams and gunfire from the room he’d bypassed forced him to suck it up. He smashed through the doorframe to survey the chaos. The room was a large employee breakroom. Eight-person circular tables dominated the space. Most wouldn’t be good for anything but kindling at this point, and several were coated in blood.

His quick scan showed two officers were down. One was lying on top of a table whose legs had snapped under some combined weight. The cop’s stomach and chest were torn out by a wendigo who tried to grab a snack during the fight. The wendigo was equally as dead on the floor beside him, riddled with bullet holes, but that didn’t help the poor guy. Another officer was against the wall and looked like he’d been cut to ribbons.

Vernon’s sudden entrance paused the battle for a second. In that second, he was glad the officers didn’t shoot him. They weren’t packing silverbane, since wendigos didn’t suffer from a normal shifter’s affliction to the substance, but getting pumped full of lead would still suck. There were three wendigos in the room, and they reacted the way a lesser creature did when an alpha suddenly showed up among them. They recoiled for a second at his sheer presence, but took comfort in their numbers before responding with a challenge of their own.

Two split off from the third, who used the tables as cover to advance on the officers. With the officer Vernon had brought along, that brought the combined team’s effective fighting force to a grand total of two. The rest of Team One was still alive, but unconscious, or too injured to hold a rifle. The one cop who’d still been fighting before they arrived looked like he’d barely dodged a claw. It still nicked his face, and an ugly red line seeped blood down his chin to drip onto his chest. If they survived the fight, the medics might be able to save his eye.

Vernon wanted to help, but the other two wendigos were coming for him. In his werewolf form, his fingers were too big for the Colts, but he was prepared for that. On the back of his magically expanded body armor, he wore a big-ass knife. To a human, it would be considered a sword, but not to the eight-foot monstrosity he’d become.

He pulled it clean from its sheath, and it sang through the air as the wendigos split up and tried to come at him from both directions at once. The blade was steel with flecks of cold-iron and silverbane worked into it by a dwarf bladesmith. It wasn’t enough to kill shifters or Fae outright, but it would give them a bad day. A thick knuckle guard extended from the handle, which doubled as a set of brass knuckles made of the same components as the blade. It was designed to fight supernaturals in hand-to-hand combat.

The first wendigo learned that the hard way. It thought it was faster than it actually was, and he caught it across the chest with the blade. His strike threw off its trajectory, and it smacked into one of the few remaining, intact tables.

The only thing the attack was good for was a distraction. The second wendigo hit him full in the side, taking advantage of its buddy’s misfortune. Vernon was ready for it. One of the protective wards on his armor flared and heated his fur beneath the protective fabric. It burned out in a puff of smoke, but it did its job. The wendigo had tried to impale him with its antlers and swipe at his hamstring with its claws. Both attacks failed. In response, he spun and used the centrifugal force generated by his core to deliver the mother-of-all backhands.

The crack of the wendigo’s bones breaking was audible over the gunfire, and it went down without another sound. Vernon stomped over to the first, wounded wendigo as it struggled to back away. His massive paw pinned the creature to the ground as he drove the blade through the back of its neck. The knife wasn’t designed for sawing, but he made it work.

The wendigo’s head came off with a wet pop. He repeated the action with the second wendigo before he turned to face the last threat in the room. He’d taken down the two wendigos so fast that the third creature was still working its way toward the officers. The officer’s fire was turning panicked as they failed to hit it, and they’d basically fallen back on the spray-and-pray method. Judging by the number of shells on the ground, they had to be low on ammo.

At that point, both officers had the misfortune of their weapons running dry at the same time. The wendigo’s enhanced hearing heard the click, and it seized the moment. It used a table as a springboard and launched itself at the remaining officers . . . only to get drilled in the shoulder by its comrade’s bloody head.

Vernon was aiming for the creature’s head, but was satisfied as the fastball knocked the wendigo off course. It still hit the table the officers were using as cover, smashing it backward and knocking the surviving men on their asses.

It was quick to recover and face Vernon, but forgot about the humans. Most supernaturals did in a fight, and it paid for the mistake with its life. The brave officer from team two had reloaded and despite cradling an arm with a compound fracture, drilled the last wendigo in the skull at point-blank range. He held down the trigger until the thirty-round magazine ran dry. The wendigo’s head looked like someone stuck a grenade up its nose. Vernon was sure it was dead when the smell of fresh shit permeated the room.

With all the wendigos down, two by his own hand, he threw back his head and howled in victory. The remaining officers jumped at the sound, maybe even pissed themselves, but didn’t shoot him.

“Glad he’s on our side,” the officer with the ruined eye replied.

The officer sent out the status reports, and it looked like the rest of the teams were reporting back that the building was clear. There were only about a dozen wendigos in the warehouse, and it just happened that half were concentrated where teams one and two breached. The rest of the assault force had taken casualties, but they hadn’t faced a mass attack like Vernon had. That was for the best.

As cleanup started, Vernon shifted back. His clothes shrank with him, and except for the one burned patch where the ward went up in smoke, the only sign that he’d even been in a fight was the massive amount of blood splatter covering his entire body. Medics worked their way among the wounded, while forensics teams entered the warehouse, and deputies secured the perimeter. The commotion had drawn a crowd, and the media were here in force.

Vernon kept well away from the reporters. It wasn’t a secret that he was with the UN Response Division, but that didn’t mean he needed to be on camera after the bloodbath. He kept to the inside of the warehouse. He walked among the carnage, trying to look busy. In the depths of his webbed combat harness, he felt his phone vibrate.

He pulled it out and recognized the number. Still high on the thrill of the hunt, his mind flashed back to memories of the caller clawing at his chest while she used his dick as her own personal plaything. “I’m surprised to hear from you, Becky.” There was more than a little flirtation in his tone.

“Agent Dud,” her reply was serious. “You might want to get back up here. Something's happened.”


Chapter 18

I had to claw my way out of unconsciousness. Grogginess clung to me like tar, and everything hurt. When I say everything, I mean everything. If you could break your dick, I broke it.

“Falling out of a window buck naked will do that to you,” I chuckled to myself, which only made everything hurt more. I winced and slowly opened my eyes.

By the grace of the gods the shades were drawn, so light didn’t eye-fuck me. Even with semi-darkness, it was hard to focus. When everything sharpened, the first thing I saw was the woman who’d saved my life. Lilith sat on a chair next to my bed, her eyes closed, and her head resting against the back of the chair. She looked completely gorgeous and at peace. She could have been there for an hour or a week. Either way, it felt good that someone cared enough to stay by my side.

As if my own consciousness was a signal, her eyes snapped open. We stared at each other for a long moment, and then her face hardened.

“What the hell?” This was not the warm welcome for the Fae-killing hero I expected.

“Welcome back, Cam.” Her voice wasn’t hard, but it wasn’t warm and comforting either.

“Hey,” I answered hesitantly.

“Is the slacker finally awake?” another voice asked in a familiar cavalier tone.

“Dani,” I turned my head and powered through the pain, to see the dwarf lying one bed over. It was clear that everyone involved in the fight was in the school’s infirmary now. “Thank god you’re alive.” A weight I didn’t realize lifted off my shoulders. Dani was a friend now, and I thought she’d died trying to save me.

“I’m fine,” she waved it off, but I saw the discomfort the small movement generated. “I’ll be good as new in a week.”

“Two weeks,” Lilith clarified in the same not-hard-but-neutral tone. “You can’t get out of bed for a week.”

Dani knew when not to argue, especially when she was so weak. I tried to sit up, and was surprised it didn’t hurt as much as I expected. The pain was already receding to bearable levels.

“I don’t know why she’s pissed at me, but her sex magic did the trick.”

Sitting up gave me a good view of the room, and there were two more people present. Jerome was sitting two beds down with the shifter who’d been on duty when Chloe attacked. The poor guy had white bandages wrapped around his throat. The Fae cut through everything: throat, windpipe, and spine. She nearly took his head off. There was no coming back from decapitation, supernatural or not. The injuries he had were going to take a while to heal, even for a shifter. If the blade had been silverbane, or she’d cut a few inches deeper, he’d be dead.

I wanted to call out to my friend, but Lilith’s hand on mine gave a jolt to my system. I turned to face her, and whatever was bothering her, it looked like we were going to have it out right here and now.

“What were you thinking?” She kept her voice down so the nurse sitting nearby couldn’t hear.

“I was thinking I was saving my own ass,” I could feel my stubbornness taking over. “I was thinking I was avenging Dani,” I gestured over my shoulder at her. “She got fucking gutted trying to protect me, and I thought she was dead. I was thinking that you were holding that psycho down so I could finish the job.”

I’d worked up a good head of steam, but while I felt better than I expected, I was still weak. A wave of lightheadedness hit me, and I slumped back in my bed. It didn’t give my argument the teeth I wanted.

Lilith’s face softened a little, and she shook her head back and forth. “Cam,” she exhaled heavily. “I wasn’t trying to kill Chloe. I was trying to stop her from killing you. Those are two very different things.”

I didn’t understand. “You ran her through with a flaming sword, and were choking her out with a whip Wonder Woman would give her left tit for. How were you not trying to kill her?”

“Look at Dani,” she replied. “She got run through, but survived.” The dwarf gave me a little thumbs-up. “I wasn’t going to kill Chloe,” Lilith reiterated. “I was just going to kick her ass, so she’d crawl back to Aveena with her tail between her legs and missing some teeth. Killing her was the last thing I ever wanted to happen.”

For a moment, the succubus looked completely exhausted. It was gone so quick I wondered if I’d even seen it. “If anything, you’re in more trouble now than before.”

I was lost. If saving my own life got me in trouble, then I couldn’t imagine what letting myself get killed would equate to. That was the thing with supernaturals; sometimes, they made no sense.

“I thought marking you would be enough,” Lilith said, more to herself than me. “She’s risking the covenants to come after you. You must have really pissed her off.”

“Covenants?” I was lost again.

“Relationships between the Fae and supernatural races predate the treaties and agreements signed by human authorities. A lot of what is incorporated into those treaties mirrors our own covenants, but theirs are just words on paper. Ours were sworn in blood and have been an established tradition for millennia. That age and weight lends it the gravitas a human treaty can never hope to achieve.”

“Great; so, everyone is playing by a separate set of rules.” Was it just me, or was the whole supernatural world just one big clusterfuck?

“The real question is, what did you do to lead a Fae noble to attempt to break the covenants in order to ensure your death?” she asked the million-dollar question. “I probably should have asked you this already,” her tone was apologetic, “but what were you doing that put you at the top of her shit list?”

I’d been wondering the same thing. I knew what I’d failed to procure for her, but had no idea why that was some horrible offense. Maybe putting our heads together would give us the answer.

“The same day you came asking for those quiz answers, she wanted me to get something for her. She gave me twenty-four hours to get a baby’s rib from my contacts. I didn’t ask what it was for, and I still don’t know, but when I failed her . . . well, you walked in on her about to take her pound of flesh,” I looked at my succubus, and hoped she had the answers.

Apparently, she did. I saw the lightbulb go off in her mind and the grimace it brought to her face. “It all makes sense now,” she leaned back in her chair and absentmindedly played with a lock of her hair.

“Care to enlighten us?” Dani asked after a moment. “This is the only action I’m going to get for a week. Without my soaps, this is the only drama I have to look forward to.”

I pushed the realization that Dani was a daytime soap opera fan to the back of my mind. We’d be spending plenty of time in the infirmary together, so there was time to unpack that bombshell.

“Have you heard the story of Adam and Eve?” Lilith asked.

Of course I had. Who hadn’t? I let her explain just in case I’d missed something from the Sunday School classes my adoptive parents made me attend.

“It was written that God created Adam in the garden, and then he created Eve by taking one of Adam’s ribs while he slept. Obviously, this is a story, but like most myths about anything supernatural, they have a basis in reality,” she informed. “In this case, taking a rib as a process of creation comes from a Fae ritual. When Fae are going to mate, the woman brings a rib, and the man brings a pot of clay. Together, it makes a poultice they rub all over their body before doing the deed.”

“That sounds . . . unsanitary,” but now things made sense.

It was Dani’s pain-filled laughter that brought it all home. “Are you telling us that Cam clam-jammed Aveena?” the dwarf hissed as something in her chest protested her sudden jubilation.

“Yes,” a small smile pulled at Lilith’s lips, but it was clear she was trying to stay serious about the issue.

Dani wasn’t. “That bitch should be thanking him,” she continued. “Cam kept her from becoming a teen prego. She should be in his debt. Not trying to kill him.”

I couldn’t agree more.

“It doesn’t work like that,” Lilith explained, “especially for Fae nobles. They procreate young to ensure the lineage of the great houses. When you’re as high up as Aveena, you have these things arranged. This coupling was carefully orchestrated by her parents and the parents of her assigned mate. That means one of The Nine was personally involved. Cam didn’t twat swat her,” Lilith’s face grew serious. “He embarrassed her in the eyes of another great Fae house, and the Lady of Winter. Then, to add insult to injury, he killed one of her vassals. You’ve taken the blood feud to a whole new level.”

I let that sink in. “Well, shit.”

“Chloe wasn’t a greater Fae, but she was more than any human, or dwarf, could handle,” Lilith shot Dani a look before she could interrupt. “You shouldn’t have survived. I have an idea what will happen next, but we’re in uncharted waters,” she continued to play with her hair, and I filed that tidbit of information away.

“Playing with hair equals nervous or unsure.” At the very least, it would give me a heads-up in poker.

I asked the question we were all thinking, but no one knew the answer to. “So, what now?”

Thankfully, the universe answered it for us.

“Sir . . . no . . . you can’t go in there!” the nurse yelled a second before the doors to the ward flew open and in walked three people.

All were dressed like the Men in Black, complete with slight bulges under their armpits that were undoubtedly weapons. All three had on matching sunglasses, and the tall man at the center removed his first. My eyes immediately focused on their ears, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw they weren’t pointed. As far as I knew, most Fae had pointed ears. Judging by the fact that the newcomers hadn’t shot me yet, they weren’t working for Aveena.

Lilith got to her feet and interposed herself between me and the new arrivals. She squared her shoulders and gave them a level look, waiting for them to make the first move. The man at the center did. His ageless, midnight-black face, cracked to reveal deep laugh lines and a brilliant set of pearly whites.

“Lilith,” he extended his arms and wrapped the succubus in a hug.

“Aden,” she returned the hug with enthusiasm. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

“When I heard my little sis had taken her First, I just had to come out and see who the lucky person was,” he leaned around Lilith and looked at me.

The smile and laugh lines for his sister didn’t carry over to me. In fact, I got a “if you hurt my little sister, I will rip off your balls and shove them down your throat” vibe from him. I swallowed, but held out my hand in greeting.

“Cameron Dupree. Nice to meet you, sir.” The man raised an eyebrow, but took my hand. It was like shaking the armored hull of a battleship.

“Aden Venitas,” he gave two good pumps before breaking contact.

“Venitas,” I recognized the last name as the one the lawyer used for Lilith, but the brother and sister couldn’t have looked more different. He was easily six-four, black, with a willowy build. She was . . . well, a living sex goddess. “If they’re related, he must be a . . .”

“Aden is an incubus,” Lilith finished my thought. “And we are incredibly honored to have him here with us,” she ignored me and gave Dani a look.

I glanced over at the dwarf and saw her cheeks were bright red. That certainly had nothing to do with her medical condition. I felt a spike of jealousy, but pushed it down and focused my attention on the other two arrivals.

Both had removed their sunglasses and were watching the room with the attention I’d seen on security guards at high-profile events. Judging by the facial features, they were related, likely twins. The guy on the left was shorter than Aden, but not by much. His skin was a few shades lighter, and like the incubus, his head was shaved. Since he didn’t look much older than me, I guessed that was a personal style choice.

I turned my attention to the person on the left, and my heart did a little flutter. She was shorter than I was, but not by much. Her skin was a rich mocha that spoke to mixed-race parentage. Her eyes were a brilliant hazel that trapped mine for a second. It took some effort to pull them free. Lastly, her hair was styled in a pixie cut and was a platinum color that glinted with silver streaks in certain lights. Her men-in-black suit was relatively form-fitting and teased one hell of a body.

I felt my mouth go dry, and I struggled to work some saliva around to introduce myself. Lilith must have felt my evaluation of the other woman, because she turned away from Aden and arched an eye at me. All I could do was shrug.

“How rude of me,” Aden continued. “Allow me to introduce my children: Xander and Xamira,” he gestured at the twins.

“Hello, ma’am,” Xamira gave Lilith a small bow.

“Hello, auntie,” Xander gave a haughty grin, and I saw his father had passed down the charm gene to one of them.

“Xander and Xamira received the security assignment for young master Dupree. I decided to tag along,” Aden looked around the infirmary. “Apparently, I missed all the fun.”

“Not all of it,” Lilith’s voice was troubled. “We have Fae problems, and I require your counsel.”

“You shall have it,” he flourished a small bow, and I heard Dani’s intake of breath. “Maybe we should adjourn outside,” he’d definitely heard the dwarf swooning.

Lilith nodded, and the two powerful supernaturals led the way through the double doors. Xander followed them and took up a guard position directly outside. Xamira stayed by my side.

“What I wouldn’t give for a drink of that tall glass of water,” Dani looked wistfully after the incubus.

“Really,” Xamira shot her a glare. “That’s my dad.”

“And it looks like the apple didn’t fall far from the tree,” I regretted the line immediately after I said it. “Sorry,” I added quickly as she turned on me. “They’ve got me on a lot of drugs.” I didn’t know if that was true, but that was my story, and I was sticking to it.

“I’ve heard worse.” Surprisingly, she didn’t look mad. “Xamira,” she extended her hand.

“Cam,” I took it, and while it wasn’t like gripping hard steel, she was still solid. “Forgive me. I’m new to all this supernatural stuff, but is it rude to ask what exactly you are?”

She smiled at the question, and I felt a twinge of need surge through me. Apparently, Xander wasn’t the only one who got a little something from their dad. “Not from someone in the same cabal,” she replied. “If it’s some rando you come across on the street, yes, so be careful.” That was good information to have. “To answer your question, I’m an imp.”

My brain conjured images of little red creatures with goat hooves and horns. My face must have shown my confusion.

“We’re like Fae changelings,” she explained. “Aden is my father, but my mother was human, so I’m a half-breed. Thankfully,” she continued when she saw the look of pity on my face, “cabals don’t treat their half-blooded children the same as those Fae fuckers.” She clearly didn’t like Fae, and under the circumstances, that was a prejudice I could get behind.

“I inherited powers from my father’s bloodline, just not as powerful as a full supernatural,” she detailed for me.

My lack of knowledge on the supernatural was really showing now. I didn’t even know there were other half-bloods besides changelings. That was a weakness I needed to remedy if I was to survive in this world.

“I’m stronger, faster, tougher, and have a little of the charm my father’s species is known for,” she explained. “I can work very limited magic, but I mainly use it to charge the wards and runes produced by our mages. Trust me, if I’m trying to run a ritual something has gone terribly wrong,” she gave me a self-deprecating grin, and I felt the twinge again. I definitely hadn’t broken my dick in that fall.

“Imps make up the backbone of the cabal,” Dani informed. Her cheeks had returned to their normal coloring. “They work security, guard VIPs, and make up the majority of our tactical forces.”

“Tactical forces,” I snorted. That was a politically correct way of saying private army.

“They’re taught from an early age how to fight and serve the cabal,” Dani finished.

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. It was a very Spartan approach. Training your kids from childhood to be warriors might be a good strategy, but I sure didn’t want to be one of those kids.

“That UN agent may have had a point.” The deeper I dove into the cabal, the more I questioned things.

Xamira read my internal debate like an open book. “It’s not that bad,” she gave me a lopsided smile that stole my breath for a second. She definitely had that spark her father and aunt possessed. “All of us are trained to fight and protect those we love. I think everyone should have the opportunity to learn to defend themselves, but after that, the cabal doesn’t make us do anything. We get to choose our own fate.”

That alleviated my fears a little. I also knew certain values instilled in someone their whole life would lead to certain actions. They might get the choice, but it wasn’t much of a choice if one of the options was what they’d been told was “right” their entire lives.

“A lot of us, especially the guys, chose to go the tactical route,” she explained, “but I charted my own path. I just graduated from Abertay University with my Master's in Ethical Hacking and Computer Security,” she puffed up with pride at her achievement, which only made her blazer strain against what god gave her. “It’s in Scotland,” she clarified, “and one of the best schools in the world for cybersecurity.”

“So, you went cyber instead of tactical,” I followed, trying to look at her face instead of her chest.

“It’s the battlefield of the twenty-first century,” she replied confidently. “I’ll join the cabal’s cyber team after this assignment. They like us to get some practical experience on top of a formal education. Being a VIP bodyguard fits the bill. Plus,” she looked over at Dani, “I’ve always wanted to meet the famous bladesmith. I’ve got some ideas about how rare-earth metals and magic can be combined to supercharge our hardware, and I wanted to run my ideas by an expert.”

Now it was Dani’s turn to puff up with pride, and I groaned as I tried to hide the tent that made me pitch. I utterly failed, but both women just shared a look and laughed.

It hit me at that moment that every woman around me, with the exception of Lilith, was older and more experienced than I was. To take my mind off Xamira and Dani’s bodies, I changed the topic.

“Aden’s an incubus,” I blurted out. “How is that different from a succubus?”

“They’re different sides of the same coin,” Xamira answered. “Both feed on sexual energy, are preternaturally strong, fast, and tough, but my dad is a pure incubus, unlike Aunt Lilith. Succubus are known for taking, while incubus give of themselves.” The imp looked a little uncomfortable talking about her dad like this.

Lilith told me she was half-Fae, but I didn’t understand what that truly meant.

“My dad serves as a fixer for the cabal,” she continued. “He’s been around for a while. He gets sent to hot spots to solve problems. He’s the best at his job and has been teaching Xander everything he knows. My brother is more of a people person, while I’ve had my face stuck in a computer screen for the last six years.”

“She is not your typical computer nerd,” I gulped. Xamira wasn’t some pimple-ridden kid, living in her parent’s basement, with social deficiencies. She was a perfect ten on the hotness scale, and from what I knew about her upbringing, could totally kick ass.

“When Dad isn’t out in the field, he’s working with Grandma and . . .”

“Being a glorified breeder,” Aden finished as he walked back into the ward.

Xamira blushed, but didn’t shy away from her father. “I was just getting to know my new charge.”

Aden didn’t look upset. “It’s fine. I go where they tell me to go, do what they tell me to do, and after all that, my nature takes over.”

I could only guess what that nature was, but Lilith stepped forward, and I didn’t have to wonder. “Unlike myself, my brother is required to . . . express himself periodically.”

“Express?” It was my turn to raise an eyebrow.

“I’m an incubus,” Aden didn’t look at all ashamed. “It’s my job to incubate. Periodically, I’m set upon by an urge. The urge is unrelenting and unyielding. When this occurs, the cabal recruits a host. I express myself with the host, and depending on the host, nine months later, we’re looking at a new imp and supernatural member of our family.”

The incubus said it all so simply, but it all sounded so . . . weird. “Weirder than being in a succubus’s harem?” I asked myself, and was forced to accept that my life was just going to be weird from here on out.

“It’s all very ethical,” Lilith felt she needed to defend the practice to me. “Think of it like a surrogacy. The women are compensated for their time, and all their medical bills are paid. It’s a mutually beneficial relationship.” Her eyes told me it was something I had to accept, and we could talk about it later if I wanted.

I nodded, and Aden smiled. “I’ve been around long enough that I have many children,” he smiled fondly at Xander and Xamira. It was not the look of some stud used to inseminate women to fuel the cabal’s master plan of world domination. “I just go down the alphabet to avoid confusing myself, but that got difficult when I had to start over. Now that I’m on my third time through, I give myself a headache,” he chuckled and gripped his son’s shoulder like he was talking about a plan to throw around the pigskin later.

“He’s gone through the alphabet twice,” I couldn’t stop gaping. “At one kid per letter, that’s . . . and if there are twins like these two, then . . .” My suckitude at math hurt me here, but on the low end, that was fifty-plus kids for this one incubus alone.

All the supernaturals in the room watched me try to do mental math and laughed. This was only news to me, but it was one hell of a bombshell. More so than Dani’s TV habits. 

It was nothing compared to what walked through the door two minutes later. Lilith had retaken her chair and was engaged in a private conversation with Aden when they both went silent. Aden moved toward the door, and Lilith lined up in front of me with Xander and Xamira flanking her. They formed a wall of supernatural flesh, so I had trouble seeing who walked through the door.

“Um . . . hello,” I recognized the voice. It was one of Aveena’s changelings. “I’m supposed to deliver this to . . .”

“Thank you,” Aden snatched something from the kid and handed it back to Lilith.

There was a scraping sound as she opened whatever was delivered. Followed by several moments of silence. “Lady Foxbelle has called a trial under the covenants,” she stated, and turned to hand a formal-looking envelope to me.

“Trial?” I took it, but it was written in gibberish. Since I considered myself a language virtuoso, not having any idea what it meant was extra frustrating.

“You’re being accused of murder,” she deadpanned, and another wave of lightheadedness threatened to overwhelm me.

“M . . . murder,” I barely got out as my head hit the pillow.

“We will attend the trial,” Aden answered for me and Lilith. “It will commence in one week’s time. Convey that to your Lady. We will get in touch with her and establish a neutral, third-party location to hold the proceedings.”

Faced with an adult supernatural the changeling didn’t know, he simply bowed and left to convey the reply to Aveena.

“This is what I thought was going to happen,” Lilith sighed and sat down heavily in the chair. “She has standing to bring the charges.”

“Standing!” I erupted. The exhaustion gone like it never existed. “That crazy bitch tried to kill me. It was all self-defense.”

“You’re a mortal who killed a Fae. We need to prove your innocence,” she replied.

“Innocence! What happened to innocent until proven guilty?” I ranted.

“You’re being prosecuted under Fae law,” Aden answered. “When a noble charges you, you need to prove your innocence. Not the other way around.”

“That’s fucked up,” I growled, but none of the other supernaturals in the room said anything.

“We’ve got a defense,” Lilith spoke to Aden. “We can gather our evidence and present it. If Cam violated the covenants, then Aveena did as well.”

“This should be interesting,” Aden rubbed his chin in thought. “It seems I’m in the right place at the right time.”

“What is happening?” I yelled, desperately trying to get their attention.

“Don’t worry, Cam, we’ve got this,” Lilith patted my hand and left with Aden.

Xander took up his guard position outside, and Xamira sat in the chair Lilith had vacated.

“Rest up,” she recommended. “It’s going to be a long week.”


Chapter 19

Vernon stormed into the Director’s office with an attitude and a head full of bad ideas. After he’d hung up with Wood, he called and reported in. Directly from the warehouse, he’d caught a cab to the airport. The cabbie looked a little green around the gills when a man covered in blood got in his backseat, but a badge could work wonders. The cabbie dropped him off at the small airport’s executive lounge.

He showered and made sure to scrape off the blood underneath his fingernails. When he shifted back, the blood from his claws came with him, and that was something you didn’t want to let sit. With a fresh change of clothes from his go-bag, he went to the ticket counter. He expected a one-way trip to Syracuse. What he got was a confused expression, an apology, and a commercial ticket back to New York City. The whole flight back, the Director had refused to take his calls.

He spent the flight and the cab ride from JFK working himself up. He stomped through the UN HQ’s lobby, completely ignored the secretary desperately trying to stop him, and barged into the corner office like a werewolf on a mission.

“It’s fine,” his boss waved the irate secretary away. “Please, Agent Dud, come in and sit down.” Even through his anger, he heard the sarcasm.

“Why the hell am I here and not at St. Vincent’s?” he opened fire. “Dupree was attacked by a Fae. A fucking Fae. If this is an opening salvo, we need to know what’s going on. We need to know their plans, and we need to know why the hell Cameron Dupree is so gods’ damned important?” he huffed, and he puffed, and he would have blown the place down if it wasn’t reinforced by bulletproof glass enchanted to take a tank’s HEAT round without cracking.

The Director took his tirade in stride without showing an ounce of emotion, and then hit him with a one-two punch. “I agree,” she said calmly, scoring her first hit. “But we can’t do anything yet.” The second body blow took some of the wind out of his sails, and he collapsed heavily into one of the chairs.

“Why not?”

“First off, we immediately got a legal challenge to the deep dive on Mr. Dupree’s gene scan,” she explained. “The named partner in one of the city’s most prestigious law firms walked into this office himself with a cease and desist order. The Venetians are aware of what we’re up to, and they’re stalling for time.”

“Cabals,” the word was a curse to people like him.

“Second, you’re too close to this.” This time, he was sure she wasn’t referring to him doing the horizontal tango with Wood. “You investigated the initial case, and if you go back up there, Dupree’s lawyers will claim harassment. That will get you permanently tossed. I preempted that by putting you on the bench, but I have every intention of putting you back in the game.”

That soothed his ego, but the wolf in him still wanted the thrill of the chase. They might not know what was in Dupree’s DNA, but Vernon knew the kid was hiding something.

“Third, you were just in a high-stress operation. Six KIA and twice as many WIA from the report you sent me. It’s protocol to go on medical leave to wind down after something like that. I couldn’t send you to St. Vincent’s anyway without throwing up red flags all over the place.”

Vernon didn’t give a shit about the regs. The only thing he hated more than those stupid rules was the counseling session he’d have to go through in the next twenty-four hours. It was all a waste of his very valuable time.

“Last but not least, I’m the director of this fucking department for a reason, Agent Dud.” The venom in her voice sent him flinching backward. “I don’t need you to tell me something is going on. I know something is going on. I also know how to deal with it. I’ve read Sheriff Wood in on the case, and instructed her to keep it on the down low from her counterpart. He’s too close with the school, and we don’t want any leaks. I’ve also ordered surveillance of Mr. Dupree. It has to be done from outside school grounds, and will be minimal at best, but we can try to get a bug on him if he goes off campus. If he’s up to something, we’ll get an inkling of it,” her words lost their bite near the end, as she leaned back in her chair. “Does that meet your expectations, Agent?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he felt like he’d just gotten a spanking from momma. He felt like an idiot. The Director was the boss for a reason. “I apologize.”

“You’ve got a go-get’em attitude, Vernon, and that’s fantastic, but you’ve got to learn to trust other people. Even us humans know what we’re doing.”

After the ass chewing, he was only fifty percent certain the Director was as mundane as she claimed. “Yes, ma’am,” he repeated, and left the office.

He made sure to apologize to the secretary before returning to his office. When he logged onto his email, the Director had already sent him details of the surveillance op as well as the communications codes. He might not be able to be there, but he could talk with the boots on the ground.

“And Becky,” he reminded himself. He was sad he wouldn’t get to see the other shifter anytime soon.

***

Xamira was right. The next week was crazy busy. It turned out I’d only been out for six hours after my trip out the second-story window. I was out of the infirmary by Saturday. Whatever Lilith had done, she was powerful enough to cure me from a world-class ass-kicking way before Dani was cleared by the school’s medical staff. If the nurse thought that was weird, she didn’t say anything. 

Xamira never left my side. Apparently, she and Dani would guard me while Xander took care of Lilith’s needs. I didn’t want to think what those needs might be, but adding the female imp’s half-succubus powers to my daily routine was killing my balls.

I left the infirmary confident that I was safe. Lilith informed me that the impending trial put the blood feud on hold, and if any changelings got uppity, Xamira would put them down. I led the way back to my room only to find a moving company packing everything up and moving it across campus. While I’d been healing, Aden had been hard at work.

The incubus put his conflict resolution skills to good use and forced the academy to bend several of their rules. First, I was moved into the room next to Lilith’s. That made me the only guy in an all-girl dorm, and Dani was slated to be my roommate. Xamira was bunking with Lilith, and Xander was getting an apartment in town. Second, the academy was paying me to sign a non-disclosure agreement that prevented me from suing them. It didn’t look good for them to have a supernatural fight on campus, and they wanted it to go away. All I looked at was the fifty-thousand-dollar price tag before signing on the dotted line. With my ten-thousand-dollar signing bonus, I was rolling in cash. Not bad for a poor townie.

I spent the week getting followed everywhere by Xamira, and for the time being, she was sleeping in Dani’s bed. Dani was laid up until Thursday, which was the day of the trial. A trial I spent all week trying not to think about.

I tried to read up on Fae law in history class, but Miller was all over me. I’d ended up with a B plus on the midterm, and despite nearly dying, the old fart wasn’t cutting me any slack. The rest of the teachers were. My guess was that the administration was pressuring them not to push me.

Even with my extra free time and lack of homework, human knowledge of Fae law was weak. The knowledge of the covenants between the Fae and other supernaturals was even weaker, and the specifics on the covenants were nonexistent.

By the time Thursday rolled around, I was a ball of stress with no outlet. I didn’t feel like making my usual trip to the gym because I was afraid I’d puke if I pushed myself too hard. I’d probably lost five pounds in the last week because I had no appetite. None of the TV shows I liked held my attention, and even history seemed irrelevant. Due to my schedule, I had the last period free on Thursday.

I entered my room and tossed my bag on the bed. Xamira went into Lilith’s room and told me to holler if I needed anything. I checked the clock and there was a good hour before Dani would get back from rehab, and then three hours until we were meeting for the trial. I didn’t know where it was going to be, but I couldn’t think of many neutral, third-party locations.

I ran my hands through my hair and resisted the temptation to pull it out. I dropped heavily into my chair and booted up my computer. “Maybe,” a thought occurred to me, and I looked back at the door. I’d locked it behind me. “I could . . .” I made a decision.

Pornhub was the first link on my favorites bar. I hit it and quickly undid my belt. I grabbed the lotion and Kleenex from a desk drawer, but was pretty sure I wouldn’t need the former. Despite my sex life over the last two weeks, my high school career didn’t contain a lot of doing the no pants dance. I was poor, human, and lacked any power or prestige aside from my little side hustle. Over three years of school, I’d hooked up a grand total of three times.

One was a human who threw me a bone when we both got a little too liquored up. The second was one of Makaylah’s friends, but her fangs scraping against my neck was off-putting. We did it a few times, but when she asked if she could bite me, I ended it.  My third and final experience was when a prospective transfer came to visit the school. She had a thing for bad boys, and we hurriedly humped while her parents were taking a tour of the field house. She was my best sex up until two weeks ago, but I never saw her again.

I was a red-blooded, teenage, American boy with all the hormones that went along with that. The first thing I did when I started making enough money was get a credit card in my own name and buy a premium membership to the best porn site on the internet. I hadn’t even thought about porn over the last two weeks, but if there was a better way to relieve stress on my own, I hadn’t found it.

I was greeted by a homepage of what an algorithm said I liked. That was generic stuff: threesomes, lots of doggystyle, and the occasional taboo scenes that weren’t really taboo. Two porn stars pretending to be mother-daughter and going to town on the boyfriend wasn’t taboo. I skipped all of that and went to find old faithful.

“There you are,” I gave a practice tug on myself to get in the mood. Blood started to flow south as I hit play.

“Hello there,” a sensual voice purred as a face appeared on the screen.

Like every other industry in the world, porn had been affected by the Revelation. The voice that stared back at me was a shifter. Her face was feline and topped with two triangular ears that perked up at the start of the video. Her fur was a silky brown that covered her arms and legs. Creamy patches highlighted parts of her face, her tits, and her taut stomach. Her name was Littlekittycat69.

“Nice to see you,” she continued as the camera zoomed out to show everything.

Her tail lazily swung back and forth. She was lying on a bed, showing off her fantastic body, but her legs were crossed to keep a little suspense until later. I missed what she said next as my eyes drifted over her fur-covered tits. My cock throbbed so hard in my hand that I could feel my heartbeat.

“. . . remember to stroke to the beat . . .” she gave the camera a toothy grin. “Good luck.”

The video was a compilation filled with jerk-off instructions. A steady thump came out of my speakers, and I was supposed to stroke to the beat. The objective was to build up to an orgasm, but it only worked out that way fifty percent of the time. Half the time, I fast-forwarded ahead. Today, I needed something to focus on.

The video started off with a slow pace. It had photos of the cat shifter in provocative poses: bent over, feeling her tits, playing with her clit, etc. These videos always started slow and gradually turned up the heat. The provocative still-shots shifted into make-out sessions between her, humans, and other shifters. I measured up to some of the human cocks in these movies, but the shifter cocks were beyond anything a human circulatory system could support.

From making out, it progressed to her getting eaten out, or sucking these lucky guys’ dicks. The compilation was of Littlekittycat69’s greatest hits, and it was mild torture to keep jerking to the beat. After she and her partners went to town on each other with their mouths, the real fucking began. Most of the time, it started with her on top, maybe some reverse cowgirl. It gave me a great view of her perky tits bouncing, which just happened to coincide with the beat. It also had plenty of close-up shots of her pussy taking those monster cocks. Her squeals almost drove me over the edge despite the slow-to-medium pace.

After showing her on top, the videos moved to missionary or doggystyle. Sometimes it was slow and sensual. Others, the guy was just pounding her. The tempo sped up and slowed down based on the clips, and this was where I could feel my own orgasm start to build inside my nuts. I paced myself. I wanted to get to the end.

Last but not least, the compilation finished with a series of money shots. One by one, the guys blew their loads: on her face, tits, in her pussy, and even in her ass. The goal was to get to the last cumshot, where Littlekittycat69 fucked a mountain of a shifter. I’d seen the video before, and it had won best cumshot at some porn awards show. Mostly because the other shifter basically drowned her in cum.

As the video approached, I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. I was relaxed and tensed in the best possible way. Just another thirty seconds and I’d get the release I’d been waiting for all week.

“Hey there, Casanova.”

“Shit,” I jumped up. I tried to cover myself and turn off the video at the same time. I failed at both.

“Dani,” I recognized the voice, but even though we’d done a few of the things in the porn compilation, my face burned with embarrassment.

“Is this the one she gets bukkaked by the one dude?” Dani looked past me to catch the end of the video, and my own cue to cum.

It was too late for that, but Dani watched it with a glint in her eye. She hit the close button on the browser and turned to face me. My pants were still around my ankles, and my dick was still pretty hard as she stared me down.

“Let me give you a word of advice,” she advanced on me, and I backed up until I fell on my bed. “Don’t let Lilith see you doing that.”

“I’m sorry,” I quickly apologized. “I know some girls don’t like porn . . .”

“Don’t like it,” Dani scoffed, “she loves it. What I’m saying is don’t be sitting alone in the dark jerking yourself off. Lilith doesn’t get anything out of that.”

That was . . . the most unexpected thing to come out of Dani’s mouth today.

“If you need to rub one out, you need to rub one out. No complaints here,” she held up her hands in surrender. “But if you gotta do it. Video chat with her. If she picks up, you two can fondle yourselves to completion. If she doesn’t, videotape it and email it to her. She’d like that. If you settle for none of the above,” Dani bit her lower lip and moved into my personal space. My gradually fading erection popped back to attention. “Just give me a call and we can have some fun,” she reached out and gently rubbed her thumb on my tip.

“Fuck,” I groaned, but she pulled back.

“As much as I would love to jump right back on the horse,” her cheeks were crimson red as she looked at my throbbing member, “I’m here to get this for her,” she pulled out a specimen jar like they used at fertility clinics.

“What?” I looked from the dwarf to the jar.

“Lilith is hungry, and she wants to be powered up for the trial,” Dani explained as she grabbed my dick and put the jar by the tip. “Since she’s still trying to figure out why you have nuclear-powered swimmers, it’s not safe for her to do this herself.” She started stroking rapidly. There was no buildup. She just went to town on me.

“So here I am, like an errand girl sent to get her morning coffee.” The way Dani greedily looked at my dick, it didn’t look like she minded.

I was so close to cumming before that it didn’t take Dani long to get me there. I gripped her shoulders hard as I exploded into the jar. “Ugh,” I groaned as she jerked me several more times with a tight grip to get every last milliliter out of me. When she let go, I was mostly flaccid and collapsed onto my bed.

“Good work, champ,” she gave me a pat on the thigh. “Lilith wanted me to tell you that because of your specific situation, this will count as one of the month’s feedings. Paydays are on Friday, just FYI,” she screwed the top on the jar.

“Remember what I told you,” she encouraged me with a wink as she walked to the door. “Plus, next time, maybe don’t slap the salami within earshot of another supernatural. Poor Xamira just had to sit through the whole thing.”

If I was blushing before, my face was on fire now. Dani just laughed at my discomfort and put a little more sway in her step as she walked out. For all I knew, Lilith was going to use my spunk as dressing on her evening salad.

Being in a succubus’s harem, especially Lilith’s, was weirder than I expected.


Chapter 20

About twenty minutes after Dani left, I ran into a very human problem. I had nothing to wear. This was a trial. I was going to court. I knew I couldn’t show up in jeans and a St. Vincent’s Academy Parents’ Day t-shirt. I rummaged through my closet, and with a loud clang, knocked over the sword Dani had given me. Luckily, Lilith had been able to grab the supernatural-killing blade after the fight with Chloe. If the faculty had shown up and caught me with a sword, I’d be expelled for sure.

Among the stuff hanging in my closet was a plain gray suit. My parents bought it for me a year ago for events like homecoming and prom. I’d gone stag to everything so far, and didn’t expect to go senior year, but now I had another use for it. It smelled a bit musty, and as I tried it on, I cursed. It didn’t fit. My growth spurt had seen to that.

“She told me to holler if I had any problems,” I called Xamira.

If the imp was embarrassed by having heard me, and then Dani, varnishing my flagpole, she didn’t show it. She took one look at me in the rumpled, too-small suit, and nodded. An hour later, there was a knock on my door, and a hurried-looking messenger boy dropped off a garment bag.

I don’t know how she got my measurements, but the black suit with dark blue pinstripes fit perfectly. It came complete with a white undershirt, a matching tie, a pair of dress socks, and shoes. I almost didn’t want to put it on it looked so slick.

“I look good,” I looked myself over in the mirror ten minutes before I was supposed to meet everyone to head to the third-party location. I gave it a brush to remove the few pieces of lint that had settled on it, and felt something hard in the chest pocket. It was the price tag, and it had my head spinning so fast I needed to sit down.

“Are you decent?” Dani asked. Not that she waited for an answer.

“Wow,” my breath caught in my throat as the dwarf entered the room.

I’d only ever seen her naked or in workout gear. For a time, I was sure she was allergic to formalwear. Her entrance shattered that perception. She was in a cream-colored dress that paired well with her coloring. Her hair was done in an updo that probably took a salon to accomplish. She’d either just seen Aden or she’d applied a little blush for her cheeks to glow like that. Her eyelashes were a little darker, her lips a little redder. She didn’t overdo it, and she looked great.

“You look fantastic,” I couldn’t stop staring at her. Partly because she wasn’t wearing a bra, and her nips were practically pointing at me. Her natural perkiness was holding everything up better than the undergarment ever could.

“Thanks,” she smiled at me, and then glanced at the price tag in my hand. “Lilith is just going to deduct the price from your payday tomorrow.”

“Okay,” I breathed a sigh of relief. “Next time, someone can just run to JCPenney and grab something off the rack. I don’t need Hugo Boss’s latest and greatest.”

My comment just made Dani laugh. “We’re about to walk into your trial where a crazy Fae bitch has accused you of murdering her vassal. You need to look like a boss, no pun intended. We’re all representing the cabal in this, and we need to project power.”

I nodded. That made sense. “Where are you hiding your sword?” Her dress was pretty tight, and I didn’t see many places to conceal a blade.

“No weapons at the trial,” she shook her head.

“What?” she asked when she saw the look of outrage on my face. “Do you think you’re allowed to walk into a human courtroom with an Uzi?”

She made a good point, and I was happy to hear the arbiter of the issue would be the only one armed to deter conflict. “Someone is going to need to stop Aveena from going for my throat . . . or Lilith’s.” Her half-sister was probably the only person Aveena hated as much as me.

A courtesy knock by Xamira showed her in the same Men-in-Black suit as last week. She motioned that it was time to go and led us down to the lobby. It didn’t escape my attention that the two women took up positions to guard me from the front and back.

My eyes swept the space when we arrived, and I nearly tripped over my own feet. Aden and Xander were there in matching suits, but at the center of them was Lilith. She was clad in a floor-length black dress that matched her hair. It was cinched tight around her breasts, with fabric strategically cut away to show off a patch of diamond-shaped cleavage. A thin band of golden rope was tied as a belt high on her waist to complete the ensemble. She didn’t need a hint of makeup. Other than the cleavage, it was a fairly conservative look for the succubus.

Then she moved, and I swore my heart stopped for a good five seconds. You couldn’t tell when she was just standing there, but the dress was slit up both sides to the hip. Every step she took exposed her long, toned legs. It was tantalizing to watch as the simple act of walking almost showed the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. I snapped my mouth shut to avoid embarrassing myself.

“That’s more like it,” I coughed and tried to work saliva into my dry throat to compliment her.

“You look gorgeous,” I rasped.

She smiled at me, and I was glad her mark muted her natural effect on people. My pants were already a little snug. “Thank you,” she stepped into my comfort zone and adjusted my tie.

Maybe it was my imagination, but I could smell the power coming off her. “Did you have a good meal?” I couldn’t help but flirt a little. The smile she gave me was all the answer I needed.

“We should get going,” Aden tapped a watch on his wrist that easily looked like it cost five figures.

“Lead the way,” Lilith commanded, and Aden obeyed.

I wasn’t sure how the cabal was organized, but I knew Aden was older, which usually meant more powerful. Despite that, he followed the orders of his eighteen-year-old sister like she was the boss. That was something to digest as she grabbed my arm, and everyone formed up around us.

***

“Anything?” Becky walked through the door of the rental apartment with sandwiches and coffee. She might be the sheriff, but in her quiet county, she’d only been on one stakeout in her entire career. It had lasted two hours before they caught the perp.

“Nothing,” the gruff UN surveillance tech leaned back and rubbed his eyes. The balding, silver-haired veteran didn’t leave the giant camera they’d mounted on a tripod, and trained on the entrance to Dupree’s dorm, unattended for more than a few seconds.

They’d originally rented another apartment in town with a line of sight on his old room. Then they saw the movers taking all his shit to another dorm, and they lost their deposit on top of having to pay a fine when they broke the lease. The UN bean counters weren’t going to like that.

“Wait, I’ve got something!” the second tech announced.

The UN team was only two people. The gruff older agent and a bouncing-off-the-wall youngster with big glasses. The young woman seemed to scratch her eyewear every time she put it up to the compact telescope they were using to keep a lookout for anything unusual. She practically smashed her glasses into the eye slot as they watched a small group emerge from the dorm.

“On it,” a click click click echoed through the apartment as the state-of-the-art camera took a dozen pictures a second.

The camera was attached to a computer. Becky jumped behind it and watched as the pictures loaded. She’d been granted limited access to the UN’s databases, and she used that access to bring up facial recognition.

“Positive ID on Dupree, Danielle Underwood, and Lilith Venitas,” she informed. They’d started building dossiers on the people they were watching. Aside from Dupree, those were the other two students involved in the attack on campus.

Becky studied the other images coming in. They’d seen the other three individuals around the campus, but never at a great angle to get a good ID. Now that they were heading right toward them on their walk into town, they had dozens of good shots.

A positive beep returned a hit. “We’ve got a ninety-five percent match on a school ID out of Scotland for a . . . Xamira Venitas.” She pulled up another window and entered the name into the database. “Age twenty-four . . . registered as an imp with ties to the Venetian Cabal . . . with a master’s in hacking,” that made the surveillance team do a double take.

“They brought in more muscle after the attack,” the older agent replied as he continued to snap pictures.

Becky had never dealt with an imp before and felt the surge of competitiveness in her core. She wanted to test herself. In reality, she wanted to test herself against Vernon, but the big wolf wasn’t here. She didn’t like how that made her feel. She had no clan, tribe, or pack. She was a loner and had made her life as such. Suddenly finding herself wanting companionship, outside of someone to make her cum, was foreign and unwelcome.

As if the universe was rubbing it in, a new voice popped onto their comms network. “What do you have, Wood?”

Vernon’s masculine voice sent a thrill through her, but she pushed down the desire. “Dupree’s on the move with friends,” she relayed as the computer gave another affirmative beep. “We’ve got an eighty-eight percent match that the tall guy is Aden Venitas.”

A database search started by blinking a warning at her. No charges were pending against the man, but there was still an armed and extremely dangerous icon attached to his data. It went beyond him being an incubus and the effect that automatically had on women. There was a list of suspected and confirmed involvements in incidents dating back to the turn of the century.

“And not the twenty-first century,” she whistled. Aden Venitas was over a century old, and that type of age, on top of being a high-tier supernatural, made him extremely dangerous.

“Don’t engage,” Vernon was clearly reading the same data she was, and she heard the worry in his voice. Part of her hoped that was for her safety, while the other part told her she didn’t need his help.

She was a cop, the supernatural sheriff of this county, and she would do her duty. “Agreed,” she replied anyway. Just because she was sworn to serve and protect didn’t mean she was suicidal.

Unless someone started shooting, she was going to watch what happened next.

***

I grinned as I saw the neutral, third-party location that Aden picked out. It was Joe’s pizza joint. As probably the only supernatural-owned business in town, this made the most sense. Aden saw my grin and leaned in close.

“Always stack the deck in your favor as much as possible.” Those were words of wisdom if I’d ever heard them.

The sign on the door said it was closed for a private event, and the shades were drawn. The light crowds walking the downtown street of Vincent’s Hollow numbered under a dozen, but they all watched the formally-dressed group closely. I waved to a few people I knew, but that didn’t seem to put them at ease. There was something in the air tonight. Something the small town wasn’t used to.

Aden knocked on the door, and it immediately opened. Joe, in his sabretooth tiger form, stood a few heads taller than Aden, but the big shifter gave the incubus a small bow.

“Sir,” I saw the shotgun secured to Joe’s hip like it was a simple pistol. “Welcome.”

“Thank you, Master Joseph,” Aden returned the bow and entered after Joe stepped aside.

I followed Lilith in, and my breath caught again. At this rate, I was worried I’d get sleep apnea or something because of all the time surprises messed with my respiratory system.

The room had been cut in half by an invisible line. The pizza grease-stained tables were gone, and what was left of the original old-school furnishings had been given a good scrubbing. A large chair had been erected behind the counter, and it didn’t take a genius to know Joe was the only person large enough to fit in it. Sitting on the counter in front of it was a large gavel, so Joe was the arbitrator for this shindig.

“That’s a point in my favor,” I silently thanked Aden for getting the judge on our side.

As for the rest of the room, half of it had been overgrown by bright green moss. A quartet of boulders sat in a rough circle behind a stone slab. It wasn’t the onyx black of the sacrificial altar that Aveena had been fucking on back in her room. This one matched the plain gray boulders, but was clearly where the prosecution was going to make their case.

Four changelings sat on top of the boulders watching the cabal group enter. I recognized them all from school. There was also a large man I didn’t recognize. He was taller than everyone except Joe, but he was giving the big shifter a run for his money.

Despite his height, the new Fae couldn’t be any different from Joe. Joe was fucking ripped, but the new Fae looked like Buddha. He didn’t have rolls of fat because his stomach was basically one big, round ball. His cheeks were full, and he sported several chins. He had the Fae-typical pointed ears, a bald head, and his skin was a grayish color that matched the boulders.

“If that guy curled up in a ball, I’m pretty sure he’d blend right in,” I laughed to myself. I didn’t know what Aveena was thinking bringing the fatty to the party, but my guess was that he was someone like Aden. Here to help her present her case.

The changelings and fat Fae were all that Aveena brought with her, so the cabal outnumbered her. From the look on the Fae noble’s face, I would have thought differently. She was in a dress of pure white that seemed to glow with otherworldly light. She was showing more cleavage than Lilith, but a cloak draped around her shoulders hid enough to make it classy. Her hair fell like a golden waterfall down her back, and her head was adorned with a tiara made of a crystal that seemed to drink in the light that touched it.

She didn’t look at my group as we took our position on the opposite side of the room. Here, it looked more like a traditional courtroom. There was a large mahogany desk and enough chairs for everyone. Xamira, Dani, and Xander didn’t sit. They took up positions behind Lilith, me, and Aden. I could sense their tension like static electricity in the air. Lilith waved me into the middle seat, and the two sex-fueled supernaturals flanked me.

Joe took his seat moments later and banged the large gavel. It sounded like a boom of thunder in the small space.

“Hear yee, hear yee. The trial of mortal Cameron Dupree, brought before this court by Lady Aveena Foxbelle, Heir to the Winter Throne, is now in session. May all present be bound by the rules of our shared covenant. I invoke it once, twice, and thrice. Let all who betray it be labeled oath breakers.”

I felt the atmosphere grow heavy around me, and for the first time, I felt the sway the covenants held on reality. I’d never seen a human trade deal physically put a fifty-pound weight on a person’s shoulders.

“We will begin with the prosecution’s opening statement,” Joe gestured for Aveena to begin.

The Fae noble turned her attention to me for the first time, and I saw nothing but hate in her expression. I didn’t know who Chloe was to her, but she was fucking pissed I’d killed her. Then the noble Fae opened her mouth . . . and started to speak in a language I didn’t understand.

“That’s a low blow,” Aden leaned in close. “She’s addressing the court in the Fae’s natural tongue so you can’t understand.”

“Bitch,” I returned her glare with one of my own.

Thankfully, Aden spoke fluent Fae, and as he translated, I got a better feel for the language. I still definitely needed an interpreter by the end of her opening statement, but I could pick out a few words. Most notably: half-blood whore, murderer, and mortal. That was the core of her opening. Lilith was a whore. I was a bastard mortal who’d wronged a Fae noble, and when she ordered justice be done, I killed her vassal. She laid out the charges against me, and murder was only the most serious of a half a dozen she accused me of. Then she summoned the earth to rise up to meet her glamoured ass and took her seat.

“Now it’s our turn,” Aden nodded to Lilith.

The succubus stood up tall and confident. She surveyed the court, Aveena, and her people before bowing to Joe. Then, she waved her hand, and the mark on my hand blazed like a supernova. She smacked her hand on the desk and started to speak in flawless Fae. She gestured passionately between Aveena and me, and I was enthralled. Not only with her heaving breasts, but also the passion radiating from her.

For most of my experiences with Lilith, she’d been calm and collected. The two times I’d seen her draw her sword in my defense were different, but overall, she was pretty mellow. I guessed that’s what happened when most things were drawn to you by your very nature. What I saw in Joe’s pizza joint was something entirely different.

Lilith was a radiant, powerful, slightly frightening woman. Waves of desire and strength smashed into me one after the other. I couldn’t move. I could hardly breathe, and I couldn’t contain the bulge in my pants. I was surprised I didn’t fall off the seat. Her mark did nothing to dampen the effects as she unleashed more power than I’d ever seen before.

“And this is just the opening statement,” I gulped, as she concluded and took her seat. Even Aden seemed a little slack-jawed, but he recovered much faster.

Lilith leaned over, and I was sure the mere smell of her was going to give me a heart attack. “I broke down her argument,” she explained casually, like she hadn’t been a pure force of nature three seconds ago. “Then I leveled our charges against her.” She gave my hand a pat and pulled away.

I was completely drained, and the trial had been going for less than ten minutes. I wasn’t sure if my mortal constitution could handle much more.

***

The utility van parked across the street from Joe’s Pizza Place practically screamed law enforcement. First off, there wasn’t a sewer grate or electrical line within two blocks, so there was no reason for water and power to be there. Secondly, there were several antennas on top of the vehicle to send signals to satellites in orbit. None of those things were common in Vincent’s Hollow.

Becky knew it was a risk, but it was a risk they had to take. The targets had entered the pizza place just under ten minutes ago. The blinds were drawn, and a sign said it was closed, but there were ways for the surveillance techs to get around that.

The enthusiastic young woman was situated in the driver’s seat, trying and failing to casually point a directional microphone at the target. That was the easiest way to get a signal, but not the best.

“I’m getting a lot of static and yelling,” all the data flowed into a computer that the senior tech was monitoring. “This isn’t going to be worth shit.”

After several more seconds, he gave a disgusted grunt and started to unlatch a black square case at his feet. A sidebar opened on the screen, and code started to run before a confirmation popped up.

“Use this,” he banged on the divider between the front and back, and slid the equipment through the opening. There was a break in the noise, but then things started to come through much clearer.

“What is that?” Becky asked as she looked for a name on the case.

“Runic transceiver paired with a better directional mic,” the tech replied. “It shoots a laser onto the window in the shape of a rune. Katie up there is a mage and can power it for a little while. The soundwaves will hit the glass, the transceiver will pick it up, clean it up with the help of the mic, and then give us solid audio and transcripts.”

Becky wondered why they hadn’t used it before, but the young surveillance tech had already lost her natural exuberance. She reached into her pocket and grabbed a power bar. Five minutes later, she was leaning against the door and eating another. That told Becky everything she needed to know about the magical costs of using the equipment.

She just hoped they could keep this up long enough to get some evidence.

***

“That’s bullshit!” Aveena shed her classy demeanor to sling insults at Lilith. “The half-blood whore and her murderous scum should both rot in an eternal pit of despair. You have no loophole, no way to dodge the charges I’ve levied. Cameron Dupree is guilty. Guilty!” she smacked her palm on the stone slab and broke a chunk off.

The Fae noble was breathing hard, her tiara askew, and her eyes red. Both Lilith and I had underestimated how close she was to Chloe. I don’t think they were eat-each-other-out close, but they’d clearly been in each other’s lives for a while. Time away from their home realm had created a bond that I’d shattered.

Lilith calmly took the onslaught before firing back. She detailed that I’d attempted to make restitution. Aveena had rejected them. I’d been marked by the cabal, and Aveena had still ordered my life forfeit. While there was no question that I took Chloe’s life, there was an argument to be made that Aveena broke the covenants. As a result, my own illegal actions were in response to her illegal actions. As my mom used to say, two wrongs don’t make a right.

“Enough!” Joe’s thunderous gavel silenced everyone. “It is clear to me that what you both say is true.”

Aveena glared at Joe, but the big shifter didn’t flinch.

“Cameron Dupree killed Chloe Clearwater. He did so as a mortal and violated the covenants of taking a Fae life outside the proscriptions of war. Likewise, Lady Aveena Foxbelle violated the covenants by ordering the death of Lilith Venitas’s First. Both of you have standing, and the punishment proscribed is death upon the defendants.”

“That doesn’t work for me,” and judging by Aveena’s face, that ruined her weekend plans.

“I suggest you come to a compromise,” the shifter ordered, and sat back expectantly.

Aveena and Lilith turned to face each other, neither looking too pleased, but Lilith was the first to speak. “I can make reparations?” she suggested.

“Nothing you have will give me satisfaction except his head on a platter,” the Fae sneered back.

“Your inability to let go is what got you into this mess in the first place,” Lilith’s voice was calm, but her face was tight with irritation.

Aveena spewed several choice words in Fae, and I was sure I caught “cunt” in there. “It is clear this type of trial is not going to bring the resolution we seek,” the Fae continued. “I demand a trial by combat.”

“A what by what?” I blanked, and it seemed everyone else in my corner lost their shit.

Joe held up his hands and banged the gavel for order.

“You can’t be serious, Aveena. He’s a mortal,” Lilith countered, and I’d never been so happy to be called worthless.

“Yet, he killed one of my closest friends, a Fae, and a proven warrior. If he can do that, I think he can fight for himself.”

“This is . . .”

“I don’t want to hear from the silver-tongued harlot,” Aveena cut Lilith off. “I want to hear from Cameron Dupree.”

All eyes fell on me. I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants as I stood. “As all are aware, I am a mere mortal,” I felt playing chicken was my best defense.

Aveena didn’t. “I want you to think very carefully about the next words that come out of your mouth, Cam.” The look on her face told me she wasn’t fucking around. “There is more than just your life at stake.”

“What?” My eyes narrowed as she pointed a long finger at me.

“If you won’t stand up on your own two feet, I will take it out on everyone you love,” the smug look on her face as she rattled on told me this bitch was pure evil. “Your adoptive father, who likes to tinker in the shed behind the house until late at night. Your adoptive mother, who tends her small garden at the edge of the woods. Jerome Whitepaw, who degrades himself and his tribe by bowing to human supply and demand. Brad . . . I don’t care what his last name is . . . who has his head buried in his computer all the time. Even social justice warrior Makaylah. She’s a vegetarian and wouldn’t put up much of a fight. It would be easy for them all to have . . . accidents.”

Aveena held up a finger for each one of my friends and family she was planning to murder if I didn’t fight my own battles.

I knew it was a stupid thing to say, and I knew it was going to cost me my life. I was very attached to my life, and generally a pretty selfish person, but there was no way in hell I was going to offer up all my friends and family to this pointy-eared bitch.

“Fuck you,” I accompanied the curse by spitting at her. “I’ll fight.”

Lilith’s hand clamped down hard on mine, her face showing fear for the first time tonight, but it was too late.

Thankfully, it helped to have the judge in your back pocket. “You will have to choose a champion,” he ordered Aveena, wiping the smirk right off her face. “He is below your station.”

That didn’t sound like much of an excuse to me, but it meant everything to the stick-up-their-ass Fae.

“Ser Frederick will fight in my place,” she clapped the mountain of a man sitting next to her on the shoulder. “He is of the same station as the woman Cam murdered.”

Joe only had so much power and leverage. “Agreed,” he sounded like he was sealing my fate.

“Shall we adjourn to the killing field?” The expression on Aveena’s face made the Cheshire Cat look tame.

“Point of order,” Lilith called. I could see her mind churn as she tried to figure out how to get me out of the grave I’d dug myself into. “As a mortal, we request time to train him accordingly. Ser Frederick is clearly a knight of House Foxbelle’s court, and for a true challenge, the mortal must be armed and taught the ancient rites.”

“An . . . appropriate amount of time is reasonable,” Joe agreed.

“We will do it on Yule,” Aveena declared. “The mortal may choose the weapon, as is the weaker creature’s right.”

“I doubt anyone will let me bring a gun to this knife fight,” I whispered to Lilith, and she shook her head.

“Blades it is then,” I shrugged, because I was sure I’d just break my hands trying to punch that thing.

“It is settled,” Joe stood to tower over them all. “A trial by combat is approved by all parties. Cameron Dupree will duel Ser Fredrick of the Court of Lady Foxbelle, on Yule, with blades of their choice.” The gavel smashed onto the table, and it was over.

Aveena gave me a truly evil smile and vanished along with the knight. The changelings hurried for the door as if we were going to rip them to pieces now that their liege was gone.

“Way to colossally fuck that up, Cam,” Dani smacked me on the shoulder.

“He bought himself a few months to live,” Lilith waved for everyone to be silent. “Aveena wasn’t going to let this go without blood, and we walked right into it,” she smashed her fist into the table and shattered it.

I jumped back as slivers embedded themselves in my hands and face.

“You mean she wanted this to happen?” I asked.

“She played it up big, but she knew she couldn’t get your head without losing hers under the covenant,” Lilith was still steaming. Her frustration literally pushed everyone away with pulses of raw energy. “She was waiting to ask for a trial by combat, and had that big troll ready.

I realized she wasn’t dissing the fat Fae. The big guy was actually a troll.

“Threatening everyone you love was just the cherry on top for her.” The fight went out of Lilith, and she dropped into the chair. “I’m sorry, Cam,” she put her head in her hands and started to sob.

My heart shattered into a million pieces, and I was at her side immediately. “It’s fine,” I hugged and comforted her. “I’ll be fine. Dani is going to train me up good, and Xamira . . .” Both women were shaking their heads back and forth, “. . . Xamira has been fighting since she was a kid. She’ll teach me a thing or two.”

It was the best I could do to reassure Lilith. Dani and Xamira would train me for the next few months, and then I’d take my chances against the honest-to-gods troll.

“I’ve faced worse odds,” I gulped, and started to stroke Lilith’s hair. “Maybe I can pull one more win out of my ass.”


Chapter 21

“Defend yourself!” Xamira’s voice was laced with frustration.

“What the fuck do you think I’m trying to do?” I snarled as I blocked her fist with my skull.

At least I didn’t pass out. I did fall . . . hard, onto the padded mats laid out in the private training room in the gym. It was Friday evening, the day after the trial, and Xamira was already putting the screws to me.

I’d barely finished shaking off the punch to my dome when she crashed into me. Before I knew it, she twirled on top of me like a world-class stripper. Somehow, she grabbed my arm and locked my torso down with her legs. Lying on her back, horizontally across my chest, she started to arch her back ever so slowly. After an inch, it became painfully obvious my arm was not designed to bend that way.

“Owww . . . fuck . . . uncle!” I cried, and she released me.

“You’re dead,” she stated flatly, and hopped back to her feet.

I took a moment to catch my breath, massage my aching head, and shake out my arm. The imp had dismantled me in under five seconds. That did not bode well for my chances against a troll knight. I tried not to, but my thoughts went to Lilith.

The succubus hadn’t cried for long, and when she finished, she acted like it hadn’t happened at all. It was a surprisingly macho move from the most feminine creature I’d ever known. Aden didn’t give me any new insights, and my bodyguards were silent the whole walk home.

Maybe it was the mark, or maybe I’d just spent more time with her, but I was starting to get a better feel for Lilith. She was still upset and wouldn’t be entirely at peace until this was all over. That peace would likely accompany my death, but I could always pray to the gods for a miracle.

“Those righteous pricks have a funny way of answering prayers,” I stood and faced Xamira again.

The imp regarded me with barely-contained disappointment. Obviously, I wasn’t up to imp training standards. As far as humans went, I thought I was ok. I’d gotten into a few scrapes in my life. It was hard not to in an orphanage. There was a pecking order, and every time someone new arrived, it was a challenge to that natural order. Of course, I was eight, and eight-year-olds fighting is hilarious. It’s all hands and feet flailing until someone gets lucky.

I got into a few dust-ups in middle school as well, but again, nothing out of the ordinary. I felt like I could handle myself. My height and weight made humans think twice about fucking with me, but being a human meant the supernatural didn’t see me as a threat at all. Until now. Now, a powerful one wanted me dead.

“Shouldn’t we be working with swords?” I asked, as I watched Xamira circling me like a shark hunting a wounded sea lion. “That’s what I’ll be fighting with.”

“Wrong,” she answered, and sprang toward me with a simple one-two combination.

She’d slowed down her speed to something approaching normal, and I was able to dodge the jabs by sliding my head back and forth. I don’t know if she did it to boost my ego, but it felt good not to get smacked down right away.

“You fight with this,” she pointed at her temple. “All fights are won and lost here,” she continued to circle.

“Ok, Sun Zu,” I rolled my eyes.

She took advantage of my glibness. She threw the same one-two jabs, but then followed them up with more strikes. I dodge once . . . twice . . . barely managed a third, and then . . .

Something violent assaulted my senses. My eyes focused on Xamira standing over me and the broken capsule she wafted under my nostrils.

“Ow,” I groaned. It didn’t take a genius to realize she’d knocked my ass out.

She pointedly didn’t offer me a hand up. She just gestured to a pair of chairs sitting at the edge of the mat. Xander was standing next to them, and he just shook his head. A sharp look from Xamira, and he shrugged before heading outside. I didn’t know if the twins were telepathic. After everything else I’d seen, it wouldn’t surprise me.

We took our seats, and she stared deep into my eyes. It wasn’t erotic. It wasn’t even friendly. It was the type of stare that told me to sit up and pay attention. “You’re small and you’re weak,” she began. “Against a troll, there’s a greater divide than between us.”

“Shit,” if the troll was stronger than Xamira, I’d really dived headfirst into an ocean of horse shit.

“The one advantage you have is speed,” she held her hands out, palms up. I placed mine above hers. I knew this game. “Don’t let me hit you.”

I’d barely even flinched when the sting of her strike traveled up my arms. I gritted my teeth and tried again. Again, I failed. We did it for about ten minutes, and I was no closer to anticipating the imp’s attack.

“Fuck,” I shook my hands out after my latest failure. When my guard was down, she slapped me hard enough in the face that I fell out of my chair.

“Don’t you ever roll your eyes at me again,” she stood over me with power surging off her. It wasn’t the same level as an enraged Lilith, but I still cowered beneath the mighty supernatural. “I’m trying to save your life. The only responses I want to hear from you are: yes, ma’am, or how high, ma’am.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied, and this time, she offered me a hand up.

If the last half hour was a tutorial in how utterly outclassed I was . . . message received.

“Let’s get back to work,” she rolled up her long-sleeved shirt to reveal two full tattoo sleeves making their way down each arm.

I picked out everything from flowers to what I assumed were runic scribblings. I wanted to see more, but a flurry of fists came my way, and I was suddenly too busy.

“This is my life for the next two months,” I realized, and I was surprised to feel determination burning in my gut.

For the first time in a long time, other people were counting on me. Of course, I was still looking out for number one, but I had people watching my back now. Jerome, Brad, and Makaylah were great, but they couldn’t stand up to a pissed off Fae. Only the cabal could.

“My cabal.”

***

Vernon entered the Director’s office calmly. This time, he’d been invited and had an appointment. The secretary still gave him a cross look as he walked past her. She’d never gotten over how he bulldozed over her last time. Unfortunately, he was learning the hard way not to disrespect the assistants and secretaries of powerful people. They held the keys to the schedules, opened many doors, and he’d suddenly found the Director booked up for weeks before she could see him.

“Hopefully, there’s good news,” he thought as he gave the middle-aged woman a friendly smile.

“Agent Dud,” the Director was clicking away on her computer, but she spared a moment to point at a seat.

It had been about a month since he’d burst in here, and aside from transcripts from the surveillance team, there had been zero movement in the Dupree case. That was frustrating. It was the only case assigned to him that wasn’t making any progress. He hated having any red in his ledger.

The Director continued to type away for a few more seconds before sending the email. “Good news,” she turned to face him. “The judge sided with us.”

“Yes,” he did a little fist pump to the Director’s amusement.

“The cabal’s lawyers weren’t expecting the surveillance transcripts and sworn statements of our agents. We met the threshold for an immediate threat to the life or limb of an American citizen. The State Department is also reaching out to the Fae, but they’re not even answering the phone. That’s above your pay grade, but what we do have is authorization to begin the deep dive.”

“Can we expedite it?” Vernon was already thinking of subtle and more aggressive approaches to confront Mr. Dupree.

“It’s at the top of the list, but it’s still going to take at least a month,” she replied, much to his displeasure. “Don’t look glum, Vernon,” she gave him a knowing look. “We’re going to wrap this all up in a nice little bow for the prosecutors. We’ll hit the cabal where it hurts. Embarrass the Fae enough to maybe get them to back off a little, and get this Dupree character. Whatever he’s up to, his time is running out.”

“I’ll be on the first flight up there,” he started to stand, but a sharp glance from the Director made him plant his ass back in the seat.

“Not yet,” she held up a hand to forestall his objection. “It’s going to take time to get all the data in and procure the warrants. At a glance, if the labs hit their standard turnaround time frames, we’ll be able to nab everyone involved just before this idiotic trial by combat nonsense. Until then, I’ve got other jobs for you.”

A ping sounded, and he pulled out his tablet. “Vampires?” he quirked an eyebrow. Despite popular fiction, there was no big beef between werewolves and vampires, so there was no overwhelming hatred on his part.

“There’s a new coven up in Seattle getting uppity,” she informed. “Most of this generation has gone the veggie route with humans; something we actively encourage, but a few swung the opposite way. They’re spouting the same old ‘we’re better than you’ crap, but they’re backing it up. ATF is pretty sure they’ve gathered a small arsenal, and every vamp in Washington state who thinks like they do is involved. That’s still only sixty or so, but with enough firepower, and the illegal drugs they’re running, it’s enough for us to get involved and come down on them hard.”

Vernon read the profile with a grimace. The coven was flooding the streets with V: the unoriginally-named synthetic drug that was part ecstasy, part vampire blood. It was extremely addictive and had the side effect of producing blood slaves.

Turning a human being into a vampire wasn’t quite what writers had claimed it to be. At its core, vampirism was a virus, and enough of the virus needed to get into a human bloodstream to take over. The problem was that the human body’s immune system was a powerful weapon against anything, including vampirism. For a healthy human to undergo the change, they’d have to chug about a gallon of vampire blood in under five minutes, and not puke it all up. If someone was sick or weak, it took less, which was how the whole ‘change someone on the verge of death’ myth started.

People who drank vampire blood, but didn’t change, became highly addicted to the substance and the vampire who produced it. It was a little ironic that vampires with a taste for world domination ended up giving up as much blood as they drank, but that was how it really worked.

“Sixty vamps and probably three times as many blood slaves,” Vernon whistled. “That’s going to be rough. I’ll need some heavy firepower.”

“You’ll have it, but you’re there to keep the UN’s foot in the door. DOJ has the lead. The local FBI branch is calling in its HRT team. They did the legwork and want credit for taking these assholes down; so, you’ll have another dozen supernaturals on hand. Everyone from the local PD to you is involved in this. It’ll be one of the biggest operations in the last decade. The mayor is already pissed, but the President and Secretary General told her to shove it.”

Vernon couldn’t help but grin. He wanted to clear up the mess at St. Vincent’s, but the wolf in him was thrilled at the prospect of such a big challenge.

“You’re on the first flight out in the morning,” the Director turned back to her computer. “I’ll make sure you’re kept in the loop with Dupree, but we’re in a holding pattern there until late December.”

He took the hint and took his leave. He was itching to get back in the field, but the one downside of all this was not getting to see Wood. They’d been texting a lot lately, and hearing from her made him smile. He’d probably still end up in a bar with some local shifter groupie bobbin on his knob after he successfully brought down this coven, but it wouldn’t be as satisfying as having the sheriff-shifter doing the dirty.

***

Lilith strutted into her room and collapsed on her bed. She’d just failed a pop quiz that she should have known was coming. “Suck it up,” she ordered herself to stop wallowing, and moved to the small refrigerator in the corner.

Inside was a good amount of regular food for her and Xamira. The imp, being half-human, had a vivacious metabolism and boasted a hefty per-diem from the cabal to prove it. The bottom three-fourths of the fridge were always filled with snacks and drinks. In the back were a few wine coolers, but Lilith hadn’t touched them. It wasn’t because she didn’t need a drink. It was because she didn’t want to develop that habit. Her race lived a long time, and habits were easy to form.

Carefully, she grabbed one of the specimen containers on the top shelf and a chilled eye dropper. She unscrewed the lid and tried to keep her mouth from watering. To everything but a succubus, cum smelled like cum; which was not good. To her, Cam’s seed was a bouquet of aromas. Even better, the aromas varied. It had something to do with his state of mind at the point of release, and she had her favorite jars marked. Today, she went for the first one Dani had ever collected for her.

In the month and a half since the trial, Dani had played Grubhub and collected four other samples from Cam. The dwarf might complain about running errands like a Starbucks barista, but every time she came back with a smile. Lilith was more than a little frustrated that she couldn’t get what she wanted from Cam herself, but it still wasn’t safe. The cabal’s labs were still gene mapping her First to see why his jizz had the power to incapacitate a supernatural of her power, but there was nothing yet.

In fact, they had passed the deadline. “Any day now,” she told herself as she dipped the stopper in and sucked up .2 ml. A little trial and error, and she’d found that was the perfect amount to fulfill her needs. She held the stopper over her mouth and braced.

The chunky liquid dropped into her mouth. An explosion of flavor hit her tongue. If surprise had a taste, this was it. She’d heard all about Dani catching him wanking it to some cat shifter, and the fantasy of Cam stroking his hard cock had kept her up at night more than once. For such an ordinary human, he was absolutely extraordinary.

She felt like she was sinking through her bed as the seed worked its way into her body, and her body devoured it like a pack of hungry wolves. She gave a little gasp, and her eyes rolled back into her head despite her attempts to stay focused. No matter how hard she tried, this batch always put her out of it for a few seconds.

When she finally opened her eyes, she could see the glow of power reflecting off the ceiling. She felt fully charged, alert, and ready to tackle the rest of her day, which meant extra credit for the quiz she’d just failed. She was trying to think of a good topic for the essay when her computer beeped.

She went to check on it and felt a surge of excitement. It was from the cabal. It was routed through proxy servers, and an icon told her it was heavily encrypted, but it had to be the results. She greedily clicked on the email and waited as the decryption software ran. It took several minutes, which told her just how close to the vest the cabal was holding Cam’s genetic data.

“I definitely picked a winner,” she gave herself a mental pat on the back.

When the gibberish finally solidified into intelligible words, she frowned. It was not a comprehensive genetic layout of Cameron Dupree. It wasn’t even from the lab. It was from her mother and only contained seventeen words.

Make all attempts to reconcile with your sister. No harm should come to Cameron. That’s an order.

Lilith’s mother wasn’t known for being a warm creature, but this was blunt even for her. Lilith looked for any hidden meaning in the words, but found nothing. She sat back in her chair and scratched her head. From her purse, she heard her phone vibrate.

“Now,” the text message came from an unknown number, but Lilith knew exactly who it was from. She knew there were cameras in her room, and right now, her mother was watching.

She took a deep breath, nodded, and stepped. Teleportation was a gift she’d inherited from her father, and like all Fae, it wasn’t instantaneous. In fact, she had stepped out of her world and into some place in-between. She suspected the noble Fae’s ability to manipulate subspaces was born of this power as well, but she couldn’t be sure without a teacher.

What it did mean was that she had to walk in a world of shadows, smoke, and off-putting light. She swore there were creatures here, something that called this place home, and was just beyond her vision. Despite the sensation crawling up her spine, nothing bothered her. As she made her way through the space, where time and distance worked differently than in her home realm, there were chunks of white interspaced among the black and gray. She knew from experience that the white blotches were water that met some magical threshold. She couldn’t move through those portions of space. There wasn’t much blocking her today. It didn’t even slow her down. A step in this place could cover a hundred miles, but she only had to go a few hundred feet. She focused on her destination, and it popped up a few steps in front of her. Wards glowed bright, even in this place, and while not as unassailable as the white spots, trying to move through the protective enchantments was like trying to walk through quicksand that was doing its best to eat you. She stopped on the edge of the wards and stepped again. 

When she emerged back into the real world, she found herself on the stairwell landing leading to Aveena’s floor. The two changelings standing guard nearly had a heart attack at her abrupt appearance, and one sprinted into the Fae noble’s room.

“I come in peace,” Lilith informed calmly, walking toward the single young man left in the hallway. He was no threat to her, and she wanted him to understand she was not a threat to him. “I wish an audience with your Lady.”

She saw the poor changeling visibly gulp, but he attempted to be brave. “Please have a seat,” his voice caught in his throat, but he got the request out.

Lilith settled into a pair of chairs that looked out of place in a dorm hallway and prepared to wait a long time for Aveena to receive her. Her half-sister wasn’t about to roll out the red carpet. Surprisingly, only a few minutes later, another changeling appeared and waved her in.

She crossed the threshold into a little bit of the Fae realm that Aveena had carved out for herself. Just inside the doorway was Ser Fredrick. The giant troll had his sword slung across his back, and nothing else. Fae modesty standards were far different than humans, but it was still a surprise for Lilith to nearly run face-first into his monster cock.

“Succubus,” the knight inclined his head.

“At least it’s not half-blood whore,” she thought.

“Sir knight,” she replied, and glanced around the room.

Changelings were moving around, going about their daily chores, all completely nude. Her eyes drank them all in. Their rugged jaws, high cheekbones, sculpted abs, perky tits, and cocks that were starting to get hard in her presence. Even the knight, with all his self-control, was starting to pop some chub. Since the troll’s rod was probably eighteen inches fully engorged, it was literally enough to kill most women.

“Clever, Aveena,” she smirked. Her sister was trying to use her succubus nature against her. This was a test of her control. A test she would easily pass. “And then some.”

“It seems I’m overdressed,” she gave the knight a coy smile and started to slip out of her uniform.

Even the noble knight wasn’t able to control himself. As her breasts popped free, and her slit emerged from beneath her skirt, his dick leaped to its full length: her eighteen-inch estimate was on the small side. Her natural powers swept outward from the two of them, and one by one, the changelings succumbed. The men were leaking from their tips, and the women were wet and ready as she followed the troll up the small hill.

As they arrived on a plateau, Aveena didn’t look happy to see her. She looked pissed.

“What do you want?” she snarled in Fae.

“To parlay,” she replied. “The cabal wants this feud to come to an end. I’m sure your own people informed you the human government is looking into this now.”

“Meaningless mortals,” she scoffed. “They only know because you had someone spy on us and leak the details of the trial,” she snarled back. “Another violation of the covenants.”

“I did no such thing, and neither did anyone that attended,” Lilith replied levelly, and then took a chance. She sighed, took a seat on a moss-covered boulder, and let a little emotion show. “Aveena, this is getting out of hand,” she tried to break through to her sister. “People are asking questions, digging where neither of us wants them to, and it’s only going to end with all of us shamed and embarrassed.”

“Wrong,” Aveena didn’t accept the emotional olive branch. “This will all end with Cameron fucking Dupree’s head mounted on my wall.”

Lilith rubbed her eyes and tried not to grind her teeth. “Is there anything I can do that will end this?” she asked earnestly.

Aveena opened her mouth to throw out an insult, but quickly shut it. Her expression turned pensive. “Cam knows the other price I’m willing to take. He swears fealty to me. I own him, and then we’re even.”

Lilith knew what that meant. The Fae would torture him, and he wouldn’t be able to resist. Aveena would have him torture himself just to watch him scream. He would be bound by blood to suffer and die.

“He won’t take that deal,” Lilith replied, knowing this was a waste of time.

“Then we will meet steel with steel, and Ser Fredrick will bring me his head,” Aveena replied smugly. The big troll was standing guard off to the side, but the intimidation tactic was softened by his pulsing hard on.

“Then, we have nothing left to discuss,” Lilith rose and gave Aveena a small bow. As she moved, the knight fell in step behind her; close enough he almost butt-fucked her when she stopped and turned to face him.

The knight looked uncertain for a second as she stared him down. Then, she reached out and flicked the tip of his cock. An avalanche of her erotic magic crashed into the Fae from the simple touch. He dropped to his knees with a moan of ecstasy as wave after wave of cum erupted from him. On his knees, Lilith was easily able to see over him to stare down Aveena.

“Hopefully, your knight will be more up to the task against my First,” she deadpanned. She turned on her heel, avoiding the sizeable pool of jizz on the ground, and strode down the hill and out of Aveena’s room.

She’d likely just made the situation worse, but she couldn’t help herself. Aveena was a fucking bitch sometimes, and any time she could bring her down to size, she’d take it.


Chapter 22

Vernon growled as repetitive booms cut through the midafternoon air. “Cover fire!” he yelled.

“That machine gun is killing us,” he peeked up over the car he was using as a shield, and caught some asphalt debris to the face. He swiped at it with a massive paw as he withdrew behind cover.

The FBI tactical team he was assigned to leaned out from where they were scattered across a city block and returned fire. They were all equipped with M4 semi-automatic rifles capable of firing one or three-round bursts. They were the same weapons the US Army infantry was equipped with, and normally could handle anything a wannabe gangster, or pissed off vampire, could throw at them.

Not today. Today, the rogue coven of vampires was ready. Vernon was confident there’d been a leak. Internal Affairs was going to need to figure out who fucked up, because there was no way a bunch of vamps should have gotten their hands on a pair of M240 Bravos and set them up directly on the joint task force’s avenue of approach. In the process, they’d turned a block of downtown Seattle into a fucking war zone.

Despite the gunfight going on for ten minutes, civilians were still screaming as Seattle PD tried to move the unlucky ones outside the hasty perimeter.

“Those guns gotta go,” an armored mage stated as more heavy 7.62 caliber rounds smashed into their improvised cover.

“No shit, sherlock,” Vernon bit back his retort.

He’d already been hit with several of the heavy rounds during their initial approach. Back when they thought they had the element of surprise on their side. His armor’s wards held, but there were several burned-out patches of fabric across his body. If he got hit there again, he had to hope good old Kevlar could do the job.

He was fully shifted now, just like every other shifter in the assault force, which was doing more harm than good. His hulking form was hard to hide behind the compacts Seattle’s eco-conscious citizens preferred to drive. Hell, he could probably throw the damn car at the machine gun nest.

“Here’s the plan.” Vernon wasn’t in tactical command, but they needed to move. Movement was life. It didn’t matter if they went left, right, up, or down; they needed to be anywhere but here. “Everyone is going to pop smoke,” he unhooked the color-coded grenade from his tactical vest. “Johnson,” he pointed to the Caeli mage, “you move this shit right up in their faces and hold it there. I don’t want them to be able to see the vamp sitting next to them, much less us.”

The mage nodded, and Vernon felt a tingle in his mind as the air started to act unnaturally. Johnson was a mid-strength mage, and he needed time to bend the air currents to his will.

“We’ll bound up by team, and get our asses through the front door,” Vernon pointed to the big man-bear shifter cradling an automatic shotgun. “Blow the hinges and kick that fucker in.”

The bear gave a toothy grin. If he was anything like Vernon, he was tired of this sitting-around chicken shit.

“On three,” Vernon counted them down, pulled the pin, and tossed his grenade.

They didn’t go boom like fragmentary or flash-bangs; it was more of a pop hiss, but a dozen of them started spewing thick gray fog into the air. The air caught it, contained it, and started to push it toward the two machine gun nests. The vamps had placed their heavy weapons perfectly, so they had interconnected fields of fire and could support each other. That also meant they were close enough that the Caeli mage could hit them both at once.

The firing became more erratic for a second as the vamps tried to blast the incoming smoke, but when they realized it wasn’t harmful, the rate of fire dropped to nothing.

“Alpha team, move!” Vernon ordered as he leaped over the car and dashed forward. He had his Colts in both hands, and probably looked a little ridiculous compared to the armored men with M4s.

Half a dozen men and women burst from cover and headed for the door. They were about a block away, but only made it halfway before the machine guns opened up again.

“Please don’t tell me they have thermals,” Vernon prayed as he dove into an alley. Vamps getting military-grade heavy weapons was one thing, but thermal sights should have been just as, or more, tightly controlled.

The fire lasted for a few seconds, and his prayers were answered. They were probing shots. The vamps couldn’t actually see them. “Alpha set, Bravo, go!” he ordered, and poked his pistols around the solid brick corner. The other half-dozen members of the tactical unit rushed forward, passed alpha team, and made it all the way to the door.

“Breech, we’ll cover you,” Vernon ordered. The faster they were in the building, the quicker they could end this.

The heavy booms of the bear-shifter’s shotgun rang out, and seconds later, the machine guns opened up. They didn’t have an angle directly at the door, but they knew what the federal team was up to. Their fire raked back and forth across the street, and Vernon barely ducked behind the wall before bullets smacked into the brick corner.

“Things are getting interesting,” he grinned.

“Breaching!” the Bravo team leader informed.

A second later, a giant rip-boom cut through the hectic battlespace. Then people started screaming. “Silver claymore!” a pained and dying voice gurgled through the communications net . . . and then nothing.

“Fuck!” Vernon peeked out from behind cover.

Most of Bravo Team was down, and a big fucking hole sat where the door had been. The Caeli mage looked like he’d taken a hit, and the smoke obscuring the machine gunners’ sights was lifting.

“Move! Get to the door!” Vernon yelled and sprinted from behind cover.

Machine gun rounds chewed up the street around him as he dashed forward at close to fifty miles per hour. He didn’t try to slow down and return fire. That would only get his ass shot. He was sprinting as fast as he could, and he wasn’t slowing down. He felt something heavy hit his shoulder, and the flash-burn of his ward protecting him seared up his neck. He stumbled slightly, but was able to stop himself from face-planting and getting shot to shit. He corrected course and kept on running.

He was twenty feet from the hole when something hard punched into his leg. The ward was already gone, and the fucker hurt. Momentum kept him going as he stumbled through the opening. He didn’t stop there. His leg wasn’t responding well to his brain’s commands, and it buckled when he tried to pump the brakes.

“Shit balls,” he had time to think before he tucked his shoulder and smashed through the far wall. On the other side of that wall was a hallway, and the opposite wall only half stopped him.

Head and chest on one side, and his ass on the other, with his waist caught in the drywall, he’d successfully made entry. “Report,” he winced.

Before he could get a reply, an incredible burning sensation ignited in his leg. He howled in pain as the ancient bane of his species hammered him. Without thinking, he grabbed a tourniquet from his belt. He channeled magic into it, and runes lit up in response. He growled as he tried to move his useless leg to get the tourniquet under his foot and move it up above his wound. The round had penetrated just below the knee, so he worked the life-saving, enchanted tourniquet to the middle of his quad. He stopped to rip a two-by-four out of the wall and place it in his mouth.

“This is gonna suck,” he pulled.

He roared in pain and bit straight through the wood as the magically imbued medical device clamped down on his thigh enough to stop the blood flow. On top of that, it was hot; as the spell repulsed the silverbane to keep it isolated in his leg.

It hurt like the mother of all motherfuckers, but it had to be done. The leg would go gangrene and die in short order with no blood flow to the extremity, but it kept the silverbane localized. If he let it spread and get to his heart, he was dead with a capital D. He still felt like he had the world’s worst case of hemorrhoids in his leg, but the painful burning didn’t move past the tourniquet. His first aid complete, he finally checked his surroundings.

He’d lost one of his Colts when running through the walls, but he gripped the other one tightly and scanned the area. It was full of dust and asbestos from his wrecking-ball entry, but was clear other than that. He struggled to his feet to find a more defensible position than hanging out in a wall.

“Report,” he ordered again.

“Bravo’s down,” someone relayed. “Medics are trying to get to them, but the vamps are keeping everyone pinned with those guns.

“I’ll handle it,” Vernon grunted. The mission was still to get these drug-dealing vamps off the street, but he couldn’t do that if the team died.

All the assault elements had memorized the blueprint of the building when they ran rehearsals. Their carefully choreographed plan hadn’t survived contact with the enemy, but the building was still the building. Vernon limped down the hall, hugging the wall, toward the stairs. The door was locked, but a quick punch from his giant, furry paw knocked it down.

Immediately, gunfire slammed into him. He should have been more careful. His senses should have picked up the rapid breathing on the other side of the door. He should have done a lot of things, but he was hurting, and that cost him his edge.

The kid on the other side of the door, and he was definitely a kid, was holding down the trigger of an M16. It was an older military weapon, phased out in favor of the M4, but it still worked the same. The young vamp obviously thought it was some sort of machine gun and would keep firing. The single trigger pull fired off three rounds. Two hit Vernon in the chest, while the recoil forced the rifle upward. Round three was almost fatal. It whizzed past his ear close enough that the zip overloaded his eardrum for a heartbeat.

Vernon felt a burst of warmth as the ward died, and the punch of kinetic force as he took the second round in the vest. Thankfully, the Kevlar there was designed to take hits. He could smell the silverbane of the bullet, but it pancaked against the armored plate.

The young vamp had enough time to look at his gun in surprise. He looked equally surprised that Vernon was still standing, but didn’t get another chance to do anything about it before the UN agent put a round between his eyes. His chamber was dialed into the liquid UV rounds. While a round anywhere else probably wouldn’t kill the vamp if he got medical attention, a round to the noggin sure as shit did. The steel-jacketed round punched a hole in the kid’s brain, and the liquid ate at it like hydrochloric acid until it overwhelmed the vamp’s healing ability.

The look of surprise was forever frozen on the face of a creature that expected to live for a thousand years. The poor bastard hadn’t even hit twenty as he toppled forward and spilled blood and chunks of brain all over Vernon’s boots.

“If no one hasn’t realized it yet, they’re packing silverbane,” he growled over the net. The spike of pain from the hit to the chest had already healed, so he began the arduous task of climbing the stairs.

Even for a shifter, it was time-consuming to do on one leg. The building had five stories, and he had to move carefully now. His protective wards were all but shot, and one silver bullet to his center of mass, and the fat lady was gonna sing for Vernon Dud.

Radio traffic continued to fly back and forth as teams tried to get to the down assault element or push into other sections of the building. He shut them all up and turned his radio off. Vamps had great hearing, and he didn’t want them to sense him coming. Each floor had a locked door at each landing, but he didn’t try to bust through. There were civilian businesses on most of these floors, and he didn’t want to gun down a single mother of three by accident. Intelligence said most of the vamp’s operations were on the basement level, but there was no telling how far they’d infiltrated the upstairs businesses with blood slaves. The frequent bursts of gunfire from inside the building made it clear that nowhere was safe or secure.

It took him about five minutes to get to the roof access. He laid out the map in his mind with where he knew the machine guns were located. He’d move against the one on the left first with a grenade. He’d pivot to the right while the vamps dealt with steel ripping into them, and target the other nest. He hoped they hadn’t built defenses to cover their rear, or he’d only have the thin metal of some AC units as cover. Considering his lack of mobility, he’d be fucked.

“Shit or get off the pot,” he told himself as he forced the roof door open with a screech of protesting metal.

The grenade left his hand on instinct in the direction of the closest nest. He was already dragging his wounded ass around the corner of the entrance when he felt the heat and kinetic energy slam into his back. He probably singed a hair or two, but he was good. He brought his Colt around on the other nest and thanked the gods above and below that they hadn’t reinforced their six o’clock. Two vamps were still turning toward the explosion and trying to maneuver the big machine gun. They seemed to move in slow motion. They were fast, but he was faster.

One round caught the vamp holding the weapon in the chest, and he went down. His buddy lasted a second longer before two rounds smacked into him. The liquid UV started to chew its way through their bloodstream. They screamed in agony, but Vernon didn’t care. He walked up and shot them both in the head so they’d shut the fuck up.

He felt more than knew the other vamps were coming. He threw himself to the ground before the crack of rounds fired at him resounded through the air. He felt them pass over him, missing him by inches. A pissed off vamp was holding the machine gun like Rambo and spraying the rooftop. His clothes were ragged, and blood covered them from the grenade’s shrapnel wounds, but they’d already healed. Unfortunately, the vamp didn’t take into consideration the massive gun’s recoil. All of the shots went high.

The asshole wouldn’t heal from the multiple rounds Vernon pumped into the vamp’s chest and head. The big vamp teetered like a tree in a storm before going down like a sack of bricks.

“The roof is clear,” he relayed through clenched teeth. “You should be clear to make entry.”

“Roger that,” replied the alpha team leader who’d never made it in the building. “What’s your location?” He could already hear the medics shouting as they advanced toward the wounded five stories below.

“Send a medic up to the roof when you get a chance,” he sat down against the roof’s edge, next to one of the nests. “I took a silver round to the leg, tourniquet is applied, so no rush.” As he said it, he ripped open his pants and glanced at just how fucked up his leg really looked. With the silverbane in his system and no regeneration, the big machine gun round had done some real damage. If he were human, he’d have already died from blood loss. “Maybe get someone up here sooner rather than later,” he sighed.

His fight was over. He’d let the rest of the assault elements sweep the building, grab the vamps, and tear down their V lab. Barring all that going down without a hitch, it would be another successful mission for his resume.

“Lots of people are dying,” he thought to himself. He didn’t know if anyone from Bravo Team would make it yet.

That, plus all the deputies back in Lincoln had made the ultimate sacrifice. He made a mental note to check recent casualty figures to see if law enforcement was losing more people to supernatural incidents than usual. Over the last two missions, it sure felt that way. As he thought it over, the door flung open and a pair of medics rushed toward him.

He finally relaxed, holstered his Colt, and let the good times roll, but that was probably the drugs they pumped into him.

***

I felt like I was finally getting the hang of this. There was a flow to combat. It was a bit like dancing, but your partner was trying to bust open your skull and dump your brains all over the floor. This wasn’t at-the-club dancing where a girl and guy did their best to buttfuck each other with clothes on. This was the tango, waltz, mamba, or any of the other dances they did on Dancing with the Stars. There was rhythm and feeling ingrained in it, and if you knew how to read it, you could anticipate and adapt.

It took me a solid month to realize I was good at fighting, but I learned it the hard way. Xamira kicked my ass up and down that gym. She knocked me out more times than I can count, left me bleeding and broken, and then demanded I get back up and keep fighting. I was convinced that was half the lesson: never give up.

The imp started by throwing simple, standard combinations. Eventually, I could anticipate and dodge. Then she threw more complicated punches, which I had to dodge, block, or counter. This was about the time she taught me to punch, because punching didn’t mean shit if you couldn’t avoid getting hit in return, especially when your opponent was an eight-foot-tall troll with a dick the size of my forearm. Lilith filled us in on that helpful tidbit, which did wonders for my self-esteem.

“As if I’m not inferior enough,” I thought, but Xamira didn’t give me time to pout. Once she knew I could hit, she threw more techniques at me.

Not only did she want me to dodge, she wanted me to attack, counter, feint, and generally get my opponent to do what I wanted and not the other way around. Weeks went into that instruction; four hours a day after class, plus morning workouts where the imp honed my body and mind. I should have been half dead after the first week, but for the first time, I finally felt alive.

During one session, Xamira came at me. She’d probably dialed it up to a four, but still, I was able to go three minutes without taking a hit. I ducked, dived, dipped, and dodged my way around her. I didn’t allow her to dictate the tempo, and I even scored a hit. My fist grazed her cheek . . . and the next thing I knew, I had the familiar scent of smelling salts assaulting my nostrils.

That’s when she started to teach me that fists weren’t the only weapon in my toolbox. She taught me to use my feet, elbows, knees, and even my thick skull; although, she didn’t advise the latter except under dire circumstances. Not only did she teach me to fight with my whole body, but she also taught me to fight dirty. The cabal taught a specialized form of Krav Maga to their people, and the number one rule was that there were no rules. The goal was to win the fight by any means necessary.

That’s how I found myself on the first snow of the year. I was inside punching Xamira in the muff.

“Fuckin’ A,” she wheezed and grimaced. It actually looked like I’d finally managed to inflict pain on my oppressor.

“Shit,” I let my guard down, because I hoped someone would do the same if they nailed me in the balls during practice. She made me pay.

Before I knew what hit me, she had swept my legs out from under me and was fighting for a full mount. We hadn’t spent a lot of time on my ground game. Mostly, because if the troll ever got me on the ground, I was fucked.

“Come on, Cam, get the better position,” she instructed, and I was half a second too late to recognize her imbalance before she got the full mount.

I got my hands up in time so she didn’t pummel my face into hamburger meat. I tried to buck her off, but she resisted. I tried to pull her close, and partially succeeded. I’d wrapped her up, but she threw a couple of blows into my ribs and knocked the wind out of me.

I wasn’t going to last long, which was the whole point. I went through my options and saw an opening. This time, I didn’t hesitate. I went to trap an arm and bend it to the point it would break, but she was faster. She trapped my arm instead. With a grace I didn’t possess, she rolled us both and put me into a textbook triangle choke.

With my throat compressed between my own arm and her thigh, I was rapidly running out of air and blood. “What do you do, Cam?” she asked calmly.

Her grip was like iron, so I didn’t have a shot of breaking it. I set my feet and used the last of my strength to pick up her whole body and smash it down onto the ground. Of course, she was ready. The second I had my feet set, a hand darted out and grabbed my ankle. Next thing I knew, we were back to our original position: she was on top, but this time, she was sitting on my neck and choking the shit out of me.

“Nice try,” she smiled coyly, assured in her own victory.

I growled back, but it came out as more of a gurgle. My vision was gradually fading to black, and I did the only thing I could think of: I opened up and bit down on the inside of her thigh as hard as I could.

I was rewarded with a scream and a loosening of her chokehold. I had enough time to catch a breath before she hit me with something new. I had no idea what the hell it was, but the effects were immediate. I’d surprised her by taking a chunk out of her Mike Tyson-style, but she made me pay. 

Her punch was full of . . . something. It wasn’t just flesh and bone hitting me with the kinetic energy of a runaway car. There was magic in it. My head went fuzzy, and it felt like a veil had been lifted off my eyes. I was looking around and truly seeing for the first time. I took in everything with a sense of amazement until I finally zeroed in on one object. That object was everything. The world revolved around it. It had the gravity of a black hole. It pulled me toward it, and I didn’t resist; I welcomed it. Her wet lips were inches from my face, and they were calling my name.

My tongue shot out and fought against the latex of her pants to get at her pussy.

“No . . . shit . . .” Xamira’s legs loosened their grip around my throat, and my hands found her hips. I rolled us over and reached up to get a handful of her breasts. “We shouldn’t,” her voice was heavy with need, and the refusal didn’t last long.

She ripped off her sports bra while I yanked down her pants. Her pussy glistened right in front of me, and I dove right in.

I would be the first to admit that I didn’t have a lot of experience with oral, but there was a sudden need that drove me. I slurped, tickled, and flicked Xamira’s clit with my tongue as my fingers came up to massage inside her.

“Gods . . . fuck . . . yes,” Xamira grabbed my head and held it down. “Right there,” she groaned, and bucked her hips to rub herself against my face. 

My head was so full of wonderment and awe, I could tell she tasted like peaches, and that only made me want her more. I ate her fucking pussy out until her back arched, she let out a scream, and her legs shook as she orgasmed. I felt her walls tighten around my fingers, but I didn’t let up. I would never let up.

My existence was to please her. 

She collapsed back to the mat, breathing hard, but I wasn’t done. I pulled my hand out from inside her and hooked a thumb around my pants. My cock was swollen to the point I thought it was going to burst, but that didn’t stop me from trailing kisses along her stomach, breasts, and neck as I crawled up Xamira’s strong, sexy body. I stopped when my tip met her lips, and I slowly eased forward.

My cock slowly entered her mouth, and a moan escaped her throat before I filled it with my girth. Slowly at first, but then more forcefully, I started to face fuck her. She gagged time and time again, to the point I thought she was going to puke, but when I started to pull out, she just grabbed my ass and forced my dick back where it belonged. I don’t know how long it went on, but no matter how much I pounded into her throat, I was no closer to cumming.

Finally, she decided she’d had enough. I practically flew through the air as she tossed me up and onto my back. My cock glistened, covered in her saliva, as she got on top of me and started to back that ass up. Facing away, she slowly lowered herself onto me.

She grabbed my quads for support, and I heard her groan of ecstasy as we finally achieved the penetration we’d both been yearning for. In a classic squat position, with the muscles of her powerful thighs rippling with each motion, Xamira started to fuck me. She slammed her ass down into me harder and harder, to the point I knew I’d be black and blue. I didn’t care. Everything about the world felt right. Being inside her was everything. I didn’t want to fight anymore. I wasn’t worried about the troll. The entire world was Xamira and my dick going balls deep into her every time.

She must love reverse cowgirl because she never tried to switch it up. I smacked her ass, grabbed handfuls of her flesh, and forcefully pulled her down as I thrust up with everything I had. She was in a perfect position to tickle my balls, and she fondled them as she rode me to the edge.

I felt it coming, and I knew it was going to be huge. She must have felt it too, because she started to pick up the pace and drive harder into me. The slap of my flesh hitting hers was so loud, I didn’t hear the door smash open.

“I’m cumming!” I yelled just as Xamira jumped off of me.

It left me humping nothing but air, but it didn’t matter. I was so far gone I didn’t have any fucking idea what was going on. Cum fountained out of me, arching at least two feet into the air, as I continued thrusting my hips. I grabbed my cock in my hand and kept going, emptying myself all over the gym mat we’d been fighting on minutes before.

“Or was it hours . . . days . . . fuck if I know,” my head was still swimming, and nothing but Xamira’s ass standing next to me mattered.

I reached for it, desperate to feel the mocha flesh in my grip one more time, but she stepped away. A snap echoed through the room, and my vision cleared.

“What . . .” I shook my head back and forth as the light-weight, warm feeling that had permeated my very soul dissolved. “Ow,” I felt tears start to well up when I realized my hips hurt to even move.

My skin was coated in sweat, and it felt like tearing off a Band-Aid as I sat up off the plastic gym mats. Jizz covered my abs and the mat around me, and my cock was red and sore to the point it just looked . . . wrong. I nearly screamed as the worst injury imaginable to a man stared me right in the face.

“Why?” I looked at Xamira, who was still naked and standing off to the side.

Then I noticed Lilith. She looked like she had at the end of the trial. Rage rolled off her, and it looked like the building was a second away from catching fire. A green inferno stared down Xamira, and the imp was doing her best not to cower.

“Aunt Lilith, I . . .” she never finished. One second, she was trying to explain, and the next she rocketed back into the far wall. She hit with a crunch and slid down limply to land in a heap.

With a single thought, Lilith had knocked her the fuck out. I was suddenly very afraid as the succubus advanced on me. Her chest heaved in anger, and despite the situation, my dick had a brain all its own. It rose up to meet her, and sent a surge of pain through me. A thin ribbon of cum shone green as her eyes locked on me. She stood over me, her eyes still burning with otherworldly light, but her breathing looked under control.

I could practically hear her mental commands to calm down and breathe. The fire in her eyes winked out to show her normal emerald irises. She bent down and dipped a finger in the stomach pancake I’d made. She brought it up to her lips and sucked it down.

“Gods, that’s good,” her legs shook beneath her just like Xamira’s had when I fucked her to the point I nearly broke my dick. Lilith’s eyes met mine, and the anger was gone. “This wasn’t your fault,” she explained, as she started cleaning me up. My spunk was deposited in another specimen jar she produced from her sub-space pocket, and she licked her fingers clean with a look of pure bliss on her face.

“Like I told you back when we talked over your contract, succubae are a little territorial about their harem, especially their First. For some reason, Xamira unleashed a massive amount of lust on you and wiped away all your inhibitions.”

“So that’s what that was.” The lightheaded, carefree Xamira is the only thing in the world that matters and I must fuck her feeling. That made sense.

“I’ll question her when she wakes up,” Lilith shot a glare at the imp, who still hadn’t moved. “I broke her spine, so it should be a day or so. You had her fully charged up, so that will speed things along.” Lilith’s eyes twinkled with desire, but she didn’t act on it despite my cock wanting her too.

“Broke her spine?” I gulped. I didn’t know if I was more impressed by the power of Lilith’s telekinetic burst or that Xamira would be completely healed from a near-lethal attack in a day.

I tried to think back to before the fuckfest, but everything about the training session felt dull in comparison. “We were fighting,” I remembered. “She was winning, and I think I surprised her. She punched me, and the next thing I knew,” I pointed to my bruised dick.

“It’s possible it was an instinctual reaction to a threat,” Lilith nodded, but she still didn’t look upset about nearly killing her niece. “Xamira is half succubus, and one of our more potent attacks is to literally make anything unable to resist us. Why fight someone if I can put them in thrall of me, and have them slit their own throat?”

I gulped, and she must have seen my unease. “Don’t worry, Cam. You’re mine, and I have promised to protect you.”

“So did Xamira, and look at her,” I spared one look at the broken imp; still naked, with everything hanging out for anyone to see if they walked in.

“Xander will take care of her, and Dani will step in to train you tomorrow. You need to practice your sword work. We’re running out of time.

I didn’t want to look at my phone’s calendar. December was right around the corner, and the fight would happen a few days before Christmas. If I lived, that would be the best Christmas gift a guy could ask for.


Chapter 23

I didn’t know it was possible to break out in an instantaneous, full-body, cold sweat. I’d never been so afraid. There was nothing in this life, or the next, that was so utterly terrifying to a man as nearly having his dick cut off.

“What the fuck, Dani?” I came out of a roll and dropped my sword. A shallow, red line appeared on my inner thigh, and a trickle of blood seeped out.

“Shit, my bad,” the dwarf looked properly apologetic, but it didn’t help.

“Damn right it’s your bad,” I snapped back. “The ghost of my dick would haunt you till your dying day, which wouldn’t be long once Lilith heard about it.”

Now the dwarf’s face paled. She’d seen what had happened to someone else fucking me without her permission. If she removed my priceless tool, the twig above my golden berries, the thunder junk that the cabal was going through a lot of effort to protect . . . I didn’t want to say someone would definitely murder her ass, but my ego felt that level of punishment was appropriate.

“You’re right,” she sighed and slid her sword into its scabbard. “Let’s take five.”

It was Thanksgiving break, and while turkey day was a few days behind us, the school grounds were still virtually empty. With the threat against my adoptive parents’ lives still hanging over me, I didn’t make the quick ten-mile drive home. Instead, I decided to get in more practice with Dani.

None of the cabal or Fae had taken a holiday. I saw the changelings occasionally, but the truce was holding. The underlings didn’t care much for all the blood feud shit. They just wanted their bosses to be happy and move on so more of them wouldn’t die. Chloe’s death had been a bit of a shock to them.

“High school is getting way too Game of Thrones for my comfort,” I plopped down on the gym mat and caught the water Dani tossed at me.

Since the incident, which was what we were referring to the impromptu fucking Xamira gave me, Dani and the imp had been trading off training days. Both were more than proficient in sword play, but they had very different styles. Both agreed that being able to adapt to different opponents was critical to my survival. 

Good thing I was a quick study. Like unarmed combat, sword fighting had a rhythm and pulse to it. They had forms you could flow through to achieve desired results. Some forms were offensive, others defensive, others a mix, and some just downright crazy risky. I was picking it up, but despite the encouragement and adulation of my trainers, I knew it wasn’t going to be enough to face a fucking knight. They lived for this shit. I’d just been doing it for a few weeks.

We sat in silence as we hydrated. Neither of us had much to say after the near miss. “Let’s get back to it. Another twenty minutes and we’ll call it a day,” Dani broke the silence and hopped up.

I had a moment of hope that the dwarf would go for the wooden kendo swords sitting at the edge of the mat, but she drew her blade before getting into a ready stance. When I’d first suggested we use blades that wouldn’t kill me if she scored a hit, the dwarf just laughed.

“You’ll be using the blade I gave you,” she said, like it was a given. “It’s nothing like those wooden sticks. It feels different, it cuts different, and most importantly, practicing against something that will make you bleed gives you that extra sense of urgency you need right now, Cam.” That was the end of the practice blade discussion.

I sighed and pulled out my own blade. It was a short sword modeled after a Roman gladius, but with a small guard so someone couldn’t run their blade along mine and chop off my hand. Compared to the giant broadsword I’d seen the knight wielding, it felt like a toothpick. I’d never say that to the dwarf that forged the blade, but it made me feel terribly unprepared for the fight I was walking into.

“You don’t need some giant fucking broadsword,” she replied when I asked her about getting a different weapon. “Your only advantage is speed, and my sword gives it to you.” Again, that was the end of that conversation. Dani could be stubborn like that.

I faced off against her with the blade vertically in front of me. She had me using a two-handed grip because if I had to parry an attack by the troll, I’d need both hands to ensure I didn’t get it smacked right out of my hands. To prepare me, she’d gradually been increasing the amount of strength she used. If I had to guess, she might be at level three out of ten.

She moved. Her own short-sword sang through the air, and I barely angled my own blade in time to catch it. It felt like I’d just stopped a runaway Mack truck with nothing but my arms.

“I guess she dialed it up to four,” I felt the vibration shoot up my wrists, arms, shoulders, neck, into my teeth, and out through my skull. I was frozen in momentary pain, and she took advantage of it. She swiped high, planning to take off my head, but I ducked and slid away. She came after me, easily following my pathetic attempts to create distance, and drove an overhead strike into my block.

Her strike forced my blade back to the point it nearly sliced into my chest. That would be embarrassing. Having “killed by my own sword” written on my tombstone was something Aveena would see to.

My hatred for the Fae woman helped fuel me, and I pushed Dani’s blade up and away before kicking out at her legs. This was where Xamira’s training came in handy. I used my whole body as a weapon, not just my sword. That was the only way I was going to survive.

For a couple of minutes, Dani and I danced around the gym, blades striking with the clang of metal on metal. It took me a second to block out the pain of each strike, but I found my rhythm. The world around me faded. The only thing that mattered was Dani and the blade trying to kill me. I guessed this was what people called “being in the zone”, but just thinking that made me lose my concentration. Dani knew how to fight with more than her blade, and her fist hitting me in the gut knocked all the wind out of me.

I collapsed onto all fours, dropped my sword, and wheezed as I tried to draw breath.

“You’re dead,” she deadpanned, as she hit me on the crown of my head with the flat of her blade. “Now get up. Seventeen minutes left.”

I finally got some oxygen through my spasming diaphragm. I picked up my sword, and we did it all over again. Being in the zone came faster the more I fought, and I lost track of everything as we continued our dance of death. I kept my mind clear, felt the flow of battle, and reacted out of instinct to the dwarf’s attacks.

In the silence of my mind, something clicked. An ember flickered in the darkness. It didn’t break my concentration. It did the exact opposite . . . I think. All I knew was that I saw a blur. It looked like Dani’s sword, but it wasn’t the shiny metal of the blade. It looked like a shadow, or some type of ghost. It was black, white, and gray, and it looked like it would cut me diagonally from shoulder to hip.

I moved my blade without thinking and easily caught her actual sword as she tried to make the diagonal cut. In my cocoon of concentration, I didn’t see the surprise on Dani’s face. The phantom blade pushed out against mine to throw me back and open up room for another horizontal slash. I spun in response.

Dani’s shove, intended to throw me back, actually threw her off balance. My pivot brought my sword across her midsection, and something warm splattered across my shirt.

That broke my concentration. The weird phantom sword vanished as Dani toppled forward. My cut wasn’t deep, but it wasn’t shallow either. Like other supernaturals, a dwarf healed fast, but by the surprise written all over her face, Dani never expected to need her ability against me.

“Shit . . . Shit . . .” I ripped off my shirt and eased her down across my lap so I could apply pressure. The life-giving liquid was running down her sides and coating the mats.

“Shit is right,” Dani gritted her teeth against the pain. “Where the shit did that come from, Cam?”

“I don’t know,” I wondered.

“I guess I got lucky,” I answered. “This is why I wanted to use practice swords,” I glared at her.

“HA!” Her thunderous laugh made me jump. She pushed my blood-soaked shirt away from her torso, and I saw the bleeding had stopped. An ugly cut was still there, but the blood had congealed. As I watched, the skin slowly started to knit itself together.

“I’m fine,” she waved me off, and got to her feet, copping a feel of my dick in the process. She wasn’t getting much. Nearly spilling her intestines all over the floor was a guaranteed soft-off. “You need to talk,” she poked me in the chest, nearly driving me to the ground.

“I was only going half speed, but that’s about twice as fast as a human. There was no way you should have been able to anticipate the push, much less turn it to your advantage and gut me,” she was serious. “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly, and then tried to explain the phantom thing I imagined.

She cocked her head in confusion. “Let’s test it,” she concluded, not sure if I was blowing smoke up her ass.

She went to grab the wooden practice blades. “Not a fucking word,” she snapped when she saw the smile on my face. “If some weird shit is going on, I’d rather you didn’t accidentally cut off my tits . . . or your own cock.”

Her seriousness rammed the issue home, and I got down to business. The wooden blade was entirely different than my short-sword – Dani hadn’t been lying– so it took me a few painful hits to get used to it. Eventually, I found my groove, and loud whacks replaced clangs.

It took a minute, but I felt the spark again, and the blur followed. I couldn’t tell her it was happening, but she must have sensed it. It was hard to miss when I started to move away from where she was going to strike before she’d even started her attack. I grinned without losing my concentration, and she replied by turning up the heat.

I didn’t know if she was going all out, but the time I had to react to her strikes grew shorter and shorter. Pretty soon, it was like we were fighting normally again, but there was one key difference.

“She’s sweating,” I saw the liquid glistening on her brow, and beads running down her face. The surprise dropped me out of the zone, and I suffered the consequences.

I didn’t move nearly in time to dodge her slash, and it smacked into my arm with a loud thunk. That was followed by a loud crack and waves of pain. I dropped the sword, but didn’t even get to yell out before the pain signaled my brain to shut down, and I blacked out. 

I don’t know how long I was out, but long enough to get an audience. I awoke to the sting of the smelling salts Dani opened under my nostrils. We were old friends at this point. There was still pain, a lot of it, but she’d put my arm in a sling while I was out. At least I was unconscious for that part.

I saw Xamira and Xander standing off to the side speaking quietly with Lilith, while Dani hovered over me.

“Wakey wakey,” she snapped a finger in my face to draw my attention. “How many fingers?”

I could clearly tell the number, so she didn’t think I had a concussion from smacking my head against the pads. My arm on the other hand . . .

“Explain this to me again,” Lilith approached looking perturbed. She wasn’t radiating rage, but she was not happy.

“I don’t know,” Dani scratched her head, and got a full glare from the succubus. “I mean, I know how I broke his arm, but I don’t know how it got to that point. Cam said he was seeing stuff, a phantom figure. I didn’t know if he’d been hit in the head too many times or what, so I tested it out,” she blew out a long breath. “I’ve never seen him fight like that,” her admission surprised me. “I was going one hundred percent against him, giving him everything I had. He was like some fucking tornado moving around it all. I couldn’t score a hit. He knew where I was going before I did. Then, suddenly, he didn’t. I’m glad we switched to practice swords.”

I hadn’t realized that yet. If she’d struck me with her real blade, at her full power, she definitely would have cut me in half.

“This is all great,” I winced, as even the slightest movement sent pain shooting through me. “But how about you work some of your sex magic and get me back up to one hundred percent. I can’t take weeks off to heal. We’ve got a deadline.”

All the supernaturals looked at me like I’d just grown a second head. “What?” I asked defensively.

“Cam, I don’t have the ability to heal you?” Lilith stated as she stepped into my personal space. Despite the pain, my dick responded accordingly. It gave an extra twinge when she inhaled deeply. “Something smells . . . different,” she concluded.

I didn’t know what the hell she was talking about, but if she wanted to rub her nipples against my chest and smell me all night long, I was fine with that.

“That’s why . . .?” She stopped midsentence and grabbed me by the wrist.

It was my uninjured arm, but it still hurt like a motherfucker when she yanked me across the gym. She stormed out of the fieldhouse and into the late fall air. It was more than a little nippy, and that killed the half-chub I had going. When I saw our destination, I groaned.

“Why are we heading to the library?” I asked.

It was a place I made a habit of avoiding, which might be why my GPA had dropped slightly below 3.0. A Fae trying to mount my head like a trophy kill was another part, but in all my time at St. Vincent’s, I’d never been a fan of the large gothic building.

“We’re going to ask one of the few people here who can figure out what the hell is going on,” Lilith replied, as she pulled the glass door open and shoved me inside.

***

The library had a warm and cozy feel to it. A large oak desk ran along the length of the building, where library staff were busy doing whatever they do. Tables capable of seating a full study group were dispersed in sections throughout the rows of books on the main floor. A surprisingly rich carpet gave way under their feet as Lilith led the way up to the second story.

Up here, there were more private spaces for individuals or smaller groups. There was also a legit vault where high-priced magical texts were stored. St. Vincent’s had one of the top ten magical libraries in the northeast. It wasn’t much compared to the thousands upon thousands of scrolls and manuscripts purchased by major universities after the Revelation, but the academy had a nice little collection. It saw researchers from all over willing to pay good money to take a look at some of the rarer grimoires.

Unlike the first floor, which had constant activity, this floor was mostly empty. A couple of students were clustered around the large spiral staircase, but the farther Lilith led them toward the rear of the floor, the emptier it got. That wasn’t all. I felt the hairs on my arm stand up as we rounded the last of the bookshelves and came into view of the large metal door. It looked like it belonged at the heart of a bank, not a library. It was shut tight, and I wasn’t sure if Lilith had the power to get in there without permission.

Fortunately, that wasn’t Lilith’s goal. Her target was the woman sitting at a desk next to the vault wearing noise-canceling headphones. Despite the ability to block out sound, she looked up as we approached. I instinctively stopped as the rest of the supernaturals continued forward.

“Hey, Amanda,” Lilith began conversationally.

Amanda was a Junior, a year behind everyone in the group. She was small, maybe 5’4”, with a mousey face and tangled brown hair. She wore a pair of stylish glasses and had pretty amber eyes, but everything else about her seemed purposefully concealed. She wore baggy sweatpants, a baggy hoodie, and had a ratty backpack sitting on the desk. They weren’t Gucci, Prada, or any other expensive name brands I could think of. These looked like off-the-shelf from Target, and they paired well with the older-model laptop the headphones were jacked into. She looked like a normal bookworm; completely nonthreatening, but I knew better.

Amanda Springfield was one of the two Anima mages at St. Vincent’s, and I didn’t want her anywhere near my mind.

“Lilith,” she cocked her head and studied us, but her eyes focused on me. I was ten feet away and wanted nothing more than to turn and run. I had secrets, and this was the woman who could see them all.

Our eyes locked for a second, which seemed to last for an eternity, before she turned back to the succubus. “You have a problem,” it was a statement, not a question.

It took me a second, but I pieced together why she was all alone in the far corner of the library. She was security for the vault. The school probably paid her tuition to watch over their most precious possessions. Despite their advertising, that wasn’t the students. An Anima mage was perfect for the job. They could tell if someone meant them or the treasures harm, and could take school-sanctioned defensive action. Amanda wouldn’t even have to get out of her seat. Gary and Butch would just show up to find a thief in the fetal position, uttering complete nonsense, and drooling all over themselves. Such was the power of the most feared elemental mages.

“I do have a problem,” Lilith answered matter-of-factly. The rumor was you couldn’t lie to an Anima mage, so it was best to just get to the point. “This is Cameron Dupree. He’s human, but he’s seeing ghostly phantoms with his mind. They’re affecting his physical actions, and there is a possibility he has some minor healing ability.”

Amanda put down her headphones and closed the laptop they were connected to. She looked interested. “Five hundred bucks,” she stated.

I couldn’t help but grin a little at the mage’s balls. Asking for that big a price to answer a question, from a succubus no less, took some guts. Amanda might have frightening mental powers, but those powers had a range limit to them, and Lilith could probably shoot her in the head from an ungodly distance with her enhanced reflexes and training. I found myself directing some begrudging respect to the mage; one hustler to another.

She shifted her gaze from Lilith to me and nodded at the unspoken compliment, which just freaked me out all over again. That she was hearing my thoughts was such a . . . violation.

“I can’t help it, you know,” Amanda shrugged, as Lilith pulled out her purse and five crisp hundos. “Some of us hear it all, and some only hear what we want to hear. I drew the short straw.” The mage suddenly looked very tired, and I couldn’t help but feel bad for her.

People could be dicks, especially in high school. Hearing all the shit that went through teenagers’ heads had to be torture.

“Anyway,” she pocketed the money, “let’s take a look,” she waved me forward.

It took a glare from Lilith to get me to approach the mage. I wasn’t sure what she was going to do, but whatever it was, I knew she was going to look into my mind.

“Maybe it’s just a tumor,” I told myself. I’d been stressed out beyond belief over the Aveena trying to murder me situation, and I’d been knocked out more times in the last month than a boxer on a losing streak. It wouldn’t surprise me if I had a brain bleed or something else that was making me see things. That didn’t explain away the mysterious healing, but I couldn’t be expected to have all the answers.

“Do you consent?” Amanda asked, not reaching out to touch me.

“What?” I asked.

“My power is regulated by the WRA,” she sounded more than a little bitter about that. “I can’t help what I pick up from the surface thoughts of people in my range, but to actively dive into someone’s mind, I need their consent. Otherwise, it’s a ten-year prison sentence with no chance of parole, and I’m on a watch list for the rest of my life. I like Lilith, and the career opportunities she’s made me aware of, but I’m not going to jail for her.”

“That makes sense.”

I really didn’t want her in my head now. Mentioning the WRA brought up my old life plans. If there was anyone in the world who would hate the WRA more than usual, it was someone whose very existence was closely controlled by it. Having that person dig around in my head didn’t give me the warm and fuzzies. I looked to Lilith, and she gave me a prodding gesture. She wanted to know about this more than I did. When I didn’t move, the gesture became a comforting smile. I felt relaxation spread through me, and the stick up my ass slid out. I knew what she was doing, but I didn’t care. It felt nice to not be stressed; if only for a minute.

“I consent,” I stated.

“I witness the consent,” Dani seconded, as she stood protectively behind me.

“Now what?” I asked, looking back at Amanda. “Do you need to stare deep into my soul and . . .”

The mage took my hand, and I felt the world drop out from beneath me. I fell into darkness, but there were no other sensations. My injured arm felt fine, and the relaxation Lilith had hit me with was gone. Suddenly, flashes of light and sound erupted around me like grenades going off. I couldn’t tell what they meant because I fell past them before I could investigate. More flashes of images and sounds assaulted me. This time, they were bigger, like someone was dropping bombs. Then, everything intensified. More explosions of sensation erupted around me like I was being carpet bombed by some pissed off air force. Despite the assault, everything felt muddled. I thought I saw myself as a baby, and the face of my mother, but then something hooked me behind the navel and gave me a yank. Just like that, I was sitting back in the library. My head spun and I felt like I was going to be sick. Lilith had a trash can handy, and I managed to get my face over it before vomiting up everything I’d eaten in the last week.

Dani rubbed my back as I retched, and Xamira held out a bottle of water when I came up for air. I rinsed out my mouth and spit into the can before turning to face Amanda. I had no idea how long she’d been in my head, but I was confident I was never doing that again.

“Fuck that shit,” I still felt the burn of stomach acid in my throat.

“That’s what most people say,” the Anima mage looked intrigued, and at the same time, confused. “There is something there,” she confirmed, “but I can’t tell you what it is.” That wasn’t the answer anyone expected.

“I haven’t looked into many minds, but they’ve all got a template if they’re a supernatural. I can see the spark of magic in mages, and for other supernaturals, I can discern the “it factor” that makes them unique. For Cam,” she pursed her lips, “it’s like an aftertaste. There was something there. Something happened, but I can’t be certain.” She looked frustrated as she stared into my eyes. “Tell me more about what happened with you and Dani.”

I did what she asked. It wasn’t a long story, and I tried to give as much detail as possible.

“Interesting,” she scratched her head. “That sounds like precognition.”

“As in a seer’s precognition?” Dani sounded doubtful. “No offense, Amanda, but if Cam was a seer, he’d avoid doing stupid shit that nearly gets his ass killed.”

Everyone nodded, including the mage. “Seers are one in a billion,” she explained. “There are only five registered in the world right now, and all of their gifts are different. Some go into trances and spout prophecies that take years or decades to come true. Some can tell you the winning lottery numbers for the next day, but if they buy the ticket themselves, the numbers change, like reality is rebelling against their influence. One is just a normal guy working an office job that gets hit with moments of divine inspiration, but only as they pertain to sporting events,” she shrugged. “If Cam was a seer, I should be able to see the magic in him,” she reached toward me, but pulled up short.

“The best way I can describe it is the aftertaste analogy,” she was irritated, and it was clear she wasn’t used to feeling that way. “If it is precognition, it only appears to be short-sighted. If it happened in your duel, he can look a second, maybe two, into the future. Without more testing, I can’t be sure.”

I didn’t like the sound of that, but it didn’t take a seer to know what was coming next.

“Do you mind if I conduct a proper experiment?” she asked. “What I’ve seen is unprecedented and intriguing. It would make a great senior thesis. Of course, to maintain your anonymity, I won’t use your actual name, and will limit the information divulged only as it pertains to my hypothesis.”

My instinct was to say fuck no, but then I stopped to really think about it. Having an Anima mage in your corner was priceless, and if I could somehow use that to my advantage with my Aveena problem, it might be worth it.

Just like Amanda, I didn’t do anything for free. “A thousand dollars every time you look into my head,” I negotiated, “and if you find anything you do know about, I want you to help me understand.”

I might look cool and collected on the outside, but I was freaking the fuck out. I felt like I had a swarm of butterflies in my stomach. For the last four years, I’d been surrounded by the extraordinary. I’d always been the poor townie. Now, I might be something more. If I was more than just a weak ass human, I needed someone to help me, and the Anima mage was probably the only one who could decipher what the hell was going on.

“Plus, there’s gonna be the whole issue with the WRA,” my thought elicited a knowing smile from the mage. The organization I wanted to work for a couple of months ago would now have reason to prosecute me for not divulging whatever I really was.

It wasn’t my fault, but the government was notorious for not giving a shit.

“Deal,” the mage heard my whole internal conversation. “In the meantime, keep an eye out for anything else out of the ordinary. If you start seeing auras around people, come and see me quickly before it drives you crazy.”

“Shit,” I gulped and rubbed my eyes at the strangeness that was becoming my new normal.

“Your secret is safe with me,” Amanda’s voice whispered in my head, and it didn’t help the panic attack I was trying to push down.

That was too much for one day, and I got the fuck out of there.


Chapter 24

Convalescent leave was not something Vernon was used to. He’d only been injured on duty once to the point his shifter abilities didn’t heal him in a few hours. That had been when he’d burned out, and after that, the UN made him take a vacation. Burnout sucked, but it was a flip of the coin if it was better than taking a silverbane bullet.

The medics on the roof stabilized him, and the Seattle hospital spent several hours getting the bullet and its fragments out of his body. A mage literally pulled the silver out of his blood, and it was not an experience he wanted to undergo again anytime soon. His lower leg was slow to heal after that. The silverbane sitting in his body for so long had caused gangrene and some of his flesh to rot. He had a UN jet fly him back to NYC because the smell coming off him was nasty, and he would have been kicked off a commercial flight.

Gradually, his healing kicked in and repaired the damage. It took a few days, but he was just about one hundred percent. That didn’t stop the Director from mandating that he take a week off. They had other agents to handle the caseload. Halloween had already passed, so the crap that mages pulled around that time of the year was over and dealt with. It was a relatively quiet time in their deployment cycle between the end of October and mid-December.

The leave coincided with Thanksgiving, but the last thing he wanted to do was go home. The nicest thing his old pack would call him was a traitor. They detested the WRA, the Response Division, and while the alpha had let him go six years ago, he wouldn’t be kind if Vernon showed back up in his territory. The last thing Vernon wanted to do was pick another fight.

As he thought about it, there was only one place he really wanted to be, but want was a subjective thing. “You shouldn’t be here,” he chided himself as his rental slid a few feet as he Convalescent leave was not something Vernon was used to. He’d only been injured on duty once to the point his shifter abilities didn’t heal him in a few hours. That had been when he’d burned out, and after that, the UN made him take a vacation. Burnout sucked, but it was a flip of the coin if it was better than taking a silverbane bullet.

The medics on the roof stabilized him, and the Seattle hospital spent several hours getting the bullet and its fragments out of his body. A mage literally pulled the silver out of his blood, and it was not an experience he wanted to undergo again anytime soon. His lower leg was slow to heal after that. The silverbane sitting in his body for so long had caused gangrene and some of his flesh to rot. He had a UN jet fly him back to NYC because the smell coming off him was nasty, and he would have been kicked off a commercial flight.

Gradually, his healing kicked in and repaired the damage. It took a few days, but he was just about one hundred percent. That didn’t stop the Director from mandating that he take a week off. They had other agents to handle the caseload. Halloween had already passed, so the crap that mages pulled around that time of the year was over and dealt with. It was a relatively quiet time in their deployment cycle between the end of October and mid-December.

The leave coincided with Thanksgiving, but the last thing he wanted to do was go home. The nicest thing his old pack would call him was a traitor. They detested the WRA, the Response Division, and while the alpha had let him go six years ago, he wouldn’t be kind if Vernon showed back up in his territory. The last thing Vernon wanted to do was pick another fight.

As he thought about it, there was only one place he really wanted to be, but want was a subjective thing. “You shouldn’t be here,” he chided himself as his rental slid a few feet as he stepped on the brake in two inches of unplowed snow.

Professionally, he could get in some trouble. He wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near Cameron Dupree or St. Vincent’s Academy. It could lead to a harassment lawsuit and jeopardize the case they were building. Technically, he was at a home several miles from the town and school, but he didn’t think the Director would buy the excuse.

“You should have at least called,” he continued the mental ass chewing.

He noticed Becky’s Sheriff Jeep in the driveway, but there was another truck parked behind it. He didn’t want to interrupt some gathering the other shifter was hosting, but he also didn’t want to leave.

“Man up. Give it five minutes,” he told himself.

Five minutes turned into ten before he got out of the rental. His leg was still a little sore, but he could walk fine, even in the snow. He was not used to snow and ice. Texas hardly ever got snow, and in NYC, even if it fell, they plowed that shit quick. Here, Becky probably had to do it herself. He spotted the plow attachments on the front of her Jeep to do just that.

Becky’s house was set back into the forest roughly a hundred yards from the road. The road saw maybe one car an hour, so it was as scenic as you could get within a ten-minute drive of Vincent’s Hollow. He wanted to get here before dinner, but the bus had trouble with the snow. It wasn’t too late to be considered rude, but it was getting close.

Even though he was on vacation, his eyes scanned the trees and shadows. After dealing with the vamps, he half expected a kill team to leap out of the trees with silverbane blades. Creatures that lived for a millennium had a tendency to hold grudges and dealt with them with extreme prejudice, but in this case, he’d done the vamps in power a favor.

Nothing happened from his car to the door. “Calm down,” he paused with his fist raised before knocking. “Don’t be a chicken shit. You like her,” he forced himself to admit.

It wasn’t “I want to get married and raise pups with you” love, but it was different than anything else he’d ever felt for another woman. Of course, the only thing he’d ever felt with other women was gratitude for getting his dick wet, but that was beside the point. He had to see if she felt the same, and that meant taking a risk. He hit the heavy, wooden door three times and took a step back to wait.

He heard footsteps walking down the hallway, and his heart rate sped up a bit. The door opened, and there she was. Becky Wood was dressed in yoga pants and a comfortable-looking sweatshirt. She had a large glass of wine in her hand and a smile on her face. It took her a second to comprehend what she was looking at as surprise replaced the smile.

“Becky, who is it?” a definitely masculine voice called from inside.

Vernon’s eyes snapped from Becky’s face, down the hall, to where a man appeared. He was an inch or two shorter than Vernon, but a little wider in the shoulders. The man took one look at Vernon, and Vernon could smell the protectiveness radiating off him.

A growl escaped Vernon’s throat before he could stop himself. The other man let out a deep rumble in response. Vernon’s fists balled up, and he had to fight back the change that was trying to burst out of him. He wanted to wolf out and tear this fucker a new one. The jealousy he felt was that strong. He knew he could take this little prick. He was Special Agent Vernon fucking Dud.

“Whoa, boys, whoa,” Becky stepped between the two men with her hands extended. Wine sloshed all over the other man, and Vernon grinned at his misfortune. “While I’m sure a girl likes it when two macho men whip it out to have a dick-measuring contest right in front of her. I’m not too thrilled when one of those dicks belongs to my brother.”

It took a moment for Vernon to catch the last bit. He took a deep breath and smelled the feline scent coming off the man. It was different, but had the same undertone as Becky. Vernon’s nose was as good at identifying relations as a DNA test. He turned the growl in his throat into a cough and had the humility to look embarrassed.

“Connor Wood, meet Vernon Dud.” Becky stepped out from between them and gestured for them to shake on it.

While Vernon had taken it down a notch, Becky’s brother still reeked of overprotectiveness. “So, this is him,” he rumbled, his voice a little deeper than Vernon’s.

He grasped Vernon’s hand and did his best to grind his bones to dust. Vernon didn’t let him, and the air was thick with tension as they tried to outmuscle each other. Becky rolled her eyes at the primal display, but let them get it out of their systems.

Finally, Connor grimaced and relented. Vernon didn’t quite howl in victory, but his smile said it all. The other man still didn’t smell like he liked Vernon, but being physically bested had some honor attached to it in the shifter psyche.

“Now, if you two are finished fucking around?” she looked at them both. “Vernon, why don’t you come in. Connor, you were about to head out anyway,” she gave her brother a hard look, and it became clear she was the older sister.

“Fine,” he relented, and gathered his jacket from a peg by the door. It had US Fish and Wildlife Service written on the back with Game Warden below. “I’ll check in tomorrow,” he shot a warning look at Vernon before giving his sister a hug and heading out to his truck.

Becky sighed and shut the door behind him. She turned on Vernon with a smile. “So, that’s my brother Connor. As you might have noticed, he’s a little protective of his big sister.”

“I’m not sure who you need protecting from,” he knew the compliment scored by her smile.

“Good answer,” she waved him into the cozy house and went to grab another glass.

Vernon wasn’t a big wine fan. He was a beer and whiskey man, but he needed a drink after doing the alpha-male dance. The house had a log-cabin feel to it. There was lots of wood paneling, but it looked modern, not from the seventies. It fit the house and its scenic location to a T. A wood-burning stove sat in the corner, pumping out heat to fight back the winter chill, and several comfy chairs were set up around a large TV.

Her scent was everywhere, and that made it feel like home so much more than the Upper West Side apartment his crap was stuffed into. She returned, and he accepted the glass with a grateful nod.

She gestured toward a large couch, and they had a seat. “How about you tell me why you’re on my doorstep on this cold winter night, Agent Dud?” The fact that she used his title did not bode well. 

He told her . . . everything. All about the fighting in Lincoln and Seattle. About the silverbane claymore that ended up killing two members of Bravo team, and how the wendigos ripped apart a local cop before he could stop them. He told her about getting shot and how he’d be dead if he was a few seconds slower. He told her how much he loved the texts from her and their occasional phone calls that didn’t relate to the Dupree case. Most importantly, he instructed her to never, ever, under any circumstances, take a silverbane round for any reason. 

“Can I see it?” she asked, placing her glass on the table.

“Sure,” he rolled up his pant leg to show the star-shaped entry wound. Unlike everything else about the injury, that would never totally heal. He didn’t know why, and he didn’t pay attention to the doctor’s explanation.

“Does it hurt?” she traced the wound. A shudder coursed up his spine, and got something else to sit up.

“A little,” he replied.

Instead of standing straight up, she ran herself up his body until she was nearly lying on top of him. Her lips met his, and his arms enveloped her. He held her tight and inhaled her intoxicating scent. He felt her grin as they passionately kissed. Shifters could go for a long time before needing to breathe, but they had to come up for oxygen eventually.

He could smell her arousal, and there was no question where this was heading.

“I want to see you,” she demanded, already pulling off her sweater.

Vernon quickly started to undo his pants. His cock was already begging to be let out. It popped free, and she stared at it with a wicked grin.

“Not just that,” she trailed her fingernails up his length, which made him inhale sharply. “I want to see you,” she repeated. “I want to see the big bad wolf.”

Being called big and bad while she ran her hand up and down his cock made his moan turn into a flirtatious growl. “You asked for it,” he grinned as he stood up. With a single push, she shoved a table across the room to make space for what came next.

His clothes were already on the ground, so he didn’t shred them as his body suddenly added height and mass. Becky had to take a step back to make room for his werewolf self, but she quickly reclosed the distance. She marveled at the new creature before her. She ran her fingers through his black fur, his broad chest, eight pack abs, and finally back down to his cock.  

It was different than a human penis. A tuft of fur stood at the base of ten inches of engorged cock. Two big balls, easily twice the size of a humans, sat on either side of his rod instead of hanging below; but what was most different was how it flared into a roughly triangular shape at the tip.

“Yes,” Becky exhaled breathlessly as she gave the new and improved rod a tug.

She was a tall woman, a good six feet, but she looked small now. As much as she might want to sit on his cock, it was probably inadvisable. In addition to the different shape, it was easily twice as thick as anything mankind could boast about. Everything got bigger when he shifted, and despite the way she licked her lips, it wasn’t going to fit.

That begged the question: why did she want to see him like this?

Slowly, she pushed off him. His claws raked against her bare hips, but didn’t cut her creamy flesh. A whimper escaped his throat as she pulled back, and that made her grin seductively.

“My turn.” One second Becky stood there, and the next she’d shifted.

He’d never seen her shifted form, and it was worth the wait. Slightly rounded ears stood up from the top of her head. Light brown fur covered most of her body with a few black highlights around her face. Her stomach, now a hard six-pack of muscle, was cream-colored. The cream-color extended up to her collarbone, to include a set of perfect tits.  Pale, hard nipples stood out on her chest as her long tail swished back and forth behind her. His own tail was much shorter and fluffier. 

Becky Wood wasn’t any old feline shifter. She was a mountain lion, and that was so fucking hot. She was nearly as big as he was, and the presence of her overwhelming feminine pheromones made his head swim.  With a shove, she pushed him back onto the couch, which groaned in protest. She dove back on top of him to continue the make-out session. The couch couldn’t handle it and collapsed under their powerful foreplay. Neither of them cared.

His elongated snout didn’t make a difference, as they deftly maneuvered their tongues around fangs and teeth like they were made to come together like this. He grabbed a handful of her breasts, and a croon came out of her throat that made him disengage and trail kisses down her body.

Speaking of coming together, Vernon’s fingers teased at her pussy; playing with her clit and gently probing inside her. A purr reverberated through her chest, and her paw grabbed hold of his cock. They enjoyed each other like that for several moments before she pulled back.

“Wait,” she was breathless, and he could smell that she was drenched between her legs. “Stand up.”

He was on his feet before she finished asking, with his dick pointed straight at her like a heat-seeking missile. She ran to the kitchen, vaulting the granite island with feline grace, and came back with a large bag. Inside were industrial-strength condoms made for giant shifter dicks.

Magnum’s biggest model wouldn’t come close to containing Vernon’s length or girth, but there was more to it than that. Otherworldly thick and ten inches long might make a six-foot-tall human hung like a porn god, but on an eight-foot werewolf, it was almost average to look at. However, things didn’t end there. Vernon’s triangular tip wasn’t the end of his rod, and there needed to be a condom on the market that contained a shifter’s extra growth and could hold up to the abnormally rough fucking that occurred in these forms.

Becky had clearly planned for this night for a while, since the shifter population in her county was nearly zilch. She grabbed one of the condoms and undid the wrapper. She gripped Vernon’s cock in the other hand and started to jerk him off. She ran her tongue down his length and then returned to his tip.

“I need it all, big boy,” she purred, and then started to tease the tip with her tongue. The teasing did the trick.

His triangular tip split and expanded. Sensitive pink skin slowly edged forward, until another five inches was exposed. It was about the standard thickness of a normal human penis. She gave the newly exposed flesh and experimental lick, and he groaned, barely able to keep his feet.

“The legendary red rocket,” she marveled at it as she fit the condom carefully over it. Without stimulation, it was like a sword going back in its sheath.

With the super condom attached, she stood up, but made sure to grind her body against his in the process. With her breasts in his face, she nibbled at his ears. He whimpered at the very animal sensations flooding his human brain. His tongue darted out to lick her nipples, and she purred appreciatively.

Then, suddenly, she grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and yanked his head back. “Catch me if you can,” she bolted.

It might have been a surprise to another man, but he knew Becky Wood. She wanted the thrill of the chase. She wanted to fuck with him before he fucked her. Too bad he was ready for it.

She was clearly faster, but he caught her ankle as she tried to jump away. She let out a snarl and swiped back at him. Her paw hit him in the face, partially-extended claws cutting into his flesh. The quartet of lacerations knit back together instantaneously, but the force of the blow made him see stars for a moment. She succeeded in loosening his grip, but not breaking it. He wanted that ass too fucking bad to let go over a single punch. He smashed her into the ground, where she tried to scramble away.

She was crafty, kicking and roaring as she tried to break free of his iron grip, but inch by inch, he pulled her toward him. She continued to struggle, even to the point that her tail smacked him back and forth across the face. Eventually, he got his knees between her legs and pinned her hips with his massive paws. Knowing she was caught, she finally relaxed. With a grunt, he muscled her legs open to get a look at the pink flesh between them. As a sign of submission, she raised her ass up to meet his dick. Red rocket fully extended, he slowly pushed inside her.

She groaned as the thinner portion slid in. It had a slight slope to it, and she gasped as it dragged along the top of her vaginal wall. Then came the first challenge. The triangular tip of the red rocket had expanded during its release. It created a thick bulge in the middle of his dick. His slow entry came to a grinding halt. Slowly, he put more and more pressure into it. She growled, a clear mix of pleasure and pain, until there was an audible pop.

“Oh gods,” she threw back her head as her first orgasm hit her . . . hard. Her legs shook beneath him, and her breath came out in hurried pants. He waited for her walls to finish contracting against him. If not for the thick condom dulling the sensation against his tender rocket, he would have already cum.

He moved his grip from her hips to her ass, dug his claws into her, and continued to push forward until he was fully inside her. She didn’t protest; quite the opposite, as she groaned in satisfaction as he started to thrust into her. The intensity slowly grew until he was pounding her ass into the floor so hard he thought they were going to destroy the foundation.

The wolf took over, and she didn’t complain. She couldn’t do much of anything the way he had her. She turned her head to look at him, her tongue lolled out of her mouth, and her eyelids half closed to show her eyes rolled back into her head. He nipped the back of her neck as a sign of dominance.

He felt the end coming. Despite his increased size and massive cock, the red rocket’s sensitivity made it so he couldn’t last long. It was five minutes tops, but judging by her incoherent cries, he’d made her cum a few times already. That would have to do. His balls tightened in anticipation, and she felt it. 

“Do it,” she managed to get out. “Cum for me.”

Vernon howled loud enough to shake the house as he dumped his cum inside her. She roared in reply, her claws digging into the hardwood floor, as she continued to grind her furry ass against him as his dick fired stream after stream of spunk into the condom.

After a final spurt, the red rocket slowly receded back into him, and he slipped his dick out of her. The industrial-strength condom had survived the frenzied fucking, and held a good-sized water balloon’s worth of semen. Becky didn’t move as he dismounted her, and a good amount of her own juices stained the rug they’d fucked on.

Eventually, she rolled over, and her exposed breasts made his dick twinge again. From one breath to the next, her fur disappeared, and she shrank down to her normal, human size. Vernon stood over her, still a massive wolf, with a quart of jizz hanging from his dick.

She gazed up at him in shock, awe, and what might actually be love. If not that, at least extreme satisfaction for the fucking of her life. Her eyes told him this was just the first of many, and his smile told her he agreed.

He went to remove the condom and dispose of all his seed, but as he reached for it, the condom had finally had enough. It snapped and dropped all his cum straight down onto her face.

She had just enough time to close her eyes before she got the mother of all facials. Vernon just stood there, eyes wide, his hand outstretched when he was too slow to catch his falling spunk. Becky’s face was scrunched up as she slowly went to wipe away the sticky substance that glazed her face and had splashed down as far as her flat stomach. That movement only succeeded in pushing jizz up into her hair.

She opened her mouth and then closed it. Clearly, some had seeped into her throat. “We should move this to the shower,” she suggested, waving her hand around for him to help her up.

He shifted back and grabbed her.

“We’ll also talk about how you need to eat more fruit,” she felt out in front of her, still half blind from taking a literal bucket of cum to the face.

Vernon grabbed her and hoisted her into a bridal carry. Despite being covered in his jizz, she leaned her head into his chest. Warmth coursed through him that had nothing to do with his healing powers getting his balls back to one hundred percent.

There was something about Becky Wood that he was falling in love with.


Chapter 25

He stayed with Becky for the entire week. They fucked, played house, and fucked some more. She was still on duty despite the holiday, so he would busy himself around the house while she was gone. He made a list of projects on the first day and started to work his way through them. They were little things like replacing the worn-down seal on the sink, fixing a loose shingle on the roof, and chopping wood for the wood-burning stove.

He made sure to stay out of Vincent’s Hollow. Instead, he drove all the way to Lake Pleasant to pick up anything he needed. The projects were nothing more than busy work, but they kept his mind clear and allowed for the mental recovery the vacation was designed for. A few nighttime runs in the woods, chasing down Becky in her shifted form, did the rest and helped cement her as his girlfriend. He hadn’t called anyone that since the beginning of high school.

The domestic bliss also made the time fly by, and before he knew it, the week was up. He stood in her doorway, where he’d stared down her brother, and hugged her goodbye.

“I’ll be back,” he promised, and meant it.

“Of course you will,” she answered flirtatiously.

They kissed one last time, which lingered for minutes, and then she was gone. The door closed behind her, and he was in his rental heading back to the city. “It’s only about five hours,” he told himself on the drive. If he really wanted to, he could do this every weekend.

By the time he reached the city, he knew that was his dick doing the thinking. Traffic on a Friday wouldn’t put him there until after midnight, and they were both cops. They didn’t run on a nine-to-five schedule. Aside from this week, he’d spent his weekends doing prep work, assaulting a wendigo’s slaughterhouse, or trying not to get killed by asshole vamps with heavy weapons.

As he walked into the UN HQ on Monday morning, he put all thoughts of Becky behind him. Not because he didn’t care, but because what he needed to do was important, and a distraction could cost him more than a week on convalescent leave.

The Director was too busy to see him, but he had plenty of emails to catch up on. One was the warning order for the Dupree operation. WARNOs were the military’s and the Response Division’s way of authorizing the development of a plan for a mission. In this case, it gave him mission command and let him know two more surveillance teams had been dispatched to Vincent’s Hollow to keep an eye on Dupree.

A strike team was being assembled, which Vernon would lead, and like always, a chunk of it would be made up of local support. That meant Becky would be in on this whether he liked it or not. After spending a week with her, he knew better than to exclude her or to try to give her special treatment. Becky Wood could take care of herself, and she’d whup anyone’s ass who got in her way.

“My woman,” that thought surprised him, but he liked how possessive he’d become. Not in a creepy, stalker way, but in a “don’t fuck with the person I love” kind of way.

He spent the coming weeks looking over the collection of reports he’d missed, and the new information coming in. Everything said Dupree was training . . . hard. The kid would need to if he was going to survive a fight with this Ser Fredrick. There was no picture of the challenger, but Ser was the lowest noble title given to someone in a Fae court. It allowed them a squire vassal, and to gain more prestige and power through their martial skill. Vernon had never faced a Fae knight. He didn’t think anyone on earth had, but everything they’d heard from the State Department said they were not to be fucked with.

That reality led to the primary mission of the operation. No matter what, the Fae weren’t going to kill an American citizen on American soil. It didn’t matter if they’d agreed to a duel by combat. Vernon would break this shit up, and they could figure it out later. The Fae’s feelings on their slighted honor were not his concern. Their armed resistance to him was. All of his planning went into making sure that Dupree didn’t get his stupid head chopped off, and Vernon could bring in any Fae that resisted him. That was a tall order when it looked like the person driving this whole shitshow was a teenage noble Fae with serious anger management issues. 

The surveillance reports were relatively standard, with one exception. Another woman was hanging around the cabal’s group more often. He ran the facial recognition software and pulled up a folder.

“This could be a problem,” he read the file on Amanda Springfield.

Anima mages were dangerous to go up against, but the Response Division had countermeasures against their mental attacks. The easiest way was to determine their range and tranq them from beyond that distance. Vernon had also been trained in shielding his mind if he had to get inside her range, and there were enchanted objects they could use to blunt the force of a mental attack. He also hoped that since she was only seventeen, she hadn’t progressed to a level where she could be a real threat. In the end, it all boiled down to the agent and how mentally strong they were. Vernon was confident he could handle whatever the young mage threw his way.

“There is no clear intelligence that she’ll even be there,” he reminded himself, but you didn’t plan for the best-case scenario. You hoped for the best, but planned for the worst.

With a few days left before the duel, Vernon returned to Vincent’s Hollow with a truck full of tactical gear and magical items. In the passenger seat was another agent, a second mage to take on more of the magical load so Vernon could concentrate on command. She was a tall, leggy, buxom woman who kept eyeing him appreciatively. 

He just hoped his girlfriend didn’t punch the other mage in the twat after giving her a good sniff. Becky had sequestered herself and one other human deputy to keep the people in the know to a minimum. She’d also called in a favor, and Game Warden Connor Wood was assigned to them for the duration of the mission. They were the assault team, but they’d call on the rest of the county’s finest to do perimeter work when they were ready to go in.

By the look on Connor’s face when Vernon stepped out of the truck, he’d gone back to check on his sister after Vernon left, and he’d smelled that Vernon had fucked her six ways to Sunday during his stay.

“Connor,” he greeted the warden.

“Vernon,” the mountain lion shifter replied. They just sat there looking at each other. “If you hurt my sister, I will rip off your balls and shove them up your own ass,” he stated calmly.

“Seems fair,” Vernon answered just as casually.

“Good,” tension eased from both men, and Connor grabbed a case that easily weighed four hundred pounds. “So, what’s the plan?” he asked like he hadn’t just threatened to turn a UN agent into a eunuch.

“Let’s get this stuff out of sight and I’ll fill you in,” Vernon didn’t want to be caught in the open with military-grade ordinance. He had the authorization, but rumors traveled quickly in a small town like this, and everyone knew loose lips sank ships. “This one’s gonna be interesting.”        

***

I didn’t think, I acted. I flowed through the forms I’d been taught and put everything else out of my mind. All that mattered was Dani and me. Our swords clanged together, and I sprang away. My new sight told me what she was going to do next, and I needed to get the hell out of there. The dwarf grunted in frustration as she missed me by a mile, but adapted. She charged me, and our clash echoed throughout the gym.

I ignored the small gathering of people. Lilith and Amanda sat on a pair of chairs at the corner of the mat. Both watched me closely. I could feel a slight tingle at the edge of my consciousness, telling me that the Anima mage was getting her thousand bucks' worth of information. As Yule grew closer and closer, the mage had started to sit in on my practice sessions more often, like she knew her time was limited. She had her laptop open in front of her and was furiously typing away.

It made me feel like a lab rat, “A well-paid lab rat,” I reminded myself. The more time I spent around Amanda, the weirder she got.

I was sure it was part of being an Anima mage. Unless someone knew how to shield their thoughts, she knew what everyone was thinking, all the time, no matter how stupid or unimportant. Since I was pretty sure a teenager’s thoughts revolved around sex, sex, more sex, and the latest cat video on YouTube, I couldn’t really blame her for not seeing people as people anymore. She’d divorced herself from the human condition and thrown herself into purely intellectual pursuits. She even had a word for my state of mind at the moment: flow. I wasn’t surprised she was well-versed in psychology.

I was flowing in the zone, and over the last few weeks, I’d learned more and more about whatever gift this was. Despite having to take a few days off after Dani’s hit, I was back in the gym preparing for my dance with the devil. Lilith paid for X-rays of my arm, and it turned out the dwarf’s hit only caused a hairline fracture right below my rotator cuff.

Those results had to be bullshit, because a dwarf didn’t hit a squishy human like me, at full power, and just slightly break something. My arm should be shattered into a dozen pieces, not back to normal in a few days. Despite everything Lilith, Dani, Xamira, Xander, Aden over a Skype call, and even Amanda’s extensive body of knowledge suggested, no one had any idea what the fuck was going on with me.

My initial fascination with being different was beginning to fade. There was being different, as in supernatural and extraordinary, but then there was being different. The latter was consumed by weirdness that made others uncomfortable. I had a dwarf, a succubus, two imps, and an Anima mage looking at me like I had three heads. All on top of being days away from the fight of my life.

The nerves from everything were building, and they nearly penetrated my bubble of calm. I heard Amanda stop typing, like she was waiting for something to happen, but I pushed those feelings back down. I needed all my attention on Dani.

As it turned out, that was wrong. My sight flared a warning. One of the things I’d learned about my gift – or curse, depending on how you looked at my situation – was that I didn’t need to physically see something coming at me. A spike of foreboding was enough to tell me I needed to be somewhere else, and the second I had to act saved my ass. I dropped under Dani’s blade and rolled away. A heartbeat later, Xamira’s stomp smashed into the pad.

I sprang back to my feet and faced off against both women. This was not the threesome I had in mind. Amanda chuckled from her chair and continued typing.

“That’s enough,” Lilith’s voice cut through the adrenaline pumping through my veins. Even with my gift, Dani and Xamira working together was going to end in an ass whupping.

Both women relaxed at the succubus’s command. I was breathing hard, but otherwise I felt good. Months of conditioning, on top of the unarmed and armed combat training were paying off.

Despite a death sentence hanging over my head, my life was pretty fucking awesome right now. I had a fat bank account, a hot dwarf jerked me off once a week, and I’d fucked half the women in this room. The only downside was my old friends. They were a little standoffish, but I couldn’t blame them. They didn’t want to attract Aveena’s attention. We still talked and met under the bleachers when I had time. If I lived through the next ninety-six hours, we could put this mess behind us, and I’d be a very happy man.

“He’s all yours,” Lilith stood and gestured for Dani and Xamira to follow her out the door.

Amanda continued to type the last of her notes before shutting her laptop and examining me. I felt pressure on my mind, and instinctually resisted. After a few deep breaths, I relaxed and let her in. It wasn’t like the time in the library that left me puking my guts out. This was just a probe. She’d done it enough times that it didn’t freak me out anymore.

“It’s the same,” she concluded. “After you exit your flow-state, whatever is empowering you steadily drains away. You’re completely normal right now except for a slight aftertaste of power.”

She pursed her lips in thought as she got to her feet. She’d shed her coat and winter pants upon entering the humid gym. Despite the mousy appearance I noticed back in the library, Amanda had a decent body. I didn’t know if it was magic, good eating, or an exercise regimen that I hadn’t seen, but she looked like she could make the cheerleading squad at any other school in America. She didn’t have the obvious curves of the other supernatural women I knew, but she still looked good in the school t-shirt and running shorts.

“What are you feeling right now?” she asked as she stepped forward.

“N . . . nothing,” I stammered. There was nothing more embarrassing than thinking of how a girl’s tits would fit in your hand when that girl could read your mind.

“White noise,” I thought, and tried to think of nothing. That was the best way to shield your thoughts, but as she stepped into my space, it was hard. Other things were getting a little hard as she pressed closer.

“What is it about sex that is so fascinating?” she asked.

“What?”

“Sex . . . fornication . . . fucking . . . why is it all that people think about?” She still seemed clinical in her approach, but there was an underlying vulnerability in her eyes.

“Well, it feels great,” I replied with a hesitant smile.

“Pleasuring myself feels great. Eating chocolate releases many of the same endorphins, and a multitude of drugs are available to give a person a blissful mental state,” she checked off mental items on her fingers. “Why is the act of inserting a penis into a vagina so . . .” she trailed off, clearly frustrated she couldn’t quantify something into words.

“Is this . . . an invitation?” I wondered and took half a step forward. Her calculated expression vanished, and she glared at me. “I guess not.”

“There is nothing new for me to experience,” she swatted away the entire idea of having sex like it was some annoying fly buzzing around her head. “I’ve seen into the minds of people before, during, and after. I’ve felt what they felt, seen what they’ve seen. I’ve been the man, the woman, and both at the same time. There is nothing I could possibly learn from allowing a man’s penis to breach my hymen.”

There was a lot to unpack there, but I only really considered one part. “You’re a virgin?”

She glared at me, but apparently, I’d hit a sore spot. “If you mean physical penetration with the opposite sex, then yes. If you mean the thoughts, feelings, and sensations the brain produces during sex, then I’ve had more sex than anyone at this school, including the succubus.”

“That’s . . . confusing,” I didn’t know how to reply to that.

“What is so hard to understand?” she asked, clearly frustrated.

“I mean . . .” I struggled to explain. “There’s a difference between reading a book and writing a book. When you read one, you’re in a universe someone else has constructed, and following a plotline they’ve outlined. You can sit back and enjoy the characters. You can be free. If you’re writing a book, there’s more responsibility involved. You have to figure out how to drive the plotline forward. You need believable characters and enough development that they don’t seem stale or locked into a specific trope. You need to make sure you keep the reader guessing and eventually coming back for more. It’s a very different experience from just sitting back and enjoying something you didn’t have to put any work into creating.”

Amanda’s frustration faded. She nodded slowly as she dissected my argument, formed a hypothesis, and developed testing parameters. At least, that’s what I thought she was doing by the look on her face. I didn’t have to know the Anima mage for long to understand her life was a physical expression of the scientific method.

“I see your point,” she finally conceded. “Do I have your consent?”

“Do you have my consent to fuck me?” I would never say never, but it was nearly a given if a woman wanted to have sex with me. I was down to go to pound town.

She heard my thoughts, but she needed a verbal reply. “Yes,” I stated with a shit-eating grin. “Let’s do this.”

“Very well,” she reached up and touched my temple.

A blast of vertigo hit me like a bare-knuckle boxer. The world spun for a moment and then solidified. “I’ve got to stop letting her touch me,” I groaned.

The vertigo was marginally better than the feeling of having the world yanked out from beneath me, but not by much. “I’m not in Kansas anymore.”

Gone were the mats and the hardwood floor of the St. Vincent’s gym. I was in a circular room with a stone floor. A thick-looking wooden door with an iron ring for a handle stood at one end. An open double door led out into the morning sunlight, salt-tinged air, and caw of seagulls riding the thermals. At the center of the room was a four-poster bed with thin purple drapes. I sat on that bed, with my face in a pair of tits, while a woman slowly ground herself against me.

Any questions of where I was evaporated, as I felt her walls tighten around my cock. “Shit,” I groaned, as my tongue lashed out to grab a nipple.

The woman groaned and grabbed the back of my head as she continued her grinding. My hands caressed her sides until they grabbed a hold of her ass. She chuckled and gave me a light shove to push me down on my back. That’s when I got a good look at her face.

“Amanda,” my surprise was interrupted as she started moving herself up and down on my rod.

At first glance, I could tell it was the Anima mage, but a closer look showed she’d changed. She didn’t look like the mousey woman from the library. Her creamy flesh was pristine, and her face didn’t show a blemish or acne scar. Her hair wasn’t a tangled bird’s nest; instead, it was a smooth, silky chestnut that she’d crafted into an updo that reminded me a little of Princess Leia. That thought made my dick tingle in excitement.

Her lips were fuller and a deep scarlet color. Her eyelashes were longer and darker to highlight amber irises that seemed to glow a shade brighter than normal. Her glasses were gone, and those glowing orbs penetrated me as deeply as I was currently penetrating her.

She ran her hands across my muscled chest, which sent shocks down to my toes. Slowly, she lifted herself up, flexing abs I didn’t know she possessed, and slammed herself down on my dick. She was smaller than anyone I’d been with since Dani, and I felt my tip hit her cervix with every slam. A red splotch on her heaving chest told me she was enjoying this. Every movement seemed to tug or massage my dick just right. It was heaven.

“Open your mind,” she instructed as she leaned over to kiss me.

I shifted seamlessly into the zone, and the world whirled again. The bed was gone and we were on the balcony. An intricately carved railing of stone created a half-moon arch around the space. Looking around, I saw I was in a legit castle’s highest tower. Below me, a bay of turquoise water glittered with wooden sailing ships. In the far distance, I saw a dragon in flight, flapping lazily across the horizon.

My hands found the flesh of Amanda’s hips. They were more ample than I’d guessed, but not beyond what my hands could comfortably control. I had her bent over the railing separating us from a three-hundred-foot drop onto jagged rocks below. Instinctually, I thrust forward, and she squeaked as I filled her with my girth. Her velvety tunnel was impossibly tight. That was going to be a problem in the best possible way. I started out slow, but quickly picked up speed. Her body gripped my cock like it was life-giving oxygen and she was drowning. She was in control before, but here on the ledge, I was in charge.

Amanda’s groans filled the air as I hammered my cock into her pussy over and over again. The slap of our converging flesh echoed against the cliffs as I marked her ass as mine. Her heavy breathing fogged my mind, and her moans of pleasure did little to clear it. Still fucking her, I spread my arms like I was Leo on the Titanic and roared in victory. I sensed her smiling beneath me as my balls started to tighten in preparation.

At the last second, she arched her back, and I grabbed her hair. I pulled and thrusted as one, getting that much deeper as I let go and spilled my seed inside her. Her orgasm sent seagulls scattering, as my own cry of ecstasy washed across the bay. Several times, I pounded into her, and my evolutionary drive demanded I get my seed as deeply into her as possible.

As I ran dry, I struggled to breathe and grabbed her hips for balance. We stood like that for a moment before I took a step back and slipped out of her. Extra semen followed my dick and plopped onto the ground between her legs. She turned to face me and touched my temple again. The vertigo hammered into me, and the world as I knew it returned. We were both standing in the gym, breathing hard.

“The mind is the most powerful thing anyone, human or supernatural, has at their disposal,” she lectured. “Can you present empirical evidence that what we just experienced is any different than your previous sexual encounters?” She gazed down at my crotch.

I didn’t need her to show me that I’d busted a nut in my pants, and if I was a betting man, I’d say she was a little damp down there as well. My dick was still throbbing as my mind tried to understand what the hell just happened.

“That felt fucking great,” I shook my head. I still hadn’t recovered.

I’d fucked a dwarf, Fae, imp, and been sucked off by a succubus, but what Amanda and I just had was something totally different.

“And totally fake.”

“Amanda, that was fantastic,” I pointed at the dark stain on my pants. “I present exhibit A,” I led with a smile before I dropped the bad news. “But no matter how good that was, it wasn’t real.”

“Real is how our brains interpret the interaction of matter around us,” she countered, like she was lecturing a child. “Real is whatever we decide it is.”

I didn’t know how to argue with someone so solidified in a different version of reality than mine, so I changed tactics. “The sex was too good,” I replied.

“Too good?” I’d actually managed to surprise her.

“That wasn’t how sex is. That was how someone who hasn’t had sex expects sex to be. That’s how they expect it to feel. That’s how they expect themselves to look, but that wasn’t the real you, or the real me. Even the place was a fantasy. Real sex is chaotic, messy, sometimes painful, and never seamless. You can’t flow seamlessly from position to position like that. Me fucking you against that railing would give you scratches and bruising in real life. It might be hot as hell, but it wouldn’t feel great in the moment.” I saw I was making headway by the way she bit her lip.

“That’s my observation, empirical or not. That mindfuck was great, but it was really high-quality porn. The real stuff doesn’t always measure up to the fantasy, but that doesn’t mean the real stuff is any less good.”

I knew the last part wouldn’t make sense to her, but I shut up and let her digest it. “Mindfuck,” she chuckled. “I don’t think the term would pass peer review.”

I didn’t know what that was, but I nodded along.

“I’d like your notes on the experience written up, and if you could, please compare and contrast with real-life experience,” she stated. “This experiment demands further analysis. I need more data before I can make a decision.”

I could tell that was as close as I was going to get to a concession from her. “You’ll have them by the end of the day,” I replied, as she picked up her stuff and walked away.

“By the way,” she stopped at the door. “There is enough research to support sexual activity far enough in advance of major sporting events. However, ejaculation too close to the start of said event leads to a lack of positive performance in the event. That being said, you probably shouldn’t engage in any more sexual activity until after your battle, or you risk the possibility of poor performance,” she concluded, and left like nothing had happened.

I just shrugged as the door closed behind her. “Apparently, my last jizz is going to be from a mindfuck given to me by an Anima mage.”

My life was weird, but that was next level. Just as Amanda had explained, Lilith later confirmed: no sex until after the fight.


Chapter 26

“Oh no, no . . . no . . . no . . .” I groaned as my fourth nervous shit of the day ripped through my bowels.

It was the type of shit that wasn’t watery enough to be diarrhea, but not solid enough to be standard. I sat on the porcelain throne, head in my hands, ignoring the stench as I contemplated my own mortality.

It was hitting me hard, harder than everything I’d eaten, and shot through me like a torpedo. Eighteen-year-olds in the middle of their senior year of high school aren’t supposed to think of their life coming to an end. They think about midterms, getting drunk, getting laid, and maybe they focus a little mental energy on college applications. My thoughts were focused on strategy, combative tactics, and sword-fighting forms. My thoughts were on staying alive through the next few hours as I fought a fucking troll who wanted my head.

“Ugh,” my stomach rebelled and emptied itself.

“How ya doing in there, champ?” Dani asked from the other side of the stall. I could hear the pity in the dwarf’s voice.

“Fan-fucking-tastic,” I shot back. I was taking my problems out on her, but I didn’t care. If Vegas odds had their way, I only had another hour to bitch at anyone before the fat lady sang. 

“It’s time to head out,” her statement made my stomach gurgle, but there was nothing left inside of me. I felt weak as I finished up and washed my hands. I might be marching to my death, but I wasn’t a barbarian. Hygiene was important.

I opened the door to the stall to see my two shadows standing there. Dani was dressed in a pantsuit that was probably a hair too tight. It highlighted everything, enough to give my libido a boost despite my circumstances. As I admired the outfit, I saw it wasn’t Dani who made it fit so snuggly. A form-fitting Kevlar vest added a few extra centimeters of girth to her torso and chest. She didn’t have her sword on at the moment, but the scabbard was on her back just waiting for the blade.

I looked over and saw Xamira dressed in her MIB ensemble. She had the same vest as Dani under her blouse, but despite the blazer, I still caught the handle of the pistol in her shoulder holster. If anyone from the faculty saw her, they’d flip their shit.

“Do I get one?” I pointed at Dani’s chest. The two women shared a look and shook their heads.

“Fae duels are old school,” Xamira replied. “The only thing that can enter the dueling circle is the weapons that were agreed upon, and when I say only, I mean only.”

It took me a second to piece that together.

“You got it,” Dani saw the light bulb go off in my head. “You get to fight a big-ass troll wearing only your smile.”

“No,” I groaned and tried to back into the bathroom stall, but the dwarf caught my arms and dragged me out of the communal restroom. She took a deep breath as we entered the hallway, which told me my stomach's rebellion had additional casualties.

I didn’t have the energy to feel embarrassed as they got the rest of my shit together. The trial by combat would begin at sunset, which Google helpfully informed me was 4:43pm.

“Stupid short days,” I cursed Mother Nature as the two bodyguards led me down to the main floor of my old dorm. I’d insisted on getting ready in my old room to get a little space.

I wanted to try and remember everything that had been my home for years. I could see Jerome’s door from the third-floor landing, but it was closed. I hadn’t seen my best friend in days. He’d gone home for Christmas break with nothing but a wish that I didn’t die. I passed the second-floor window where I’d made my exit in the fight against Chloe. It was repaired now, but I could still remember the glass shards cutting into my flesh when she body checked me through it. I fought off a shiver and tried not to think about the troll being stronger than the water nymph I’d defeated. 

I wanted to take it all in, but it passed by in a blur. Before I knew it, we were out in the frigid air and heading into town. The trial would occur in the same place as the previous one. Although, I had no idea where there was space to have a fight to the death in Joe’s place.

“Magic,” I shook my head. Even Lilith, standing so close her arm frequently grazed mine, wasn’t enough of a distraction for the tornado of emotions in my brain.

The succubus looked determined, but resigned. Her face was sculpted out of granite like some Renaissance statue. She didn’t say a word to me. She would occasionally touch my hand in a show of support, but most of the talking was coming from Dani and Xamira. They were trying to impart some final words of wisdom, but honestly, it was going in one ear and out the other.

“We’ve got eyes on us,” Xander informed as they crossed onto Main Street.

“Unavoidable,” Xamira communicated, as she purposefully tried not to look at a telescopic lens barely peeking out of a second-floor window across from their destination. 

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what they were talking about, but judging by the unconcerned nature of the two imps, it wasn’t something I needed to worry about. Sooner than I imagined possible – I was convinced Lilith was somehow fucking with time itself – we were at the door to Joe’s. The ‘closed for private event’ sign was prominently displayed, but the big shifter was there to let us in and lock the door behind us.

The dining area looked exactly like it should. There were no tables for the prosecution and defense, or a seat for a judge. It was the simple, grease-stained tables with chairs stacked on top of them. Anyone looking in would think Joe was on vacation.

“This way,” sadness tinged the big shifter’s tone as he gave me an apologetic look.

That was a body blow. I’d known Joe longer than anyone else, and even he thought I was a goner. It also produced a spark of anger, but it was quickly suffocated by fear as he led the way down the side hall to the . . .

“Bathroom?” The irony was so thick I struggled to breathe. “That fucking bitch.” I grit my teeth as Joe opened the door and ushered us through. He wouldn’t be joining us. 

The space we stepped into looked nothing like the place where I’d fucked Chloe.

***

“We’ve lost visual, switching to IR,” the surveillance team sent over the net.

“Roger. We go on my mark,” Vernon and the rest of the strike team stood in the alley opposite the drug store.

He checked his phone for the millionth time, but he still had nothing from the Director. All the warrants were in place, and they had full legal standing to take everyone involved in this unsanctioned duel into custody, but there was still no result on Dupree’s gene scan. That was weird. It was supposed to be done days ago at the latest. Ideally, he’d take the kid into custody with those results to back up his case, but . . .

“I can’t wait any longer,” he sighed.

They’d watched the Fae’s changelings arrive roughly an hour before, but there was no sign of the noble Fae or her knight. Knowing their ability to teleport, he doubted they’d ever get visual confirmation. That was a problem, and one they’d have to deal with to make this mission a success.

They wanted to nab everyone in one fell swoop. The entry plan was simple. The call had gone out to the sheriff’s department once the cabal’s people started moving away from the school. They were to lock down all ingress and egress routes from Joe’s Pizza Joint after the targets moved inside. They weren’t a crack department, so Vernon figured another five minutes and they’d be in position.

All traffic was being stopped, and every transmission monitored. If anyone tried to blow the lid off this raid, he’d know about it, and they’d prosecute accordingly. It didn’t matter if it was the mundane sheriff trying to warn the school’s Dean. The old man would find himself on the wrong side of a UN tribunal.

“Is it always like this . . .” Becky practically danced from foot to foot where she stood behind him. He could smell the adrenaline in her veins. He didn’t trust anyone else to be the first through the door, but he also didn’t trust anyone else to have his back.

The strike team was shifter-heavy, so they had a lot of strength and speed to bring to the fight. They lacked magical support.  Vernon’s own magic was a force multiplier for himself, but he couldn’t cover the rest of his team. They had the one mage, but he doubted she’d be able to last long against a noble Fae.

More importantly, Vernon had not been allotted any additional cold iron ammunition for the rest of his team. They had quad rounds, but he was the only one packing a lethal punch, which was another reason he was going to be the first through the door.

For what they were going up against, the hope was that there wouldn’t be any shooting. No one wanted an inter-realm incident with a child of The Nine. They hoped the warrants and the risk of fucking up their future would be enough to get these kids to stand down. Aside from the knight, he continually reminded the rest of the strike team that the targets were kids. Extremely dangerous kids by any standard, but still kids.

“They’re on the move down the side hallway,” the surveillance team kept him abreast of the situation.

“Sixty seconds,” he announced, and put a calming hand on Becky’s shoulder. She had an automatic shotgun at the low ready, and Fae knight or not, that shit was going to do some damage with quad buckshot. “You’ve got this,” he squeezed her shoulder, looked her in the eyes, and smiled. “We’ll go in, take them down, and then I’ll treat you to a nice dinner.”

“Pizza and beer?” she cocked an eyebrow.

“You’re the perfect woman, you know that, right?” he shot back, but refrained from kissing her in front of her brother. The game warden shifter was armed with an M4, and Vernon didn’t want to give him a tempting target. Vernon was still grinning as everyone did a final check on their weapons.

“Shit . . . I lost them!” the surveillance tech sounded pissed and confused. “One second they were there, and the next . . .”

“Go . . . go . . . go . . .” Vernon yelled and charged across the street.

Main Street was empty with everything blocked off, so the police and UN agents moving in a tactical column didn’t meet any resistance or have gawking civilians live-streaming the whole thing on Facebook. He didn’t slow down when he hit the door of the pizza place. He just punched it with his gloved fist, and the glass shattered.

“Police! We have a search warrant!” he yelled as he moved toward the side hallway. He trusted the team to clear the room.

He posted up at the corner before peaking around and down the hall. It was empty. He hit a rune on the back of his hand, and a magical pulse ricocheted down the space looking for magical traps. He found nothing.

“Ready,” Becky smacked him on the shoulder, and he led the way down the hallway with his Colt drawn and cold iron ammo ready to take out anything that threatened them.

“Door on the left,” they shifted to the other side of the hallway. He tried the handle, but it was locked.

“Ready?” he asked the team as they stacked behind him.

“Set,” the team echoed their readiness.

He took a step to get in front of the door and smashed his big-ass foot right next to the knob. The door shot into the dark space beyond like a missile, and he followed it in as fast as he could.

His Colt swept the room, but unless the shitter and sink were packing heat, there was nothing there that could hurt them. “Clear!” he yelled out; his voice tinged with frustration.

“Where the fuck are they?” he yelled, but no one answered. “Set up a perimeter around the building. Nothing gets in and out of here until we tear this place apart.”

This was bad. They’d had everyone in their sights and lost them. He was pretty sure where they were. The Fae’s talent with sub-space pockets was second to none, but he didn’t think anyone in the UN thought an eighteen-year-old noble could disappear over a dozen people. Even worse, Cam Dupree was now in serious danger. Without the strike team to stop them, the duel was going to go forward.

He motioned for the mage to get her ass up here and start looking for dimensional weak spots. If they could find one, she and Vernon might have enough magic to breach the pocket and end this thing once and for all.

It was a big if, but it was the only plan he had.   

***

“What is it with the Fae and this fucking moss?” I wondered as I stepped into the bathroom and out of the mortal world.

The setting sun hit my face, accompanied by a warm breeze that did not belong in New York in December. The ground beneath me was wet, squishy, and vibrantly green. My thoughts immediately went to how it would impede my footwork.

We just stood at the entrance to the small world Aveena had created to watch me die in until a changeling appeared. He was in a simple white robe, gave us a bow, and gestured for us to follow. We moved forward between rocky pillars that looked like they’d been chiseled by time and the elements, not man. The sun’s weak light shone from directly ahead and momentarily blinded me as we stepped out of the natural hallway.

A giant stone circle sat before me. All my thoughts of footwork issues vanished when I saw it was perfectly flat, without even a stray pebble to trip me up. The big troll was in the circle, his sword singing through the air as he went through some warm-up forms. I gulped when I saw the rippling muscles of his arms as he went through the basics with practiced ease. Even with his Buddha belly, the guy looked intimidating as hell.

“Finally,” a voice cut through my thoughts as I turned my eyes to the edge of the circle.

Aveena sat on a stone throne surrounded by her vassals. She was dressed in a much more elaborate white robe than her changelings. It was a robe fit for a queen. Gems and golden thread made up the seams. It was cut low to show a surprising amount of cleavage, and there was a slit up the side so she flaunted plenty of creamy leg. Despite all the flesh she was showing, the one thing that really drew his eyes was the diamond tiara on her head. It seemed to drink in the light of the setting sun, which hovered like a giant, orange disk just beyond the cliff face.

“Cliff face!” I did a double-take.

The perfect stone circle ended dramatically with a gods-only-knew-how-far drop. The Fae’s flair for the dramatic, and the Unseelie’s desire to tilt the fight even more in her favor, were pretty damn obvious. Not only did I need to worry about countering the troll, but now she’d made it possible for the big fucker to just push me off a cliff.

“Welcome to the Bleeding Grounds,” she announced with a predatory smile. “For eons, my ancestors have come to this place and fought for honor. Today, my knight will fight for the honor of a life taken from us,” she sounded very regal, with a hint of carefully feigned sadness. I could tell it was taking all of her concentration to not laugh at the shocked look on my face.

“We begin in twenty minutes,” she informed as she looked at her watch. “When the sun reaches the horizon, blood will be spilled,” the oath in her words rang with magic, and the air seemed to warble eagerly around them.

Whatever this place was, it wasn’t nice. It wanted to see people bleed and die.

“Here,” Dani’s touch shocked me into action as she handed me my sword. “Let us help you.”

The three ladies gathered around me and started to undress me. It would have been fucking hot if the troll wasn’t watching. Lilith stood in front of me and planted a kiss on both of my cheeks. She muttered some words in a language I didn’t understand as Dani and Xamira took my shirt and pulled it over my head. The succubus traced symbols on my flesh with her nail and continued to chant as I stood there.

The two women who’d trained me took my shoes next before pulling off my pants. I would normally have a raging hard-on, but I was perfectly flaccid. I didn’t know if it was Lilith’s words or the situation, but this was the first time in my life I didn’t want to bone anyone.

Finally, Lilith finished her soft chant and placed a third kiss on my forehead. I felt a tingle spread through me as she stepped away. “Fight well,” were her only words as she reached out and Xander grabbed her hand. She looked exhausted and scared for a moment before her mask returned.

Xamira was the next one to stand in front of me. “Remember, speed is your best friend. The troll is slower than you. Use your new sight. Whatever the hell it is, it’ll keep you alive,” she placed another kiss on my forehead, but this time there was no tingle.

Last, but not least, Dani stepped forward. “Look where life takes us, huh,” she grunted as she looked around the bleeding grounds. “A few months ago, you were in my room with Lilith unconscious under the bed from your face fucking, and now you’re about to duel to the death.” There was no smile on her face despite the words. “Fight with honor. Remember what we’ve taught you. Use anything and everything to your advantage,” I had to bend over so she could plant a kiss on my forehead, and the smack she gave my bare ass wasn’t entirely unexpected. “Now, go get’em.”

I stepped out into the stone circle and the world outside seemed to fade. It was just me and the troll. I started my warm-ups: stretching, some hand-to-hand drills, and finally, my sword. The troll watched me carefully. Aveena might be a royal bitch, but the knight was a professional warrior. He knew not to take anything for granted.

Twenty minutes came and went before I even knew it. Before I could object, Aveena was calling the trial by combat to order.

Ser Fredrick stood to face her, bowed, and saluted with his sword. “For the honor of Chloe Clearwater.”

“For Chloe,” Aveena replied formally before turning to me.

I was fighting for my cabal, my new family who’d done everything in their power to defend me, not to mention my continued existence. There was only one way to respond to the noble Fae’s accusatory glare.

“Up yours, bitch,” I gave her the finger. “Let’s get this over with.” I caught Lilith’s smile out of the corner of my eye.

“Very well,” Aveena’s composure didn’t break. “Ser Fredrick, kill him slowly,” she ordered.

The last ray of light from the sun vanished beneath the artificial horizon, and the duel began.

***

The clandestine raid Vernon had attempted was long gone. Blue and red lights flashed around the perimeter, and half the town of Vincent’s Hollow was watching.

“. . . you can’t just,” the Sheriff was throwing a temper tantrum, but Vernon held up a finger and turned his steely gaze on the mundane man.

“I can do whatever the hell I want,” he towered over the man, who visibly shrank before the pissed off shifter. “Your deputies will continue to hold the perimeter until I release them. If any of them abandon their posts, I will charge them with obstruction, and you . . .” he leaned forward until he was inches from the man’s face, “don’t think I don’t know about the little text message you sent out. If you want to stay out of a prison cell, you’ll shut the fuck up and follow my orders. Are we clear?”

The man just glared at Vernon before walking away.

“What text message?” Becky stepped into the vacated spot.

“Hell if I know,” Vernon shrugged. “We’d need a warrant to go through that data. We only had the phone lines monitored, but I’m betting the good, old Sheriff tried to get word out anyway, and the easiest way is by text. Judging by his face, I’ve got him dead to rights.”

“And I’m pretty sure he’ll never work with me again, so thanks for that,” she didn’t sound that upset.

“If you want, I can put in a good word with my bosses for you,” he tested the waters.

“Let’s see how this goes first,” she replied, but the look on her face was a definite maybe.

Despite all the lights and people gathered within a block of Joe’s Pizza Joint, there was a whole lot of nothing actually happening. It became abundantly clear that Vernon had neither the skill nor the power to help the other UN mage with the task of breaking into the Fae’s pocket dimension. The mage described it like having to break into the latest high-security bank vault, blind, by touch alone, when there wasn’t even a dial to turn or tumblers to click into place. That sounded impossible to him, but he told her to keep at it. They needed to do something.

He was thinking of calling in to report his status when his phone rang in his pocket. Since it was on silent for the operation, the fact that it was chiming loudly and flashing colors meant the call was pretty damned important.

“Why don’t you secure the back,” he asked Becky. He might want her to quit the now-dead-end Sheriff’s job and come work for the UN, but she didn’t have the clearances to listen in on this.

She read between the lines and jogged off. Even with jeans and her heavy Sheriff’s jacket, her ass looked great. Pushing his girlfriend’s magnificent tushy out of his thoughts, he took a deep breath and answered.

“Agent Dud,” he kept his tone unreadable.

“Vernon,” it was the Director, and she sounded off. “What’s your status?” the words rushed out of the septuagenarian.

“We tracked both parties into the target location, but they slipped into a subspace pocket, likely created by the Fae noble Lady Aveena Foxbelle. We’ve established a perimeter and are attempting to enter the pocket. If we are unable to, we’ll catch them when the pocket collapses.”

“Good . . . good,” the woman sounded like she was talking to herself. “Make sure that perimeter is tighter than a tick’s asshole. Abandon the attempts to gain entry. That’s nearly impossible. I need you to hold until an Echelon team arrives. They will relieve you.”

The shock of getting relieved was only outweighed by the surprise that an Echelon team was on their way. As a special agent, Vernon was more like the typical detective/cop. He investigated supernatural crimes in violation of the WRA and participated in targeted enforcement operations with local authorities. Sometimes, like this time, he had another agent or agents to assist.

Echelon teams were the SWAT teams to his lone-wolf agent status. They were a dozen, highly-trained and tactically deployed supernaturals. They were the hammer that the UN brought down on people who really pissed off the world. When an African warlord-mage brought death and disease on a rival tribe, the UN sent in Echelon. When a drug cartel kingpin developed a magical hallucinogen that ate your brain while giving you an orgasm the entire time you died, in came Echelon to deal with the problem. Hell, when Russian oligarch shifters thought they were above international law, Echelon went in and sterilized an entire clan.

They were the source of conspiracy theories and the main focus of protesters’ ire when it came to the WRA. They didn’t operate under the laws of a single nation. Their authority came from the world body, and they were not shy about using it. Vernon had read many of the post-mission files on some of the Echelon operations, and they weren’t the boogie man people made them out to be. What they were was a group of supernaturals that could take down a division of conventional military troops, and that kind of firepower scared the shit out of people. The fact that they were being deployed to upstate New York to deal with a bunch of kids was beyond his comprehension.

“Ma’am, I have this under control. We don’t need . . . “

“Dupree is novel, Vernon,” she cut him off, and his stomach dropped into his feet.

A novel supernatural was something they had no data on. They were marked incredibly dangerous because no one knew what the hell they were capable of. That’s what should scare the shit out of people, not the team deployed to contain them.

“The DNA test missed it because we only check for known genetic sequences. The scientists are still confused about Dupree, but he definitely has genetics we haven’t seen before.”

“Roger that, ma’am,” Vernon answered on autopilot. “We’ll hold our position. No one will leave on my watch.”

“Good. Dupree is considered extremely dangerous until we get him in a lab and test him more thoroughly. Be careful, Agent Dud,” the line went dead, and he was stuck there holding his phone like an idiot.

He gave himself a moment to digest and then got on the radio. He didn’t need to give everyone all the details, but they needed to know the mission had changed. They were in containment mode now. No more kicking down doors and taking prisoners.

He just hoped they’d be able to hold if things turned nasty. Dupree might be a big unknown, but what he did know was they’d have enough trouble keeping the supernaturals they had identified from doing whatever the hell they wanted. At least until Echelon arrived.

“They might be kids, but if this gets ugly . . .” he didn’t want to think about it.

“Push the perimeter back another block,” he sent over the radio, just to be safe. 

***

I stood on the balls of my feet with the sword held vertically in a two-handed grip. I didn’t bounce back and forth because I was afraid I’d be caught off balance when the knight charged me, but I was ready to dart one way or another to avoid getting skewered.

“I should have trained naked,” judging by the way the troll was studying me, that might be my final thought, and as final thoughts went, it was about as weird as my life had been recently.

It felt weird to stand there waiting, dick literally hanging out, as the warm breeze swept under my taint. It made me shiver. The troll didn’t have the same problem. He slowly advanced on me, the epitome of big-dick confidence. He held his giant broadsword in a casual grip as he started to edge to my left. I countered by altering my position.

As he got closer, I finally realized I’d have to kill this mobile mountain if I wanted to live. “He’s not a real person,” I tried to dehumanize him in my mind, which was easy since he technically wasn’t a person.

Fae were humanoid, but different on the genetic level. As if the universe was waiting to prove a point, the troll dropped his glamour. I don’t know why he was using power to create a human-like illusion, but if it was for intimidation purposes, that shit worked. I shuffled back several steps as the troll’s true form rippled into existence.

His lower jaw jutted out to reveal a pair of extended, thick tusks. These were the type of tusks used to impale lesser beings, and while they probably wouldn’t get all the way through a human, they sure as shit would cause some damage. I made a mental note to not get bitten, but that wasn’t all. More bony protrusions started to expand out of the creature. A halo of small white horns decorated his bald head like a crown. Both of his elbows had scythe-like protrusions, and his spine grew a sharp ridge. He looked less and less human by the second, which was good and bad. Good because I didn’t have a problem with sticking my sword in a monster, but bad because I doubted he’d even need a sword to poke me full of holes.

“He’s not a fatty at all,” I groaned as his Buddha belly disappeared to show a thick but powerful physique.

The hulking beast continued his march forward, and I prepared myself. The first strike was innocent enough. The troll just took a casual thrust at me. Despite all the talk about him being slow, it still felt pretty damn fast. I was able to twist out of the way, but just barely. He probably could have charged while I was off balance and finished me, but he was taking his Lady’s order seriously. He would kill me slowly.

A few more casual thrusts and I’d made a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circuit around the bleeding grounds. The troll just grunted and stepped up his efforts. He started with a thrust, but he added additional strikes. It wasn’t anything different than what Dani and Xamira had thrown my way, but it was an entirely different feeling when I knew the other guy was trying to kill me.

I dodged them all, but wasn’t able to go on the offensive. Thrusts and slashes sang through the air as the troll stepped up his efforts, but I continued to dodge. It had nothing to do with my new sight. This was all muscle memory from hundreds of hours of training. The troll stopped and started too much for me to get into the zone, so my new sight hadn’t activated. I had a moment of fear where I suspected he knew about my ability, and that cost me.

I was a hair too slow, and a slash at my abdomen struck home. It wasn’t deep, in fact, it was barely more than a papercut, but the stinging sensation stretched all the way across my stomach, and blood welled out of the wound. I stumbled away to put distance between me and the grinning troll, but he didn’t pursue. He just stood there smiling.

“Oh shit, does he have a poison blade or something?” I panicked. As far as miserable ways to die went, being slowly poisoned to death was about as shitty as it got.

As the full panic started to set in, something miraculous happened. The skin slowly knit together, and the blood stopped dripping down into my pubes. The troll looked momentarily confused until a slow applause began from outside the dueling circle.

“Clever,” Aveena called out. “But I’m sure you would have wanted your protective spell to help with something a little more serious.”

“Duh,” I almost facepalmed, but remembered I was holding a sword. The way Lilith kissed me and traced her nails on my chest was definitely magic. It was good to know she’d tried her best to tilt the odds in my favor, but shitty that I’d wasted the gift.

“I want more blood, Ser Fredrick,” the noble Fae called.

“Yes, my Lady,” the troll’s voice sounded like two boulders being rubbed together, and this time he charged.

He was fast, but not that fast. Still, I couldn’t just dodge his blade anymore. I finally had to parry. Our swords met with a clang. My whole body shook from the impact, and I almost lost the blade. If the troll had been using both hands, there was no doubt in my mind he’d have bisected me, but with just a single-handed grip, I was barely able to hold him off.

The big monster looked momentarily surprised that I’d survived the strike, but then growled in frustration. He followed it up with more attacks. He wasn’t playing it easy anymore. Aveena wanted blood, and it was his job to give it to her.

The big knight flowed through forms I knew, and some I didn’t, but the herky-jerky fighting style was gone. As the attacks came flying at me, so did my concentration. I entered the zone, and my sight easily flared to life. I saw where the knight was going to attack, and had half a second to counter. I moved smoothly around his strikes and started to mount my own attacks. I felt my confidence grow as I made the knight give ground.

The beast snarled as I came close to scoring a hit with the tip of my blade. Unlike me, one hit was all it would take to bring the colossal fucker down. Aside from my sight, it was my greatest advantage in this fight. The cold iron would spread through his veins and end him just like I ended Chloe. He knew this, I knew this. Everyone knew this, but no one expected me to be able to do it.

My blade passed less than an inch from the troll’s quad, and I knew in my bones I could have hit him. I could have ended this whole shit show, but his sword was coming straight for me. I had to pull up short to duck under the blade and back away. On the edge of my bubble of calm, I could hear yelling. There was some argument between the cabal and Aveena’s court, but I didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was the troll and his blade in front of me.

I could tell when the knight, a noble Fae and vassal of a great Fae house who’d been in countless battles, got tired of this shit. I saw him sigh a mental “fuck it” and kick his game up to the next level. He was here to gain prestige with the heir to the House, possibly a future member of The Nine; he wasn’t going to die against some puny human. Or worse, be made to look like a fool.

He swung high, trying to take off my head. I moved away from the blade with a twirl, but my sight screamed a warning at me. He’d deduced I had some type of precognition, because he made sure to strike the instant momentum would work against me. I might be able to see half a second into the future, but I couldn’t fight physics. I did my best, I tried to contort out of the way, but the human body didn’t bend like that.

I still dodged eighty percent of the attack, but getting hit by twenty percent of the troll’s gigantic fist, with the bone protrusions sticking out of his knuckles, still sucked ass. The blow picked me up and tossed me like a rag doll. I felt parts of me break, flesh tear, and blood flow. I landed in a heap ten feet away. The jarring impact bruised me even more, and most importantly, shocked me into inaction.

Movement was life in battle, and being broken on the floor was an invitation to die. I heard Aveena’s laugh. Whatever she’d been arguing about was a distant afterthought. Dani was cursing up a storm, with more than one threat to put a variety of sharp objects up the noble Fae’s ass. I didn’t hear Xamira, but she was more of the silent type. Xander too. All of that was background noise as the troll charged me. I saw the glint of victory in his eyes and knew I was fucked. My sight showed what was going to happen. It showed where his blade would pierce my heart and make me dead with a capital D.

I wanted to move. I knew what I had to do to survive, but my body wouldn’t respond. My shoulder was shattered, and my sword arm was useless. I hadn’t let go of the blade, but there was fuck-all I could do with it. Blood leaked down my chest from four, one-inch-deep puncture wounds. This time, they didn’t heal. Lilith’s magic was spent. I was going to die, and there was nothing anyone could do about it.

“Lilith,” I was more comfortable with her face – specifically with her lips wrapped around my cock – being my final thought.

“Get up, Cam!” I heard her yell as the sword inched closer to my chest.

Time seemed to slow, but that was just the adrenaline coursing through my mind and body.

“Get up!” she screamed again; her voice full of anguish. It was the most emotion I’d ever heard out of her. 

The blade continued to descend in slow motion before it suddenly stopped altogether. Everything stopped. Even I stopped. My eyes were locked on the blade, but if I focused, I could see beyond. I saw the troll behind the sword, and the man behind the troll.

“What the fuck,” I looked into cold, unfriendly, blue eyes. “Who . . .” I tried to see and say more, but those blue icebergs held my complete and utter attention.

“Get up,” power coursed through the world with those two words.

The two eyes continued to hold me as my entire body convulsed. Fire shot through my veins, and lightning lit up my nerves like the lightning bolt that had started this whole mess.

As quickly as he appeared, the blue-eyed man was gone. The world was back in motion. The troll’s blade was inches from my chest, but I moved. I felt myself blur as the lightning in my veins propelled me forward.

Still, it wasn’t enough. The sword came down just above my hip. It punched through me and into the stone floor below. I expected unimaginable pain. I expected to shit and piss myself as my life’s blood leaked out of me into the bleeding grounds. Despite the raw power I felt running through every part of my being, I still expected to die.

Don’t get me wrong, it hurt like a bitch, but it was replaced with a burning heat. The heat was just on the edge of uncomfortable, but I could feel it dulling the pain. I could feel it healing my body despite the sword pinning me to the ground.

Most importantly, the heat continued to fuel me. I wasn’t frozen in shock or overwhelmed by pain, “and I still have my sword.”

The troll looked utterly surprised that he’d missed his mark, and was still trying to comprehend what had happened when Dani’s cold iron-forged blade stabbed him through the chest. It exploded out of his back, throwing blood and gore halfway across the bleeding grounds from the force of the strike. A strike I should never have been capable of producing.

The look of surprise was eternally frozen on the troll’s face as veins of black poison crept across his body. My enemy fell to the side, and in the process, tore his blade out of me. I gasped as more pain wracked my body, but the heat quickly claimed it.

Slowly, hesitantly, I started to sit up. My own sword was still sticking out of the troll, so I used both hands to probe my wound.

There was nothing but fresh pink flesh. A small pool of my blood stuck to my side and back, but the hole the troll’s sword had cut out of me was gone.

“So is the heat,” I felt the fire and lightning that lit up my body like a nuclear Christmas tree slowly fade away.

As it did, the aches and pains of my humanity returned, along with the overwhelming sense of victory. I struggled to my feet and stood over the troll. I thought about putting my foot up on his chest and roaring in conquest. That felt right, but a tingle working its way up my spine stopped me. The wind picked up, swirling around the bleeding grounds. It didn’t touch me, but it picked up the body of Ser Fredrick. The black veins completely covered him, and I knew what came next. As the wind swirled in a miniature vortex, his body came apart. It turned to ash, but at its center, something white pulsed like a beating heart.

“What the fuck?” I looked closely at a ball of power . . . and then the vortex threw it directly into my face.


Chapter 27

“Really,” Vernon growled. “Could they be a little more conspicuous?”

He heard the chopper before he saw it. The rotors could be muffled with magic, but unless the Echelon team was willing to expend the power to go into full stealth mode, it didn’t make sense for a flight in friendly territory. His shifter hearing picked up their approach, so he knew the small town had about a minute to prepare.

“Sitrep?” he asked over the net. Everyone came back with nothing new to report, which was fine with him. “Everyone, watch out for the helicopter.”

“What?” several mundane deputies replied as the black attack craft appeared out of the night and passed overhead.

Vernon grimaced as the craft banked and came around to hover fifty feet above Main Street. If Becky was already pissed at him, she was going to hate him now. Where Echelon teams appeared, protestors followed. By noon tomorrow, everyone who thought the WRA was a violation of human rights would descend on Vincent’s Hollow. Since the UN agents would be long gone, it would fall to the dozen people of the Franklin County Sheriff’s Department to hold the line. If Becky was smart, she’d have her resignation on the other Sheriff’s desk and an application in to the UN Response Division.

That was wishful thinking on his part. He sighed as six nylon ropes dropped from the helicopter. He watched as six figures rappelled down to the street, followed by six more. Being a mage with shifter senses, he could see the modifications done to the chopper. 

It looked like a Blackhawk at first glance, but there were two jet turbines secured to the top of the hull. He didn’t know how that worked, but he was willing to bet his paycheck it was a hell of a lot faster than your average US Army chopper. There were also a pair of mounted missile pods, a small cannon attached to the underbelly, and enough protective wards on the exterior to protect it from a direct missile strike. It was built to take a hit and keep on trucking, and that didn’t even take into consideration the dozen men and women catching a ride. They were the real weapon.

They hit the ground with synchronized proficiency and spread out to secure a perimeter. He thought it was a bit much. They already had a perimeter, but he wasn’t about to tell the powerful supernaturals how to do their jobs. They were all dressed in black armor, with black helmets and black-tinted visors. Even with his enhanced vision, he couldn’t see the people behind the mask. He did see their weapons. Most were armed with the same M4s Becky’s brother was carrying. Unlike his strike team, the Echelon team would be carrying whatever ammo they wanted. Two big members of the team were carrying heavy weapons. One looked like the 240 Bravo he’d faced off against the vamps with in Seattle. The memory sent an involuntary shiver up his spine.

The other armored man was a walking mountain, and he casually carried a fucking minigun like it was nothing. An ammunition belt wrapped around the guy like a snake, but despite the tripping hazard, he moved just as swiftly as the rest of the team in securing the new perimeter. Once that was set, the modified Blackhawk peeled off, but didn’t go far.

“Must be nice to have aerial overwatch,” Vernon tracked the chopper by sound as it looped around the town, always keeping one of its weapons systems pointed at the target.

With the perimeter set, a figure detached itself from the group and advanced on Vernon. He stood a little straighter out of instinct, but as the being approached, it quickly became evident that Vernon was the shorter of the two. Being short made him bristle since it didn’t happen often, but then he felt the power. It was the type of power he’d only felt in an alpha shifter, and despite his pride, he found himself naturally bowing his head in submission to the newcomer.

Whoever it was, they were tall, easily seven feet, but without the bulk Vernon, or the man with the minigun, possessed. If he had to guess, there was a wiry strength to the individual who was casually radiating power.

“Special Agent Dud?” The voice behind the helmet was deep and rang with authority.

“Yes,” Vernon coughed and extended his hand.

Long, almost delicate, gloved fingers wrapped around his hand and relayed a strength that could grind his bones to dust. “Commander Feng of Echelon Three. What’s the situation here?” the Commander got right down to business.

“It all started with a permitting issue for unauthorized weather magic,” Vernon began. “I investigated and identified a person of interest, Cameron Dupree. All initial, standard tests came back negative, but we kept an eye on him. We thought he was a mundane human, and apparently got himself into some trouble with a noble Fae attending the academy up the hill,” he pointed at the lights of St. Vincent’s. “The kid managed to get himself into a trial by combat with a Fae knight. Our last positive ID on the target was him entering the pizza joint and vanishing into a Fae-created pocket dimension. We wanted to shut this down before it got to the point of Dupree getting killed over some stupid, teenage blood feud. Now, we’re not so sure what the hell is happening. The Director called to inform me that Dupree has been identified as a novel supernatural, and to hold until your arrival. We have a two-block perimeter set up, and nothing has come or gone since then,” he wrapped it up as concisely as he could.

“Opposition?” The Commander had turned his attention toward the target building, and Vernon could smell magic in the air. It made him want to sneeze.

“Dupree is an unknown, but there is one Fae noble, a Fae knight, half a dozen changelings, a succubus of the Venetian cabal, a dwarf, an imp, and one unknown; although we expect he is also an imp. We just don’t have a file on him,” Vernon informed.

“Sounds like all the ingredients for a who walked into a bar joke,” it sounded like the Commander was making a joke, but Vernon couldn’t tell through the black visor. The werewolf smiled anyway.

“Show me where you think the pocket is,” the Commander gestured for Vernon to go first, so he led the way into the building. Two of the echelon team members followed their commander, including the big fucker with the minigun.

Vernon stopped at the edge of the hallway and pointed at the bathroom. “We caught them going through the door before we lost them.”

“All right,” the Commander casually walked down the hallway and stood before the door. “Emilio, make sure they’re ready on the perimeter.”

“Yes, sir,” a man with an M4 turned away and must have been talking on the Echelon frequency. Vernon also noticed he couldn’t hear a word of it, so the helmets were warded against eavesdropping.

“Charlotte, cover me.”

“Right-o, boss,” the voice that came out of the hulking figure was surprisingly high-pitched and definitely feminine. Despite himself, Vernon gaped in surprise. “What, pup?” the bigger heavy weapons specialist looked down at him, and he caught a whiff of bear . . . a big one.

“Nothing,” he recovered quickly. “I’ll just wait over here,” he drew his Colts and cocked the hammers.

Both he and the giant bear shifter watched the Commander as he studied the door. Then the other man flexed his fist. An overwhelming smell of ash and fire wafted down the hallway as the man’s hand began to glow. At the same time, it seemed to phase out of existence. All that Vernon could see was a hand-like outline that burned with the intensity of an active volcano.

Then, in a blur so fast Vernon didn’t even see it move, the Commander punched the open space at the center of the doorframe. Instead of passing harmlessly through, it connected with an invisible something. The whole building shook as a result, and Vernon winced as a ripping sound rippled through his mind.

“This shouldn’t take long,” the Commander called after studying the damage he’d done to an intangible barrier Vernon couldn’t even see. “Make sure everyone is ready.”

***

I slowly opened my eyes, and three beautiful, concerned faces solidified above me. “Am I in heaven?” I asked.

Lilith grinned, Xamira gave a sigh of relief, and Dani rolled her eyes. That about summed up their personalities perfectly.

“We thought we’d lost you,” Lilith replied as Dani placed two fingers on my neck to check my pulse.

“You should be dead,” Xamira studied me like some cybersecurity system she was trying to hack.

“You trained me,” I countered. “Did nobody have any faith?”

“We had a sliver of hope you’d win,” Dani admitted, “but not much.”

“Ouch,” I groaned, and not only because of the deep weariness that had seeped into my bones.

“It wasn’t that,” Lilith’s face looked troubled. “You should be dead after the transferal.”

“The what now?” I tested all my body parts to make sure they still worked. A quick look at my shoulder showed it had healed itself just like the hole in my side.

“Aveena was one step ahead of me again.” Lilith looked like she’d just chewed up a box of nails. Getting outmaneuvered by her half-sister was getting old. “This is a sacred place for the Fae. They come here to settle blood feuds and issues of family hierarchy.”

I understood the first part, but not the second.

“Magic and power work differently for the Fae than humans,” Lilith explained. “For their kind, power is hereditary. It can be passed from generation to generation, or accumulated by someone with enough will, skill, and drive to win at all costs.”

“It’s a ‘keep what you kill’ situation,” Dani clarified. “Because you killed the troll, you took his power.”

“The knight’s mojo was the fastball I took to the face?” Realization dawned on me.

“Yep,” Dani nodded, “and that should have barbequed your soul, Cam.”

I gulped and looked down at myself. “I don’t feel extra crispy.”

“That’s why we’re surprised,” Lilith read the look on my face. “The Fae magic should have killed you outright. I could have survived, but humans are genetically incompatible,” she looked at me with an expression I’d never seen from her before. “You’re a real mystery, Cameron Dupree,” her face split into a smile that could have melted the ice caps. It pretty much liquified me, so I was glad I was still lying on my back.

“So, what now?” I asked, looking at each of the women in turn. If they didn’t expect me to survive, they had to have an exit plan.

“Now we get out of here,” Dani stated, and grabbed me to pull me to my feet.

Unfortunately, their plans were interrupted by a pissed off Fae noble who’d just had her hopes and dreams fucked by yours truly. An inhuman scream ripped through the dimensional pocket, and every head snapped to Aveena.

“You shit-stained, snot-nosed, motherfucker!” she roared. “Do you think I’m going to let you leave here alive after everything you’ve done?”

A quick look into her eyes, and it was obvious she’d totally lost her shit. Her normally cold, silver eyes burned with madness as she advanced. One step, she was the regal Fae noble in her expensive white dress that showed a whole lot of leg. The next . . . she was something else.

She practically exploded as she added mass and height. Before I could even inhale, she was a dozen feet tall and buck-ass naked. Her tits were easily bigger than my head, but I didn’t have time to admire them. Another step, and flashes of light surrounded her as armor plates appeared out of thin air. By the time she was halfway to me, she looked like a fucking medieval knight off on a crusade.

Her mouth twisted into a cruel grin as she saw the fear on my face. An armored helm slammed onto her head, over long pointed ears, and blocked her face. The only exception was a small slit that seemed to glow with silver hellfire. “Why won’t you just fucking die?” she screamed. 

I saw the wave of pure, telekinetic force cascade off her and head directly for me. I barely had time to gulp, much less kiss my ass goodbye. Then . . . something big was by my side. A leg of deep, red flesh, taller than I was, stepped forward to interpose itself between the crushing force and its target. That surprisingly shapely leg was attached to a creature roughly Aveena’s size, but totally different.

Instead of gleaming glamour, this creature’s torso and other vital areas were covered in bone-white armor. A barbed tail flicked behind it, too close to my head for comfort, and a waterfall of raven-black hair cascaded down nearly to an ass that wouldn’t, and couldn’t, quit. Black horns poked through hair, encircled its head like an onyx crown, and flaming green weapons appeared in its hands. One was a sword, the other a whip.

“Lilith?” I gaped at the demon-looking succubus. Humans might have mischaracterized her species for millennia, but their descriptions were spot on. She looked like some creature spawned from hell to steal and eat the hearts of men. “If that creature gave everyone a raging hard on.” Despite her terrifying combat form, there was an undeniable femininity to it. “I could use that ass as a pillow!”

I barely had time to get to half-mast before Aveena’s attack ran headlong into a defensive shield. If the attack was only aimed at Lilith, the shield would have held, but spread out to cover everyone else, it was weaker. I lost my footing as the bleed through slammed into me and threw me backward several feet toward the cliff. I saw Dani and Xamira go flying and grabbed toward them in desperation. I missed the imp, but grabbed hold of Dani’s braid before she could go over the cliff.

I stabbed my fingers into the ground, frantic to find a handhold, and was surprised when they dug into the solid rock enough to bring us all to a sudden stop.

“Ah fuck,” Dani groaned. If she’d been human, the sudden stop would have snapped her neck. Instead, she just had horrible whiplash.

I didn’t even have a chance to get back to my feet before Aveena’s scream ripped through the dimensional pocket. I looked up in time to see half a dozen glamor swords appear in front of her before rocketing toward them. Two angled toward Lilith like heat-seeking missiles, two aimed at me because why the hell not, and one each for the dwarf and imp.

Lilith intercepted the attack with a wave of emerald flame that spewed from her mouth. The swords disintegrated as the fire smashed them to faerie dust, and kept on going. Aveena made a wedge of telekinetic force to part the green inferno around her, and that’s when I knew we were going to lose this fight. Not because Lilith was weaker, or because Aveena had us outnumbered; it was because Lilith was trying to protect us all, while Aveena didn’t give a shit about anyone but herself.

Lilith’s wave of flame crashed around the Fae noble and smashed into the unarmed, unshielded changelings. Their mistress didn’t even try to save them. Their screams and the smell of roasting flesh filled the air with its putrid stench. Lilith froze in shock as her attack killed people she’d known for years; people she’d had class with, and shared meals in friendship.

Aveena saw the distraction and struck. More swords appeared and flashed toward every cabal member. Lilith’s defense was too slow. She smashed aside most of the blades, but one snuck through and embedded itself deep in her shoulder. The roar that came out of her belonged to some mythical beast, not an injured human woman. Black ichor dripped by the pint onto the floor as Lilith desperately ripped the three-foot blade out of her.

Even more distracted now, and momentarily crippled by pain, Lilith wasn’t ready for what came next. Smaller, more numerous daggers flashed around the succubus as Aveena charged her with a giant six-foot broadsword and matching shield. Lilith didn’t have time to try to block the projectile blades trying to kill her friends. She had to focus all her attention on the bigger threat.

Unfortunately, that meant I was fucked. As the least durable of the group, one hit from the supersonic daggers would crack me like an egg. The Fae noble wasn’t fucking around, and I wasn’t nearly in the zone enough to avoid getting hit. Even worse, I wasn’t fast enough to help my friends. Dani and Xamira were moving; maybe fast enough to save their beautiful asses, but I was shit out of luck.

All I could do was instinctively throw my arms up in a futile attempt to save myself. Instead of dying, I felt something pulse inside me. Throwing my arms up was meant to shield my heart and lungs from the flying daggers, instead . . . something leaped from my mind to do just that. It looked like a shield of mostly translucent energy, but it flashed out as fast as the daggers and put itself right in front of me. The glamor blade smacked into my little shield and shattered, but it felt like someone hit me with a fucking haymaker. Pain tore through my mind, and I nearly stumbled into the path of a second dagger. It flashed past me so close I heard the zip of it cutting through the air.

“How . . . never mind,” Dani was limping toward me, trailing a line of blood from her leg. She hadn’t been fast enough. Xamira blurred to my side, unharmed.

“What do we do?” I asked, as another inhuman shriek ripped through the air. “How are we supposed to get out of here?”

Both women looked at Lilith. “Duh, she’s our ticket out of here.”

The giant succubus and Fae noble were going at each other like this was a no-holds-bar cage match. There was no swordplay or strategy like when I battled the Fae knight. Chunks of glamor and bone armor were shredded as they tore into each other with swords, daggers, whips, claws, and to my surprise . . . fangs. Gore splattered everywhere, blocking the exit back to Joe’s pizza joint with hunks of flesh the size of dinner plates, and enough blood to keep a village hydrated through an African summer.

Aveena’s current scream was because Lilith had sunk her teeth into the other woman’s exposed neck. For a second, I thought the fight was over. I could see the mighty, armored Fae go weak in the knees as Lilith poured power into her attack. The Fae started to wobble, and her weapons disintegrated as she gripped Lilith’s shoulders for support. I felt a moment of hope before the Fae conjured two more swords and rammed them into Lilith’s chest.

The mighty succubus roared as both of them retreated. Pools of black and silver blood swamped the bleeding grounds along with the charred bodies of changelings. However, both women were at the top of the supernatural food chain for a reason. Wounds were already healing, and although their massive chests were heaving from exertion, they looked like they could do this all day.

“You?” Aveena’s eyes found me again. “How are you still alive?” It was clear she thought her little knife trick should have skewered me.

I just gave her the finger. I was exhausted, had the biggest headache of my life, and that was the best I could come up with. It worked. She roared and was about to charge when something happened. There was a loud, ripping sound, and the whole world seemed to lurch.

“What the fuck?” Judging by the faces around me, I wasn’t the only one thinking that.

Aveena looked behind her toward where they’d enter the subspace pocket, just as another rip echoed through this mini universe. I fell on my ass, and the Fae’s attention zeroed in on my vulnerability. I could see the indecision on her face as she tried to make up her mind. Something was clearly trying to get in, and if I had my guess, succeeding. Aveena could either flee or kill me, but it didn’t look like she could do both.

Her next shriek was full of frustration. She’d made up her mind. The glamor armor dissipated as she shrank back to normal size. With a final snarl in my direction, Aveena vanished. Lilith waited several seconds, her massive body crouched protectively around us, before she smoothly transitioned back to her human form. Not that it helped her wardrobe.

I was momentarily distracted as her bare tits pointed at me like they were accusing me of this whole thing being my fault. “If that’s what it takes to get her naked,” I was willing to take that risk.

“We need to get out of here,” she snapped her finger so my eyes would move north. They settled on her eyes, and I could see, despite her bravado, that she was hurting. “Everyone, grab a hold of me.”

I was so tempted to grab a handful of her tit, but this wasn’t the time. I grabbed her shoulder instead. I saw Dani and Xamira do the same, but scanned the war-torn battlefield looking for Xander. He was nowhere to be seen.

“Hey, where is . . .?” A hard look from Lilith, and my jaw snapped shut. I didn’t look at Xamira, but the perspiration on her face wasn’t all sweat.

“Fuck,” I groaned. Over half a dozen people were dead because of Little Miss Princess's fucked up sense of honor.

Satisfied everyone was secured to her, Lilith stepped. The bleeding ground vanished, only to be replaced by a bone-chilling, dark, cold world.

“Don’t let go,” it sounded like she was talking underwater. I grabbed her shoulder tighter. She didn’t need to tell me twice. I wasn’t going to die in some stupid shadow land after surviving Aveena’s wrath.

We walked. I don’t know in what direction or how far. Whatever this place was, it seemed to work on a different set of the fundamental laws of physics than the normal universe. It felt wrong, and at the same time, right. I didn’t have time to analyze why. In what could have been a few seconds or a few hours, we reappeared in the real world. Sights and sounds assaulted us as harshly as Aveena’s blades; red and blue lights flashed, sirens blared, and men and women screamed,

“Is that a helicopter?” I wondered as a powerful beam lit us up like we were on America’s Most Wanted.

“Cam . . .” I never heard the end. My hand never left Lilith’s shoulder, and she dropped us back into the strange, dark world.

“Plan B,” she announced, and I saw Dani and Xamira nod.

This time, I counted the steps, and it looked like Lilith took seven before we dropped back into reality. This time, the lights and sirens were far away. I recognized the student car lot. Although, I’d never had enough money to actually have a car here.

“Five minutes, mark,” Lilith stated, before dropping back into the weird world. This time with only me and Dani.

Lilith continued walking, this time taking nearly two dozen steps before turning to look us in the eyes. “We need to move quickly. Do what I say and we’ll make it out of here alive. We aren’t out of danger yet,” she informed, and waited for us to nod our comprehension.

“What are we doing?” I was afraid the cold otherworld was like space and would make my lungs explode when I took a breath. It wasn’t comfortable, but it didn’t kill me.

“We’re running,” Lilith deadpanned. “Sorry, Cam, but I always knew this was a possibility if you won. You’ll have to get your GED online from where we’re headed.”

I just shrugged in response. I was alive, “and at least she has a plan.”

Aveena wasn’t through, and if the lights and sirens were any indication, it felt like the whole world was after me now. I looked down at myself and made a mental note to find some pants sometime soon. I was still in my birthday suit and covered in a lot of dried blood. That alone would lead to a lot of unwanted questions.

Lilith stepped, and the chase began.


Chapter 28

Vernon felt the subspace pocket fail under the Commander’s third strike. A hole in the very fabric of reality appeared in the space that should lead to a pizza joint’s shitter. The armored man grabbed the edge of the tear with one hand while his second hand lost cohesion and glowed with the same unnatural light. With both hands securing an edge, the Echelon leader gave a grunt and tore a man-sized hole in the universe.

“Go!” he ordered, and Charlotte burst through the opening with her minigun, scanning for targets. The Commander followed, and Vernon hesitated for just a moment before trailing in their wake.

“Fire and death,” his senses told him the moment he crossed the threshold. A walkway lined with stone pillars led to an open stone circle that was covered in gore.

“Clear,” Charlotte informed. “I’ve got bodies.” Her massive form stood over several well-done corpses. She took a deep breath, “faerie flame,” she confirmed.

The Commander sighed and removed his helmet. His features were Asian on a long, oval face. He had black hair cut short to accommodate his helmet, and his mouth was set in a thin line of displeasure. He walked to the edge of the cliff the stone circle butted up against, and looked down. “I’ve got one more. Looks like his chest exploded and his body was crushed on impact.”

Vernon went to check and identified the cabal member they didn’t have a file on. He grimaced at the gruesome sight. There was a hole the size of his fist blasted straight through the poor bastard’s heart. On top of that, he’d fallen a good five hundred feet to land on jagged rocks. Even from here, Vernon could see dozens of compound fractures and blood leaking from the man’s eyes, nose, and ears. If the guy was only an imp like they thought, there was no way he could heal from that level of damage.

“Shit,” judging by the positions of the bodies, there were casualties on both sides of this fight. Things were spiraling out of control.

“Can we get an ID on any of those?” he pointed at the charred bodies.

Charlotte snarled, clearly telling Vernon she didn’t answer to him. The growl cut off as the Commander raised his hand and nodded his ascent.

“Doubtful,” she grumbled, “but we can get forensics in here and try.”

“That’ll have to do,” he felt his shoulders sag. This was an even bigger clusterfuck than before. He was glad he wasn’t in charge anymore.

“Where is everyone?” he asked the million-dollar question.

“Teleported,” the Commander replied casually, as he took a deep breath. “One went that way,” he pointed east, “and four that way,” he pointed north.

“They could be a hundred feet or a hundred miles from here,” Vernon growled in frustration.

“They won’t go far,” the Commander disagreed, as he surveyed the carnage. He inhaled again; his nostrils flared wider than was humanly possible. “The succubus is wounded. She can’t go more than a few miles.”

A few miles in Vincent’s Hollow stretched into the wilderness, so even that far was too far. “We need to expand the perimeter,” Vernon informed as he keyed his radio. All he got was static.

He didn’t need to be told the dimensional pocket was fucking with their communications, so he jogged to the entrance. The minute he crossed the threshold, voices started screaming at him.

“Target sighted on Main Street. Shit! They’re gone, but I swear I saw them,” multiple voices were reporting the same thing.

“We missed them by seconds,” Vernon stomped down his frustration.

“All units, expand the perimeter. Target is wounded and won’t get far,” he switched channels. “Becky, what is the easiest way to get out of town?”

“The highway,” the mountain lion shifter replied instantly. “It’s the only way out. We have a few hunter’s paths and side roads, but if you want to go anywhere, you need to take the highway.”

“Okay, call the state troopers and get roadblocks up at ten miles out. Have every exit between here and Syracuse under observation. We can’t let Dupree and his people get away.”

“On it,” there was a thrill in her tone he liked to hear. “I’ll link in with the Echelon’s chopper so they can provide overwatch. Anything on the move around here is going to be easy to spot. The entire town is locked down.”

Vernon felt the thrill of the hunt surge through him. “I’m coming, Dupree,” he resisted the urge to howl at the moon. That was just too cliché.

***

Lilith dropped them in the supermarket parking lot on the opposite side of town from Joe’s place. The lot was nearly empty, but the spots close to the store were filled with people taking advantage of the spectacle to get their shopping done. Lilith ignored the cars and headed for the trio of black BMWs waiting near the street. She stumbled as she approached, but shrugged off Dani’s assistance. The window rolled down as she approached, and a young man nodded to her.

“We’ll be set in thirty seconds,” she informed, and the man nodded.

All three BMWs started up as one, and I wondered which one we were getting into, but Lilith walked past them all toward a beat-up minivan. It looked like something a red-neck soccer mom would drive. Rust marred the edges, and the leather seats, which were still outdated a decade ago, were cracked and uncomfortable-looking. Even the St. Vincent’s Academy bumper sticker that adorned the lower left-hand corner of the rear window was faded to near illegibility.  None of that mattered to Lilith as she hopped in the driver’s seat.

“In the back,” Dani ordered as I went to the passenger door and she hip checked me out of the way. “That was a UN chopper up there, and last time I checked, they’re attention wasn’t focused on Lilith or me.”

She had a point. The loudspeaker had started to yell my name, not any of the other cabal members, so I obediently hopped in the back of the van. Lilith started it up, and despite its aged look, it purred to life. Someone had done some work on it.

At the thirty-second mark, all three BMWs peeled out and shot off in different directions. Lilith counted to ten and then calmly pulled out of the parking lot. She used her blinker and obeyed all the traffic laws as they drove toward the edge of town and the T intersection that would take them to the highway.

“Clever,” I grinned from where I’d lain down in the back seat. “Hiding in plain sight.” It had as good a chance as any of getting them the hell out of there.

***

“I’ve got three rabbits,” the Echelon pilot relayed to Becky as he read out GPS coordinates.

The Co-Sheriff jumped in her jeep and floored it to the closest target. “I’ve got the first one. Someone get the others, we aren’t letting these people get away with this,” she felt her heart racing and the adrenaline flowing through her veins. They’d received the casualty reports, and a bunch of kids were dead. She was not okay with that.

It had been a long time since she’d been on a hunt like this. The only thing that came close to the sensation surging through her was fucking Vernon, but this was different. She pressed the gas to the floor and nearly rolled the jeep as she took the corner too fast. She could see the BMW in the distance, easily going sixty in a thirty. She hit her lights and sirens and urged the jeep to go faster. Her jeep responded with a roar that echoed out of her throat.

They were nearly out of town by the time she caught up to the little sports car. The T intersection that would take it to the highway, or the academy, was right up ahead. She expected it to take a right and flee for the highway. She was already on the state trooper’s channel and ready to call in the chase, but the exact opposite happened. Once it was clear that the police jeep was trying to pull the BMW over, it calmly pulled to the side of the road and put on its hazard lights.

Becky jumped out of the jeep and laid the M4 rifle across the side mirror. “Turn off the vehicle and get out with your hands up!” she yelled as she used the door as cover.

Nothing happened. No one got out, but the car didn’t move either. She’d seen this before. The perp would wait for her to approach before taking off in the hopes of getting a few seconds' head start. Unlucky for them, she didn’t need her car to catch them. In a short sprint, she could move faster than any car could get going.

“Turn off the vehicle and get out with your hands up!” she repeated, and counted down from five.

She rushed forward in a blur, nearly ripping the door off its hinges as she swept the car for its occupant. It was empty. The only thing she saw was a pile of dust in the driver’s seat.

“Shit,” she kicked the side of the car, her boot punching through the thin aluminum and getting stuck. “Fuck,” she growled, as she spent a moment retrieving her foot from where she’d shoved it up the car’s metaphorical ass. “My rabbits a bust,” she radioed in, and advanced into the T intersection to look down the road toward the highway.

The on-ramp was nearly two miles away, but it was a straight shot. Even in the moonlight, she should have been able to see the rear lights of a car making a run for it. She saw nothing. She pivoted to look up toward the school. Nothing again. Lastly, she looked back the way she’d come.

Ms. Landing's beat-up old minivan was chugging toward her. The old librarian had worked at St. Vincent’s forever, and Becky would have noticed the van anywhere. She started to move to clear the road, but stopped as a gust of wind blew in her direction.

She smelled fire, she smelled blood, she did not smell the old-lady scent of mothballs and books. As the car moved closer, she saw through the windshield. She recognized Lilith Venitas and Dani Underwood from the files the UN had put together. She didn’t see Cameron Dupree yet, but there was no way he wasn’t in that car.

“Freeze!” she roared as she leveled her weapon at the car.

The vehicle seemed to slow for a moment before speeding up. She heard the whine of the engine as it fired on all cylinders. She responded by shifting. Thankfully, Vernon had scratched a few runes into her clothes so she didn’t bust up a perfectly good set. The only thing that didn’t expand when she added nearly two feet and a hundred and fifty pounds of muscle was her weapon.

The gun felt awkward in her paw, but she’d trained for instances like this. She sighted in on the engine and started to pull the trigger. One . . . two . . . three rounds smashed into the grill. The 5.56mm magically-enchanted rounds should have punched straight into the engine and done some damage, but she saw them pancake against something solid. This might look like Ms. Landings’ van, but if it was, someone had done a lot of work to it.

She switched targets. The van was still coming, and she deemed it a threat to her personal safety. She sighted on the driver and opened fire. The engine might be reinforced, but whoever did the body work didn’t have time to bulletproof the windshield. Holes punched through the glass where the succubae’s head and chest should be.

If she did any damage to the girl, she couldn’t tell. The van was still coming. She flipped the selector switch from single shot to three-round burst and emptied the thirty-round magazine into the car.

***

“What the fuck!” I screamed as bullets tore through the van. I dove for the floor and covered my head with my hands.

Dani screamed too, but Lilith was silent. She kept going, never stopping, never even faltering against the avalanche of lead pounding into them. Abruptly, the firing stopped, and I poked my head up to see what the hell was going on.

The van was still accelerating and was a good hundred feet from what looked like a giant lion chick armed with an assault rifle. With a flick, the magazine popped out of the bottom of the rifle, and a new one was being inserted. The lion chick brought the rifle to her shoulder and looked like she was about to unleash hell for a second time.

A loud beep from a car horn was all the warning anyone had before a white Mercedes plowed into the lion chick from the direction of the school. The collision looked pretty fucked up. The car wrapped around the lion chick like she was a tree until whatever magical strength she had rooting her in place was overcome. Then, she was thrown through the air and into a cornfield that butted up to the road.

Without the lion chick to stop the car's forward momentum, the Mercedes fishtailed and smashed its trunk into the police jeep idling on the side of the road. The jeep wasn’t badly damaged, but it would need some serious bodywork. On the other hand, the white, German luxury vehicle was totaled. Lilith slammed on the brakes and brought the van to a sudden stop next to the car.

Xamira ripped herself out of the driver’s seat and half collapsed against the side of the van. She had several cuts and a broken arm with shiny, white bone sticking through her mocha flesh, but she was alive. I didn’t know if I could say the same for the lion chick.

“Dani,” Lilith handed something silver to the dwarf, and she jumped out and ran to the lion chick’s prone body. The dwarf returned a moment later with a nod. “Take the wheel,” Lilith instructed, as she crawled into the back and Xamira took the passenger seat. She’d also grabbed the cop’s rifle and was checking the magazine.  

“We look like something straight out of a slasher flick,” I shook my head.

The van was full of bullet holes. The windshield was gone. Lilith and I were naked and bloody. Xamira was battered and partially broken, and Dani looked like she was about to puke. When Lilith described her harem to me, this was not what I had in mind.

“Tough shit,” I told myself.

You had to live with the hand life dealt you, and right now, that meant I was stuck in a shot-up van with three amazing women. I might just be a poor, townie kid, but I couldn’t complain about my life being boring anymore.

Above all, I was alive. If I had anyone to thank for that, it was them.

“Let’s get out of here,” I told Xamira. We might have taken down the lion chick, but we still had a lot of running to do.
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Chapter 1

I jumped as the door slammed open next to me. I ignored the rush of blood to my cheeks because it was pretty hard to concentrate on anything but the rush of blood to my crotch. Lilith stood in the door looking like battered shit; if battered shit could be breathtakingly beautiful.

This wasn’t the type of Hollywood-celebrity beauty that took hours and a full team of stylists to achieve. Lilith had the raw, natural beauty of her supernatural race. She was a succubus, an immortal creature with preternatural gorgeousness, strength, and speed that fed off the sexual energy of humans like me. She was built by the gods to be a man’s wet dream: perky double D’s, a flat, taut belly that wasn’t too athletic or overly muscular, flawless sun-kissed flesh, raven-black hair, emerald eyes, and a small tuft of pubic hair I’d never noticed before. Most likely because this was the first time I was getting a full-frontal show.

“The carpet matches the drapes,” I barely stopped myself from staring. 

Behind that beauty was a look of pure exhaustion, and I couldn’t blame her. The nudity wasn’t a choice. She’d ripped out of her clothes and exploded into her twelve-foot-tall combat form to save all our asses from a deranged Fae. She took a blade through her shoulder early in the fight, and gave double penetration a whole new meaning when the Fae had rammed a pair of swords through her gut. Because she was so much more than human, she’d already healed those wounds, but rebuilding that much mass had a cost I didn’t understand.

“Dani, take the wheel,” she ordered as she hefted her blood-stained body through the door and collapsed into the seat next to me.

By Dani, she meant the five-foot, blademaster, dwarf who’d just returned to the car. While Lilith was the perfect balance of femininity and strength, Dani wasn’t. The best words to describe her were bodacious babe. She was short and stocky, powerfully built, but not chubby, with curves to die for. The smallest woman in the car was all tits, ass, and a long, single braid of thick hair that fell nearly all the way to her ass. I had no problem with that. I’d smacked that ass, and it was good.

She was also relatively unscathed. She was in a black pantsuit with a Kevlar ballistic vest underneath her blouse. Aside from blood splatter, the only sign of physical trauma was a slash in her pants. A dagger thrown by the homicidal Fae had scored a hit on the dwarf, but like Lilith, she was already healed. Since it was nothing more than a deep scratch, Dani wasn’t looking nearly as rundown.

She’d also just returned from dealing with their most immediate problem.

“Did we just kill that cop?” I gulped, feeling like I was going to throw up.

Fighting and killing a Fae knight in a trial by combat was one thing. Hell, killing a sociopathic water nymph that had tried to assassinate me in the shower was fine. Running over a cop and then killing her while she was down was a whole new level of fucked up.

“No,” Lilith replied from where she’d reclined and closed her eyes.

“Silver tranquilizer,” Dani explained as she slammed the driver’s side door closed and buckled her seat belt.

I doubted getting ejected out of the empty hole that used to be the windshield would hurt the dwarf much. Imagining the scenario made me laugh despite myself. I was getting to the point where hysterically laughing at my own misfortune wouldn’t be weird at all.

The passenger side opened, and Xamira jumped in. The mocha-skinned imp was half-human, half-succubus, and full badass. She’d taught me how to fight, she’d been the one who hit the cop with the car, and most importantly, she was the one holding the cop’s military-issued assault rifle.

“I hurt her with the hit, but she was going to get back up and call for reinforcements. The silver will put her down for a bit, but not kill her. It isn’t silverbane, so it isn’t fatal.”

I remembered the cop shooting at us, and she didn’t seem to have the same no-kill attitude Lilith had shown her in return. The cop, whoever the hell she was, was a shifter; one of the most populous supernatural species in the United States. They came in all shapes and sizes, from cats to bears. I’d seen the cop go from a normal, somewhat-tall woman in jeans and a Sheriff’s jacket to an eight-foot lion chick that emptied her entire thirty-round magazine into the front of our van. Lilith had taken several direct hits from the assault rifle, which only added to her shitty day.

“Okay, good,” I comforted myself in the fact that we hadn’t committed cold-blooded murder.

“Head for the highway,” Xamira instructed, and Dani floored the ancient minivan.

I was beyond out of the loop on the escape plan. The girls hadn’t expected me to make it past the Fae knight. Then, they’d been positive my soul had been barbequed when the Fae’s power was transferred to me in some ancient ritual of the bleeding ground’s “you keep what you kill” mentality.

The whole scenario was one giant mindfuck, and I hadn’t tried to make sense of it yet. “There’s a lot that doesn’t make sense,” I put on my seatbelt and sat next to Lilith to try to digest it all.

First off, I wasn’t even entirely sure I was human anymore. The doubt crept in long before the fight, back when I started displaying unusual abilities. I’d felt a spark in my mind one day during training, and suddenly, I could see what was about to happen. It wasn’t much. I couldn’t see tomorrow’s lottery numbers, but I had a half-second warning if I was in the zone; totally focused on the combat in front of me. That had allowed me to go toe to toe with Dani and Xamira in training, and ultimately allowed me to take down the Fae knight.

However, I’d also learned it wasn’t infallible. If people knew I had the ability, they could counter it with strategy. After all, I couldn’t fight physics, and the Knight had proven that to me the hard way by fucking me up pretty good. He’d nearly killed me with a single strike.

“Then . . .” I tried to remember how the fight ended, but it was all blurry. My sword had been sticking out of the big troll’s chest, and since it was made of cold iron, the weakness of the Fae race, it had killed him good and quick. “But . . .” I couldn’t remember how I went from getting knocked on my ass with a broken shoulder and several not-so-small puncture wounds to killing the Fae.

No matter how hard I tried, it was like trying to hold water in my hands. The truth of the memory just slipped through my fingers. I shook the excess adrenaline out of my arms and concentrated on what I did know. Amanda Springfield, one of St. Vincent’s two Anima mages – the branch of human magic that dealt with the human mind – had called me a precog. I guess that was technically right, but my power seemed to come and go. She called what she saw an aftertaste of the combat-induced sight.

Then there was the healing. I thought Lilith had worked her sex magic on me all along. As the First of her harem, an important role in the cabal, I had lots of responsibilities to my succubus boss. She needed me to perform my duties, and I couldn’t do that if I was constantly fucked up. Apparently, she hadn’t been healing me of the various injuries I’d sustained over the course of my involvement with supernaturals. The healing wasn’t anything special. I healed way faster than the average human, but much slower than supernatural standards.

So, to wrap it up, I was precognitive, but only when I hit my stride in a fight. I could heal, but not fast, and somehow, I’d found the strength, speed, and skill to kill a Fae knight.

“And then,” I remembered another aspect of my new self that I didn’t understand.

The same daggers the noble Fae bitch, Aveena Foxbelle, had injured Dani with had come for me too. I’d thrown up my hands instinctually to protect my body – like it was actually going to save me or something – and it surprisingly did. A mostly translucent shield appeared between me and the blade. The blade shattered on impact with the shield, but it felt like someone had roundhouse kicked me in the temple. My head still throbbed.

Thinking about the pain brought it back, and I groaned. Both women sitting in front turned to glare at me.

“Suck it up, Cam. We aren’t out of this yet,” Dani shot back.

I was glad that dwarf senses and reflexes were far superior to humans because Dani was driving at about a hundred miles an hour, down a country road, in the dark. I tried not to hyperventilate or imagine t-boning a cow that wandered off from the herd. All it took was one stupid animal to step into the road, and we were dead. Well . . . I was dead. Everyone else would survive the crash.

It was about two miles to the highway, which was our primary escape route from the police and fucking government helicopter that were circling the town of Vincent’s Hollow. It took us less than a minute to get there and find more flashing lights blocking the entry ramp. Dani slammed on the brakes, leaving fifty feet of burned rubber on the asphalt. A pair of troopers in the blue and yellow squad cars of the NYS police looked at the bullet-ridden minivan in surprise. Both groups just sat there for a moment, watching each other, before we all moved at once.

Dani hit the accelerator, and the cops went for their guns. Xamira flowed smoothly out of the passenger side window, hooked her legs around the seat for stability, and opened fire. The much more powerful M4 rifle barked, and the cops hit the ground. The imp had aimed far over their heads. She wasn’t actually going to shoot them, but she needed them down and out of the way.

The van lurched as Dani took it into the grass, around the barricade, and down the ramp. Xamira swiveled outside the van, took careful aim, and put two rounds into the grills of each cop car. I didn’t know if that would stop them. This wasn’t a Hollywood action movie, but I trusted the imp. She’d trained for shit like this.

“That bought us a second,” she informed.

It was more literal than she intended. I could already hear more sirens in the distance coming for us. Despite the decrepit, soccer mom vehicle, we were hitting one-twenty on the highway. Still, there was no way in hell we were outrunning the Dodge Chargers the cops used, or the military chopper.

“Lilith, where is the safe house?” Xamira asked. Her head swiveled as she tried to pinpoint the chopper’s direction of approach. That was the biggest threat. “Lilith?”

I looked over at the succubus sitting beside me and saw her face slack and paler than I’d ever seen it. “Shit!” I yelled and felt for a pulse.

“Please don’t be dead . . . please don’t be dead.” She was my best chance of not spending the next twenty years in a fuck-me-in-the-butt federal prison.

I found her carotid artery and breathed a sigh of relief when a strong thump vibrated through my fingers. Still, that didn’t explain why she looked half-dead.

“Lilith!” Xamira reached behind her and jostled the unconscious woman. It didn’t change anything.

“She’s drained,” Dani explained, sneaking a quick glance, but quickly returning her eyes to the dark highway. “She needs to recharge.”

“How?” I asked, looking around for a protein bar. When I looked up, Xamira was staring intently at me.

It took me a moment to catch her drift. “Me . . . what . . . you can’t be serious?” I gaped as I glanced back and forth between my dick and Lilith. “I’m not going to fuck her.”

In truth, that was my wildest fantasy at this point. Not the unconscious, blood-covered version of Lilith sitting next to me, but a conscious and willing succubus. As much as I wanted to get my dick wet, I wasn’t some fucking pervert.

“You don’t need to fuck her,” Xamira rolled her eyes. “She just needs a pick-me-up,” she pointed at Lilith’s slack jaw.

“You want me to mouth fuck her? What the hell is wrong with you?” I gasped.

“Cam, shut the fuck up and put on your big girl panties,” Dani cut in. “We need Lilith conscious to tell us where the safe house is. To get her conscious, she needs some of your sweet, sweet lovin’. You aren’t raping her; you’re literally giving her what she needs so we can all survive. Unless you want to go to prison?” as if to punctuate her point, two sirens started to blare close behind us.

Xamira’s attempt to sabotage the two patrol cars had failed, and they were in hot pursuit.

“But . . .” I grasped for another argument. “You know what I can do to her.”

The imp and dwarf were well aware of the special nature of my spunk. For whatever reason, it packed one hell of a punch. I’d literally taken Lilith out the first time she took my full load.

“So?” Dani asked impatiently. “What’s the worst that can happen? You knock her out with your kryptonite cum,” she gestured blindly behind her at the unconscious succubus. “Too late for that!” The sirens were getting closer, and Dani’s temper was getting shorter.

“Cam, the safe house can’t be far. You need to do this now,” Xamira pleaded, as she pulled herself back out of the window and tried to line up another shot at the cops that would incapacitate them.

“Fucking hell,” I’d had to do a lot of weird things since joining the cabal, but this was by far the weirdest. “Okay,” I tried to calm myself down and grabbed hold of my cock.

As far as cocks went, I was above average for a guy. Eight inches and decently thick, I hadn’t received any complaints from anyone. I tried to relax as I grabbed it by the base and gave it a few experimental strokes to gauge my readiness. I was already at half-mast. It was impossible not to be when I was sitting beside a naked sex goddess. I was also a teenager, so it didn’t take much to get me fully hard.

I did have to work through a few obstacles. First, I had literal blood on my hands. My hands were sticky from the multiple wounds I’d taken during the fight with the Fae knight. On top of the shoulder and chest wounds, the troll had literally impaled me to the stone floor. I didn’t know how I’d dodged the fatal blow, but it had hit just above my hip instead of my heart. All that was left of the wound was a patch of pink skin, but the blood didn’t just magically disappear. A good part of my crotch area had blood on and around it. My own pubes were hardened with clumps of dry blood. I really needed a shower.

“Okay, focus,” I tried to push the extra friction out of my mind as I worked my shaft.

I had plenty of material in my spank bank to work with. Lilith had sucked me off not once, but twice. Despite being at the top of my limited sexual experiences, and definitely the best head I’d ever received, it was hard to reconcile the vibrant, sexual woman of those memories with the unconscious woman sitting beside me.

I shifted to other memories. Dani’s ass smacking back into my cock in the dorm showers was a good one, and I moaned a little as I picked up the pace. Xamira riding me reverse cowgirl was just as good, and I felt the pressure start to build. Even Amanda, whom I don’t think I’d actually physically touched, had fucked me in a fantasy world of her mind’s creation. I’d jizzed in my pants on that one, but it felt no less real than when I motorboated Dani.

I was close. I could feel it, and then a sharp crack ripped through my masturbation fantasy. “Fuck!” I ducked down and smacked my engorged dick painfully on the edge of the seat.

A second crack echoed through the van, and I realized we weren’t being shot at. We were doing the shooting. Xamira was targeting the cop cars, and by the sudden squeal and fishtail of one cruiser, she was aiming for the tires.

“Did he cum yet?” she asked as she pulled herself back into the car.

“Nope,” Dani sounded upset.

“Is she seriously upset that I can’t perform while people are shooting all around me?” I bit my tongue and started to work my shaft again.

“You’re not helping,” I said instead.

“How hard is it to cum on her face?” the dwarf shot back. “You’re a guy, aren’t you biologically programmed to do this?”

There were so many things I wanted to say to that, but Xamira’s glare got there first. She knew I needed to concentrate. “Do you need help?” she asked.

I gasped a little bit as my cock responded to the sudden wave of lust that pulsed through the car. I didn’t know much about the succubus sex magic she could work, but whatever it was, she’d done the trick. Dani even whimpered a little as she took her portion of the lust in stride. 

“I need help with her mouth,” I breathed heavily. I was really close now, so I took my hand off my dick before I burst.

With supernatural grace, the imp slipped into the back seat and onto Lilith’s other side. With her hands, she opened her aunt’s mouth. The angle was terrible, and I had to stand on the seat and straddle Lilith to point my tip into her mouth. I tried not to think about how going one twenty down a dark highway and standing in the back was bad for my health.

“Here,” Xamira started to fondle my balls, and that did the trick.

My ejaculations with supernatural women had always been extreme. Most guys didn’t produce cum like a fucking fountain. When I was beating off by myself to cat-girl porn, I didn’t either. This time, due to the circumstances, it was more like the latter.

I grunted, and my balls contracted in Xamira’s hand. A weak ribbon shot out and into Lilith’s open mouth. I continued jerking, bringing my tip closer so it rested on her tongue. More cum seeped out, but it was nothing impressive. I tightened my grip and slowly moved my hand forward to get every last drop out of me and into her.

Xamira let go of my balls and gave me a pat on the ass. I nodded to myself, as much as her, and plopped down in the seat. I’d barely managed to put my seatbelt back on when Lilith gasped. Her back arched at an unnatural angle as she thrust her tits in the air. Despite being depleted, my cock gave a twinge of longing. Then she opened her eyes.

The inside of the van was bathed in emerald light as twin infernos looked around. They quickly fixated on me, and she lunged for my face. Her tongue parted my lips and danced around my mouth. She ran a hand up my chest, and I was ready to go again if she needed me.

“Lilith, what’s the address of the safe house?” Xamira demanded, grabbing hold of her more powerful aunt.

Lilith shrugged, and the small gesture tossed the imp off her. “Lilith,” she groaned. “Please.”

The succubus must have wised up, because her body suddenly started to seize. I could see she was fighting it, but her tongue lolled out of her mouth, and her eyes started to roll into the back of her head.

“Exit ten . . . take a right half a mile down the road. There’s a house at the end of the drive . . . you can’t miss it . . . right next to a big hill . . .” she cringed, and I feared my jizz was actually hurting her. It hadn’t been like this last time. She’d just passed out.

“They’re getting closer,” Dani warned, as my attention was pulled to the lights and sirens directly behind us.

We had a lead of about a hundred feet. There was no way we were going to lose them before making it to the safe house. Apparently, Lilith had other ideas. She arched her back again and screamed. I recoiled as a wall of flame flashed across the road, fifty feet into the air, and close enough to singe our tailpipe. I heard brakes shriek as the cops tried to stop before burning themselves to death, but my eyes were on Lilith. She’d collapsed back into unconsciousness on the seat beside me.

“Did you get that?” Xamira asked.

“I got it,” Dani replied, “and we might just get there before they can find us again.”

I had my doubts. There was a fifty-foot wall of emerald flame lighting the night sky behind us like a beacon for the chopper. I just had to trust Dani to get us to wherever Lilith thought we’d be safe.


Chapter 2

A truck with US Fish and Wildlife stenciled on the side screeched to a halt at a crowded T intersection. Normally, this road didn’t see more than a dozen cars in a day. Tonight, three were squished into the tight space. The doors flew open and two men jumped out. One looked around frantically, while the other rushed to the cars.

UN Response Division Special Agent Vernon Dud stuck his head inside the busted-up, white Mercedes. It looked like it had gone a full round of fisticuffs with a tree and lost. He looked for all the telltale signs of a fatal accident. He saw none, not even a drop of blood on the airbag that had deployed. He took a deep breath and searched for the truth.

Vernon was a shifter, more specifically, a werewolf. One of the most common species of shifter in the United States, the six-six, two hundred and seventy-five-pound man was anything but common. Being an agent of the Worldwide Registration Act’s enforcement agency was uncommon, but being a supernatural being and an agent was one in a million. The people the organization policed didn’t make a habit of joining its ranks.

Even more unique to the man inhaling the scent of the Mercedes’ driver was that he was also a mage. Not a very powerful mage, but the physical prowess of his shifter species, mixed with the versatility of the arcane arts, made him a very dangerous man. Much more dangerous than the other man on the scene. A thought that made Vernon grin.

“Becky!” yelled Connor Wood, Becky Wood’s brother, US Fish and Wildlife Ranger, and much less common mountain lion shifter. “Becky!” his voice was tinged with panic.

“The Mercedes is clear.” Vernon’s calm Texas accent did nothing to ease Connor’s fear as he moved on to Becky’s jeep. Vernon could tell by the scent that she’d been in it recently, but the leaking gasoline was making her difficult to track.

Where the Mercedes was totaled, the sheriff’s jeep only had some rear panel damage. That did nothing to alleviate the knot of anxiety in his gut. Becky was his girlfriend, the girl he’d given up drinking and whoring for, which was saying a lot for the twenty-four-year-old who’d sampled booze and women from most of the continental United States, and several other countries.

It helped that Becky was one hell of a woman. A woman who was currently missing. Vernon walked out into the intersection and took a deep breath. Connor’s panic was clouding his judgment. The scent of fear was thickening the air, but Vernon wasn’t going to let his emotions get the best of him. He let his training take over.

“She was here,” he ignored Connor’s frantic pacing. Plenty of shell casings littered the ground in the middle of the intersection.

He studied the ground and reverse-engineered the crime scene. His eyes tracked the streaks of rubber on the ground, the scent of his girlfriend, and the other scents that mixed in the air.

“They were here less than ten minutes ago,” he concluded.

“Kidnapping?” was his first thought before quickly dismissing it. Becky was a hell of a woman for a reason. It didn’t matter who took her. She was more trouble than she was worth. An eight-foot-tall, half-lion, half-human killing machine was not something you could stuff in your trunk and drive off with.

“They could have executed her,” he dismissed that thought even quicker than the first.

Not only did he not want to think about her dead in a ditch somewhere, but he knew the people they were searching for. They might be powerful, but they were kids. Kids didn’t kill in cold blood; at least, most of them didn’t. The evidence in the interdimensional pocket he’d just investigated was filled with charred, dead bodies.

“Lying dead in a ditch,” he replayed the thought in his mind. Not for the dead part, but the ditch part.

He inhaled again. Becky’s scent suddenly disappeared from the mix, and judging by the Mercedes’ front end, it was perfectly reasonable that Becky’s massive shifted form could have caused the damage.

“Check the field,” he ordered.

He was moving, but Connor was closer. They both practically blurred into the field and found her in seconds.

“Silver,” Vernon hissed as he smelled the ancient curse of his species. “Not silverbane,” he breathed a sigh of relief.

The difference between silverbane and silver was critical. Plain silver was harmful, and even debilitating to weakened shifters, but their bodies would gradually sweat it out. Silverbane was enchanted silver, and it was deadly. It would work its way through their bloodstream, destroy their internal organs, and kill them quickly, but not quickly enough for them to avoid the agonizing torture of the substance burning them alive from the inside. The difference between silver and silverbane was a few days of miserable healing versus death. 

Becky lay crumpled on the ground, badly injured. Just looking at her, he could tell the right side of her body was shattered: shoulder, ribs, hip, leg, all were deformed and crumpled. She was taking quick, shallow breaths as her body fought the silver and tried to heal. She wasn’t dead, but she was way too close for comfort.

“Don’t move her,” Vernon snapped as Connor tried to pick her up. The whimper that escaped her lips broke both men’s hearts.

Vernon got on his radio and called for an ambulance just as the rush of rotors announced the arrival of the Blackhawk. The military chopper, complete with protective wards and twin missile pods, carried the elite UN echelon team that was supposed to provide overwatch so the kids couldn’t escape. They did a piss-poor job.

Vernon made sure to get his anger in check as the chopper set down and the echelon team’s commander strode over to him. Vernon might be a special agent, an investigator, and a one-man SWAT team the UN used to take out low-to-mid level threats across the world, but he wasn’t echelon material. The UN called in echelon to take down warlords using magic to create drought and famine. The teams fought rogue mages who animated the dead to create armies of feral zombies. People who thought they were above the law got a visit from Vernon. People who knew they were above the law and could flaunt it got a visit from people like Commander Feng. Him and his people could knock them down a peg or two.

Vernon still had no idea what the hell the Commander was, but he watched the man’s fist phase out of reality, glow as hot as molten lava, and punch an interdimensional doorway like he was serving a no-knock warrant. He was way out of Vernon’s league, which was why Vernon was glad to have him on their side.

He might not be able to identify the Commander, but he did know what Charlotte was. The massive bear-shifter woman toted around a fucking minigun like it was her pride and joy, and she did it easier than most humans carried a pistol. They were the only two to exit the helicopter and survey the scene.

“The succubus was here,” Feng informed.

“No shit, sherlock,” Vernon bit back the retort, and instead just nodded.

“Silver tranq,” Charlotte spat, “not enough to kill her, but enough to take her out of this fight. At least they’re being considerate.”

The way the other shifter said it so nonchalantly sent an inferno of rage spiraling through Vernon. Before he knew it, he was pummeling the big woman with punches. His momma told him never to hit a girl, but Charlotte was a fucking mountain of armor, flesh, and attitude. He got in several good hits, driving her back, before her swipe nearly knocked his head off. He rolled with the powerful blow, ignored the stars that danced across his vision, and sprang back up ready to go for round two. Charlotte looked more than ready to dance, but Feng stepped between them.

He’d only seen the Commander’s face briefly, but he could imagine the Asian man’s disappointment in the two shifters. “The longer we keep fighting each other, the more time they have to get away.”

His rationale cut through Vernon’s anger like a hot knife, and the werewolf exhaled. He wasn’t going to apologize to the bear, but he knew they needed to move to find the people who ran Becky down.

“You can ride with us. We’ll take her,” the Commander stated, motioning toward Becky, and two more echelon members departed the chopper with a stretcher.

“I think it would be better if I drove.” Vernon’s anger was still there, waiting to boil over, and being in an enclosed space with Charlotte put everyone in danger, especially Becky. They were all tough, but living through a chopper plowing into the ground at over a hundred miles an hour, because two shifters were duking it out in the back, might be a little out of their pay grade.  

“Suit yourself. We’re on channel two. We’ll . . .” the Commander cut off as Vernon wobbled where he stood.

It had nothing to do with Charlotte’s punch, and everything to do with the wave of magic that exploded nearby. Even from miles away, they could see the emerald flames rising into the night sky.

“At least we know where to look,” Vernon was racing for Becky’s jeep. It would need a good mechanic when this was over, but it drove just fine, and the keys were in the ignition.

He peeled off down the road that led to the interstate, and the still-burning flames, before Charlotte and the Commander even loaded back up in the chopper. A pair of headlights showed that Connor was right behind him. If Vernon was outclassed by the dozen, powerful supernaturals in the modified Blackhawk, then Connor sure as shit was, but that wasn’t going to stop him from ripping off the head of whoever fucked up his sister.

“Maybe Connor is not so bad after all,” Vernon thought as he pressed the gas all the way to the floor and surged forward.

***

Aveena stepped and stumbled as she landed on uneven ground. She caught herself before she faceplanted into the forest green moss that coated her room, but wasn’t able to hide the flush of embarrassment. Her dress was in tatters and stained with blood. Her silver blood glittered in the room’s weak sunlight. It swirled across the snow-white fabric. In her own modest opinion, it improved the dress. The black sludge of the abomination was a different matter.

Like her dress, Aveena’s pale, creamy flesh was marred with pink scars that were already starting to fade. Some of the blood had made it into her sun-blonde hair, but her cold, silver eyes were harder than battleship armor. Those eyes scanned her surroundings like a predator searching for prey.   

“My Lady,” a changeling saw her go down and rushed to her aid, which only fueled her anger.

She lashed out and backhanded the half-human woman halfway across the room. She hit with a loud crunch. The bond Aveena had with her vassal vibrated and communicated the weakling’s damage. It wasn’t fatal. She glared at the changeling’s twitching form. She wished it were.

“Weak, they’re all so weak!” she roared, and the very air in the room began to vibrate with her rage. “Why is everyone so fucking incompetent?” she seethed as she marched up the hill.

Her room, despite how it might look compared to others at St. Vincent’s, was no different in actuality. The moss-covered floor that squished pleasantly under her feet, the slight hill that contained bathing pools and areas for her minions to lounge, the stone plateau that served as the main gathering space where she slept, and the armory; all of it was glamour. It was an extension of her mind and power. The power of House Foxbelle. The power of the Lady of Winter ran in her veins.

Those thoughts cooled her temper as she reached the plateau. She was Lady Aveena Foxbelle, heir to the Winter Throne, a future member of The Nine; the High Court of the Fae. She would not be brought low by some half-blood whore and her merry gang of fucktards. She stomped toward the stone altar at the center of her domain. Her mind churned as she figured out how to proceed.

Undoubtedly, her mother would have felt the loss of one of her knights. Aveena hoped Ser Frederick wouldn’t be missed at court until she was done with him. The troll was one of the most junior knights, hardly even worthy of her mother’s attention. He wasn’t particularly powerful. Even with only one lesser Fae bound to him, Aveena believed he was enough to end Cameron Dupree.

The rage that filled her at the thought of Cam’s face made the whole room shake. Cries of surprise and pain echoed through the glamoured space as more changelings went down, but she didn’t care. She was imagining all the terrible fates she could bring down on the head of the unworthy mortal scum.

“Why won’t he just die?” She clenched her fists and drove them through the stone altar. It shattered upon contact. 

That felt good, so she continued to smash. Her fatigue from the battle evaporated as she took out her frustrations on the glamoured stone. Despite what humans might think, the moss, hill, plateau, and stone were not mere illusions. They were thoughts made matter by her power. She knew the weak-willed humans had trouble understanding that, and she didn’t care to elaborate for them. 

It was cathartic to ground her obstacle to dust with her bare hands. A savage smile broke out across her face as she imagined Cam’s stupid mug on it as she smashed it to pieces. She could create a new alter with a thought, but there was something about destruction right now that really appealed to her. She straightened up from the pile of debris at her feet. Her dress had finally torn during her therapy, and she stood naked in all her glory. Her magnificent breasts heaved as she sucked in air and let it out in a mantra-like fashion. She brushed some stone dust from her hard nipples. The destruction had excited her in a way the mortal men around her had failed to for years.   

She didn’t feel self-conscious. She knew she was the epitome of human beauty, and an object of lust for many men at the academy; teachers or students, she knew they all looked upon her with desire.  She crafted her human guise to be just that. She’d done her research before coming to this realm. Large tits, a flat stomach, and a toned ass could work more wonders than mere magic among humans.

Her mother thought it was vain and unnecessary, but it was Aveena’s decision. If she was going to be among humans, she would show them what she truly was: better than them in every way. She knew that. Almost everyone at the school knew that, so why didn’t Cameron Dupree bow to the inevitable? She blew the stone remnants from her knuckles and took stock of her situation.

She tested the bonds of vassalhood in the back of her mind. Many of her vassals were dead, many others were scattering as quickly as possible away from their enraged liege. Half a dozen had been roasted alive by the whore’s infernal flame. The flame she got as a gift from Aveena’s father.

The rage threatened to explode out of her at the thought, but she took several deep breaths to calm down. She’d never understood why her parents had thought it a good idea to allow a breeding with the succubus. They were vile, disgusting creatures that were so far below the noble Fae it was laughable. She understood the curiosity, the need to experiment with the human supernaturals because they were the only threat to the Fae, but why the succubus?

“Was it really worth it, Dad?” she exhaled all of her anger out in one long breath.

She knew it wasn’t. If her father had never gone to the queen of whores, Aveena wouldn’t be in this situation. “Why is everyone around me so fucking stupid?”

“Finished?” a childish voice asked behind her.

She spun, fury scarring her beautiful face, until she saw who’d spoken. The creature’s glamour showed an angelic child with dimples, rosy cheeks, and teeth a little too white to be believable. Curly blonde bangs swept into his eyes, and with a toss of his head, he cleared them to smile at her.

Her anger vanished, but it was replaced by dread. “Godric,” she gave the child a small bow. Not the bow of an equal to an equal, but a bow to someone respected that was not far below her own station.

“My Lady,” his bow was deeper. “You must know why I’m here.”

Aveena gulped. She knew her mother would know the second her knight died, but she didn’t expect her to send this particular messenger so quickly. Aveena expected the Lady of Winter to send an errand boy through the portal in Ireland, and then that boy needed to travel here. Aveena expected hours, not minutes, which told her how deeply she’d stepped in this particular pile of shit.

Unlike humans, she could see through the other creature’s glamour. He was no angelic child. His skin looked like leather, cracked and scarred in many places. Most of his flesh was covered in chainmail armor, and he had a pair of swords strapped to his back. His face had more in common with an ape than a human; with a pair of tusks rising up from his lower incisors, and fangs stabbing downward. They lay comfortably along the front of his face for every Fae to see, which might be why he chose such a beautiful child as his glamour. Even among Fae, Godric was butt ugly.

He was also iron kissed. Aveena could feel the cold iron in the chain mail Godric wore with ease. Any other Fae that wore the armor would have been rendered helpless. One of the remnants of the endangered goblin race, Godric was one of the few Fae races immune to the effects of cold iron. That made him very valuable, which only spoke to how pissed off her mother must be. She wouldn’t send one of her chief advisors to fetch Aveena over nothing.

“Yes,” Aveena made sure her spine was straight and chin held high when she answered. “When does she require my presence?”

“Immediately,” his answer sent her stomach plummeting into her feet.

“Very well,” she prepared to step on the journey to the Irish portal.

“There will be no need for that,” Godric replied with a shake of his head and a wave of his hand.

Power rippled through the room and tore her glamour to shreds. The hill crumbled beneath her feet, the water from the bathing pool evaporated into steam, and the moss blackened, died, and vanished as a swirling vortex of color exploded in the center of the dorm room. The remaining changelings cried out in panic as they found themselves clustered in the suddenly tiny space.

“Useless,” she would have spat on them if it wasn’t beneath her dignity.

“Shall we?” Sweat permeated Godric’s brow. He didn’t have the power to conjure portals between the realms on his own, but her mother did. Her lending strength to the goblin was another bad sign.

“Yes,” Aveena didn’t need any more prompting. She needed to face this head-on.

She stepped into the swirling mass of light. It felt like someone grabbed her behind the eyes and gave a yank. There was a slight falling sensation, and then she landed on her knees in the center of a beautiful frozen tundra. She forced down her irritation as Godric stepped through the portal without incident, and it closed behind him.

Despite her anger at her own sudden nausea, a sense of rightness flooded through her. She’d been in the human realm so long she’d grown used to the sensation that everything was a little off. The realms vibrated at slightly different frequencies. Some were harsher, and others softer. The human realm was softer than the faerie realm, which was why Fae could travel freely while humans couldn’t come here. It was a strategic advantage that was unmatched. The Fae could invade the humans at a time of their liking, and the humans had very little recourse.

Of course, there were other realms with harsher frequencies that posed the same danger to Aveena’s home realm, but there were protections against those that the humans had not discovered.

“And likely never will,” she smiled as snow blew across the stunning landscape.

Sunlight rained down on the endless field of ice, highlighting each individual snowflake for anyone who bothered to watch closely enough. She smelled the cleanness in the air, tasted the arctic bite on her tongue, and felt the wind caress her body like a long-lost lover.

“Home,” she sighed.

Any human who inhaled the air here would have their lungs freeze in their chest. It was beyond cold, but Aveena felt nothing but warm comfort blossom in her heart. With that sense of relief flooding every fiber of her being, she dropped her human glamour.

Even in her true Fae form, Aveena was considered stunningly beautiful. Her true form was more humanoid than most Fae, with some stark differences. The first was her height. During the battle with the whore, she’d assumed part of her true form in the human world. It was against the laws of her people to show the mortals their true form. Humans were not worthy. She was not supposed to show anyone what they really looked like, but in the heat of battle, she nearly disobeyed.

Her half-sister might have caught a glimpse of her through her glamour armor, but the other witnesses had seen nothing but a massive armored figure. Here, in her homeland, she wore no armor. She wore nothing at all as she towered twice as tall as the six-foot goblin. Her hair whitened from sun-blonde to snow white, and her skin took on an ice-blue hue. Blood-red geometric patterns swirled across her body in random expressions of her power. Humans would think they were tattoos, but yet again, the insignificant human mind couldn’t fully comprehend what they represented.

Another deep breath, and her massive breasts heaved with the effort. She could smother a mortal man between her true form’s tits. She flexed powerfully built arms and legs. The males of her species were shorter and built of muscle and fur, but the stronger females exposed their bare flesh to the elements as a sign of strength. They also exposed everything else, and dared a male to even think about trying to claim them.

The human’s Worldwide Registration Act required all Fae to announce their species when they stepped through immigration. Aveena’s identification showed her as a frost giant. She’d laughed at the immigration officer’s confused expression when she’d first entered the mortal realm. Not only because her glamour looked nothing like a frost giant, but because a frost giant wasn’t what she truly was. No human could understand the power and heritage of her proud race.

Out of courtesy to the hot-tempered males of her race, she donned clothes. Her sudden arrival would be distracting enough without spilling blood in an effort to court her. With imperceptible effort, she summoned a white, hooded robe and strode toward the ancient stronghold of House Foxbelle. Even from this far away, she could feel her mother’s displeasure radiating across her domain. Aveena didn’t falter, and Godric had to jog to keep up with her as she marched to face her fate.


Chapter 3

“Dani, slow the fuck down!” I yelled as the van slid around a corner like it was in the latest Fast and the Furious movie.

I had a white-knuckled grip on the armrest and would have grabbed the Jesus bar if there was one. As we skidded, I locked eyes with an owl in a tree. I saw its pupils widen until the gold of its eyes was nearly nonexistent. I could reach out and touch it for a moment . . . and then we were past, tearing down the dirt road toward the safehouse we prayed was there.

We were close. I could tell. There was something in the air I couldn’t quite put my finger on, but it sent a chill up my spine. This might be a safehouse, but it probably wasn’t the nondescript apartment in the middle of some city you saw when a CIA agent was on the run. This place belonged to one of the most powerful cabals in the world; an organization filled with mages, succubae, imps, dwarves, and gods only knew what else.

I was still thinking about what we were walking into when Dani slammed on the brakes. I jerked forward and would have hit my face against the seatback in front of me if the seatbelt hadn’t snapped taut.

“Oomph,” the air was squeezed out of my lungs, but that was better than Lilith. She slid forward and onto the floor between the two sets of seats with a thump.

“Shit, sorry,” Dani apologized as she threw open the door.

We’d parked in a small nook in the woods. Trees crowded in on either side of us, but a glance told me it was manmade. It was too neat; free of weeds, grass, and nature didn’t make right angles. This looked like someplace someone parked their car. The advantage was that it hid us from anything unless it was right on top of us. That was good, because I could hear the chopper getting closer.

“While I wouldn’t mind camping in the woods sometime,” I hurried to pull the door open and grab Lilith, “where the hell are we going?”

“About fifty feet that way,” Dani pointed at a path I’d missed, hidden in the night’s shadows.

I scooped up Lilith and ran for it, with Dani in the lead and Xamira bringing up the rear. It didn’t even occur to me that Lilith felt like a feather in my arms. The path was narrow and branches reached out to snag at me. I shouldered through them, only letting Lilith get slapped in the face once by a particularly bendy bastard. She didn’t even stir as the leaves tickled her nose.

After a minute, we emerged into a clearing, and I felt something snap inside me. I stumbled and nearly dropped my charge. It hurt to breathe for a second, like something had a hold of my lungs and was squeezing, but after a few moments of panic, it subsided.

“Wards,” Xamira stated. “Well, no use in being quiet,” her longer legs took her farther and faster than the rest of us as she took over leading the group.

The clearing covered several acres all the way up to the side of an impressive hill. There were some fields off to one side – all barren and covered in snow – but come springtime, they’d be ready to plant. Anything from corn to pumpkins could be grown as long as the weather cooperated. My nerves didn’t allow me to feel complacent, even with the safehouse in sight. My eyes scanned the sky as well as the area in front of me. Our getaway van might be concealed, but we were sitting ducks out in the open.

My body propelled me farther and faster, to the point I left Dani in my wake. I heard her grumble something about “stupid, short-ass legs, and too-big tits,” as she fell behind.

I was still far behind Xamira, but I saw her stop as a figure appeared from the house ahead. It was a stereotypical Victorian. Not quite a mansion, but pretty damn close. It was three stories with its siding painted the light blue of the open sky. A wrap-around porch encompassed the entire perimeter of the structure, while a steep, irregular roof and a tower of cupola perched on top. There was a plethora of carvel inlets, and enough gilding to border on gaudy.

Despite the late hour, light blazed through dozens of windows; enough to beat back the shadows of the woods. To complete its disguise as a regular, rural house, smoke wafted out of the chimney, and I thought I could smell fresh-baked Christmas cookies fanning out the door the owner had just walked through.

I drew close enough to see her. She was the first person associated with the cabal that I wouldn’t call beautiful; handsome and imposing was more like it. Her face was stern, with hawkish features. Her tall, willowy body was covered in a flannel robe, but the way she walked screamed predator to me. My steps faltered as I got closer. Something in me rebelled at bringing Lilith, in her current condition, closer to whoever the hell this was

Xamira bowed to the stately woman, while I stopped about ten feet away. The woman didn’t pay attention to either of us. Her eyes were fixed on Dani. I looked behind me and saw that Dani had skidded to a halt another twenty feet back. Her face was white as a ghost, and her hands shook in fear. She looked ready to bolt.

“Ah, hell no!” she yelled and took a step backward.

The action seemed to propel the woman forward, and the next thing I knew, I’d nearly been knocked over by a gust of wind. I turned and saw the woman had Dani by her long braid. Now, the dwarf was frozen in fear as the woman sniffed her throat. Judging by her reaction, my first instinct was vampire, but I knew vampires, and she didn’t seem like your average vamp. Whatever the hell she was, she looked like she was about to take a bite out of Dani.

“We come seeking shelter!” I yelled into the near-homicidal silence.

The woman’s eyes lingered on Dani for a second, and then snapped to me. Between one blink and the next, she was directly in front of me. I would have retreated, but I’d learned from Dani’s mistake. You didn’t run from a predator who savored the hunt. There was something very dangerous about this handsome woman.

“I was wondering why a snack willingly walked into my territory.” The woman’s voice was a little too deep to be feminine, but something about it caressed me in all the right ways. I shivered as she studied me.

“You smell of Fae, but are not Fae. You smell of the snack, and the half-blood . . . but,” her eyes slid down to Lilith’s unconscious form, and I gulped when I saw they were a vertical reptilian slit. “I know her.”

I hadn’t realized a pressure was holding me in place until it was gone. I wouldn’t have been able to run even if I wanted to. “What the fuck are you?” The realization coaxed a drop of pee out of me.

Thankfully, whatever she was, she couldn’t read minds. She looked down at Lilith with something approaching affection, and then looked up. The hum of the chopper’s blades was getting closer.

“Let’s retire to my home for tea and introductions,” she swept her arm regally at the mini-mansion. “If you wish, I can carry her?”

At her request, I gripped Lilith tighter and brought her closer to my chest. “I got it,” I tried to sound appreciative, but utterly failed. Whatever she heard in my tone made her smile.

Without her magic holding me in place, I was able to move. I sprinted toward the porch, propelled more by the fear of her than the team of UN operatives in the chopper.

“Fuckin’ wait for me, stupid mother . . .” Dani cursed as she hauled ass to catch up. Her face was still whiter than a new bedsheet, but she’d gotten back some of her sass. When she reached the porch, she grabbed on and didn’t let go. “I can’t believe we were stupid enough to come here.” Her eyes were still wide, and she jumped at the sound of the door creaking closed behind them.

Before I could ask her what she was talking about, the woman was back among us with tea and biscuits. She placed them on a table that looked like it belonged in a museum and not in someone’s living room. In fact, there were a lot of things that looked way too old and expensive to be in someone’s home.

I laid Lilith down on the couch, where Dani and Xamira hovered protectively over her as the woman poured the tea. I scanned the room, and my eyes locked on a rusted old . . . something. It looked like a mix between a gravy boat and a tea kettle. Whatever it was, it was old. I found myself reaching for it without thinking. Something about it drew me in.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the woman’s voice broke the trance I was in. “The Djinn are notorious tricksters. The wishes they grant always do more harm than good.”

I didn’t know what a djinn was, but the warning in her tone was enough for me. I stepped back as she held a cup of tea out to me. I accepted it with a cautious look and sniff. That made her smile.

“If I wanted you dead, you would have been the moment you stepped across my wards, not-quite-Fae,” she laughed, and it sounded like a rumble of thunder before a tornado. “But where are my manners?" She waved me to the couch, and took a seat in a chair across from us.” She still looked like a predator who’d cornered her prey, but the sense of impending violence that had been with her earlier was gone.

“You may call me Via, and this is my home,” she began the introductions.

“I am Xamira, Daughter of Aden, of the Venetian Cabal,” Xamira began.

“Dani Underwood,” the dwarf answered rapidly, not meeting the other woman’s eye.

“Cameron Dupree,” I stated lamely, but I caught her eyes sparkle in recognition.

“So, you’re the one all the fuss is about,” she leaned forward in her seat, which made us all lean back. “That one’s mother is mildly obsessed with you, and that isn’t necessarily a good thing. It does explain why you are here, and why that incessant, metal insect is buzzing closer and closer,” she glared at the ceiling. “What is wrong with young Lilith?”

I blushed involuntarily. I wasn’t about to tell some stranger I force-fed her my cum. Xamira wasn’t sure how to answer, and Dani was keeping her mouth shut.

“She smells . . .” Via took a deep breath, “full of power; too much power.”

“She is,” Xamira answered. It was the best way to phrase the situation without getting my dick involved. “Can you help?”

I felt like it was dangerous to ask this woman for help, but we were down our supernatural heavyweight, and the roof was practically vibrating from the sound of the approaching helicopter. It didn’t seem like we had a choice.

“She reeks of you.” Via’s tone wasn’t accusatory, but there was something else there I couldn’t identify. “So, I’ll ask your permission before I help.”

“Do it.” Indecision was a weakness to this mysterious woman, and I didn’t want to show any more of it.

Via smiled, put down her teacup, and approached. Xamira stepped away, and Dani practically jumped behind me. Via ran her hands over Lilith’s sleeping face and down her naked body. It was almost possessive. Then, she slithered up Lilith’s buxom frame. It would have been hot as hell if Via wasn’t so terrifying. Her eyes were back to reptilian slits, and I couldn’t help the flee sensation my hindbrain produced.

Eventually, Via came to rest on top of Lilith, face-to-face. She opened the succubus’s mouth with fingernails I noticed were about an inch too long and unnaturally pointy. She took another sniff and met my gaze with a toothy grin that told me she knew what my jizz had done. Despite the knowledge, she opened her mouth and placed it above Lilith’s. Their lips never met. In fact, all Via did was take a deep breath. At first, nothing happened. Then, it looked like little embers floated up from Lilith’s face into Via’s open mouth.

“My, what a big mouth you have.” I’d seen stuff on National Geographic about animals that could unhinge their jaw so it opened wider. At the moment, Via’s jaw looked like it could swallow Lilith’s head whole.

The single ember became two, then a dozen, and then an avalanche of sparks shot from Lilith into the older woman. It lasted maybe five seconds before Via’s mouth snapped shut and she sat up. Her eyes were normal, but they were a little unfocused, and my jaw dropped as she reached up and squeezed her breasts.

“Exquisite.” The rumble that came out of her throat could be construed as a purr, but I couldn’t think of a cat big enough with a purr that made your bones rumble.

Her eyes locked with mine, and seemed to draw me in. I took a step, and would have walked right down her gullet if Lilith hadn’t sat up and screamed like a banshee.

“Look out!” her hands flashed, and emerald fire erupted from them.

Via hissed as she stepped in front of the flames. The fire stopped when it touched her flesh, and her robe was vaporized under the intense heat. Her body glowed for a second as the fire died away, and while my eyes were initially focused on her erect nipples, other aspects of her quickly came to the forefront of my mind. First off were the scales. Select portions of her body were covered with them. They glowed red under the fading heat before disappearing altogether. One second, she looked like something that had crawled out of the core of the earth, and the next, she was a normal, naked, but extremely fit woman.

“I would take it as a courtesy if you didn’t burn down my home, child. That would be ironic to say the least,” Via waved off the inferno like it was nothing.

Lilith’s eyes were wide and panicky for a few seconds as she took in her surroundings. Once she saw me, Dani, and Xamira, she relaxed a tad.

“Good, you didn’t eat her,” she pointed her thumb at Dani, and I felt my jaw drop.

“Fuck you too,” Dani replied by displaying another finger.

Via rolled her eyes and gestured for Lilith to join her in the kitchen. We all started to follow, but Lilith waved us off. Apparently, this was above our pay grade. With them gone, Dani seemed to be able to fully freak out.

“No fuckin’ way I’m getting out of here alive. No fuckin’ way,” she paced back and forth, looking at the kitchen door like it was going to eat her.

Xamira leaned against the wall, but her eyes never left the door, and she didn’t look much happier.

“What the hell is going on?” I asked, trying to act casual as I took a seat in the chair Via had vacated. I used one of the pillows to cover my junk and give me a modicum of privacy. 

Dani stopped and glared at me. “That’s right, you don’t know shit about my people,” she let out a breath and tried to regain control. “What do you think Via’s full name is?”

The question surprised me. “I don’t know, Olivia?” I ventured a guess.

Dani just laughed, and Xamira shook her head. “No, it’s not Olivia,” Dani drew closer. “Try, Vesuvia.”

“Vesuvia, like Mount Vesuvius in Italy. The one that destroyed Pompeii and all that?”

Everyone knew about the eruption that destroyed the Roman city. They’d even made a movie about it with the guy from Game of Thrones.

“Okay, her name sounds like a volcano that killed thousands of people,” I had a bad feeling where this was headed. “So, whoever named her has a hard-on for history,” I shrugged.

That got a laugh out of Dani. A sad laugh, but it was better than complete fear. “She wasn’t named by anyone. She is named for the event that birthed her.”

“Birthed?” I scratched my head, before a little tidbit of information I’d learned a long time ago resurfaced. “Oh shit,” my face paled, and I couldn’t believe I’d consented to her lying on top of Lilith.

“There it is,” Xamira shook her head, embarrassed that it had taken me this long.

I gulped as the words finally came to me. “Via is a nearly two-thousand-year-old dragon.”

“Got it in one,” Dani fought back a shiver and collapsed onto the couch as far away from the kitchen door as possible.

If you wanted to get technical about it, dragons fell into the shifter species, but that was like saying an eighteen-wheeler and a jalopy were both powered by internal combustion engines. It was true, but no one would consider them the same. What’s more, full blooded dragons were extremely rare. As Dani had pointed out, they were born of the fires of the earth itself during a volcanic eruption of sufficient magnitude. The last dragon to be born was back in 1980 during Mount Saint Helen’s eruption.

I’d never seen a dragon before, and neither had most humans. They kept to themselves and their horde, “which explains why there is a bunch of old, expensive shit in this house.” I suddenly became very conscious of where my hands and feet were. Dragons were famous for protecting their horde . . . with extreme prejudice.

From what I knew, the legends had been pretty accurate about dragons; although, Saint George had likely never killed one. They were one of the strongest preternatural species; fast, tougher than all hell, and with shifted forms that could dwarf aircraft carriers. Like most magical things, they grew stronger with age, and considering how long Earth’s volcanoes had been erupting . . . I shivered to think about what that meant. Thankfully, for mankind, dragons also didn’t give a shit about mundane squabbles as long as they didn’t intrude on the dragon’s horde or privacy. I don’t think the UN had ever set up a dragon-hunting division; likely because it was a futile waste of money.

“How . . .why . . .?” I struggled to understand why we were here, but then the kitchen door opened.

“. . . and thank you,” Lilith finished whatever they’d been talking about. “Cam,” she waved me over, “Via has agreed to help us if she can have a moment alone with you.”

I froze like a deer in headlights. Armed with my new knowledge, my body rebelled against the thought of being alone with her. Lilith frowned at my hesitation, but Via smiled that toothy smile that nearly had me peeing myself again.

“I promise no harm will come to you,” Via sounded bored as she turned on her heel and vanished through the door. I didn’t follow.

“Dragons don’t lie,” Lilith explained as she gave my shoulder a comforting squeeze.

“Don’t or can’t?” I asked. There was a big difference.

“Don’t,” she repeated. “When you live so long, your word has to mean something. If she says she won’t harm you, she won’t.” With that settled, Lilith slapped my ass to get me moving.

I entered the kitchen cautiously and found the dragon waiting at the island table. The kitchen was a mix of black and white marble, subway tile, and expensive stainless-steel appliances. Via might be old, but she clearly liked the finer things.

“Sit, young warrior,” she waved to the chair next to her. I took a seat, but instinctually leaned away. That amused her. “Don’t fret, I don’t usually bite,” I notice the qualification she added to technically be telling the truth. “All I want is a good sniff,” she leaned in and did just that.

The hair all over my body stood up as a wave of magic passed through me. Surprisingly, my dick wasn’t standing at attention like every nerve in my body. Her magic was different than Lilith’s, and I smelled charcoal for some reason. I sneezed as the scent became overwhelming.

“Aren’t you a conundrum?” she leaned back. “I can see why Lilith’s mother is obsessed. It has been a long time since I’ve met one of your kind.”

“What?” All nervousness fell away at the comment. “You know what’s wrong with me?”

That made her laugh her rumbling, terrifying laugh. “Wrong? There is nothing wrong with you. There is something very, very right about you, young warrior. In time, you will learn that, but beware,” her tone dropped. “My old friend always has plans of her own. She is a spider and her webs will snare you if you are not careful.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Exasperation saturated my reply, but Via had already snapped her fingers, and the other three women joined us.

“Are you ready to begin your journey?” the dragon asked.

“Yes.”

“Ready.”

“I want to get the fuck out of here,” the three women replied in their own way.

Via ignored Dani and made a circular motion with her hands. More embers flashed into existence. They formed a circle and started to swirl. They increased in strength and speed until a roaring fire blazed in a circle with a black nothingness at the center. I had an idea what the hell was going on, but none of the legends ever talked about dragons being able to do this.

“I can’t get you all the way home. They will be able to identify the powerful surge of my magic at both points,” Via shrugged, like being an enormously powerful being was an inconvenience. “I’ve masked the exit point with another, scheduled ritual. You should be safe for a while, and you’re fairly close to your final destination.”

“Thank you, ancient one,” Lilith bowed before being the first to step into the six-foot blackness at the center of the fire. Her naked, bloodstained ass simply vanished.

Dani was next, and Via made a snapping noise with her teeth as the dwarf sprinted past. The dragon laughed at the wave of fear that followed Dani into the blackness. Xamira walked through next, leaving just me and the dragon.

“Why do you torment Dani like that?” I felt something stiffen my spine enough to challenge her. Dani was my friend, and I didn’t like people fucking with her.

Via just lifted an eyebrow and shrugged. “We dragons love our mountains, and a good mountain is hard to find. A lot of the time, they were already occupied.”

I’d read Tolkien’s The Hobbit and knew all about Smaug.

“We always won,” she said proudly, “so it’s instinctual for the dwarves to fear us. It's ingrained in their DNA just as much as their affinity for metals.” She was not apologetic for the thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands of dwarves her species had killed over the millennia.

I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to meet another dragon. “Thank you for your hospitality,” I gave her a bow, and stepped through the portal. Just because I didn’t want to ever meet another one didn’t mean I was going to be rude to the only one I knew. 

“Good luck,” I caught the whisper of her final words as my world turned on its head and magic pummeled me like a pinball before dumping me somewhere else.

***

Commander Feng felt the flare of magic seconds before the modified Blackhawk crossed the wards. “Turn around!” he screamed, in a tone his team had rarely heard from him. They’d felt the wards too, but thought nothing of them. He knew better. There was a scent to them he was familiar with.

The pilot banked the helicopter hard to the right and quickly circled out of the area. On Feng’s orders, he put the bird down a good quarter mile from the edge of the wards. “Everyone, stay here.”

They objected to his going alone, but since he knew the targets were gone, there was no use endangering the rest of the team. It took him a few seconds to cover the distance, but she was already waiting for him by the van. He approached cautiously, respectfully, and with his head bowed in subservience.

“Great Vesuvia,” he didn’t list all the titles she’d accumulated over the last two millennia. It would go on for a while. The dragon before him had been very active during the first thousand years of her life. Most of her prefaces went: “Destroyer of . . .” insert place here.

“Hatchling,” she barely acknowledged him.

It would have irked the Commander if it were anyone else, but he held his tongue. He was approaching his four-hundredth birthday, but anything under a thousand years was a hatchling to the old ones. It didn’t help that she could smell his diluted blood. He was dragonspawn. His mother went by the name Samantha today, but she was known to her kind as Samala. She wasn’t even half the age of Vesuvia and was considered, improperly so, as a bit of a whore by other full-blooded dragons. She had many dragonspawn children. Feng’s father was a Chinese philosopher during the Ming dynasty, and Feng had half a dozen younger brothers and sisters that he knew about.

Dragonspawn qualified as shifters, just like their full-blooded parents, but they were far weaker. Where his mother’s true form measured several hundred feet from snout to tip, Feng’s was simply a tall, scaled, hybrid mix of dragon and man. He was a force to be reckoned with compared to most supernatural creatures, but he couldn’t go up against someone as old as Vesuvia. Not even his whole team stood a chance.

“Where are the children?” he asked.

“Gone,” she answered simply. “No one told me you wanted them,” something in her tone told him she wouldn’t have given them up anyway.

Harboring fugitives was a felony, but he knew they couldn’t bring her in, and the UN would never bring the resources to bear needed to fight a dragon on such a small charge.

“Very well, thank you for your time,” he bowed again.

“Give your mother my best wishes,” she added as he sprinted back to the chopper.

“We need to contact HQ and get some mages on this,” he ordered as the chopper took off and headed southeast. “We have a portal to track.”

Even though he knew that was true, he doubted she would make it that easy.


Chapter 4

“Huh,” Aveena gazed at her childhood bedroom. There were four stone walls and a hearth with wood piled next to it if she wanted a fire. The slab of stone that sat in the center of the room was her bed, and a basin next to the hearth was for all her hygienic needs. All of it was sized for her twelve-foot stature.

To anyone else, it would have looked like a typical guest room, but her keen eye saw the veiled insults that alerted her to her mother’s mood. There was no flint and stone to light a fire. Guest laws required that any guest of a Fae court be treated with respect. With a will-o’-the-wisps as her father, she had power over fire, as well as the power over ice provided by her mother’s blood. By not providing her flint and stone, thereby acknowledging her wisp bloodline, her mother was treating her as a guest, not a member of House Foxbelle coming home.

That was bad. Being heir to the House was her entire reason for being. She was going to be the future Lady of Winter. She was the most beautiful of the frost giants, and she was being treated like a foreigner in her own home.

She took calming breaths as she clenched her fists so tight her knuckles cracked like small gunshots. She didn’t need to look at the closet or the washroom. There would be none of the furs she left behind, or any of her preferred fragrances.

“You could have warned me,” she spat at Godric, who stood calmly in a corner.

“Would that have helped?” the old goblin raised an eyebrow.

She didn’t respond as she lit the fire with a flick of her wrist. Roaring flames leaped to life, and she thought about burning the whole place down out of spite. Godric made a tsk-tsk sound with his tongue as if he’d read her mind.

She glared at him, about to order him away, when a knock on the door stopped her.

“E . . .” she was interrupted as a male of her species pushed open the door.

“Lady Foxbelle, you’re . . .” he never got to finish.

One of Godric’s swords leaped from his scabbard and into her hand. Her palm burned on direct contact with the cold iron handle, but her anger was so much stronger. The messenger’s eyes had time to widen in fear before she removed his head from his shoulders. Silver blood fountained out of his headless stump, and his body managed to keep its feet for several seconds before toppling into the room. More silver blood flowed onto the stone floor, but she ignored it as she approached him.

She flipped him over with her power and grabbed hold of his penis. With a practiced slice, she removed it at the base and put it on the end of Godric’s sword. She placed it in the fire like she was roasting marshmallows and took a seat on her stone bed. She growled as her hand started to heal from the second-degree burns. 

“Very mature, My Lady,” Godric didn’t look upset, but he slowly moved away from the growing pool of silver.

A second flick of her wrist, and the limp body launched itself into the hallway to crash into the far wall with a crack loud enough to alert anyone nearby. “Maybe next time they’ll remember to respect me,” she willed her mother to read her thoughts and feel her anger. The Lady of Winter might be upset with her, but no one entered Aveena’s private quarters without her permission . . . ever.

She didn’t have to wait long. A second knock came less than five minutes after the first. She grabbed the roasted penis off the fire and waited a moment to see if whoever had come had learned their lesson.

“Enter,” she commanded, and a nervous-looking male opened the door without stepping into her room.

He took in the blood without gulping, but almost lost his lunch when he saw her. The largest male frost giants were only two-thirds the size of the females. This one was maybe half her size, barely larger than Godric, which meant her mother didn’t want to lose anyone else to her tantrum. It wasn’t her size that intimidated him . . . much. Aveena had a slender, feminine frame compared to most female frost giants. It was that she was holding a cold iron weapon and eating the burnt penis of the male that came before him. Like an overcooked hot dog, the roast penis had charred and split from the magical heat of her fire. She chomped off the tip with a satisfied grunt and chewed slowly as the male looked on in horror. Some things were true across species: the weakness of all males was their dicks.

“Yes?” she asked as she swallowed. It actually didn’t taste half bad.

“The Lady of Winter will see you in the throne room, Lady Aveena,” the male bowed, taking his eyes off her in a show of deference. If she wanted, she could remove his head as well and feast on another cock.

“Thank you. I will be along momentarily,” she dismissed him with her eyes, and he beat a hasty retreat.

“That was his older brother you were eating,” Godric informed. “You horrified him and improved his standing at the same time,” the goblin chuckled as he caught the sword she tossed back to him. It still had half a dick on it, which he flicked into the fire. “That’ll make for an intriguing shake-up at court.”

Aveena didn’t care about the politics of the lesser houses in her mother’s court. “She’s going to see me in front of everyone,” she cracked her neck to relieve her growing frustration.

“She’s going to publicly shame you,” Godric confirmed, “but did you expect anything less for the demise of Ser Fredrick?”

“No,” Aveena exhaled, as she shed her glamour dress with a thought. If this was going to be a spectacle, then she might as well make it one to remember.

Together, they left her room and proceeded to the throne room. The castle of ice built inside a moving glacier was sized for frost giants. Normal hallways were twenty-five feet tall, but the cathedral ceilings of the throne room stood fifty feet over her head. Arched beams of solid, black ice were a contrast to the blue and white floor. Pillars rose all around the room, hiding guards in their shadows. The guards at the far side of the hall were male, meant to die first if there was an attempt on the Lady of Winter. Closer to the ruler of the frost giants were large females, some even bigger than Aveena, and all more heavily muscled.

Among the Fae, the frost giants were known as a brutal species. They lived in the frozen tundra, their court constantly on the move in their glacier, and those not of noble blood lived a nomadic lifestyle. Few species matched them in size and strength, and none in culture and tradition. Unlike nearly all other species, the frost giants were run by women. Of the sexes, the women were stronger, smarter, and larger. Males were still impressive compared to most Fae, but it was the females who made them giants.

Their culture was militaristic with a warrior ethos at its center. They lived and breathed the need for battle, and were considered by most to be the finest soldiers. Winter’s armies were constantly engaged, and mercenary troops hired out by Aveena’s mother brought in considerable coin. They could have conquered neighboring realms if they had the numbers. Sadly, they reproduced slower than most Fae, which, if Aveena thought about it, was probably by design.

Building a reputation in her mother’s court was brutal, so most Fae who considered themselves warriors found their way to the Lady of Winter to test their mettle. Many perished in the constant warfare against the neighboring Lady of the Lake. Human armies prayed for peace but trained for war. The armies of Winter knew nothing but the eternal struggle for dominance. They were battle born and bred. Even Aveena had fought on the frontlines as a child. She’d killed her first enemy at six years old and still remembered his face to this day.

Mating rituals were even stranger to the uninitiated. When males fancied a female, they fought to the death for her attention; ironically, further diminishing their numbers. The victor got the right to approach her, but there was no guarantee they would fuck. If a female wanted a male, she usually just knocked him the fuck out and took him to her bed chamber.

It was because of the rest of the Fae’s barbaric view of the frost giants that Aveena had been sent to the mortal realm. At the time, her mother wanted a cultured heir to present to The Nine as her eventual replacement. As Aveena looked upon her mother’s face for the first time in years, it looked like the Lady of Winter believed she’d made a great mistake.

Ymira Foxbelle, the Lady of Winter, Mistress of Foxes, Wielder of the Coldstone, was the largest creature in the room. Nearly four feet taller than Aveena, and much broader, the large throne of ice she sat upon, covered in the hides of giant, slain beasts, was barely able to contain her. Her skin was the cold blue of an arctic sea, her hair a wild mess of black, while her eyes were twin red orbs that could freeze Fae in place with her anger. Her face was not beautiful, barely even handsome, but power had a beauty all its own, and Ymira radiated power.

It smashed into Aveena so hard at the entrance to the throne room that she nearly stumbled. She righted herself in time to make it look like she’d just been bent in conversation with Godric. When she looked up, her silver eyes met her mother’s red in a battle of dominance. It was one Aveena knew she would lose, but had to fight anyway. She needed her mother to know she wasn’t going to fuck around with the petty games of her court. She needed her mother to remember her daughter’s power.

Unlike Aveena’s naked flesh, her mother wore what amounted to a bikini. It was enough to cover her great breasts and the slit between her legs. If Ymira went around naked, it would drive the males mad with desire and leave nothing but death and destruction in her wake.

Which, as Aveena entered the room naked as the day she was born, was exactly what happened. The male guards on either side of the door roared a mating challenge and clashed with one another. Several others joined the fray, and soon blood and flesh flew all around her. She advanced through it all, doing her best to look like the princess she was.

Ymira’s power eventually hammered her to a standstill and pushed her eyes to the ground in a show of defeat. When Aveena looked up, she saw her mother watching the battle near the door with what was clearly a hint of pride. She liked that her daughter had pulled one over on her. It showed cleverness and the theatrics the Fae were famous for.

Others standing around Ymira did not look as pleased. At the foot of the stairs leading to the throne was a troll. He was older, Aveena could tell by the sagging of his muscles, but he bore a resemblance to Ser Fredrick. She could guess why he was here, but he was beneath her station, so she ignored him.

To Ymira’s left was Aveena’s father, Ser Woodspark, a powerful will-o’-the-wisp, and the youngest son of the Master of the Hunt and Lady of Autumn. He barely reached her mother’s waist. His flesh was light red, almost pink, and he looked very breakable compared to the frost giants surrounding him. Where the females wore strips of fabric to cover up the interesting bits, and the males nothing at all, Ser Woodspark was clothed in finery that made him shine like the sun. Silk clothing with gold thread adorned him. His tunic had a high collar with twin, gold sunbursts inlaid with rubies. His ears came to sharp points, even more so than Aveena’s, and his whole face had a sharp beauty to it. She got her looks from her father’s side of the family, along with her silver eyes and white hair. The red fractal patterns blazing across her skin were her mother’s species, so she was a good mix of her parents.

Like her mother, her father didn’t look happy, but that had nothing to do with her. It had everything to do with the man standing on Ymira’s right. Her mother and father were not married as humans would believe. When you lived forever, it was pointless to tie yourself to one person. Matings between powerful families were arranged to keep bloodlines fresh and see if they produced any interesting gifts. Aveena’s own power of fire and ice was the result of such a coupling, and with her mother being one of The Nine, she got the right to raise Aveena. Such matches were also a symbol of prestige, which was why her father looked particularly pissed.

Aveena came to a sudden stop in the center of the throne room as she looked at her mother closely. No one would ever call her mother soft. She was a warrior built for battle. She was all thick muscle. She could crush the strongest human male and most Fae between her thighs with ease. As Aveena studied her, she swore there was a slight bulge to her belly.

“No!” rage and fear, hot and cold, raced through her veins. It must have shown on her face, because her mother smiled savagely down at her.

The man on her right looked pretty fucking smug too. He was a head taller than Aveena’s father, with thick, wavy hair. He wore his shirt unbuttoned to show off the thick fur of his broad chest. His smile showed white, long, sharp teeth. Like her father, he was the son of one of The Nine. By the smell of wet dog she was getting off him, he had to be a child of the Master of Hounds. Like her mother, the Master of Hounds was Unseelie, while Ser Woodspark’s family was Seelie. If her mother was indeed pregnant and she had a daughter, the younger female would have a more legitimate claim to the throne than Aveena.

She tried not to show it, but her whole world came crashing down around her at that revelation, and that was exactly what her mother wanted to happen. The Lady of Winter cocked her head to the side and waited for Aveena’s response. 

“Bitch!” Aveena spat as she composed her face, and was glad her mother couldn’t read minds.

Rumors said the Master of Hounds had such a gift, and from the smart-ass look on the newcomer’s face, he might have inherited that power from daddy.

“Aveena Foxbelle, my daughter, my disappointment, step forward,” Ymira’s words hammered into Aveena like anvils.

The battle to the death behind them was totally forgotten as she stepped forward. She tried to keep her chin up, but it was hard when the very reason for her existence, and the central point of her personality, was suddenly challenged by something that wasn’t even born yet.

“You have brought great shame and dishonor upon our House,” Ymira went on to list everything Aveena had done since birth that had displeased her.

Ymira included everything from the time three-year-old Aveena had stolen honey bread from the kitchens to her recent failure to provide the necessary offerings for the mating ritual, which, ironically, was supposed to be with the son of the man standing on her right. Apparently, they got to talking about what a horrible child Aveena was, bonded over that, and that led to some fucking.

Aveena tuned out her mother’s rant, but everyone else listened with rapt attention. They all knew something big was going down. Aveena only tuned back in when it came to Ser Fredrick.

“You stole my knight and lost him to a mortal!” she roared. Her fist split the arm of the ice throne as she fueled her rage into action. Magic swelled to repair the throne, but it would take time. “I ought to give you to his father for all the shame you’ve brought on me.”

The old troll grinned, and Aveena could practically see him get hard under his tunic. She’d never allow that to happen. She’d rip his fucking head off before he touched her. Ymira continued to rant as she stared the old man down. He quickly looked away, and she smiled. Her mother did not take that the right way.

“You think this whole ordeal is funny?” Now it was Ymira’s turn to smile. “Consider this. You will bring me the head of the man who felled my knight. You will bring him to kneel before me, so I can see the human who can strike down one so noble,” she inclined her head to the old troll. It was a political move. Aveena knew her mother didn’t give two shits about Ser Fredrick, especially since he’d let a human kill him.

“If you do not bring this mortal to me, you will be replaced in the line of succession. This new child, borne of ice and hound, will be the next to sit on this throne.” The savagery on her face would make the mortal devil cower in fear.

If Aveena wasn’t already in a state of shock, she’d have done something stupid. She still might. If she didn’t bring Cam to her mother, she’d be replaced by some infant brat. That brat, raised in a Fae court, while Aveena had spent years in the mortal realm, would learn early on that her older sister needed to be eliminated to consolidate her power. Aveena would find herself with a cold iron dagger in her back within weeks. Being replaced was as good as a death sentence.

“I will not fail you,” Aveena tried to portray strength and confidence to show the court she was unafraid, but underneath her bravado, she was about to piss herself.

“Ha,” Ymira let out a barking laugh. “We’ll see about that. You have fourteen human days. That should be enough to catch a mere mortal.”

With that, the last of the battle behind her ended. An injured and ravaged male limped up behind Aveena. “My lady,” he gasped, blood oozing out of him and onto the floor, which eagerly ate it up to fuel the repairs to the throne.

Aveena turned around to look him over. He was a sturdy example of a male frost giant; nine feet tall, broad of shoulder and chest, with a thick mane of hair covering his body, and a rather large, throbbing cock. Large cocks meant strong seed, and if she took this male to her bed, she might get pregnant.

That was almost enough to make her do it. The shock on her mother’s face would almost be worth it, but in the end, she wanted to live more than she wanted to piss off her mother. She extended her hand, and the male’s eyes lit with passion. When their flesh met, flames engulfed him, and he screamed in terror and pain.

He took a long time to die. The son of the Master of Hounds covered his nose at the rancid stench of burning frost giant. Her mother just looked bored, but her father looked proud. His honor was on the line too. House Woodspark wanted a foot in the door and to continue to build a dynasty that would eventually include Winter. He would do what he could to help her without looking like he was helping. Dishonor and shame were anathema to the Fae. Any association with the dishonored, until their honor was regained, could spread like a human virus, infecting anyone by association.

Aveena left the unfortunate male to burn to death, but didn’t head back to her chambers. The faster she caught Cam, the better. Godric fell in beside her, but he wouldn’t be helping. He was to provide her with transport back to the mortal realm. When he created the multi-colored vortex to travel between realms, it was the charred stench of her father’s power he wielded.

It was probably the nicest thing the Seelie noble had ever done for her. She stepped through the portal and appeared in a snow-covered field not far from St. Vincent’s. She pulled her human glamour around her hulking form and went to find the boy who’d turned her life to shit. 

***

“Oh no. Not again,” I thought as I tumbled back into reality. This would be my first, and last, trip through a dragon portal if I had any say in it.

It felt a lot like when Amanda first dived into my mind. I’d been terrified of Anima mages already, but when she dug through my brain looking for information about what had changed inside me, it had been quite the mindfuck . . . and not the good type that came later.

This was the type of mindfuck that left you puking your guts out because you’d just been on the tilt-a-whirl from hell. I stepped into the swirling vortex of fire in Upstate New York. I stepped into utter darkness, was beaten, bashed, kicked, punched, and generally put through the ringer by metaphysical forces beyond my understanding; all in the span of a second. I stepped out feeling like battered shit and missed the six-inch drop in elevation. My stomach was already revolting from the jarring ride, so I failed to catch myself in time.

As far as first impressions go, it was about the worst one I could think of. I fell out of the portal, projectile vomiting a stream of stomach acid and bile in front of me until I smashed face-first into the ground. To add insult to injury, the ground was marble. The kinetic impact of my fall traveled up my nose and into my brain, where it merged with the migraine that had been festering since I blocked a blade in the bleeding grounds with a conjured shield. I had no idea how I did it, but it hurt like a motherfucker.

The sudden violence that racked my brain led to another bout of nausea. Thankfully, I was able to turn my head to the side so I didn’t drown in my own sick. The only bright side in this whole fucked up episode was that I didn’t smash my nose flat on impact. It still hurt like hell, but a quick touch told me it wasn’t broken.

Everyone else was doing much better. Dani and Xamira looked a little wobbly on their feet, and the dwarf’s face was a little green, but she kept it together. Lilith didn’t look affected at all, which was saying a lot when she was still naked and covered in blood. You could tell how beautiful someone was when they could pull off that look.

My eyes were fixed on the taught, roundness of her ass for several seconds, and it helped get my shit together enough to realize we weren’t alone. I struggled to my feet and took in my surroundings.

“This is fancy,” I cataloged the plush robes on racks next to a sauna door. The marble floor, which was spotless until a moment ago, had the slight condensation common in places with high humidity. There were also rubber walking mats, so people didn’t slip on the condensation. I’d managed to miss those entirely during my entrance.

The room they’d arrived in was a waiting room of some sort. Three doors branched off this room, but all were quickly filling with the acrid stench of sick. Two were dressing rooms of some sort with the universal male and female insignias. The third led out into whatever other mysteries the building held. In front of that door stood a woman.

Despite it being hot and humid, she wore a dress that went from her neck to her ankles. She had a matronly look like those nuns from the past who’d smack you with a ruler for misbehaving. I could see from the glint in her eye that she wanted to command me to clean up after myself, but despite her aged face and gun-metal gray hair, she bowed her head to the much younger-looking Lilith.

“We felt the portal activate and were unsure what to expect,” the woman stated as she looked over our small group with thinly veiled disapproval. Her voice was sharp, and it was clear she was used to giving commands and having them obeyed. “We did not expect you, or we would have gathered a proper welcoming committee.”

Lilith smiled back reassuringly. “We were forced to make a hasty retreat with Via’s assistance. We won’t trouble you long, especially on a night of such joy for your coven. All we require is a place to rest, a fresh set of clothes, and a car.”

“It is the least we can do,” the woman bowed in return and gestured toward the door behind her.

“Coven,” I caught that bit and watched the women closely.

As a mere human, I made sure to stay up to date on all things vampire. It was a smart thing to do when vamps liked to drink your blood and had been preying on your people since the dawn of recorded history. Since there were several at my school, I was even more motivated to stay in the loop. Most of the younger vamps tended to be vegan, but I’d had one ask if they could bite me before. Makaylah helped me fill in the blanks with anything I wanted to know after that. 

There were two types of vamps: born and turned. Makaylah was one of the former. She was born to two vampires and had been infected with vampirism since she was a single-cell organism. Born vamps aged from infancy to full-grown adulthood at a normal human rate. Once they reached maturity, their development progressed far more slowly. When your species lived for over a thousand years and was evolutionarily designed to blend in, that led to dramatically reduced aging. Makaylah had yet to reach maturity, but in her early twenties, she would cease to age at all for at least the next century as her vampirism held on to her peak physical condition as long as possible.

That was not true for turned vamps. Vamps who were turned were frozen at the time of their turning for however long their vamp life lasted. They didn’t get younger, more beautiful, or grow muscles they didn’t have before. For that reason, most turned vamps got in the best shape possible before beginning the process. It was a bit ironic since the human body needed to be incredibly weakened for the vampiric virus to initiate the change. A healthy immune system was the best defense against vampirism. A single bite wouldn’t change anyone, no matter what Hollywood would like people to think, or the world would have been overrun with vamps long ago. In the modern era, turning someone was a deeply spiritual event in the vampire community.

Vampire elders helped the process along with their magic. A lot of painstaking trial and error had helped the masters of the vampire race fine-tune the process to achieve higher success rates. Unlike most supernatural species that could wield magic, only certain vampires could tap into the chaotic energy of the universe. I don’t know why that’s the case, and I don’t really care, but those vampires attain the rank of elder. However, that doesn’t always mean they’re old.

It didn’t take me long to figure out why we’d been dumped here. “Smart, Via,” I guessed the dragon had cloaked our arrival with the turning ceremony. It was a good idea, but it left us in the uncomfortable position of intruding on a highly personal moment.

The question on my mind at this moment was . . . is this woman a vampire elder? If she was a born vampire, she’d be hundreds, maybe even a thousand years old. If she was turned, she could be as young as seventy. The way she spoke on behalf of the coven made me put my money on the former. Either way, she held the authority that only came with being a magic-wielding vamp.

I followed Lilith out the door, with Dani and Xamira bringing up the rear. The elder took us to a set of suites down a deserted hallway. After seeing more of the layout, I was sure this was some spa resort where pampered socialites came to get their hair and nails done after having a good massage and steam. The only unanswered question was whether there were happy endings involved.

“There is fresh clothing in the closets. If you wish, you can attend the ceremony. I’m sure the participants would be honored,” the vamp dipped her head to Lilith, and left.

“Probably to find someone to clean up my puke,” I thought as I looked at the door assigned to me. I couldn’t wait to take a shower, wash off the blood and sweat of the last day, and get into some clothes. I was almost getting used to walking around in my birthday suit.

“Let’s meet out here in twenty,” Lilith ordered, before disappearing into her own room.

“So much for getting to relax,” I sighed and opened the door.

I froze at what I saw. It wasn’t the rich, wood paneling that reminded me of those fancy ski lodges. It wasn’t the polished-to-perfection lockers where I could store my valuables. It wasn’t even the marble-tiled shower with three different interchangeable faucets that would feel heavenly on my sore body. What stopped me in my tracks was the old guy getting his dick sucked right in front of me.

“Oh, my gods,” the man groaned as he pushed a woman’s head down onto his cock.

“I guess that answers my question about happy endings,” I gulped, not quite sure what to do.

It was a little like watching a train wreck. The dude was old. As in wrinkled, flabby flesh, and those saggy balls only really old guys could pull off. He was standing with his back to me, so I got the million-dollar view of his wrinkled ass.

In sharp contrast, the woman on her knees, eagerly pleasuring herself between his legs, couldn’t have been older than her mid-twenties. She was fit, attractive, and from the sounds the guy was making, clearly knew how to suck a dick. I couldn’t see her head moving, but the noises the guy was making told me he was one deepthroat away from a heart attack.

“Oh no!” The man grabbed the lockers for balance, and I thought his heart was actually giving out. Instead, the woman made loud sucking sounds as she continued fondling his balls.

“He just came, that’s all,” I reassured myself I wouldn’t have to give an old fart CPR.

The old man’s knees shook, and his chest heaved from the effort of emptying his balls. The woman removed his dick from her mouth with a satisfied pop and stood up straight to kiss the geezer on the lips. That’s when she noticed me, standing in the doorway, sporting a half chub. The old guy might not be anything to write home about, but she was fucking hot.

By the way she snarled and charged me, she was also a vampire. She came at me, tits out, fangs bared, and ready to eat me for lunch. I screamed like a little girl and moved. I didn’t even know I’d done it until after I was in motion. She seemed to move in slow motion as I leaned away from her strike. I crouched and swept the leg just like Xamira taught me. The vamp lost her balance and went rocketing into the hallway like an out-of-control missile. She hit the opposite wall hard, hard enough to destroy drywall and daze her for a quarter second. That was plenty of time for me to get back to my feet and turn to face her.

“Caroline!” the old man yelled from behind me. His voice seemed to settle the woman, or at least restrain her from trying again.  

She removed herself from the broken wall, but didn’t back down. The commotion brought Lilith, Dani, and Xamira into the hallway; all naked and dripping with water.

Four gorgeous, naked women all looked at me, and my dick couldn’t help but sit up and beg like a hungry dog. My friends quickly disregarded me when they saw I wasn’t injured. Although, Dani’s eyes lingered before focusing on the vamp. As Lilith turned her eyes on the woman who’d attacked me, the vamp took a step back.

“Caroline,” the old guy finally reached the hallway, what felt like an hour later. “Settle down. It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay,” Caroline the vampire snapped as she swept stray brown hairs out of her eyes. “He was peeping on us.”

“I was not,” I replied instinctually. “Well . . .” I continued.

Now all eyes were focused on me, but the only ones I cared about were Lilith’s. Her green orbs squinted suspiciously, and the look on her face demanded an explanation.

“I was told to go in that room,” I started my defense. “I didn’t expect to see this guy getting a hummer. Sure, I might have lingered, but it wasn’t that long. They were basically done.”

“And we snuck down here to this room for privacy,” the old guy was the last person I expected to come to my defense. He was the only human aside from me present, and a smile from Lilith would probably give him a coronary.

“I can’t blame a man for wanting to watch you. You’re stunning, my dear,” his words of wisdom calmed the restless vampire. I made a mental note to ask him how he did that.

“Fine,” the vamp sighed, as the sound of hurried feet approached.

The elder vamp and a much younger red-haired woman appeared at the end of the hall. “Caroline,” the elder’s tone told me she yelled at this particular vamp frequently.

“It’s nothing,” Lilith stepped in to defuse the situation as seamlessly as the old man. “Just a little misunderstanding. We’ll be honored to participate in the turning ceremony.”

That stopped the elder in her tracks. It allowed all the vamps to leave with the old man in tow, and their dignity intact. As my adrenaline subsided from the short fight, I didn’t even have time to think about how I’d moved faster than a vamp. Lilith and Xamira disappeared back into their rooms, but Dani approached me. She got in my personal space and pressed her breasts into my chest.

“You know, if you want to . . .” she left the rest of the statement hanging.

I wanted to. I really, really wanted to. I wanted to pound my cock into Dani’s firm ass and then blow my load all over her tits, but I knew I shouldn’t. I was in a strange place. I’d been caught kind of, but not really, peeping on a BJ. The face the elder vamp made whenever she looked at me told me she wasn’t a big fan. We also were down to fifteen minutes before we needed to be ready, and I really needed some alone time to get my shit together.

Dani read all of that off my face and gave me a knowing grin. “Next time then,” she kissed me on the cheek and left me with a now-flaccid penis to take a shower in peace.


Chapter 5

The lobby answered a lot of my unasked questions. This was indeed a swanky joint. The sauna room and personalized suites were just the tip of the iceberg. The lobby had a commanding view of the city it was nestled next to. Most cities never slept, but blinking lights and cars buzzing in and out of the entertainment district like agitated fireflies told me that was truer here than most places.

“Reno,” Dani stepped up next to me to look out at the city. “The biggest little city in the world,” she didn’t say it with fondness. For some reason, Dani and Reno had a complicated past.

A lot of things clicked into place with that statement. The first was our ultimate destination. It only made sense. Where else would a cabal be located that spent a millennium hiding from the rest of the world, and was full of supernatural creatures that tended to feed off humans in some form or another? Via had said she could get us close, but not all the way. By my calculations, we were just under five hundred miles from our final destination. A destination that promised safety from anything anyone could throw at us.

“Vegas baby,” I grinned.

I’d never had the pleasure. I was only eighteen and couldn’t even get into the casinos. Something told me that was about to change. Not only was I Lilith’s First, a position of some prestige – even if I still didn’t know what the hell I was doing – but Via said Lilith’s mother had plans for me. Lilith’s mother, the woman who ran the entire fucking cabal, had plans for me? I wasn’t going to worry about the spider-web comment until I met the woman. Something in my balls told me it would be quite the experience.

“They’re almost ready,” Lilith informed as she appeared beside me.

Her hand found mine and gave it a comforting squeeze. The sensation sent a jolt through me, and I blushed like a kid on his first date. I wanted to say something suave, but all my mind came up with was, “blah”. I frantically looked for something to talk about.

“I can’t believe these prices,” I croaked, and then grunted to force more saliva into my suddenly dry throat.

Dani scoffed, and Lilith just shrugged. I’d been right in my assumption that this was a fancy spa for the rich. You could tell because there was a list of services on the wall behind the check-in counter. You could tell it was for rich folk because there were no prices listed. Prices just didn’t matter to these people. I’d managed to find a list with prices in the suite I’d showered in, and my jaw dropped. Mani pedis were hundreds of dollars. Full spa treatments ran into four digits. There were coffee scrubs, mud baths – who the hell wanted to bathe in mud – and a bunch of stuff I didn’t even understand. I knew vamps were big in the health and wellness industries, but I had no idea they were this successful outside of biomedicals and pharmaceuticals.

There was even pricing for the privilege of being bitten by a vamp. I mentioned that to Dani, and she laughed.

“You’ve clearly never been bitten.” The wistful look on her face made my dick sit up and take notice. “It’s quite the experience.”

She was right, I knew about a vampire’s bite – known in some romantic circles as the vampire’s kiss – in theory but not in practice. Again, Makaylah had filled me in on a lot of it. The feeding process for a vamp couldn’t be painful. First off, they couldn’t have people screaming and thrashing as they drank from them. That would lead to shredded arteries, people bleeding out left and right, and a whole mess of problems. For the most part, vamps didn’t even drink from people anymore. They tapped a vein like a blood draw in a doctor’s office, filled up a cup, and drank it while it was still warm. They didn’t need much to keep up their strength, and if they got addicted to the blood or the feeding, the elders and their kill teams dealt with any junkies.

Blood quality meant something to vamps. You are what you eat was a real thing for them. Snacking on a guy who ate McDonald’s three times a day was like drinking saturated fat from a straw. Compared to someone who ate organically, exercised, and was in peak mental and physical shape, it was the difference between fine dining and fast food.

I didn’t know for sure, but I bet some vamps operated the same as Lilith’s people. They got a group together, but probably didn’t call it a harem; maybe a family or flock. They might drink directly from these willing people and give them the kiss with a capital K.

Because you couldn’t have people freaking the fuck out during a feeding, the first thing that happened when a vamp bit you was that the saliva provided a localized anesthetic to the bite area. When their fangs pierced the skin, it hurt, but that sensation quickly faded. Step two was the release of their venom. The venom was what carried vampirism, and every time a vamp bit someone, it was released into the bloodstream. Ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the time, the human body’s white blood cells killed the virus with extreme prejudice. For a virus that fundamentally altered the underlying DNA of a human to create an entirely new humanoid species, it was extremely fragile. While the venom had no chance of fully turning a healthy person. Apparently, it was one hell of a drug. Complete euphoria was how Makaylah described it. It made crack cocaine seem like Tylenol. Even vamp blood mixed with drugs didn’t have the same hit as vamp venom. It lasted roughly an hour, but for that hour, the bitten was off in la-la land, and the vamp could feed from them at their leisure. That’s where the “kiss” part came in; apparently, people were horny as fuck when on venom, and fresh off a feed, vamps tended to be a little frisky.

All of that put together, and it didn’t surprise me that a vamp charged several hundred bucks for a human to have the pleasure of being bitten. It was a win-win for everyone. The vamps got fed, probably got laid, and the human got high as fuck. Even better, it was all legal and above board. There were copies of licenses all over the walls from the UN, US, and the state of Nevada, as well as signage for an on-site doctor if any humans felt faint, and basic first aid instructions. All of this told me that this was a well put-together operation, and something I’d expect from the Venetian Cabal.

There was no question in my mind that this place was at least associated with Lilith’s family. There was no way an elder vamp would bow to a teenage girl, succubus or not, unless they knew who Lilith was.

“This place must rake in eight figures a year,” I thought conservatively. “If the cabal gets a cut, and they’ve got businesses all over the world . . .” Suddenly, the financial compensation portion of my contract with Lilith seemed way too low for all the shit I’d been through.

I tried not to let my frustration show. As a poor townie who’d gone to an elite academy – the past tense was important there – I thought of myself as a bit of a hustler. Apparently, Lilith got the upper hand on that deal.

“Speaking of that,” I turned to her.

“I just want to remind you I fed you in the van on the way to Via’s.” There was no way to casually drop that into a conversation.

“Yes, I know, and it’s been logged,” Lilith replied stiffly. Her hand slipped out of mine and she walked toward a door that led to a section of the spa we hadn’t seen.

“Shit,” I could tell she was mad at me, but I was honestly a little pissed at her too. She’d undersold me. I didn’t like to get played.

Dani gave me a sharp look. “Maybe try not to be too much of a dick,” she whispered so Lilith couldn’t hear. “Shit is about to change. We aren’t in Kansas anymore. Where we’re going, Lilith is someone important; really fucking important to an organization that spans this entire planet. She doesn’t get to be a carefree schoolgirl anymore. She has to be a boss, and she’s not even twenty yet. One of your jobs as her First is to make her feel good about herself, not be an asshole. Get that through your thick skull before we get to Vegas,” the dwarf pointed a finger at me in a clear threat.

It would have been more intimidating a few weeks ago when she could still kick my ass without breaking a sweat, but after fighting the troll, and to a lesser extent, getting the best of Caroline the vamp, I didn’t scare as easily anymore. Still, it was Dani. I respected her. So, instead of getting my panties in a bunch, I took her advice to heart.

“Sorry,” I apologized. “All of this is a little much to take,” I waved at the glitz and glamor.

“You’ll get used to it,” her face softened. “You’ll also get used to getting nothing but the best of the best,” she grinned. “You’re a high roller now, Cam. Don’t get too fixated on the money. Bank your contract salary, and let the cabal deal with all the incidentals. Deal?”

“Deal,” I felt a lot better, and gratefully accepted the smack on the ass I knew was coming.

We followed Lilith deeper into the spa. I assumed it was an employee’s only section because it transitioned from comfortable luxury to more industrial barebones. We passed through a kitchen of stainless steel built to feed an army of hungry socialites, and I noticed there were no windows. In a place full of vamps, it made sense to avoid their sun allergy. Eventually, we went down a set of stairs and into what looked like a black-market medical clinic.

The floor was bare concrete with plastic crates and wooden pallets pushed up against the walls. Metal rods had been bolted to the ceiling, and heavy plastic tarps fell to the floor to create the impression of a room. More people than I expected were gathered at the edges of the tarps. In the center of the improvised room was a comfortable-looking hospital bed and a plethora of machines. I didn’t know what half of them did, but I knew the man sitting in the bed. It was the old guy who’d been getting his world rocked by Caroline. He was strapped down on the bed with wires and IVs attached to every major limb and muscle group.

Caroline sat on a stool next to him, her hand in his, as the vampire elder checked the machines. The redhead I’d seen earlier had her eyes on the ground and was walking around the bed muttering something under her breath. I followed her eyes and found a silver circle inlaid into the concrete. The bed sat in the center, and as the redhead spoke, I saw flashes of light, while geometric shapes and symbols sprang to life around the exterior edge.

“What are you looking at?” Dani asked.

“Don’t you see that?” I pointed at the dull glow as symbols worked their way around the circle. It sort of looked like the ring of power when you heated it up in The Lord of the Rings, but these symbols and glyphs were much harsher than the smooth elvish script Tolkien created.

“See what?” Dani frowned.

“Magic,” Lilith smiled and watched me closely. “Marcella is completing the casting circle to contain and focus the energy for the turning. That’s what increases the chances of success from thirty percent to eighty percent.”

I didn’t know much about circle magic. It was used in Theurgy to perform ceremonies, but I didn’t know if elder vamps and human mages performed the same types of magic. If I had a guess, I expected each supernatural species to have its own twist on the mystical energy of the universe. From what I saw of Marcella, she was speaking in a language and dialect I’d never heard of.

One of the few things I was good at before my life was turned upside down was languages. I had an ear for them. I could speak many languages fluently, and could converse conversationally in dozens. Using all the knowledge at my disposal, I had no idea what the fire-haired vamp was saying. It was guttural and had some Slavic inflection to it, but other than that, it might as well be gibberish to me.

“It’s a magical language known only to the elders,” Lilith listened carefully, like she knew what I was thinking. “I don’t even know what they’re saying. Despite my mother’s insistence that they teach me, the elders continue to refuse.”

“So, Marcella is an elder?” I nodded to the redhead.

“Evelyn is the elder in charge of the coven and the spa. Marcella has been here for a few years and is learning quickly. She’s a rarity. She’s young and is proving to be quite the magical virtuoso,” Lilith explained. Her tone was still too stiff and formal for everything they’d been through together.

“Sorry for being an ass,” I apologized because it felt like the right thing to do.

“No need,” she replied, still a little stiff, but I saw her shoulders relax a smidge. “Shh, it’s starting.”

Marcella had completed her circuit of the bed, and Evelyn – the old vamp – looked over the work with a nod of approval. She then placed a hand on Caroline’s shoulder. The younger vamp stood up and looked out over everyone present. There were about two dozen of us.

“Thank you all for coming,” she smiled at everyone, but gave me a little frown I didn’t blame her for. “I met Jack back during the war. I was a nurse, and he was a soldier fighting his way across Europe. This was a long time before the Revelation, but he still knew what I was.”

By the war, I inferred she meant WW2 and the Allies' march across Europe. Caroline looked in her mid-twenties, not nearly a hundred. “Damn, Jack looks good for pushing triple digits,” I gave a mental whistle. She had to have been doing something to keep him looking twenty years younger than he really was.

“He still loved me,” she choked up a little as she continued, “despite all the criticism we faced.” Her eyes hardened as she stared defiantly at the room. “First, others of our kind frowned on me for marrying a mortal.”

“She’s his wife!” That was a surprise.

“Those who value our pure blood called me dirty because I chose the man I loved. Then, after the Revelation, and we came out as an inter-species couple, Jack was targeted by humans.”

I felt the level of anger rise in the room. The gathered vamps might look like ordinary people – long-lived people with preternatural strength, speed, and intelligence – but they were predators of the night who’d hunted humans for thousands of years. To have the tables turned on someone they loved was a deep blow to their psyche.

“They tried to kill him. He got fired from a job he’d worked at for thirty years, and for all those years, I was his wife. It’s not easy when the one you love grows old without you. Before the Revelation, we had to tell people I was his daughter.”

I could tell that hurt her. She didn’t want to live a lie any more than anyone else did.

“This has been a long time coming, and if you know Jack, he can be as stubborn as an ass sometimes.” That got a round of laughter from the room. “He should have let me turn him a long time ago. Now, I’ll be playing catch-up, but we can finally have those kids we’ve always wanted,” she smiled at the man on the bed with such adoration, I really hoped he lived through this. “I love you, honey,” she bent down and kissed him passionately on the lips.

It was a straight Romeo and Juliet story. They’d battled the Nazi’s and won. They’d battled vampire purists and won. And then, they’d battled human supremacists. Now, he needed to beat his own humanity to get another millennium with Caroline. A story like that could bring tears to your eyes, but not mine. I’m too macho for that.

“Stop crying like a little baby,” Dani elbowed me playfully in the ribs, but I saw a little streak of wetness working its way down her cheek.

“I’m not crying,” I huffed back.

Fuck, I wanted this to work for them. I’d just met them, but I felt like I knew them. Of course, I’d seen Caroline naked, and she’d tried to kill me. I fought her, won, and saw them in the act, or as close to it as you could get without penetration. If that didn’t acquaint me with them, I don’t know what would.

Caroline nodded to Evelyn and Marcella and gave Jack’s hand a final squeeze before exiting the circle. All the machines were wheeled back, so only the chords passed over the barrier with magic scribbled around it.

I wasn’t sure what came next, but Marcella flipped the switch on a big machine directly behind Jack. It purred, hummed, beeped, and then I saw blood drawn from one of the IVs travel through the tube into the machine. Then another . . . and another. Soon, it looked like highways of red heading away from Jacktown. 

“The body needs to be weak,” Lilith gave a play-by-play. “The blood will be drawn out until he is near death. Inside the machine, it is mixed with Caroline’s venom. She’s been milking herself for the last six months to have the optimum amount.”

“Milked herself,” I tried not to let my imagination wander too much. 

It took a while for most of the blood to leave Jack’s body. An average human had between nine and twelve pints of blood. Since Jack was old, and not a particularly large man, I put him on the low end. I could see the process hurt. I’d been on the receiving end of blood loss myself, and it wasn’t comfortable. Mine was a smaller amount, but a quicker, violent loss. A long, drawn-out process probably felt like torture.

At some point during the process, Marcella and Evelyn did something. The glyphs and symbols around the circle started to glow a dull red, and what looked like strings extended out from the elder vamps’ fingers to connect to the circle.

“The elders are empowering the circle. It’s meant to keep Jack healthy while he’s lost so much blood. The will to live will only get a person so far,” Lilith watched the magic intently.

The elders started a soft chant, and the pressure in the room changed. My ears popped, and it smelled like spring and new growth; instead of a desert in the dead of winter. The other vamps in the room swayed gently to the music, and I saw threads connect all the vamps to the elders.

“Elders can draw strength from the vampires of their coven,” Lilith watched with wide-eyed fascination.

It was fascinating, but I also realized vamps were a lot scarier than I thought. Nothing I’d read, or Makaylah had told me, said vamps could harvest power like this. The circle went from a dull red to a miniature sun that vibrantly pulsed to match Jack’s heartbeat. I’d lost track of individual people by this point, but at some point, Evelyn waved Caroline forward.

She stepped into the circle, caressed her husband’s sweat-soaked forehead, and gave him a soft kiss; right before she jabbed her fangs into his carotid. The poor guy was so out of it, he hardly flinched. After a moment, his whole body relaxed as her venom hit his bloodstream. She removed her fangs and licked at the wound. Vampire saliva had healing properties, and when she pulled back, the wound was already scabbed over. She moved down to both his wrists and bit him again. She also bit the insides of his elbows, his chest in several spots, and I looked away when she opened his legs and sank her fangs into his femoral artery. I’d seen enough saggy-man balls for one day.

When she pulled back, her face was surprisingly free of blood.

“She’s setting the stage and getting fresh venom into his weakened body before they dump his blood back into him,” Lilith surmised.

“So far so good,” by the look on Jack’s face, I guessed he felt better than when he was getting head earlier. “Vamp venom’s a hell of a drug,” my mind stated in Rick James’ voice.

The sloshing in the machine behind Jack abruptly stopped, and the humming started up again. Another dozen IV tubes led from the machine back to Jack, and blood slowly started to flow back to the man. To my eyes, it looked chunkier and took more power to force through the tubes.

“Vampire blood is different than human blood,” Lilith informed. “Their blood cells don’t die, so the body can make more. The virus makes the cells as close to immortal as possible, and the blood they ingest powers them. Their blood is hardier than a human’s.”

The stream of slow-moving blood finally reached Jack, but nothing happened. Judging by how slow things were moving, it would take twice as long to get the blood back in the old man’s veins.

“It’s up to him now,” Evelyn declared as she stepped back from the circle. The threads connecting the vamps vanished, but the circle still glowed a dull red to my eyes.

The vamps started to filter out to an adjoining room where a small feast was waiting. Lilith said the turning could take anywhere from an hour to a full day. Caroline stayed with Jack, but everyone else was ushered out. I found myself walking with Marcella.

“So, you’re Cameron Dupree?” she smiled and gave me the once over. “Do you mind if we talk?” she asked, pointing down a hallway away from where everyone else was heading.

“Um . . .” I hesitated and looked for Lilith. She’d been beside me a second ago, but was nowhere to be seen.

“I’ve cleared it with your succubus,” she stated, like I didn’t have a choice. After seeing the power she’d wielded during the turning ceremony, I wasn’t sure I did.

“Okay,” I didn’t know what was going on, but if she said it was all good, then I’d talk with the vamp.

***

Marcella led me down the hallway to a carbon copy of the suite I’d showered in earlier. She opened the door and gestured me inside. The blueprint might be the same, but this suite was homier and had a lived-in feel to it. That made me gulp. This wasn’t some space to have a quick word in. This was Marcella’s room.

“Relax,” she felt my tension as my shoulders stiffened. “I don’t bite . . . unless you want me to.”

“Ha ha,” I replied dryly. “I bet you say that all the time.”

She shrugged, walked to a dresser on the far wall, and started to take off her top. I spun away and put my back to her. It felt wrong on so many levels to turn my back on a vamp, but I’d already been busted once for kind-of-but-not-really peeping. I was still a guest here and needed to act like it.

I heard her chuckle, and the rustle of fabric as she put on something new. “I’m decent,” her tone was flirty, and that didn’t help the situation.

She was decent . . . barely. Marcella was a beautiful woman, as most preternatural creatures tended to be. Her fire-red hair cascaded down her back in waves. She was tall and athletic, with the confidence that I guess came standard in elder vampires. Her new shirt did nothing to hide a pair of curves that were nearly as voluptuous as Lilith’s. I could tell because she wasn’t wearing a bra. Two perfectly proportioned nipples stabbed into the shirt like knives trying to cut through the fabric. We might be in the desert, but it got cold here during the night, and even the best insulation in the world couldn’t keep out a chill when it dropped close to zero.

She left on the tight yoga pants she’d worn during the ceremony, which could double as classy, but came with an invisible sign that said “insert penis back here please” to every guy on earth. I gulped as she looked at me like a predator surveying her next meal, and my brain churned for some way to change the topic.

“Do you do this often?” was my brilliant answer to the awkwardness.

“Invite strange men back to my bedroom, or turnings?” she quirked an eyebrow.

“Okay, I walked into that one,” I admitted.

“Turnings,” I answered with conviction.

“This is my third, but we do a dozen or so every year. There is a pretty strict vetting process,” she shrugged like it was all in a day’s work.

“Vetting?” I kept the conversation going, and away from the way her tits stretched the fabric of her shirt to the limit.  

“Oh yeah,” she nodded. “There’s a lot of red tape you have to cut through if you want to be turned into a vampire; both with the human government and the elders.” The way she said elders made me think she was new to the rank. She didn’t think of herself as a member of the vamp ruling class.

“Vampires are picky about who they bring into eternal life. After all, a maker is responsible for the people they turn. If you turn someone who isn’t worthy or ready for this life, then you’re putting your own existence on the line. The elders don’t fuck around when it comes to blood junkies, and a maker will either lose their head or have to kill the vamp they turned. It’s not pretty.”

I could agree to that, but with that line of questioning out of the way, she was staring at me like a rare steak again.

“What was Caroline saying about children?” I latched onto the final statement the other vamp said about her and Jack before they moved on to the actual turning. “Vamps and humans can have children, right?” That much I thought I knew.

“But those children are always human,” Marcella stated. “If you were a parent, would you want to watch your kids grow old and die?”

“No,” I shook my head. “That would suck balls.”

“Exactly, and you wouldn’t want to just turn them. It’s much better for them to be born.” The way she said it told me the classism Makaylah told me about within the vamp species was still alive and well.

“Is there any difference between born and turned?” I asked flippantly, like it didn’t matter.

From the look on her face, Marcella was one of those purists Caroline had been talking about. “Turned are weaker, slower, and can’t work magic. Only born have what it takes to be elders, and even then, only a handful of us can work the magic that was much more common in our ancestors.”

“There it is,” I thought as I saw the disdain hidden behind Marcella’s flirty expression. “The born blame the turned for diluting the magic of the vampire race.”

“You can’t really continue a race with such a small gene pool,” I replied. Based on the way Marcella rolled her eyes, it was probably the same argument the vampire moderates used on this issue.

“Enough about us,” she snapped, and showed a little fang. “I’m here to talk about you.”

“Me, I’m nobody,” I shrugged as the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. “Just a normal human.”

If she looked down on turned vamps, she sure as shit looked down on humans. They would be nothing but intelligent food to her. Instead, she smiled and made a tsk-tsk sound as she waved her finger back and forth.

“You’re far from a normal human, Cameron Dupree,” she studied me closely, and my reptilian hindbrain told me to get the fuck out of there. “I’m going to tell you a secret,” she blurred, and was standing next to me before I could react. She was a hell of a lot faster than Caroline, and I was sure she could hear my heart going apeshit. “I’m a vampire elder, but I don’t belong to this coven.”

“What?” I didn’t like where this was going.

“I was sent here by Ms. Venitas years ago to study under Evelyn. She’s the most respected elder on this side of the Rockies, but she doesn’t allow anyone to learn from her who isn’t in her coven. So, here I am, stuck in Reno for another few years,” she spoke about Reno the same way Dani did. “Make no mistake, my loyalties are to the cabal, not Evelyn,” she continued. “And I have my orders to check you out.”

“Check me out?” I gulped. “If you have any questions, Dani, Xamira, and Lilith have all the answers. The cabal has a sample from me. They did a bunch of science stuff to it. I can’t tell you anything more than what the cabal already knows.”

“We’ll see about that,” she circled me like a lioness cornering a wildebeest in the Serengeti. “No one can tell more about a person’s blood than a vampire elder.”

I felt magic begin to flood into the room so quickly that I dissolved into an uncontrollable sneezing fit. This wasn’t the springtime fragrance from the turning. It was harsh and spicy. It made my eyes water, and my sinuses rebel.

“What . . .?” I began, and then I met her eyes.

They were an endless abyss of sapphire, and I fell right in. I fell and fell and fell. It wasn’t like the mindfuck Amanda gave me when she Anima whammied me back at St. Vincent’s. This was pleasant by comparison. After a few moments, I floated back down to the metaphysical earth, and the world stopped spinning.

I gave a mental sigh and tried to focus my attention on whatever the hell Marcella was doing. “What the fuck?” My eyes didn’t respond. They just stared straight ahead. “Shit . . . shit . . . shit,” I tried all my other body parts, but nothing obeyed my brain’s commands.

I wasn’t in the driver’s seat of my own body anymore. Whatever the vamp had done, she’d locked me in the trunk. Fear seeped into my blood as I tried, and failed, to call for help.

“Shhh,” Marcella came back into my field of vision and placed a finger to my immobile lips. “Everything is going to be just fine. You are in no danger,” she cooed, and if I wasn’t freaking the fuck out, I would have believed her. “Let’s see what we’re working with,” she easily picked me up and walked through an open door to the bedroom.

She plopped me on the edge of the bed, and despite not being able to fart if I wanted to, my body sat perfectly still where she placed me. “I’m still breathing, my heart's still beating . . .” I went through a mental checklist to ensure the vamp magic wasn’t killing me. Whatever had happened, all my involuntary bodily functions seemed to work just fine.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, Makaylah’s voice reminded me of what was happening. It had been sophomore year, and I’d been walking to class one day with my friend, talking about vamp abilities, when she mentioned that elders could bespell people. She described it as totally taking away your moral right of free will. She was pretty pissed that any of her species could do it at all. She threw around the term “total violation” a lot, but I couldn’t remember anything else she’d said, or more importantly, how to break the spell.

“Yes,” my mind snapped back to the present as Marcella finished pulling off my pants.

Whatever she was doing, it left my dick out of my control. Normally, when a hottie takes off my boxers, I’m ready to go. Now, my cock was completely flaccid as she grabbed it in her hand and started stroking.

“This will do,” she played with my schlong for a bit before her eyes migrated to my inner thigh. “Most vampires have a preference,” she seemed to be talking more to herself than to me. “Everyone thinks we go for the carotid. It’s true. That’s the easiest to get to, but I find the blood is much sweeter down here,” she caressed my inner thigh where my femoral pulsed beneath my skin.

“Oh shit,” I figured out what was going to happen a second before she struck.

Like a cobra, her fangs extended, and she dug them into my leg. I gave a mental cry that never made it to my lips, but the pain only lasted a moment. A cool, numbing sensation replaced it, and then a few seconds later, warmth flooded my body.

“Aah,” I would have dissolved into a puddle of content goo if I had control over anything.

I didn’t even think the sucking sound Marcella was making was weird or nasty. I didn’t even consider it sexy how blood flowed quickly into my cock, and it swelled to the point it was resting on the side of her face. Nothing mattered in the world. Nothing but the pure bliss I was experiencing.

I don’t know how long she drank from me, but it couldn’t have been that long considering how efficient vamp elders were at killing off blood junkies, as Marcella had affectionately referred to them. She emerged from between my legs, stroking my hard cock in her hand, her face beaming with glee.

“My, my, Cameron Dupree. Ms. Venitas is going to be excited to meet you.” Blood coated her lips, and a few drops dripped down her chin onto her comforter, but she didn’t care.

She ran her tongue over her lips, smearing my blood around like lipstick, and gathering up the excess on her chin with a finger. She slowly, seductively placed the finger in her mouth and drew it out with a feline purr. If I was myself, I’d probably cum then and there, but I had no control. She grinned at me, sensing my arousal under her spell, and smiled. Red-stained teeth shone back at me as she opened wide and slowly wrapped her lips around my cock. Her fingers tickled my balls as she wound her tongue around my tip.

The pleasure of the blowjob, mingled with the ecstasy of her venom, completely melted me like the wicked witch in Oz.

Buried underneath it all, my mind yelled for her to watch the fangs, but it never made it out. Her sharpened canines scraped against my dick, parting flesh, and adding more blood to her smorgasbord. She groaned in a frenzy as my dick-blood coated her tongue. All I could do was cry behind the mental walls hidden deep beneath the sea of euphoria. I couldn’t even enjoy it when she deepthroated me, and my cock slammed into the back of her throat. My ejaculation was just one more bit of pleasure lost in the enthrallment that her spell and venom had put me under.

She hungrily gulped down my seed along with my dick’s blood. With a satisfied hum, she extracted my cock from her mouth and let the bleeding flesh flop against her bed. I watched as red stained the fabric to the point it was a total loss.

“Please start healing,” I prayed to the gods that my weird, still-misunderstood abilities kicked in soon. It could scar a man for life looking at his mangled dick for too long.

Marcella stood over me cleaning her face and savoring the last of my fluids. Then her expression turned downright wicked. “I’ve always wanted to try this,” she left my field of vision, but I heard the drawers of the dresser scrape open and closed.

She reappeared with a huge, black dildo. “Cosmo says men secretly enjoy when a woman stimulates their prostate. Let’s test that.”

“Oh, fuck no!” my mind rebelled as she started to flip me over. It was one thing to get the Vampire’s Kiss, and a hummer from a hot vamp, but it was another thing entirely to get a dildo that looked like it belonged on some horse shifter shoved up my ass.

The euphoria of her venom faded a little as I fought harder against its effects. The spell sputtered under my mental assault, and I flopped onto my back as she strapped the dildo onto her front with some leather contraption.

“I like a fighter,” she flashed her fangs at me, our eyes met, and all the progress I’d made at the walls around my mind crumbled. I fell back into the sapphire well of total oblivion.

She grabbed me by the hips and turned me back over. I felt the tip of her dildo against the flesh of my ass and mentally braced for the worst. “Fucking rapey vamps,” I continued to beat my metaphysical will against my mental prison, but it did jack shit.

“Just relax,” she purred into my ear.

I was busy doing the opposite when the door to her room flew open with a bang. “YOU WILL NOT HARM MASTER!” a high-pitched voice shrieked, followed by a familiar wave of power.

I didn’t see Marcella get tossed off me, but I heard her hit the wall.

“Use my strength, Master,” I felt a pressure on my consciousness, and instinctually opened up.

Power flooded into me. The mental prison collapsed like it was made of tissue paper, and I surged off the bed. I was still a bit loopy from the venom in my bloodstream, but I stood my ground and faced Marcella. Just as I instinctually knew to reach for the mysterious power, I also knew whoever had given it to me was not a threat. The threat was in front of me.

The telekinetic toss hadn’t really hurt the elder vamp. She gracefully got to her feet and surveyed me, along with whoever was behind me. She tried to meet my eyes, to bespell me a third time, but I focused on her tits. Much safer to look at an elder vamp’s tits than her eyes.

“I don’t usually play with my food,” she flirted.

“Bullshit,” I called her on it, “and go fuck yourself,” I added for good measure. “Lilith!” I didn’t know if I could take Marcella, but I was sure my succubus could.

It took a second, but a gust of wind announced her arrival. It might have been the call, or the sudden surge of panic across the mark she’d imprinted on the back of my hand, but either way, I felt a rush of comfort as she stood by my side.

“I had orders,” Marcella was immediately defensive. She tried to remain cool and confident, but I saw the uncertainty in her eyes. Plus, having a fake dong strapped to her hips undermined her argument.

“You had orders to test his blood, and perhaps his seed if you deemed it necessary. You did not have orders to do . . . whatever you were planning.” Lilith’s eyes were emerald stones as she drilled them into Marcella. Apparently, there was a trick to avoid being bespelled by an elder vamp, and Lilith knew it.

The two women faced off for several uncomfortable seconds. Thankfully, an interruption occurred before it could devolve into violence. “What is the meaning of this?” Evelyn stood in the doorway. “And what is a Fae doing unconscious on the floor?”

“The answer to your first question is that Marcella was abusing her privilege, and I demand compensation,” Lilith’s voice was calm, too calm.

“You shall have it,” Evelyn took one look at the fake dong and ruled in Lilith’s favor. “Four times whatever you paid, Marcella.”

The young vamp’s eyes bulged at the order, and I had the feeling I was going to be rolling in green soon. That made me feel a little better.

“As for the Fae . . .” Lilith shrugged.

“She called me master and gave me power,” I felt like I needed to come to the Fae’s defense.

She, he, it; I wasn’t sure what they were, but they were passed out face down on the floor. It was four foot nothing, weighed seventy-five pounds soaking wet, and if I looked really hard, I swear to the gods I could see thin, see-through wings on its back. Its hair was cut boyishly short, but I’d seen the same pixie-cut on women before. Its hair was an inhuman blue-white, but it looked natural on it. Its flesh was too pale beneath scruffy traveling clothes that smelled like exhaust, oil, and other fluids I was intimately familiar with. When a detailed look was complete, my first thought was traveling hobo, but I could sense they were Fae now that Evelyn mentioned it.

Whoever and whatever they were, they were another mystery.

“Very well,” Evelyn raised an eyebrow and gave me a closer look. “She is your responsibility.”

“Gather her,” Lilith ordered. “We’ll retreat to our suites for the remainder of the evening, and leave first thing in the morning to avoid any other . . . misunderstandings.”

“A car will be waiting out front,” Evelyn bowed her head. “On behalf of my coven, I apologize for Marcella’s . . . misguided actions,” the two women could play diplomacy with the best of them.

Lilith nodded, and they left. Just like that, it was over. Marcella was only going to get a slap on the wrist, but I was going to make bank. In my mind, that wasn’t exactly fair when I almost took a horse cock up the ass, but I had bigger things to think about.

As I scooped up the unconscious Fae, I felt something there. A thread that connected me and this Fae sprang to life on contact. It was thin and feeble, but it told me the creature in my arms was alive, unconscious, female, and without a doubt mine. 


Chapter 6

I didn’t sleep much that night. Part of it was the party. Six hours after starting the turning, Jack pulled through. He looked exhausted and needed to feed before being around anything with a pulse, but he was alive. Caroline was ecstatic, and the vamps had partied until the crack of dawn. The music and celebration didn’t carry much through the well-built spa, but I could hear it when they got themselves riled up about something. In the back of my mind, I envisioned some type of blood orgy out of a Blade movie, but it was probably just drinking and dancing.

The other part was the fear that Marcella would sneak in during the dead of night and buttfuck me. It had been Evelyn and Lilith who punished her, but I had no doubt she held me responsible. She was a purist vampire, born not turned, and an elder to boot. She thought she was hot shit, and she was, but that still didn’t give her the right to bespell me like that.

Furthermore, I was a little pissed at Lilith, and I gave her a piece of my mind as we headed back to our suites.

“Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?” I snapped. The unconscious Fae in my arms was light as a feather. “Aren’t you supposed to tell me if you pimp me out? Hell, I was under the impression a little thing called consent still applied.”

“You’re right,” she didn’t put up a fight, and the look on her face, now that we were alone, was more than a little disturbed. “My mother passed the order down, and no one refuses my mother,” it sounded a lot like the warning Via had given me about the queen of the cabal. “Still, I should have informed you, and Marcella should not have bespelled you. I thought you would be more than willing to engage with her. She is . . .”

“A blood sucking bitch,” it clearly wasn’t what Lilith expected me to say, but it brought a small smile to her lips.

It made me realize that despite being a superpowered succubus, and probably one of the sexiest people in the world, she was still an eighteen-year-old teenager. She had insecurities, and apparently, one of them was her man thinking other people were attractive.

“I accept your apology,” I took the high road, and meant it. “Now let’s just get the hell out of here.”

Everyone went to their separate rooms, and I took the Fae with me. Evelyn was crystal clear. She was my responsibility. I lay her out on the foot of the king-sized bed, like a cat, and tried to get some sleep. I gave up after a few hours, where every creaking floorboard and shout from the party had me sitting upright in a cold sweat. Through it all, the little Fae never stirred. I envied her.

Dawn came, and a black SUV with dark window tint waited exactly where Evelyn promised it would. It was unlocked, and the keys were in the ignition. Xamira, still dealing with the death of her twin brother in the bleeding grounds, got behind the wheel. Lilith took the copilot’s seat, and Dani stretched out in the first row. She threw her arms behind her head and closed her eyes, but I saw through the charade.

The Fae and I took the very back row, and Dani was acting as a security buffer. We still didn’t know who or what she was, and she could very well be an assassin aimed at me or Lilith. I knew that wasn’t the case, but Dani didn’t, and Dani wasn’t keen on taking my advice. In her defense, I didn’t have a great track record.

We set out at daybreak and missed most of the traffic as we headed south on the I-580. We stopped for breakfast sandwiches and coffee outside Carson City – the state capitol – before continuing our journey south in silence.

I’d never been to Nevada before, and I took in the natural beauty that was the complete opposite of Upstate New York. For one, there was no snow. It was rare that there wasn’t any snow this close to Christmas in New England, but out here, the only white was on the snow-capped peaks in the distance.

“Holy shit, it’s almost Christmas!” I had the revelation somewhere around Mono Lake.

Yule had been the twenty-first, and despite all the shit that had happened, that was yesterday. It was the morning of the twenty-second, which meant I still had a few days to buy gifts. I’d need one for Lilith, Dani, and Xamira. It would be polite to get one for Aden, and a condolence gift for the loss of Xander. I should get something for Lilith’s mother, as she was kind of the boss. It would probably be nice to get one for the girl sitting next to me, the one staring at me with fascination.

From what I knew, most Fae tried to keep their glamour humanish to blend in. Whoever she was, she’d missed the mark a little. Despite what I thought I saw at first, there were no faerie wings that I could see. Her face was young, with a set of too-big eyes the color of the harvest moon. She had an extremely slender build, almost to the point of looking starved. If it wasn’t for the link between us, I wouldn’t have been able to tell she was female. She had no curves that I could see. Still, the too-big eyes and youthful face screamed cute the same way a puppy or kitten did.  

“Gods!” I jumped under her penetrating, amber gaze.

Dani sat up with a hunting knife in her hand, and the small girl recoiled away from the cold iron blade. Xamira didn’t even bother to take her eyes off the road, and Lilith calmly turned to regard the Fae.

“Master, you survived,” the Fae exhaled with joy. “I feared I wasn’t strong enough. I gave you all my strength,” she blabbered.

“Yeah . . . right, I’m still kickin’,” I replied, and her face lit up with a smile so genuine and pure that it warmed my often-cold heart.

“Welcome,” Lilith greeted formally. “Be known to Dani Underwood of the Dwarfs, Xamira Venitas, Imp of the Venetian Cabal, and . . .”

“Lady Lilith,” the Fae bowed her head low and averted her eyes. “My master’s master.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say that,” I countered, but the Fae didn’t look up until Lilith made a rising motion with her hand.

“I am Fern Morningpuff, bound to the power of Master Cameron Dupree,” she shot me a look out of the corner of her eye, like she was looking for my approval.

I gave her a thumbs up, but turned to Lilith and made sure my eyes conveyed that I had no fucking idea what was going on. “What do I do?” I mouthed.

“You serve Cam’s power?” Dani squinted. “What does that mean?”

“I was bound to the noble and strong Ser Fredrick of the Winter Court. When you defeated him in ritual combat, I became yours. I apologize, I did not come to your side sooner. My gifts are meager compared to great ones like you.”

“Ha!” I couldn’t help the bark of laughter that escaped my throat. No one had ever called me a great one.

“Morningpuff?” Lilith chewed on the name for a moment. “That’s a pixie clan.”

“Yes, Lady Lilith, we Morningpuffs are known for our loyalty,” the little Fae’s non-existent chest puffed out with pride.

“Pixies are a race of lower Fae,” Lilith filled me in. “There are a lot of them, but they’re not particularly powerful,” she gave Fern an apologetic look, but it didn’t seem to bother the pixie. “What are your gifts, Fern?”

“I have the gift of force. I can enter the place between the realms, but my time in-between is limited. I was told by my master that I am talented with glamour,” she replied meekly.

“Telekinesis,” that part I knew from her throwing Marcella off me. “Fern being able to go to the cold world would take some strain off you,” I thought of the possibilities if Lilith had to lead another escape like the one we’d just been through. “As for glamour . . .”

“Pixies are known for stealth and are excellent at gathering information,” Lilith explained. “Their glamour isn’t powerful enough to outfit entire pocket dimensions like Aveena’s, but you shouldn’t overlook the finer manipulation of glamour. It can be very effective.”

Lilith would know. Her own gift of glamour was paltry compared to a noble Fae’s. She’d probably learned all kinds of little tricks. With Fern, I had those little tricks at my disposal. The thought made me feel powerful and sick at the same time. Powerful, because for the first time in my life, there was someone weaker that I could command; and sick, because I knew what the bond between us really was. Aveena had offered me the same opportunity to end my blood feud. Fern was effectively my slave, bound to me by blood and power, as she was to the troll knight before me. The only way she would get free of me was my death, and then, she would pass into the service of another. It would go on and on like that.

“Fern, how old are you?” She might look like an adorable child, but Fae were immortal.

“I served Ser Fredrick for sixteen mortal years,” she replied.

“That’s not bad,” I thought with relief.

“But I served his father for seven hundred and twenty-three mortal years before that. My family has served the trolls of the Winter Court since the beginning.”

My eyes bulged as I tried to do the math. You’d have to add up the age of everyone in the car and multiply by ten to even get near the small pixie’s age.

“I’m sure you served the troll well,” Lilith’s voice was soft. “You will find Cam to be a different kind of master than one you are used to.” A flicker of hope and fear flashed across Fern’s face.

“What did you do for Ser Fredrick?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer.

“I gifted him power to maintain his sword and armor. It kept the blade sharp and the armor strong. I cleaned his barracks, cooked his meals, and serviced his person,” she checked items off her task list with a smile.

“Serviced his person,” my face paled. That could only mean one thing. I looked at Fern and compared that to the big, swinging dick I’d seen on the troll. At a foot and a half, his cock had been a third of the pixie’s size. I winced just thinking about it.

“What would you like me to do for you?” she asked, her eyes looking up at me with complete devotion.

It was unsettling. “Why don’t you take the rest of the drive to . . .” I waved at her face and body, “. . . figure out who you want to be.”

She just looked at me in confusion. “Do I not please you?” from her tone, you’d think I’d slapped her.

“No . . . I mean . . .” I scowled as Dani laughed at my stammering. “I want you to look the way you want to look, not the way you think that I want you to look,” I clarified.

“How I want?” She couldn’t even fathom the idea, and I got a ringside seat at what eight centuries of obedience could do to a person.

“Take some time and think about it,” I suggested.

“Here,” Dani handed a tablet over the seat. “Google people and see if you like how anyone looks, then go with it.”

Fern hesitantly accepted the tablet as if it were worth its weight in diamonds. “Is this what you want, master?”

“It’s not what I . . .” I gave an exasperated sigh. “Yes, it’s what I want.” I had to gradually ease her into freewill, or she was never going to get it.

“Okay,” she brightened up, turned on the tablet, and started surfing the web like she’d been doing it since the dawn of the internet.

“Maybe she has,” I didn’t know.

I spent the next few hours in quiet contemplation trying to figure out what the hell I’d gotten myself into. I had enough trouble taking care of myself. How was I going to manage a Fae who’d been around since before the Renaissance?

A couple of hours from our destination, I tried to break the silence and make conversation. “You found me fast,” I meant it as a compliment.

Fern immediately put down the tablet and gave me her undivided attention. Being a teenager myself, I don’t think I’d ever seen someone stop looking at their phone when someone else was talking to them. It was refreshing.

“Almost not fast enough,” she lowered her eyes. “I traveled as far as I could between the realms before my power gave out, and I had to spend the last few hours traveling by mortal means. Thankfully, my last bit of strength emerged near a truck stop. A driver was more than happy to give me a ride on generous terms.”

I looked down at her hobo clothes and distinctly recognized dry semen on her collar. Anger bubbled up inside me, and I swore to the gods that if I ever found some trucker bragging about how he made a Fae bob on his knob, I was going to bash that fucker’s face in.

“I’ve upset you,” she wrapped her arms protectively around herself and hunched her shoulders.

“No, not you,” I almost reached out to comfort her, but thought twice about it. “Sometimes, humans can be assholes,” I said it with the conviction that I was now only tenuously linked to the species. Gods only knew what I really was.

“You know, you shouldn’t just have sex with anyone in exchange for something.” It was a really awkward thing to say, but knowing what I’d learned about pixies, it had to be said.

“Except Master,” if it was possible, she looked even sadder at me telling her not to pleasure random people.

“Fae culture is so fucking weird,” I said, knowing full well I had a little bit of Fae in me. “Thanks a lot, troll.”

She thought I was pushing her away and telling her she was worthless. For a creature that had spent centuries in servitude to others and been stockholmed like a motherfucker, it was the insult of all insults.

I knew I’d need to take it slow with her. “Except master,” I agreed with a sigh, and rubbed my eyes as Dani chuckled.

“Look who’s building his own harem now,” she ducked when I threw my breakfast sandwich wrapper at her.

“And don’t call me master,” I said, still trying to take things slow. “My name is Cam.”

“Okay, Master Cam,” Fern replied with a straight face, which set Dani off in another fit of laughter. Judging by her surprised and confused look, Fern didn’t understand the joke. That was the last time I tried to make conversation on the way to Vegas.

I knew we were getting close when we passed Nellis Air Force Base. I thought they flew a lot of the drones out of there, but if they did, the runways were too far back from the perimeter fence for me to see. I made sure not to look out the window for too long. Even with the tint, it probably wouldn’t be good for my health if the US government identified me on facial recognition software right now.

I’d just spotted the casinos on the Las Vegas strip, glittering in the mid-afternoon sunlight, when I first noticed the rumble. It was like thunder in the distance, but there were no rain clouds in the sky, and it never stopped. It got closer and closer, until it crested a hill and descended down the highway to catch us. At least fifty black Harley Davidson motorcycles roared like a pride of lions as they surrounded us. Hard-looking men and women in jeans and leather vests peered through the windows as they slowed us down and brought us off to the side of the road. Cars veered around us and quickly sped up. I wished one or two were calling the cops before I remembered I was a fugitive, and then I prayed the gods ignored my previous wish.

I’d spent a good chunk of my freshman year working my way through Sons of Anarchy, so I knew a motorcycle gang when I saw one. I also saw plenty of weapons, not all of them concealed, military insignias, and one-percenter patches. These people weren’t weekend hobbyists on a joyride. These were drug-dealing, arms-running killers. Or at least that’s what Hollywood wanted me to believe.

A monster of a man with graying hair, ripped jeans, and arms that looked like he could wrestle a tank and win, flicked down his kickstand and got off his bike. A salt-and-pepper beard hung a third of the way down his leather-bound chest, where there was a patch that said President in bold white letters. I looked at the back of another person’s vest and saw that this was the Fang and Claw motorcycle gang, Las Vegas chapter.

I gulped as the man sauntered up to Xamira’s window and tapped on the glass. The SUV we were in was easily seven feet tall, and he had to bend down to look in the window. Surprisingly, Xamira started rolling it down.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I hissed, but it was too late.

“Howdy,” the man had a southern accent that was a lot more handsome than his face. He looked like he’d gone one too many rounds with a heavyweight boxer over his lifetime. That, or he just came out of his momma ugly as sin.

“Dameon,” Lilith smiled at the hulking man. “It’s been a while.”

“Miss Lilith,” he tipped an imaginary hat to the succubus. “And who else do we have here?”

“I haven’t seen you in years. How can it be that you still wear that stank ass cologne?” Dani leaned through the gap in the front seats with a big, toothy grin.

“What you smell is the open road, darlin’,” Dameon played it off like he was hurt, but the glint in his eyes told a different story. “How the hell are you, Dani?”

“Better now that you’re here,” she reached across Xamira, and gave his cheeks a good squeeze. She looked like a grandma with no respect for personal boundaries, because she was too old to give a shit.

“Um . . .” my cough caught the man’s attention as he swatted to ward Dani off. The dwarf just laughed.

“And you must be Mr. Dupree. The one who all the hubbub is about,” he extended a hand.

His big, meaty paw completely engulfed mine, and the strength of his squeeze told me he was some sort of shifter. With a club name like Fang and Claw, I bet everyone here was a shifter.

“The Boss sent us to escort you in,” Dameon continued when he finished taking a measure of me as a man, or as a threat. “Po-po is out in force looking for you, and she doesn’t want any misunderstandings. Follow us in, and we’ll get you home.”

Xamira nodded, but didn’t say a word. She just rolled up the window, and we followed the rolling thunder the rest of the way into Vegas. It was one hell of an entrance: encircled by a small army of motorcycle shifters that even the cops stayed clear of. Short of an armored battalion, there was nothing that was going to stand in our way.


Chapter 7

Aveena took the next few hours to seriously prepare for the task in front of her. With a mental flick of the switch, she disassociated herself from the Aveena Foxbelle of the last four years. Things had been fun and carefree at the mortal academy. Her focus was on school and the occasional boy. Although, none seemed to rise to the occasion, so she was forced to settle for half-blood changelings with their small dicks and weak fortitude. She was a woman with needs she couldn’t ignore, and she preferred not to play with herself when someone was willing and able to attend to her needs. Self-pleasure was beneath her dignity. 

She closed her eyes in the picturesque, snow-covered field, and when she opened them, she had changed. She was no longer a pretty princess at the top of the social ladder. She was the descendant of those who’d conquered the wild tundra. Her bloodline bested the vicious race of malks: large creatures that looked like the bastard offspring of foxes and sabretooth tigers. They’d made grizzly bears look like neutered puppies. The remains of their ancient foes decorated her mother’s throne. She was an amazon warrior, daughter of a literal goddess, and would one day wield the Coldstone. An artifact of great power.

Her glamour shimmered and shifted with her attitude. Instead of white ski gear more at home on a snow bunny, she was wearing hunter’s camouflage. She found the part of herself from when she was younger, when she walked the battlefields of the Faerie Realm and took the lives of weaker Fae in the name of Winter. If anyone looked, they would see the shift in her eyes. They’d always been a cool silver, but there was now a fire in them that gave her chosen glamour a fierce appearance. This wasn’t the #fierce that some pampered mortal tween could post on Twitter because they managed to get out of bed in the morning. Aveena was here to kill whoever got in her way. This was a fierceness born in war.  

To win the coming battle, she needed to prepare. Proper preparation was the first step to victory, and for that, she needed to develop a plan. The mission was clear. She needed to retrieve Cameron Dupree from the hands of her whore, half-sister’s cabal and deliver him to her mother. If she did not, her mother would remove Aveena from the line of succession. There was no doubt in Aveena’s mind that if that occurred, the little brat festering in her mother’s womb would have Aveena killed at the first opportunity. That was the Fae way, and the reason most powerful families only had one heir. A lot of people died in the House civil wars that occasionally plagued her race.

If the mission was clear, the environment, the battlefield where she would fight, was less so. A reconnaissance of the school showed there was still a lot of commotion. Cloaked in glamour, she investigated. Local police, augmented by NYS troopers, were going through Lilith’s room with a fine-tooth comb. She didn’t understand why the mortals were dusting for fingerprints in the whore’s bedchamber. This was obviously her room, and if they used the blacklight Aveena spotted in their bags, they would see horrors they couldn’t unsee. Cam’s room was next door, and she slipped in when the forensic specialists were focused elsewhere.

She’d never been to Cam’s room before. Killing him was beneath her station until now, so she delegated that task. “And Chloe died for it.”

Despite the water nymph’s lesser blood, Aveena had been fond of her. The only other full-Fae bound to her House in the area, it was easy for them to keep in touch and talk about home. The changelings Aveena was normally surrounded by had never been to the Fae’s home realm, and likely wouldn’t unless they accounted themselves well during their service. In other words, changelings were fucking useless back in the lands of the Fae and would just die a quick, impractical death. They were of more use here.

She scanned through Cam’s belongings carefully and quickly. Her glamour was strong enough to conceal her from the forensics team, but if a human mage wandered by on the lookout for foreign magic, they would spot her. She went through his belongings looking for anything that would give her an advantage over the man. He’d proven to be more than she anticipated, and discounting him as a weak human had been a fatal error. She wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

For the most part, his room was like any other teenage male’s: pornography, smokes, and a variety of low-cost clothing. She set aside her dignity and looked through his underwear drawer for anything that might be hidden. The only thing she found was a couple hundred dollars concealed in a pair of socks. She frowned and moved on to his desk.

“Here’s something,” she grabbed a plain wooden box and opened it.

Inside were trinkets and a spark of magic. There was a picture of a woman, who, judging by her face, was Cam’s biological mother. Aveena had extensive files and surveillance done on Cam’s foster family in case she needed to leverage their lives, so she knew this wasn’t them. The woman was smiling and was not unattractive, but she lacked the true beauty someone like Aveena possessed. Still, she pocketed the picture just in case. Sentimental items that someone kept with them every day had interesting magical properties, and she might be able to use it to her advantage.

Carefully, she reached for the pocket watch. That was where the real spark of magic came from. Even more interesting, it wasn’t human magic. It also wasn’t Fae; it was something different.

“Interesting,” she’d have to find someone willing to divulge its secrets. She noted the inscription on the inside, but didn’t have any more idea what it said than Cam had.

Because she wasn’t an idiot, she made sure to make a buffer of glamour around the object before tucking it in her pocket. There was plenty of magic out there that ate other magic to gain power, and she wasn’t about to get killed by a mysterious timepiece. With the two mementos secured, she gave the room a final look and stepped.

She walked three paces and stepped back into the mortal realm on the far side of the football field between the school and Vincent’s Hollow. She took a moment to listen, look, and extend her senses outward in search of threats. There was nothing, but assuming there was nothing could be a fatal error she couldn’t afford to make. Secure in her safety and seclusion, she continued planning.

Time was a factor. Her mother wouldn’t wait forever, and time didn’t work the same in the Faerie realm as it did here. Humans saw time as a constant, but the Fae knew it was a fickle thing not to be counted on or underestimated. So, she knew she needed to move fast.

Next to consider were resources. Her mother wouldn’t offer any power, but power had a different meaning for Fae. She wouldn’t lend any of her magic to support Aveena like she had with Godric to allow him to make interdimensional portals. If Aveena had that magical support, she could kill her half-sister, take Cam, and be home in a few hours. Such was the power of one of The Nine. Instead, she would have to use more mundane means, and what magic was available below whatever threshold the Lady of Winter deemed acceptable. 

Like a game of chess, she counted her pieces. She reached down for the bonds embedded in her bloodline and sought out those who owed fealty to her personally. First to solidify in her mind’s eyes were twelve changelings. Some had attended St. Vincent’s, and others had not. She gave them all commands through the bonds and access to the necessary funds to make it happen. They needed weapons, armor, transportation, allies if they could be trusted, and intelligence. She set those dozen half-Fae in motion before she even started tracking Cam. She had a hunch her half-sister would retreat to the cabal’s stronghold; that’s what Aveena would do in that situation, so she sent her people to Nevada to begin reconnaissance of the most likely target. 

Ymira Foxbelle and most other powerful Fae didn’t consider money to be power. After all, it was just paper mortals attached value to. Aveena still had access to all of the House’s accounts in the mortal realm; accounts with sums in the tens of millions. She gave the changelings the access codes through the blood bonds. It would take them a day to get to Vegas and set up, which gave Aveena time to dig deeper into her blood and find those who would determine her ultimate success.

The changelings were the easiest bonds to call upon, but there were others in this realm that swore fealty to House Foxbelle. She reached into the core of her noble blood where the fealty of powerful, full-Fae resided.  Distance didn’t matter for this magic to work. It was ingrained in all Fae at the genetic level. As she completed her dive, she sensed several individuals as if they were standing right next to her. Of those half dozen possibilities, three immediately broke the bond’s contact with polite denials, which told Aveena her mother had declared them off limits. The other three were hers to command.

One was a troll residing in Missouri and living his life undercover as a construction worker. He was weaker than Ser Fredrick, not a knight of Winter’s court, but something big and ugly would be useful as a distraction. The second was a selkie in California. She was a known Fae openly competing in surfing competitions against mortal supernaturals.

Selkies were a type of water Fae with the ability to shapeshift like human shifters. Legends about a sealskin that human males would try to steal from selkie females was a bunch of bullshit. A Selkie’s true form looked nothing like a seal. It looked like a great white shark had fucked an octopus. It was all teeth, tentacles, a tough hide, and a bad attitude. They didn’t like to stray far from water, so Aveena prepared for a grumpy soldier.

The selkie in question purposefully misled the humans she competed against. It wouldn’t help her if they knew the true terror of the deep they rode the waves with. The woman, Anna Seatwig, acknowledged the call and would rendezvous with the changelings in Las Vegas. She didn’t sound too happy about it, but she knew her duty.

Last but not least, she connected with the final Fae she would command. The emotions on the other end of the bond were confused for a moment before dissolving into laughter. Aveena knew this Fae, and she would be perfect for what she had planned.

Saffron Ambersong was a Dryad already living secretly in Las Vegas right under the cabal’s nose. She worked as a showgirl, dancing her way across the strip in the guise of a lovely young woman. Like all nature spirits, she was seductive and a natural trickster. Having her in position would allow Aveena to set up a base of operations before her people even arrived. If the cabal was on the lookout for new supernaturals infiltrating their community, Saffron would be able to thwart their efforts. 

Even better, a quick acknowledgment from Saffron told Aveena she already knew where Cam was, and she would be the person in the best position to infiltrate and retrieve the mortal man who was making Aveena’s life a living hell. She ordered the dryad to hold off on the snatch and grab. She was to prepare for Aveena’s arrival and assist the changelings, troll, and selkie in flying under the radar when they arrived in town. If the cabal expected someone was moving against them, they would crush Aveena’s small army like a bug. She couldn’t have that happen and expect to survive.

With her pieces on the board and in motion, she had one final task to complete before traveling to Vegas. Ser Fredrick had a pixie sworn to him. In terms of power, the creature was negligible, but what she did provide was a crucial link to Cameron Dupree. When Cam absorbed Ser Fredrick’s power – something Aveena still didn’t understand – he most likely received the fealty of the pixie, and that could be turned against him. Bonds worked both ways, and while noble Fae had developed defenses over time to counter attacks through the bond, Cam would be ignorant of the threat until it was too late.

That was Plan A. Use the pixie to bring down Cam and take him to her mother. Plan B was to use Saffron’s infiltration abilities, and Plan C . . . well, Plan C was going to be messy, so it was best used as a last resort.

She smiled as she stepped away from the academy and into the realm between realms. There was nothing truly real in this place, just shadows of the mortal realm just beyond its reach. One step could be a foot or a hundred miles. Humans would go mad here if left alone, but the Fae mastered this place eons ago. They bent it to their will and used it for more than just travel from point A to point B. The lower Fae just called it the Land Between, or the Shadow Realm; humans called it a parallel dimension or some other scientific term that failed to grasp the complexity of its true nature. The noble Fae called it all those things, but with their powerful gifts, it had another purpose: this was the Land of the Wild Hunt.

Looking deep inside herself, past the blood bonds she’d called upon to set her strategy into action, Aveena unlocked a wild part of herself. The part of her genetic code that had been passed down from generation to generation as her ancestors stalked malks across the tundra. The part that embodied the hunt. When she did, sensation exploded all around her. The dull, matte space dissolved like someone had dropped a bomb in it, and the veil between this realm and the mortal one grew thinner. She was able to perceive both with greater clarity, and that allowed her to hunt.

One step and she was at the pizza joint. The old shifter was still there, talking with the local police about the incident. She could smell the silver metal that had been around his wrists for some time, but was now removed. She felt the remnants of the bleeding grounds. The ancient dueling space had fled when the human agents exited the domain. The place had a mind of its own and wouldn’t come again when Aveena called. It knew how to hold a grudge.

She also tasted the creature that had breached the barrier. “Dragonspawn,” she spat.

She knew the half-blooded beasts and knew they were nothing compared to their full-blooded parents. If she had been at full strength, she could have defeated the half-breed.

More importantly, she caught the whiff of pixie dust. She stepped again and found the place the knight’s servant had been waiting. Normally, pixies didn’t give off so much dust, but this was where it had felt its master die. The lower Fae were susceptible to their emotions, and this pixie was no different. She was sad, scared, and in a frenzy to find her new master.

Another step, and she tracked the pixie to a T intersection. There was no sign of the lesser Fae, but a tow truck was hooking up a beat-up Mercedes to its tow cables. The driver smelled of unwashed flesh and alcohol, but she didn’t care if he drank and drove. She cared about the scent of imp in the car, and matched it to the dark-skinned guard at the bleeding grounds. She was on the right track.

Another step, and she skidded to a stop in front of a blazing barrier. It was nothing but embers in the mortal realm, but here, between, it roared and crackled like it was just getting started. She had to take a step back from the outpouring of heat and glared at the fire. It reeked of Cam and Lilith, and if she wasn’t too busy hating those two with every fiber of her soul, she would have been impressed. She had to step twice to get around the inferno, and a third step took her to the end of a trail in the woods.

“Wards,” she stopped and crouched low as she reentered the mortal realm. The pixie had crossed them, and the magic had dissolved the trail. “Damnit,” she cursed and probed the barrier.

It was weak and rudimentary. Not the work of a great mage. She crossed the threshold in the hopes of picking the trail back up. A few steps into the forest told her that wasn’t going to work. With a sigh, she turned to leave and found herself face-to-face with a robed woman. Technically, it wasn’t face-to-face, it was face-to-tit. The woman was tall.

“How . . .?” Aveena gaped. She hadn’t even heard the woman approach.

She didn’t even see the woman move, but next thing she knew, her jaw blazed with pain and her spine complained as it hammered into bedrock. She coughed as she tried to inhale and got a mouthful of dirt for her trouble. She reached up and confirmed whatever the woman had done had broken her jaw, and when she stood up to face the new threat, she was still a good foot from the edge of the deep furrow her body had created.

“Trap!” her mind screamed, and she stepped again just in time.

She saw the violent aftermath of the strike from the safety of the shadow realm. Even here, the ground rumbled from the elbow the robed woman jackhammered into the space Aveena had occupied a quarter second before. That made the noble Fae gulp. The wards might have been weak and rudimentary, but they were indeed a trap.

Despite the instinct to flee, she didn’t even breathe as the earth stilled, and the woman got to her feet. The speed at which she moved had torn the robe from her body. Scaled tits glistened against the moonlight, and the vertical slit of her eyes scanned the area until they came to rest exactly where Aveena was standing. The noble Fae felt a sweat break out across her forehead despite there being no source of heat in the land of the wild hunt.

“I see you, little Fae,” the S’s were elongated as a forked tongue slipped out of the woman’s mouth. “And I can smell you,” her lips pulled back to reveal teeth built to rend flesh from bone. As if to emphasize that point, she chomped them down with a quick clack that echoed through both realms. “Come back and I’ll taste you.”

Despite knowing the woman couldn’t touch her between, and therefore couldn’t make good on her threats, Aveena still got the hell out of there. She knew when she was outmatched, and although it was a blow to her ego, it was clear that following the pixie’s trail was a dead end. On to Plan B.

“How the fuck did we miss a dragon living down the street from the academy?” she grumbled as she turned stepping into running. At that rate, it would take her under an hour to get to Vegas.

***

Vernon rounded the corner, his combat boots making a slight squishing noise on the plush carpet. To his nose, he still smelled like the spilled fuel from the car wreck at the T-intersection. He smelled like Becky’s blood from where he’d helped rescue her from near death. He smelled like the charred bodies of roasted changelings, and could still feel the aroma of death from the imp who’d had his heart ripped from his body like that poor son of a bitch in Temple of Doom.

His jaw was set, and his eyes stared straight ahead. Anyone who happened to be in the office after eight skittered out of his way like cockroaches caught in the sunlight. He was on the warpath, and anyone with a brain knew it.

The Director’s door loomed at the end of the hallway. Her receptionist saw him coming, and her face paled. She started to get out of her chair to intercept him, but thought better of it when his eyes shifted to her. She saw the rage boiling just beneath the surface. She was only human after all, and he could tear through her before she even knew what happened.

Vernon reached the door and gripped the handle hard enough that the metal warped . . . but he didn’t yank it open and march in. Every fiber of his being ordered him to do just that, and stick his foot so far up the Director’s wrinkly ass that she’d never sit down right again. Still, he paused. He clenched and unclenched his free hand until finally he took a step back. He’d been down this road before, and it didn’t end well.

He turned to face the frightened woman. “Please ask if she’ll see me. It’s urgent,” he ordered through gritted teeth, and emphasized the point by showing some fang.

He was so pissed that he was having trouble controlling his shift. At the moment, his teeth were caught somewhere between human and wolf. They were too big for his mouth, and he could taste blood as he cut his own tongue and cheeks, but they were the least of his problems.

“Um . . . yes . . . certainly . . .” The receptionist fled for the safety of the Director’s office. Her reptilian brain seizing on the flight instinct when faced with a predator.

Vernon was a predator. They tended to forget it in the civilized halls of the United Nation’s New York HQ, but he reminded them of that tonight. More importantly, you don’t fuck with a predator on the hunt.

He fought down the surge of anger that threatened to burst through his restraint. He knew if he let the beast loose, he’d kill someone, but he couldn’t hold it on its leash forever. When he got the call from Commander Feng to stand down, he’d told the Echelon leader to go fuck himself. Becky had nearly been killed; his Becky. He wasn’t about to let a bunch of snot-nosed little pissants get away with nearly killing his Becky. His possessiveness of the mountain lion shifter didn’t bother him anymore. She was his. The wolf inside him demanded it.

Obviously, the echelon commander didn’t take it well. Vernon wasn’t as fast as the chopper, but he was stopped by some NYS troopers at a wall of fire. They told him they had orders not to let them pass. He responded by handcuffing them together with their own cuffs and locking them in the back of their patrol car. He’d have to answer to New York State for that, but no one wanted to deal with him until he’d calmed down.

Feng and his people landed their modified Blackhawk right on the interstate to confront him. Feng did the whole “you shall not pass” routine, and the Commander would make a decent Asian Gandalf. Vernon had been so close to fighting him after the scuffle with Charlotte. His blood was up, and his fuckbuddy was on a stretcher in the chopper, but he knew he couldn’t take the dragonspawn. He’d looked up what the Commander was capable of before confronting him, and that probably saved his life.

Instead of fisticuffs, the Commander expertly redirected Vernon’s anger. He was only now seeing the deflection, and it pissed him off even more that he’d been manipulated so easily, but that’s what led them all back to HQ. The chopper had even activated its attached jet engines. He had no idea how the physics of that worked, but it got them to NYC in under twenty minutes.

He'd come straight to the Director’s office while a medical team grabbed Becky and loaded her on a stretcher for the UN’s healing mages to work on. Intellectually, he knew she was going to be fine, but seeing her lying there, shivering in pain, and totally defenseless was too much for him. He was ashamed he had to leave her side, but it was that or start ripping throats out. A doctor without a trachea wasn’t much good to her.

It had probably only been a minute, but it felt like hours. He was surprised he hadn’t paced a hole in the carpet by the time the receptionist returned. “She’ll see you now,” she squeaked as Vernon blurred past her and into the boss’s office.

Director of the United Nations Worldwide Registration Response Division, Evelyn Winters, looked damn good for someone in her mid-seventies. She’d been in Army Intelligence, the CIA, NSA, presidential administrations, and had even done some wet work once upon a time. As humans went – and he still wasn’t one hundred percent confident she was fully human – she was a badass. You couldn’t let her small frame distract you. She controlled a budget of billions of dollars, and people took lives when she sent out an email. Despite all his strength, speed, and magical talent, that was the type of power Vernon would never have.

The eyes that met his were cool, confident, but tired. She’d been through hell in the last few hours. Sometimes, bureaucratic hell was worse than taking fire. At least when you bought the farm in a gunfight, it could be quick and painless. Death for a bureaucrat was death by a thousand papercuts given to you by brownnosing pricks when your back was turned. She endured all of that so Vernon could face the threats the world faced and shoot them in the face.

Remembering that, when he saw the look on the Director’s face, lessened his rage from about-to-violently-kill-everyone-in-the-room, to just ripping people new assholes for fucking things up.

“What in the holy hell, ma’am?” His Texas accent was thicker than oil as he faced off against her. “We were on their trail. We were a few miles behind at most. How in the hell can your little attack dog just call off the hunt . . . I mean chase? These kids put a cop in the hospital. Shit, Evelyn, there are seven bodies in the morgue over this. You can’t just let that shit go!” he realized he was yelling, but didn’t care.

It was like someone turned on the spicket, and the anger started to rush out of him. To the boss’s credit, she stood there and took it like a champ. She barely even blinked. She waited until he’d dug himself a nice hole before she started to bury him.

“You mean they hurt Becky Woods. Curiously, you put her before the seven dead kids,” she stalked around her desk like a lioness hunting her prey, and this was why he wasn’t positive she was fully human. His wolf registered another predator, and there was no way his animal instincts would think of a human as anything other than food.

“She’s law,” he said it like he was Clint Eastwood in an old western.

“She’s a cute piece of furry ass that you’ve been tapping,” the Director’s five-three frame got all up in his six-and-a-half-foot face and forced him to retreat. “Your priorities are messed up, Special Agent Dud, and you need to fix yourself.”

He growled despite himself, baring his fangs, but the Director didn’t even flinch. The woman was tough as nails.

“You’re getting tunnel vision, agent,” she continued, calmly holding her ground. “You were the one who put us on this case. You were the one who connected the dots, but despite that, you’re missing the big picture.”

For a moment, he had no idea what the hell she was talking about. Then it clicked, “The others,” he sat down in the chair behind him hard enough for it to groan in protest.

“You found two, near-identical cases to Cameron Dupree. Now that we know Dupree is a novel supernatural, we can build on that. I’ve contacted the Moscow and Sydney offices, and they’re on it.”

“That must have been a surprise,” he couldn’t help but grin at the thought of the station chiefs’ reactions when they’d faced the overwhelming willpower of the Director of the Response Division. He was glad she was spreading the wealth around.

“The boy in Russia is in the wind. His family lives in Siberia and was visiting the capital for the holidays. We’re not bringing in the government yet . . . because it's Russia,” she didn’t have to say anything else.

Russia was a bit of a lawless land. After the breakup of the Soviet Union, oligarchs took control of the nation’s natural resources. Russia was the largest country in the world and rich in commodities that other nations wanted. That gave the oligarchs power, and it helped that almost all of them were supernatural. Occasionally, the oligarchs got too confident in their own power and violated the WRA. That’s when the echelon teams went in. They’d cleared out a power-hungry mage and an entire pack of shifters as an example to anyone who thought the WRA was full of suggestions and not rules. Unfortunately, nature abhors a vacuum, and the government stepped in to regain some power. They weren’t much better than organized crime, but they were human, and supposedly elected. Although, no one really believed that.

Russia was one bad day away from being a failed state, but it had shit the world needed. So, people put up with them. For Vernon and the Response Division assets in Moscow, that would make finding the Siberian boy like finding a unique snowflake in a blizzard. Vernon wasn’t holding out much hope.

The Director read his face as he weighed the options with the Russian boy before dropping the bombshell. “The girl in Australia already submitted a DNA sample, agreed to the deep dive, and is being flown to New York right now.”

That got Vernon’s attention, and if she weren’t the boss, he would have kissed her. “We’ll study her, find her weaknesses, and figure out how to beat Dupree.”

“Reign it in, cowboy,” the Director’s eyes bored into his when he glared at her. “As far as we know, Dupree doesn’t have any fire powers. Those changelings were killed by Aveena Foxbelle or Lilith Venitas. My money is on Venitas since they were Fae, but since it was an agreed-upon duel to the death, she’ll claim self-defense. We might be able to get her on manslaughter, but that’s only if the state elects to press charges. We’re in the process of contacting the next of kin, but it’s going to be up to the New York Attorney General to file charges if they’re going to move forward.”

“Fuck,” he hissed. It was an election year, and the last thing someone running for election in a blue state wanted was to be seen conversing with the Response Division. He gave it thirty-seventy odds that charges would be leveled against the Venitas scion.

“Son of a bitch,” he was really getting tired of the cabals.

“We’ve got a warrant out for Dupree on failure to register, but it’s not even a felony. Due to the fact that we weren’t able to figure out he was supernatural for months, his cabal lawyers will be able to get him off by paying the fine and registering. Since we should have details from the Aussie girl by then, we should have a new category.”

Normally, a new category was a big deal. The UN brass trotted out celebrities and broke the budget to celebrate “diversity”. They tried to make it sound like it was a good thing. As a supernatural, Vernon felt he could say it was a load of bullshit. Some of the things that had been discovered by the UN were nothing more than monsters.

“We can hold him to verify the category,” Vernon brainstormed. He wasn’t just going to let Dupree walk away scot-free after this clusterfuck.

“We could, but be careful, Vernon.” Her face softened enough to remind him she wasn’t a robot without emotion. “Don’t forget about the Fae.”

“Yeah,” he exhaled, and the last of the fight went out of him.

The UN wanted Dupree, and Vernon would make sure they wrung the kid dry for every bit of data and punishment they could. The kid deserved it after what he’d done, but the UN was bound by international law, the federal statutes of the United States – since that was the country everything was occurring in – and then state and local law. He wasn’t a lawyer, but some of those layers conflicted, which only made the Response Division’s job that much more difficult.

“I wish Becky was better,” he sighed. He bet they both could work off a little tension.

“So, the mission is to still keep Dupree alive?” he knew the answer.

“Yes, he’s an American citizen whose only crime is not registering,” she replied succinctly.

“Only crime that we know of,” Vernon knew he was biased, but his instincts had been right all along. Something was up with Dupree, so Vernon would keep following his instincts.

“Where do you want me, Boss?” he asked, falling back into his role of loyal employee after venting his rage at her, the universe, and the poor receptionist.

“Take twenty-four hours and make sure your mate is okay,” she replied.

“Whoa,” Vernon was up out of his seat and immediately on the defensive. “Mate . . . um . . . we just started seeing each other. We’ve only fucked . . .”

“I don’t need to know about your love life, Agent Dud. Make sure Sheriff Wood recovers and then come back to see me,” she looked down at her computer, and waved her hand in dismissal.

“I was meaning to ask you about Becky . . .” Vernon began.

“You seriously aren’t going to ask me to hire your girlfriend after you came marching in here like a spoiled brat who just had his favorite toy broken,” she turned her steely gaze on him.

It was only because Becky had a really tight pussy that Vernon held the Director’s gaze. “Just think about it, please.” He didn’t beg often, and he swore he saw a smirk tug at the edge of the old woman’s mouth, but she didn’t commit to anything.

“Twenty-four hours, and then get to Vegas. That’s where the next part of this will play out,” she gestured for him to get the hell out.

He got. He went straight down to the hospital wing to check on Becky. The Director’s words about her being his mate pinballed through his mind the whole way.


Chapter 8

“This must be what POTUS feels like,” I grinned as the motorcycle honor guard roared around us. You might not like the guy, or the guy before him; hell, you might not like any of them, but there was no denying they traveled in style. I felt untouchable at the center of a small shifter army descending on Las Vegas.

Sometime before we hit the city, three identical SUVs entered our convoy. “This is some Jason Bourne shit,” I watched as the SUVs played a shell game among the shifter bikes. Whenever we reached an overpass or something that hid us from aerial surveillance, the cars slid into new positions. I was in one of the cars and I couldn’t keep track of it.

Dani watched my face with a smirk. “You’re such a baby,” she cooed and reached back to ruffle my hair, but I dodged away. “You’ll get used to the tradecraft. Soon, it’ll be second nature.”

“Really?” My mind went back to a conversation with Lilith not too long ago. “You told me the cabal was on the up-and-up.”

“We are,” the succubus reiterated.

“For the most part,” Dani edged the bet for both of them. “What?” she yelped when Lilith reached around and succeeded in swatting her.

“Cam,” Dani gave the succubus a glare, “sure, the cabal was into a lot of shit back before the Revelation, but that was a necessity. If you were trying to keep your existence a secret from the world, and a lot of your people needed to feed off humans in some way, you couldn’t always be on the right side of the law. You saw the shit that went down with the MeToo movement and vamps.”

I nodded. It had nearly been a modern-day witch hunt when some prominent vamps got caught up in the MeToo movement. It didn’t necessarily have to do with rape, or even consensual fucking; but people made a big deal out of the ability of some vamps to bespell their victims, and what that meant for consent. I’d just been on the receiving end of that equation, and I could see the point Dani was trying to make. How did vamps do it before the Revelation? The answer . . . not always legally.

The dwarf saw me draw that conclusion. “Exactly,” she snapped her fingers. “Cabals did what they had to do to survive and keep order, and they operated as much in the gray area of federal and state law as possible. Now, fast forward thirty years. Cabals have been on the receiving end of bad press and arguably made poor decisions long before the Revelation. They’re the bad guys to the government’s good guys. It doesn’t matter if it's humans or supernaturals. Hoover hassled potential communists in Hollywood, and the FBI still hassles the cabals today. Like anything that’s lived as long as the cabals have, they’ve adapted; thus, the tradecraft.” Dani leaned back as she finished her explanation.

“I guess,” I rubbed the back of my neck. I just didn’t like being on everyone’s shit list.

The convoy hit the outskirts of town and dispersed in a choreographed maneuver that would make the Secret Service jealous. The shifters split into three groups, each surrounding one of the SUVs, and the SUVs went off on different routes to throw off any tails.

I didn’t see what happened to one group, but two ended up at the final destination: Caesars Palace. It was a fitting HQ for the Venetian Cabal. One convoy rolled right up to the front entrance where tourists’ cabs were being unloaded. The arrival triggered the local cops’ trap. Men and women in street clothes, badges, and guns surrounded the car and pulled the occupants out while warning the shifters back with their weapons.

I didn’t know how the shifters replied, but judging from the brief interaction between the leader and Dani, I’d wager they shouted something rude about the cops’ mothers or their ability to perform sexually. Our SUV disappeared into a parking structure at the back of the large hotel, and I was sure the cops would have another ambush waiting. Then we hit something. It felt like someone hit me in the ass with a cattle prod, and I jumped high enough my head smacked into the ceiling. One second, the windshield showed nothing but solid concrete, and the next, there was a discrete entrance with a familiar face standing beside it.

“Fern,” I turned to the pixie, “stay in the car. I don’t want there to be any misunderstandings.”

“Yes, Master Cam,” she gave me a small bow and continued to surf the web on her tablet. 

Aden smiled as we opened the doors and got out. “Welcome to Vegas,” the dark-skinned imp smiled. He’d saved my ass back at St. Vincent’s, so it only made sense the cabal would want a friendly face to welcome us.   

The smile on the incubus’s lips didn’t meet his eyes. Xamira didn’t even close her door before she ran into her father’s embrace. The imp had been strong and silent until now. She sobbed into her father’s blazer without a care in the world, and I didn’t blame her. I felt bad that there hadn’t been more time to mourn Xander, but shit had been rolling downhill for the last two days, and I sat squarely at the bottom. Some things might have changed, but I still looked out for number one.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I gave Aden a sad shake of my head. I didn’t know what to say, and that’s what people always said in these situations.

“Thank you,” he clung to Xamira, who seemed to only come out of his jacket to catch her breath. 

“Lilith, mother wants to see you,” he informed, and Lilith nodded. “Dani, she wants Cam to meet with Peter first.”

“Peter,” a cold tingle worked its way up my spine.

No offense if your name is Peter, but I just hate anyone by that name. A kid named Peter had been the biggest sociopathic fucker back at the orphanage. He was at that age where no one wanted to adopt him, and several foster families had sent him back for behavioral problems. It was a shitty situation all around, but he ruled over all the kids with an iron fist. That iron fist had given me a black eye more than once. Kid Peter had been great at talking his way out of trouble and always making it someone else’s fault. My prejudice was nonsensical, biased, and stupid, but I instinctually hated every Peter I met.

“Hey,” Lilith reached out and pulled me into a hug. I don’t know if it was to say goodbye, or if she felt the pang of pain from my mark, but either way, it was the first time I remember her actually hugging me. The time she carried my unconscious, naked body back from Joe’s didn’t count.

It felt so right. I fit perfectly against her curvy frame. I popped some chub, but it was overshadowed by the pure comfort she imparted. I felt my fear melt away, and it left me smiling.

“Thanks,” I didn’t want her to pull away, but she had to meet with her mother. Without the power the head of the cabal could bring to our aid, we were all royally fucked.

Dani waited until Lilith was gone. “Peter’s a dick,” she stated, and the uneasiness flooded back into my muscles.

“Peter is attentive,” Aden clarified, “and he is my mother’s First. He has the responsibility to facilitate your transition from civilian to supernatural life, and integrate you into the cabal’s daily workings.”

“He’s a micromanaging dick,” Dani reiterated. “Let’s go see the ass.”

Aden left us at the entrance to presumably take care of Xamira. Dani led me to a separate bank of elevators. The small lobby was gaudily decorated in the Imperial theme that was standard at Caesars Palace. Knowing that Lilith’s mother had met Via in Italy during the height of the Roman Empire, some of the pieces might actually be legit.

The elevators were just as richly decorated with lots of marble and mirrors. Dani hit the button for the penthouse. There was a beep, and a small screen popped out above the bank of buttons. Dani provided a thumbprint and retinal scan before extra options popped up. She hit PH1, and the elevator shot up so fast I stumbled.

“We keep it pretty mundane in the human sections of the hotel, but the cabal-only sections are fully outfitted with tech and magic.” Dani’s point was proven when a soft ding announced their arrival only a few seconds later.

The elevators opened and I found myself face-to-face with a large man carrying a tablet. He had a few inches on me and was built like a bodybuilder. He wore khaki pants that strained to contain his quads and did nothing to hide his impressive package. Above that was a short-sleeve polo that barely made it past his shoulders. It reminded me of those gym rats who had to show off their biceps all the time. Of course, this guy’s cannons would make the Governator jealous. He wore a pair of blue-light glasses – they didn’t actually do anything to give you better eyesight, but they cut down on the blue light that was killing humans’ eyes during this technological age – and those glasses highlighted black irises. It was a creepy contrast to his white hair. I would have pegged him as a supernatural even if I didn’t know he was Lilith’s mother’s First. So, there was no reason he needed to be wearing the glasses. That cemented the douche status I’d already categorized him into, and confirmed this had to be Peter.

“Hey, you pointy-headed motherfucker,” Dani greeted with a smile. She knew something I didn’t, because his head didn’t come to a point as far as I could tell.

“Underwood,” he grumbled. “Don’t you have someone’s sword to play with?”

I wasn’t sure if that was a reference to her bladesmith abilities or her skill at sucking dick. I never got an answer.

“Hiya! You must be Cameron Dupree. It’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Nicole Aulani, and I’m Miss Venitas’s personal assistant. Thank you so much for coming right up,” a bundle of energy in sensible black pumps and a spotless blouse appeared from behind Peter’s mass to extend a hand.

The hand was warm, her grip neutral, her features native to Hawaii or some other Pacific island, and her smile so warm and genuine you could tell she loved her job.

“Human,” my instincts immediately categorized her as a non-threat. That surprised me. I was quasi-human as of my last reckoning, and as a regular Joe, I’d managed to do a lot of damage to some powerful people. I needed to check myself before I wrecked myself. 

“Everyone is a threat,” I reminded myself never to judge humans as weak.

“Nice to meet you,” I returned her smile, but kept my eyes on Peter.

“The pleasure is all mine, and on behalf of Miss Venitas, she can’t wait to meet you in person . . .”

“We need to go over a few things first,” Peter interrupted, and used his mass to butt Nicole out of the way. By the way she moved, she was used to this. “It is my responsibility that all Firsts of the cabal are qualified and accountable. Lilith Venitas is a powerful member of this organization. She is destined for greatness, while you, Cameron Dupree, are a high school dropout.”

“Not one of these guys,” I mentally groaned as I realized I was dealing with someone who wouldn’t even give me the time of day unless I graduated Suma Cum Laude from Harvard Law and clerked for the Supreme Court.

“Well, I’m here,” I met his eerie gaze and didn’t look away.

“This one’s got some cojones on him, Peter. Last Fae who talked to him like that, he put that bitch in the ground,” Dani grabbed her crotch like she had her own pair.

I let Dani do the trash-talking for me, and just kept my eyes on the big man. He watched me for another moment before he snorted and looked away. I took that as a win.

“PH1 is for Miss Venitas, close family, and honored guests,” he turned around and set off on the impromptu tour. Everyone hurried to catch up to his longer strides. “It comes complete with full suites and a dining space that can fit up to twenty. It works well for diplomatic talks as well as intimate evenings.” As the First for the head succubus, I assumed Peter had plenty of those.

“PH2 is for high-ranking Firsts and select security,” from the look on his face, which included neither Dani nor me. “It also contains Miss Venitas’s personal lab. You’ll be on PH3 in the suite next to Underwood. PH4 is a research level for any special projects Miss Venitas deems too sensitive to outsource.”

“Like my super spunk,” I guessed.

“You will have access to all four levels since Miss Lilith makes this her permanent home,” Peter didn’t look happy to be giving me free rein of the place.

“A lot of the cabal’s senior leadership doesn’t live here,” Dani filled in. “We’ve got rooms if they come to stay, but most of the boss’s kids are running departments of the cabal around the globe, and prefer their independence from mommy.”

Peter shot her a sideways glare as he showed off the dining room. It was all red velvet upholstery, dim, intimate lighting, and Kenny G playing softly in the background. Last but not least, a section of the suites was blocked off by a serious-looking security door and an intimidating guard. After that, we were back at the elevator. I’d seen Caesars Palace from the outside, and after taking the nickel tour, things weren’t adding up.

“This doesn’t make any sense. How can there be four penthouse floors? The penthouse is, by definition, only the top floor, and I’m pretty sure Caesars just has one.”

“A spell was worked when the hotel was constructed,” Peter sounded like he was a teacher explaining things to a particularly dull student. “The spell gives us more space to work with, and at the same time, hides the structural layout from external eyes.”

“Like the Fae’s ability to create extradimensional space?” I nodded in understanding.

“No,” he shut me down. “The Fae’s ability to create space by pulling from the Shadow Realm is unparalleled, and they alone hold that gift. Human mages can make space as well, but they can’t interact with parallel universes like the Fae. Think of it as stretching the bounds of our reality instead of crossing over into somewhere else.”

“Damn,” I looked around, surprised a human mage had done this. “Why don’t we see this everywhere?”

“Because the mage has to give a piece of themselves to accomplish the spell,” Lilith stepped through the security door. “And the price is steep. Peter,” the large man bent down and accepted a kiss on the cheek. His rigid demeanor visibly softened, and it had nothing to do with the succubus vibes she naturally gave off.

He clearly thought I was a useless hunk of meat, but he genuinely cared about Lilith. “I guess he’s not that big of an asshole.”

“Mother is meeting with the board soon, and wanted to introduce Cam if you’re finished,” Lilith slipped her arm into mine, which made me grin like a fool.

“We can go over the subterranean levels after the meet and greet,” Peter noticed the possessive gesture, but his face was unreadable. “All Mr. Dupree will need to know is where the training level is located.”

“I can handle that, big guy,” Dani offered.

“Very well,” his job complete, Peter gave us all a final critique and started back toward the elevator. Nicole, who’d been in his shadow the whole time, had already disappeared. I didn’t even see her leave.

“Nice guy,” I grunted when Peter was thirty feet away. The slight stiffening of his spine told me he’d heard me.

“He is,” Lilith elbowed me in the ribs. “He’s been with my mother since Aristotle.”

We’d started walking toward the security door, and I tripped over nothing. She caught me with a chuckle.

“Aristotle . . . the Aristotle; ancient Greece, student of Plato, taught Alexander the Great, founded the Lyceum,” I could go on and on.

“Yes,” Lilith nodded and rolled her eyes. She’d forgotten I was a history buff.

“But that was two thousand years ago,” I stammered.

“Closer to twenty-four hundred,” Lilith corrected.

“What is he?” I turned around to judge the back of the man who looked like a metrosexual IT manager on steroids.

“Peter’s a unicorn,” Dani deadpanned.

At first, I thought that was some type of slang for calling him gay, but as the First of a female succubus, that didn’t make any sense. Then I figured she was being literal.

“A unicorn,” I put my pointer finger up to my forehead as if that was going to clarify things. Dani laughed at Peter’s expense, but the man had already disappeared inside the elevator.

“He’s an ancient shifter,” Lilith clarified, after giving Dani a reproachful look. “In this day and age, shifters are basically contained to common species, but there was a time when magic was more abundant, wild, and untamed,” she said wistfully, like she was sad she’d missed it.

“And like dragons, gryphons, basilisks, and manticores; there were unicorns,” Dani stated, like she was commenting on the weather.

I couldn’t believe I was finding it hard to believe that there were such things as unicorns, or that a unicorn could be a man. I’d seen some weird shit in the last few months. This didn’t even crack the top ten.

“History also knows him as Pegasus,” Lilith added.

That stopped me in my tracks. “You’re fucking with me.” It was clear they weren’t. “But unicorns don’t fly, and Pegasus doesn’t have a horn,” I argued.

“Some things were lost in translation,” Lilith shrugged.

“I think I need to sit down,” I groaned and found a free spot on the wall to slide down onto my ass.

The succubus kneeled down beside me and rubbed my back, as I put my head between my knees and took a few deep breaths. “I can’t believe I just talked with the Pegasus . . . and he hates me,” I groaned and felt like I was going to be sick. “I don’t even want to think about what training he has in store for me.”

“We need to go,” Lilith gave my armpit a slight tug. She could have thrown me over her shoulder if she wanted, but she was being kind and considerate of my feelings. 

“Okay . . . but damn,” I got back to my feet, and suddenly felt like I was walking toward the executioner’s block. “Oh, my gods,” I froze. “Please don’t tell me your mother rides a white horse into battle and ancient Christians mistook her for Death.”

Lilith didn’t say anything, just shrugged.

“Who the hell are these people?” I screamed inside my own head.

I was sure as shit about to find out.

***

The security door was no joke. I had to put my back into it to get it closed behind us. On the other side was a plain antechamber, a barrier between the leaders of the cabal and the rest of the world. It made sense. You didn’t stick your bedroom right next to the front door. That would make it super easy for someone to come in and lop off your head.

The antechamber was all cheap, removable furniture and standard earth-tone walls. If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought I’d just entered my friendly neighborhood dentist’s office. The only thing remarkable was the security center opposite the heavy door. I noticed the steel-reinforced walls, bullet-proof, enchanted, glass, and computer terminal showing cameras watching everyone and everything that could possibly pose a threat.

At the moment, one of the guards – decked out in a black suit with the inverted pyramid insignia of the Venetian Cabal stitched over his left breast – watched the monitors for the front entrance of Caesars. The cops were still busy talking to the driver, the surprised passengers of the decoy SUV, and trading insults with the biker gang. The cameras were zooming in on and cataloging faces, running them against facial recognition, and saving them in the cabal’s database. If there were any undercover cops in the group, their cover had just been blown.

A light pressure on the inside of my elbow steered me past the security center toward another heavy door. This door was made of heavy wood and probably metal underneath. It gave the appearance that you were about to enter a place of power . . . literally.

Whatever whammy Ser Fredrick’s Fae mojo gave me, it was making me more sensitive to magic. This door was enchanted. I didn’t know how I knew that, but my gut screamed at me not to touch it. Lilith walked right on up to it and pushed it open with ease.

I fought back the grin on my face. It never ceased to amaze me that she was a badass. She nodded to the pair of guards in the booth and closed the door behind us.

“We’ll make sure you get proper access to everything later today. You’ll get a physical ID card that will grant you access to any of the human areas, along with most of the secure cabal spaces, but places like the inner sanctum require a magical identification. We have a mage on staff who can add you to the list of authorized personnel. I’ll insist on it.” From the way she phrased it, this wasn’t someplace that everyone had access to.

She pulled herself a little closer to me as we walked into a large, open space. She was awfully cuddly, and after the surprise hug in the parking garage, I was beginning to wonder if something was up. My experiences over the last few months had left me a tad paranoid.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught motion. Lilith was absentmindedly winding her hair around her finger. That brought me back to a hospital room a lifetime ago. I’d just killed Chloe, and Lilith knew Aveena was going to charge me with murder under the covenants. She’d been playing with her hair just like that.

“She’s nervous,” I pulled out the information I’d stored away for later.

“It’s going to be okay,” the words came to me, and I meant them. This wasn’t like with Aden and not knowing what to say about Xander. I really meant that everything was going to be fine.

She looked up at me, her emerald eyes dazzling, and our eyes locked for a second. Slowly, I lowered my face to hers, and our lips met. It was soft and tender. Our tongues stayed in our mouths. It was just a quick peck, but I felt the wind knocked out of me. I pulled back first, afraid of the feelings rampaging in my gut. Our eyes met again, and she smiled a brilliant, gorgeous smile. It made me a little weak in the knees, but my cock was hard enough that I could use it as a third leg if necessary.

The kiss was so sweet and innocent, I didn’t even think about my raging hard on until Dani coughed uncomfortably behind us. We were blocking the way. The whole interaction took less than ten seconds.

“Everything is going to be fine,” I was talking more to myself than Lilith now. “I’m a people person,” I felt confident and a little cocky. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Dani shouldered me aside. “Did you really just say that?” She walked deeper into the massive room muttering under her breath.

If I had a bird’s eye view of the space, it was probably some geometric shape, but all I saw were angled walls and doors leading off to gods knew where. The room met my expectations. In the air around me, I could feel the power of a cabal feared across the globe and possessing enough resources to own entire countries.

Think Roman baths without the baths. The walls were comprised of expensive tiles, the floor marble, veins of gold and silver spread through it like it was a living organism. I felt like I’d ruin the resale value of the place just by walking through.

“This one’s my favorite,” Dani stopped between thick Greek columns that were interspaced around the room.

Lilith and I went to join her, and the sight brought me to a sudden halt. It was a battlefield, vividly described in a tiled mosaic; the greens depicting a wild field were intense, and contrasted with the vibrant reds of the vanquished. Creatures of all sorts lay dead around a small rise where a fierce-looking woman on the back of a white, winged horse stood victorious.

“I’ll tell you about the mural another time,” Lilith’s hand on my elbow pulled me away from the tableau, and toward a door on the far side.

“My room is down that hallway,” she pointed out an entrance stuck between a peaceful portrait of a bunch of naked people frolicking on a beach, with their dicks and tits hanging out, and a bust that might actually be an original of Julius Caesar himself. “First door on the right.”

I committed that to memory, and could have sworn the woman from the tiled mosaic was present in the painting as well. I wagered a guess who it was. Lilith led the way through another door brimming with magic, and it opened into a conference room.

The room’s theme was so different from the tiled and marble art gallery that I got artistic whiplash. This was modern minimalism. Ergonomic chairs surrounded a table large enough to fit a dozen people. Multimedia equipment that probably had cyber properties the NSA couldn’t handle dominated the room that was surrounded by screens. It reminded me of the situation room in any TV show that took place at the White House.

“The White House ain’t got nothing on this place,” I gave a mental whistle, as Lilith pointed me toward an open chair.

She took the one next to it, and we waited. Her mother and the board weren’t here yet, and the room fell into an uncomfortable silence. Dani had stayed in the gallery; apparently, she wasn’t invited. I could have used something foul or witty from the dwarf to break the silence.

My mind wandered back to the kiss. “It was just a kiss,” I told myself; nothing more, nothing less. “She has literally devoured my spunk on more than one occasion. A kiss should mean nothing.” But it did. I didn’t know what . . . yet, but there had been something different. She must have felt it too, or she wouldn’t be picking at her cuticles like she was digging for gold.

“It’s just the adrenaline talking,” I convinced myself. I’d been hyped up for days and was about to face my next challenge.

At last, the door opposite the one we entered opened up and three people entered. Two women and a man. First off, I could tell the man was Fae. His glamour gave him an average height and build. He wore a tailored suit, nothing off the rack, but nothing too expensive. His brown hair was plain, as were his brown eyes. If the Fae was shooting for a forgetful face, he hit the nail on the head; except, there was no way anyone could ignore the power. It radiated off him. The new Fae mojo in me felt it and knew instinctually he was a noble born of a powerful House.

“Friend or foe?” was the only question I wanted answered.

The man was on the right, and on the far left was a tall, mature woman. I didn’t say old because calling a lady old was a good way to get slapped. Her hair was dyed blond, but I could see silver at the roots. Her face showed she’d lived a hard life; frown lines, laugh lines, and stress lines dominated high cheekbones and a proud nose that would be beautiful on a younger woman.

She was dressed like a gypsy, or Romani if you wanted to be politically correct. Some type of mismatched fabric covered nearly every inch of her body, a scarf tied back her hair, and she wore enough rings, bracelets, and pendants to weigh down an elephant. Despite the attempt to look like she belonged in a traveling circus, I could tell all the fabrics were of the highest quality material. I’d spent a lot of time shopping at Walmart, and she didn’t buy her shit retail. Her bling was also real, and I bet it ran nearly a quarter million dollars when all was said and done.

“That pentagram is made of solid silver,” I zeroed in on the five-point star that was the human symbol for magic.

Despite what some people might say, the pentagram wasn’t the mark of some devil or black magic cult. It was a very old symbol with lots of interpretations, but the most common one since the Revelation was that it referred to the five elements championed by elemental mages.

“One Fae, one mage, so that makes her . . .” My thoughts devolved into gibberish when I finally paid attention to the woman in the center.

She resembled the woman in the paintings in the tiled art gallery, but they didn’t do her justice. As I looked upon Lilith’s mother for the first time, I wasn’t sure what to think. From what people had told me in reverence, and also in fear, I expected some cross between Caligula and Attila the Hun . . . but a chick. She was above and beyond my expectations, but at the same time fell short. My brain continued to have an epileptic fit as I gazed on the leader of the Venetian Cabal.

She was short, nearly half a foot shorter than her daughter. In the three-inch, red stilettos she strode in on, she was maybe five-five. Her hair was the color of warm, dark chocolate; somewhere between black and brown. She shared the same Mediterranean, sun-kissed skin as Lilith, but her face drew me in like a black hole. It was breathtakingly beautiful, even more so than Lilith. As much as my brain fought me on that point. Unlike my succubus, there was something more to her features, and it went way beyond natural maturity. It wasn’t just the sensual lips, the high cheekbones, the perfect feminine jaw, the long lashes, or the slight smirk that lifted her lips when she saw me staring. She had an element of other to her. It felt like a hug from her would brighten my day, and a kind word would lighten my spirits. It felt like I was home when her eyes locked with mine, and for an orphan, that complete acceptance made my heart soar.

“Her eyes,” they rooted me to the floor like I was an ancient sycamore.

Where Lilith’s eyes were sparkling emeralds, her mother's were rubies. Gleaming red stared into the depths of my soul and sought to bring out the best in me. It wasn’t the demonic, blood red of the dead and vanquished on the mosaic outside. It was the red you saw on candy boxes on Valentine’s Day. Warmth and love flooded me when she gazed into my soul.

I was so transfixed I didn’t even ogle her bangin’ bod. After all, she was a succubus, built for the pleasure of men, and full of preternatural strength, speed, toughness, and magic; but she was different than her daughter. Lilith was powerful curves that highlighted her otherworldly attractiveness. Her mother was more feminine, sleek, and while she still had curves that left me a metaphysical puddle on the floor, her curves were less of a feature than Lilith, Xamira, and definitely less than Dani.

She wore a white blouse that toed the line between tight and loose, and a pair of black pants that stopped just above the ankle and highlighted the heels that matched her eyes. As far as sexy outfits went, it wasn’t one. This was business casual at its most basic, but somehow, she made it incredibly alluring. I’d take my chances with HR to hit on her . . . and then some.

Then, there was her power. I thought the Fae guy had it, but she easily topped him. Again, like everything about her, she subverted expectations. She didn’t radiate power. She contained it. So, instead of feeling like I was getting pummeled by a constant shockwave, it was like staring into the heart of a star about to go supernova. If I stared too long, I’d burn up.

I locked eyes with the leader of the cabal for maybe half a second, but it felt like an eternity. It left me winded, depleted, and sagging against Lilith. Don’t get me wrong; I was the hardest I’d ever been in my life, and I would give my left nut to fuck her hard in every hole before blowing an extra-strength load all over her titties. It was my deepest desire, but also the last thing on my mind. Miss Venitas fucked with my mind like that without even trying. She gave me a soul boner.

“Enough, mother,” Lilith snapped, and I felt the supernova glare recede to more manageable levels.

“Forgive me, Cameron,” she gave me an apologetic smile that received my instant forgiveness. “I’m not usually in the company of people I have to regulate my abilities with.” She walked around the table, embraced me, and gave me two pecks on either cheek.

I giggled, actually giggled like a little schoolgirl, when she pulled away. Lilith’s jaw tightened, and I felt bad about the way I was acting. The kiss between us felt light-years away, but I couldn’t help it. Thankfully, the Fae came to my rescue.

“If that is your way of saying I’m immune to your charms, I’m greatly offended,” the man mocked being grievously wounded.

Miss Venitas laughed, which didn’t do anything for my current state of mind, and I could already feel my boxers damp with precum.

“Cameron Dupree, be known to Ser Lark Cottonclove, Seelie Fae, friend, ally . . .”

“Occasional lover, and formerly of the Queen’s Court,” he finished as he closed the distance to shake my hand. It felt like grabbing hold of a solid, gnarled oak. Whoever Lark was, he was old with a capital O. 

“The Queen’s Court?” I tried to dig up what Miller had said about the Faerie Queen.

“Queen Maeve,” the Fae’s voice was wistful, and he said the name with no small amount of love and adoration attached to it. “I was her right hand when we discovered the mortal realm . . . I mean this realm,” he quickly corrected himself. “I was the first emissary here, and promised a spot on The Nine for my good work. I should have been the Satyr Prince, but many felt I was corrupted by the humans, and my younger brother ascended instead of me. I was banished here, but I’ve made the best of my situation,” he explained like he was talking about ancient history.

It took me a half-second to understand that he was. This definitely happened before humans started drawing stick figures on cave walls.

“Don’t be coy, Lark, you were absolutely corrupted by this realm. Your dick led you astray more than once. You have no one to blame but yourself,” the mature woman replied as Lark moved aside. Despite the barb, the Fae just grinned.

“Cameron Dupree, be known to Morgan le Fay. Where Mr. Cottonclove was elected to the board to handle the affairs of our members of former allegiance, Morgan represents our mages.” Miss Venitas had just dropped key information on the organization’s structure of the cabal, but I couldn’t get past the mage’s name.

“No . . . can’t be . . . not possible . . .” I floundered as the mage just stood there with her hand outstretched.

Her dark eyes twinkled with mischief as I slowly extended my hand. If she was the Morgan le Fey, history did not speak kindly of her. As I grasped her hand, Lark chuckled.

“You owe me twenty bucks,” he elbowed Miss Venitas playfully. With a mock glare, she coughed over the dough. I was still completely focused on Morgan.

“I told my mother you are a little bit of a history buff, but she didn’t know if you’d notice the name?” Lilith supplied with a roll of her eyes. She clearly didn’t like her mother gambling with her First.

“It’s Morgan fucking le Fey, how could I not know who she is?” I kept that to myself.

“I’ve heard of you,” I answered diplomatically instead.

“All lies and propaganda,” she claimed theatrically as she released my hand. “That old grump across the pond has had it out for me for centuries.”

I had a feeling who the old grump was, but I couldn’t handle that right now. I started taking deep breaths in and slowly exhaling. I was in the presence of some very famous, very strong magical beings. I was just human, maybe a tad extra; how could I mean anything to these people?

“You’re going to be Lilith’s first,” Morgan continued, “so you better be ready to play in the big leagues. The old grump is indeed Merlin, and he’s been disguising himself as a middling mage in the EU for the last twenty-five years,” she dropped the bomb, and I felt Lilith adding her support to me by propping me up with her shoulder.

“How?” I struggled to get out. “You’re mortal.”

“As mortal as you . . . or as you were,” I felt a sudden breeze whip through the room – although not a single hair on my head was disturbed – as the sorceress of Arthurian legend gave me a penetrating look.

“As you were,” she confirmed with a nod and a grin.

I had no idea what the fuck she was talking about.

“Anywho, it’s a simple matter of soul transference,” she offered, like she wasn’t divulging the holy grail of magical study: eternal life. “But don’t worry, the old wizard and I agreed on one thing long ago, and we locked away that specific magic. Only we can perform it, and if we’re killed, we’re just as dead as the next man or woman. We’re just very hard to kill.” The smile she gave me made my asshole pucker.

“Stop scaring the kid,” Lark frowned at Morgan. “He might belong to my group.”

“The group of misfit toys,” she shot back, in what seemed like an old argument.

“Misfit toys, those banished and tossed aside by others,” he added, and I didn’t like to think he might include me in that group.

“It makes sense,” my mind stubbornly agreed with him. I'd been tossed aside by my absentee father. I hadn’t been intentionally banished by my mother, but death achieved the same result. I was definitely a misfit and without a clue what I really was. “Yep, I’ll be throwing my lot in with the would-be Satyr Prince.”

“We value all members of our cabal,” Miss Venitas stepped in and ended the argument with a sharp look. “We have eight members on the board,” she explained to me. “I represent the ruling family, Morgan the mages, and Lark the members of former allegiance. You don’t know my grandson Jeremiah, but he wields the vote for the imps. You will meet Jennifer at some point, who represents our human interests. Victor lives and works out of Bangkok and controls the vampire vote, while Gustav shuttles between Vancouver and Seattle. He’s in a nasty political fight to remain the voice of the shifters. Last, but certainly not least, Via looks after the inactive or retired members.”

“So; the succubus, an Arthurian witch, a Fae that was slated to be one of The Nine, an honest-to-gods dragon, an imp that has to be a total badass if he has the allegiance of people like Xamira, a vampire that probably makes Marcella look pathetic, a shifter who shares a name with the most famous Swedish king in history, and some chick named Jennifer,” I recapped everything I’d heard, and realized Lilith was completely supporting my weight at this point, while trying to look like she wasn’t holding me up.

I breathed deep, found my center, and got my footing as Lilith and her mother shared a look.

“My apologies,” Lilith said between gritted teeth. “Cam, be known to my mother, Venus Venitas; although everyone simply calls her Venus,” Lilith made the final introductions.

“Miss Venitas to the common rabble,” Morgan added with an air of superiority, but I’d already met Venus’s ruby reds and fallen under her spell.

I wasn’t bespelled. She wasn’t a vampire elder, and I twitched my fingers to make sure I still had full control of my faculties. I did, but I still felt completely helpless under her gaze. She knew it, I knew it, Lilith knew it, and she dug her fingers into the pressure point inside my elbow to snap me out of it.

“Ow . . . uh . . .” I realized everyone was waiting for me to say something. “Venus, like the planet,” was my brilliant response.

Venus looked at me and then barked a single laugh. I made sure to avert my eyes so she didn’t liquify me like a Nazi in Raiders of the Lost Ark with her smile.

“Oh, honey,” I could feel the pity in her eyes, like a mother looking at her child trying to take its first steps and falling on its face. “I’m not named after the planet. The planet is named after me.”

I was floored . . . literally. Next thing I knew, I was sitting in a chair with no memory of how I got there.

“Venus, Roman goddess of love, sex, beauty, fertility . . .” that explained the whole Rome angle, but it led me down a rabbit hole. “Was she Aphrodite of Greece, Freyja of the Norse, or The Morrigan of Celtic mythology?” I had no idea how old she even was. “She could be Ishtar,” worshiped in the fertile crescent, “or Hathor, Bastet . . .” There were half a dozen Egyptian goddesses of love and other things.

Thinking about it all gave me a pounding headache. “Oh, my gods, is Lark Pan?

I looked behind me to find Lilith, but saw that her face was completely neutral. From the moment I’d laid eyes on Venus, I was comparing her to her daughter. That wasn’t fair to my succubus, but in my defense, I only knew two of the species. Those comparisons had solidly placed Lilith second in all categories, and now I knew why. Lilith was someone I wanted to fuck. I wanted to fuck her long, I wanted to fuck her hard, and I would never want the fucking to end. Venus was not someone you wanted to fuck. Venus was someone you wanted to worship. That was the difference, and now I understood why Lilith was nervous to be here. She didn’t want to be seen as less than.

“I think that’s enough for today,” Venus saw the toll this was taking on me. “Our schedule is pretty light until after the holiday season, so take the next two weeks to settle in. Peter may have some light training and introductions scheduled, but spend the time to make yourself at home. Unfortunately, you can’t leave the cabal-controlled areas at this time. There is a warrant out for your arrest, and if they see you here, they can apply for a search warrant and come take you. Without that probable cause, they won’t dare enter my home,” she gave me a comforting smile. “If it makes you feel any better, Lilith, Dani, and Xamira are in the same boat.”

“I might be able to help with that,” Lark offered, but shut up when Venus made a swift motion with her hand.

“Go, relax, Cameron, we’ll talk again soon,” she turned her back on me, and walked away.

I was mesmerized by the motion of her ass. Each step made her hips roll and shoulders sway with an ease that Lilith just hadn’t mastered. With an audible huff, Lilith led me out of the room. Once we were outside, I felt her mother’s influence lessen, but Lilith also moved away from me. For a second, I thought she looked hurt, but then her expression shifted back to neutral.

“I’ll show you to your room,” she started walking back toward the elevators.

“Wondering what could go wrong now, Cam?” Dani whispered as she fell in step behind me.

“Fuck. Yep, she’s pissed,” I concluded. “What did she expect would happen when I met the Venus?” It was a stupid thing to get pissed about, but that didn’t stop me.

By the time I got to my room, I wasn’t in a talking mood. Seeing Fern there, safe and sound, didn’t even help. The cabal assured me I was safe as long as I didn’t leave, but now I felt cornered. Two weeks of this was going to wear me down, I knew that.

“I’ll have to take Lark up on his offer,” I concluded, and just hoped it was enough to stay sane.


Chapter 9

Christmas morning. All over the world, children were heading downstairs to drink hot cocoa and open their presents under the tree. Some might have even gotten up a little early to sneak a peek while their parents were still asleep. It was a truly magical time of year, and all over the world, mages harnessed the power that came from the belief of the masses. I had no doubt Morgan was up to something. If I’d been asleep, I probably would have missed the slight tingling sensation that spread through my bones, but I wasn’t. I was wide awake.

I don’t know what I was thinking. Actually, I knew exactly what I was thinking. I was thinking this would be like any other hotel, and I would be able to sleep like a normal human being. Alas, I was at the center of succubus power. Literal sex gods and goddesses inhabited the rooms all around me. The sounds I heard last night sure as shit weren’t Santa’s reindeer stopping by to drop off the big man. Not unless Santa was into different types of toys and butt stuff. 

“Enough already,” I groaned, rolled over, and slammed a pillow down on my head. Those kids who couldn’t sleep because they were so excited for Christmas morning got more sleep than I did.

I’d heard more than one exclamation to a higher power yelled in the last eight hours. That thought had a lot more context now. I was in the presence of gods. I’d spent my last few days of confinement in the penthouse floors researching just what that meant. My results were inconclusive. Gods, with a lower-case G, was an unclassified term that the UN and WRA didn’t recognize or approve of. I could understand why. There were enough cults worshipping things before the Revelation. Now that people knew those ancient entities were legit, it could lead to all kinds of problems.

From my limited research, gods were like porn. You knew them when you saw them. Venus Venitas was a god. She was ancient, I’m talking several thousand years old. Older than Via, or anything else I’d ever met on this earth, despite looking barely a decade older than her eighteen-year-old daughter. She was powerful in ways I didn’t understand; just being in her presence was overwhelming. But the most important criterion of my categorization was that she had followers. She was the president, CEO, and chairwoman of the board of the Venetian Cabal. A backwoods cult cutting chicken throats in sacrifice had nothing on the power, conventional and mystical, that the cabal could bring to the table.

Every time I invoked the gods, in thanks or frustration, I was directing it at creatures like her. “And she lives two floors above me.”

“Master Cam?” Fern stirred.

The pixie was more than a little intimidated to be living in the heart of the cabal HQ. She’d served a knight of The Lady of Winter’s court, and her liege had never been a fan of this cabal. To suddenly live among people who were once her enemies was a lot to handle, and she insisted on staying with me despite being offered her own space.

The first night, she tried to climb into my bed, so I gave it to her and took the couch. My new home was a suite of three rooms. A bedroom-bathroom combo, a living room, and a small kitchen. Everything was top of the line, but I’d been given a catalog to order any furniture I wanted to make the place feel homey. It had a definite hotel vibe at the moment.

The next day, a roll-away bed arrived, and Fern placed it at the foot of my bed. She’d slept there ever since. I don’t know if she’d felt spurned by me not wanting to sleep with her the first night, but she didn’t try it again. Without a doubt, I was not comfortable with it. The whole master-servant dynamic might be second nature to her, but I was a child of the twenty-first century. Taking advantage of that type of power dynamic just seemed wrong.

“Yeah,” I answered as I pulled the pillow off my head and looked at her.

The waif of a creature that had appeared to save me from the horse cock Marcella wanted to shove up my ass was hardly there anymore. She’d taken my command to heart, and presumably, with a little input from Dani, reshaped her glamour to something she believed would be more pleasing to me.

Her pixie-cut, blue-white hair was gone. It was still short and only fell about halfway to her shoulders, but it was straw-blonde now. She kept blue tips, which gave her a bit of a punk look. She’d darkened her skin to a normal white that you’d see on roughly half of Americans, but otherwise kept her facial features the same. Other features she changed.

Before, she’d looked like a four-foot, twelve-year-old boy. I don’t know how that pleased the big troll, but I wasn’t going to try to get into the head of a dead man. Now, she had gentle, slender curves to her body, and I’d gotten a full view of them walking out of the bathroom yesterday. It wasn’t on purpose, or at least I think it wasn’t. Fae modesty and privacy standards were different than humans. A prime example, I had to yell at her when she almost walked in on me taking a dump. Doors were closed for a reason. Even now, she was naked underneath the thin sheet covering her perky B-cups.

“Is it a competition?” the Fae asked.

“What?” I had no idea what she was talking about.

“It seems there is a competition going on around us about who can inflict the most pleasure on one another,” she stated, sitting up on an elbow so the sheet slipped down to expose a nipple.

I looked away. “It’s not a competition. It’s just what these people do.” I reached for the phone on my nightstand.

The cabal had given me a fancy, secure phone with all kinds of encryption software. I didn’t know how to use most of the apps on it, but I could make calls, send texts, and surf the web. It was the result of me not getting a smartphone until a few years ago, while most kids nowadays learned to use them when in diapers. The riches of the cabal were still new to me. At heart, I would always be a poor townie.   

“It sounds like fun,” the pixie frowned, like she was trying to figure out some underlying meaning to my statement, and why I wasn’t one of those people.

There wasn’t any. The last thing I wanted was for my hot, pixie servant, who slept at the end of my bed, to start acting like a succubus. I was trying to act honorably, but I was still a man.

“It is, but . . .” I trailed off, distracted as I wrote out a quick text to the only person I knew in a similar situation.

“What is it with this place? Did you get any sleep at all?” I hit send and heard the vibration of the phone go off next door.

There was a momentary pause. My phone vibrated with an incoming text. “You’ll get used to it? Want some company?” Dani replied with a winky face.

I growled to myself for walking into that one, and replied with a poop emoji. I’d let her try to figure out what that meant as I got out of bed and headed to the bathroom. Unlike the pixie, I wore a t-shirt and boxers. I wasn’t going to lie, I was at half-mast from the surrounding, all-night fuck marathons and Fern’s nip slip, but I had other things on my mind. A cold shower later, and I started my day.

Fern was back asleep when I left. The hallways were empty this early, but I’d met some of the other Firsts on my floor. I called them the ABCs: Alan, Butch, and Charlie. I hadn’t met their succubuses, but they were all Lilith’s older sisters and mature succubae.

Alan was an Aqua mage and liked to spend most of his time around the pool. He was great with kids. They’d come up to him and he’d make animals out of the water. From what I’d heard, it was really cool to see little dolphins made of condensed water leaping around the kids. I hadn’t actually been to the pool yet, and couldn’t go for the foreseeable future. 

Butch was a bear shifter, and she was a big woman. Not as big as Sam Little back at St. Vincent’s, but probably the largest woman I’d ever seen. That she was a woman was a bit of a surprise, but if humans could be attracted to the same sex, who was to say that a succubus didn’t like to munch on some carpet? Most importantly, Butch was a big old teddy bear, and by far the nicest person I’d met so far, except maybe Nicole. Venus’s personal assistant was a fountain of positivity.

Then there was Charlie. Charlie didn’t say much. His eyes were sunken, always seemed to be staring into the distance, and were bloodshot. If the man didn’t get a good night’s sleep, I was afraid he was going to snap and go postal on everyone, but so far so good over the last few days. He’d only been a First for a few months. Technically, I outranked him if you counted my time at St. Vincent’s. Lilith’s sister had just picked him up to replace a First that retired on her. Neither Alan nor Butch was one hundred percent certain what Charlie was, but he was something. All of the other Firsts made an unspoken agreement to keep an eye on him.

My bare feet on the carpet and the ding of the elevator were the only sounds on this calm Christmas morning. I rode it up to PH1. The tech and magical security measures acknowledge my presence and didn’t curse me with warts, boils, and syphilis. The door slid open on PH1 to a winter wonderland. Several fake evergreens had been erected overnight and sprinkled with fake snow. Tinsel, garland, and lights hung from every conceivable surface in a very classy way. Because this place was ruled by a succubus goddess, there was mistletoe hanging just about everywhere.

I shouldered open the security door, which was decorated with what looked like a Santa that had flown into it and been smashed flat. I would have chuckled if not for my sour mood. I passed through the security antechamber and acknowledged the guards. They scanned me thoroughly, technologically and magically, until they hit the button that would unlock the door to the inner sanctum. I was still the new guy, and they were still wary of me. I didn’t blame them.

The tiled art gallery didn’t hold any Christmas decorations like the rest of PH1, but I didn’t stop to check it out. I nervously spun a blue Tiffany’s box in my palm before slipping it into my pocket. I knocked on Lilith’s door, but there was no answer. I knocked again . . . nothing.

“She’s already up,” Venus’s voice cut through the morning calm like an exploding artillery shell. I froze like a deer in the headlights and didn’t turn to face her. My cock already strained against my sweatpants; the cold shower totally forgotten. “Try the dining area. I’ll see you later.” I could feel her smirk on the back of my neck, but it quickly vanished with the click of a door being closed.

I chanced a glance and saw she was gone. “Fuckin’ A,” I fought back a shiver.

Venus had never been anything but her uber-powerful, normal self around me, but she still made me nervous. Via’s warnings had been tumbling around my head, and I was trying to figure out Venus’s angle. She had to have one. Everyone always did, even if they were a god. 

“Relax, it’s Christmas. Just find Lilith,” a part of my brain told me, and I went to the dining room.

I stopped in the entryway when I saw her. She was curled up on a chair with her feet tucked under her. She pulled a strand of black hair behind her ear as she took a sip from a steaming mug. She was wearing a baggy sweater with a big imprint of Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer on the front. Around her belly button, Rudolph’s bright red nose was a ball of fabric that swayed when she moved. It was fucking adorable. Almost as adorable as the loose sweats covering her legs with “Merry Christmas You Filthy Animal” written down the side.

My heart warmed at the image as my brain took a mental picture. This was the way things should be. Candid, beautiful, and peaceful. I was smiling when she noticed me.

“Hey,” her greeting was standoffish.

It had been that way since she introduced me to her mother. We’d been caught in a cycle for the last few days. I couldn’t help how I reacted to her mother. I don’t think anyone was immune to her charms. The way I drooled made Lilith self-conscious and angry. That she was angry about something I couldn’t control made me frustrated, and we both shut down emotionally. We’d spend time apart, and then start right back up where we left off.

“Hey,” I sighed and approached her. “We need to talk.”

“Isn’t that supposed to be my line?” she laughed dryly, and I got a good whiff of what was in the cup.

“I see Christmas morning is an Irish coffee morning,” I couldn’t hide the sarcasm in my tone.

Lilith glared at me. “I don’t get drunk as easily as humans, Cam.” Her voice was cold and hurt.

“That’s not what I meant,” I plopped into the chair, utterly exhausted from lack of sleep and the bickering of the last few days. “I was gonna ask if you could pour me a cup.”

She raised an eyebrow, but got up and poured a cup from the pot she’d made. Then she pulled a flask from her interdimensional pocket and gave me a healthy helping.

“Thanks,” I lifted the mug to her. “Cheers,” I took a sip and had to fight back a coughing spree. She’d made it strong.

We sat there for a minute, with nothing to say to each other, and nursing our spiked coffee. We were already well on our way around the cycle of pain and frustration we were inflicting on each other, and I was sick of it.

“We need to cut the crap,” I stated as I set down my mug.

“I agree,” she mirrored my motions and turned to fully face me. I noticed her eyes were puffy. “In your contract, there is a clause for me to give you an out. If you want, I’ll do that.”

Her words hit me like a sucker punch to the gut. “What the hell?” I tried to respond, but didn’t get a chance.

“My mother will scoop you up in a nanosecond into her harem. You’ll be trading up from a pre-pubescent succubus to the most powerful one in the world. She will give you everything you always wanted, and being in her harem, not even The Nine themselves would dare fuck with you.”

It was a truth bomb of nuclear proportions, and I couldn’t help but think of the possibilities. The UN would get off my back. The Fae would stop hunting me. I’d get a new contract, and since I knew more about the cabal’s resources, I’d make bank. Five years from now, I’d be a multimillionaire and could do whatever the hell I wanted.

But every second I sat there thinking about it, I saw more pain blossom behind her emerald eyes.

“No,” the word came out with conviction.

“No?” she seemed genuinely surprised.

“No,” I repeated, chancing a smile, but she was looking beyond me. I’d legit stunned her.

“You’d say no to my mother?” There was a bit of reverence in her voice.

“I say yes to you,” I replied, slowly reaching out to take her hand. “After all that we’ve been through. After you saved my ass under the bleachers. After saving my life with Chloe . . . twice. After getting me the training I needed to defeat the troll knight, and then getting double penetrated by glamour swords to save all our asses. How could you think that I don’t care about what we have?”

Shame flashed across Lilith’s face, which she quickly buried in her hands. I reached forward to rub her back for a few seconds until she composed herself. When she looked up, there were tears in her eyes.

“I hate this fucking place,” she sniffed, and used the cuff of her sweater to clean under her eyes. “It’s all gossip, bickering, political maneuvering, and snide backhand comments. We had a family dinner last night for Christmas Eve, and my sisters were being catty bitches. I’m the youngest by over a century and haven’t even reached maturity yet. They never let me forget it. They casually brought it up that I wasn’t going to be able to handle you.”

No offense to the ABCs, but I already didn’t like the succubae they served.  

“What the fuck does that mean?” Now it was my turn to be stunned. She was a half-Fae succubus. I’d seen her true form – all twelve feet and quadruple D’s of it – and seen it do battle with a noble Fae in crusader-knight mode. I was the one who needed to be worried, not the other way around.

She laughed at my shocked expression. “Cam, you need to get it through that thick skull of yours. You aren’t a normal human. My mother knows something, and I think some of my sisters do as well. They haven’t told me because information is power, and they all love being more powerful, but you’re special.”

“They’re jealous of you,” I said when I found my tongue. “When you do hit maturity, I think you’re going to be a fucking boss,” she chuckled, blushed, and looked away. “I bet when you go full succubus, they won’t make snide comments at the dinner table. I’d bet you a free feeding.”

She looked back up at me, and her emerald eyes had a soft glow to them. She slowly extracted her feet from under her and slid forward. She carefully, and sensually, slid into my lap. There was a slight intake of breath as she felt my hard cock press into her when she straddled me, but then her lips were on mine.

She tasted of liquor and peppermint. In the middle of the desert, she was an oasis, and I melted into her. I ran my hands up her body, and she groaned as my thumbs brushed against her hard nipples. She wasn’t wearing a bra. She slowly ground her pelvis against my crotch as her tongue darted around my mouth. I gave her ass a squeeze and then moved my hands up under her sweater. Her flesh was hot to the touch as I grabbed her boobs.

“Yes,” she groaned as she caught my lower lip between her teeth and gave it a playful tug.

I pinched her nipples, and was going to take off her sweater to get at them with my tongue when there was a sound at the doorway.

“Ah shit,” Dani coughed in apology. She stood there in the workout clothes that were her normal attire. “I guess I’m the Christmas clam jam.”

“No,” Lilith’s reply was breathless, but she slowly pulled away from me, which left me with a raging hard-on and the worst case of blue balls. “We need to stop. I still can’t . . . handle you.”

I knew what she meant. “Stupid super spunk.”

She returned to her chair, her cheeks flush, and I downed my entire mug of coffee. I savored the burn and the distraction it provided. When I looked up at her, I knew we were in a better place.

“I know it’s early, but do you two want to do Christmas gifts?” Dani suggested, clearly trying to make up for the interruption.

“I might need some more coffee,” I groaned, and had to adjust my pants as I got up to grab some more of the god’s own nectar. I needed it after the sleepless night, and I needed the whiskey Lilith poured in even more.

Even with my sleep-deprived brain, I saw them share a look as I sat back down. “You both got me something,” I gulped. This could be very good or very bad.

Dani pulled an envelope from her bra and handed it over. It wasn’t a check. It felt solid, but whatever it was, it was thin. I gave it a rattle to see if it made any noise, but it didn’t.

“Just open it already,” Dani urged, but she was already smiling.

“Dani had the idea, but I pulled some strings to make it happen,” Lilith smiled as well as I slipped open the envelope, and pulled out a laminated pass.

The letters VIP, and underneath it, Very Important Penis, were in a bold yellow font on a backstage, all-access pass to the AVN Adult Entertainment Expo starting January 2nd and running through the 4th.

“I . . .” I wasn’t sure how to respond. No one had ever given me a pass to a porn convention.

“Dani thought it would be a good idea to get you out to see Vegas,” Lilith explained. Despite everything we’d just gone through with her insecurities and her mother, she seemed totally cool with me going to see a bunch of porn stars in a VIP setting. She was just awesome like that.

“Wait,” my brain caught up to what she was saying. Chugging a couple of cups of coffee with whiskey, on an empty stomach, was starting to hit me. “How am I supposed to be going out at all? I can’t leave the hotel.” The details on the pass said it wasn’t being held at Caesars.

“That’s the beauty of this,” Dani plopped into the seat on my other side. “This is the carrot, but make no mistake, the stick is coming.”

“You’ve got training to attend between now and January,” Lilith decrypted Dani’s statement. “If you succeed, you can go with the proper protection.” I didn’t think she was talking about condoms. “If you fail, then you can’t, and trust me, you don’t want to miss this.”

That left me with more questions than answers, but no matter how much I pushed, they wouldn’t give me any more details. “Fine,” I relented, and pulled out the blue Tiffany’s box.

Dani’s eyes went wide, and she looked at Lilith. Lilith looked at the box with trepidation. When I just whipped the box out, I didn’t consider what it looked like. Slowly, I slid the box over to her. I didn’t get down on one knee or anything like that. She accepted the box with hesitation and flipped open the lid.

The unease melted off her body, and she smiled. “I love them,” she pulled out the earrings I’d picked out for her.

“I don’t really know much about jewelry,” I confessed, and what I did know was that the more expensive the better. Caesars had a store in its shopping section, so I was able to have Fern go down and pick up something I ordered. “I thought these would match your eyes.”

I’d picked out gold earrings – not the big hoops that people tended to favor nowadays – but something a little more conservative. I figured she could wear these during her cabal business. Each had several emeralds inlaid in it in some design the jeweler assured me was classy and modern.

Apparently, I’d hit the nail on the head, because Lilith was beaming like a kid on Christmas morning as she slipped them into her ears. Dani gave me a side look and nodded a job well done.

“Now, where’s my gift?” Dani crossed her arms under her impressive cleavage and tapped her foot.

“It’s in the mail,” I replied. It was a gag gift, something very Dani, that I thought she would enjoy.

She was okay with that. We settled in to talk about nothing for the next hour, and had a few more cups of coffee just because we could. It was like we were all back at St. Vincent’s, hanging out in the student center, and it put my heart at ease. At some point, I’d reached over and taken Lilith’s hand. She never let it go.

Unfortunately, all good things come to an end. Peter was walking by and poked his head in. “Did you hear the news?” he asked.

The only news I’d heard was a too-graphic description of what Dani had walked in on a couple of imps doing down in the gym last night. The words banana dick had been thrown around a lot more than I was comfortable with. 

“Your mother made her decision, and she chose Cam.” He gave me a nod of respect, which must be my own Christmas gift from the Pegasus.

I didn’t know he’d just thrown another grenade in the middle of my life.


Chapter 10

Lilith reacted so fast I thought she might be bipolar. One second, she was laughing about banana dicks, and the next, her face was colder than the iceberg that sank the Titanic. She jumped to her feet and rushed after Peter. I could hear her yelling from somewhere else on the floor.

“What just happened?” I asked Dani, who was shaking her head.

“Every year, Venus selects a lucky cabal member to share an evening with,” she began.

“Oh shit,” that explained a lot.

“Don’t get me wrong. It’s a tremendous honor to get one-on-one time with the boss. Most people in the cabal never even meet her,” Dani seemed to be choosing her words carefully. Since she never did that, I suspected she was aware of the difficulties Lilith and I were having. “To be clear, this doesn’t mean sex. I’ve known a few people who said they had a lovely evening full of delightful conversation. Sure,” she backtracked a bit, “some said there was mind-blowing sex involved, but some don’t even remember what happened at all. It’s all up to what the winner and Venus want.”

“Winner?” That implied there was some sort of contest.

“It’s a lottery they hold every year, and . . . I kind of entered you as a joke,” Dani grimaced as rage flashed across my face.

I clenched my fists tight enough that my knuckles popped. “You’re killing me, Dani,” I said after taking a few deep breaths. “Lilith and I had just fixed things.”

“Yeah, I saw her grinding on your junk.” The dwarf looked legitimately upset, so I didn’t rub it in. “All you need to do is resist Venus. No still means no. It doesn’t matter if you have a Y chromosome or not.”

I gave her a look, and she smiled weakly. We both knew there was a better chance Hell would freeze over. When Lilith returned, she was still steaming, but it wasn’t directed at me. Dani and I both reassured her that I would resist, but she told us to stop lying to ourselves.

“She’s paying you a hundred grand for the evening,” the succubus added, and I tried really hard not to look happy about that. “This isn’t your fault,” she reassured me, and gave my hand a comforting squeeze. “If my mother has plans, we can’t stop them. She’s a force of nature. It’s better to face them together and try to weather the storm.”

Despite her statement, I found myself alone outside Venus’s room at exactly six o’clock. The last time I met a succubus at exactly six o’clock, my life had turned upside down. I hoped history didn’t repeat itself.

I’d dressed for battle; loose, baggy, and unappealing layers adorned me. I’d had Fern assist me in getting on the fashion equivalent of a chastity belt. Lilith had supervised, and although she appreciated the effort, we both knew resistance was futile.

“You can do this . . . deep breath . . . no means no . . .” I actually gave myself a psych-up speech to avoid getting laid. My life was weird.

I raised my hand to knock, but she beat me to it. “Hello, Cameron,” she pulled open the door before my fist made contact.

She was in a pair of mom jeans, a t-shirt that didn’t show any cleavage at all, and was wearing an apron with a “kiss the chef” slogan. She pulled a strand of dark chocolate hair away from her eyes that had escaped her ponytail and wiped beads of sweat from her forehead in the process.

“Come on in,” her smile didn’t hit me like a nuclear missile. In fact, my cock barely stirred under the several layers of clothing.

“Um . . . thanks,” I was completely off balance as I stepped into her private quarters.

“The coat rack is by the door, the table is set, and I’m almost finished with the meal. Give me five minutes, and help yourself to some wine,” she walked away, and I was able to resist the temptation to watch; even in mom jeans, her ass was undoubtedly fantastic.

“So far, so good,” I decided to take off my jacket because it was hot in here.

Her suite was noticeably bigger than mine, which didn’t surprise me. It had a family room with a large TV, and a dining room with enough space to fit a dozen comfortably. I assumed that was where the Venitas family Christmas Eve dinner occurred. Only two places were set. The head of the table and the space to the right. The china, glassware, and silverware looked ordinary, and not what I’d expect from a creature whose net worth had to be at least ten figures.

I took a seat at the right-hand side of the table and grabbed the decanter of wine. I was no aficionado, but it smelled complex. I was only eighteen, but Venus didn’t seem to care, and if I was being honest, I needed a drink. Just one; enough to take the edge off, but no more. I wasn’t going to let her get me drunk.

“Damn, that’s good.” I was a beer guy all the way, but this was some good wine.

I heard her whistle as she came closer – I swear to all the other gods it was the theme to the Andy Griffin Show – and she appeared with two steaming plates in her hand. She placed one at each table setting, pulled off the apron before sitting down, and tossed it haphazardly in the corner. She took her seat with a smile.

I couldn’t help but smile back; not because of her charms, but because the meal looked delicious: a filet mignon, baked potato, and broccoli on the side. I was literally a meat-and-potatoes guy, and she’d nailed what I was craving.

“You had to know this was my favorite meal?” I asked, cocking an eye at her.

“Guilty,” she smiled, and it still had no hypersexual effect on me. “I called your mother.”

I’d started to cut up my stake, but her words paralyzed me. In all the shit that had gone down, it hadn’t occurred to me to call my folks and let them know I was okay. Not only that I was okay, but I wasn’t some heartless criminal. They needed to know that I wasn’t what the UN, FBI, or even that mountain lion shifter Sheriff chick were saying about me.

“Don’t worry,” Venus gave my hand a pat, which sent a jolt of craving through me. It was nothing I couldn’t handle. It could easily have been that I was starving, and the meal looked damn good.

“You’ve been through hell the last week. No one expected you to remember to call home while running for your life. I spoke with your mother and father. I told them you were okay, and that this whole thing is a misunderstanding we’re going to clear up. They wanted me to send you their love, and we both thought this was the best way to do it,” Venus waved at the meal in front of me.

“The best way to a man’s heart is through his stomach,” I remembered what mom used to say as she baked cookies for dad. 

“Yeah, that’s easy for you to say,” I was still upset about not remembering to call the people who took me in and cared for me for the last decade. I tipped back the glass of wine and poured myself some more.

“Easy there, minor,” she grinned, but took a sip of her own glass. “Tell me about your parents.”

With them on my mind, it was easy to talk about. My dad liked to tinker. He was good with computers and taught me a thing or two. My Caeli mage friend, Brad, taught me more about the aspects of hacking, but Dad taught me the basic mechanics of how things worked.

Mom had a green thumb and loved to garden, which was the opposite of me. I killed the plants they sent home with us in middle school science, even though I watered them and faced them toward the light like I was supposed to. She always told me to keep on trying.

“And Aveena threatened to kill them,” I had a momentary spike of fear.

“No.” If Aveena was going to retaliate against my friends and family, she would have done it already. I had to assume they were safe for the time being. Anything less was just unacceptable.  

“They sound like lovely people,” Venus chewed thoughtfully on a broccoli stem. “They adopted you when you were ten?”

“Eight?” I corrected.

“So, you must not remember your biological parents?” she mused.

I told her what I did remember about my biological mother, but it wasn’t much. I’d lost the picture and pocket watch when running for my life. I asked if the cabal would be able to retrieve them.

“I hired a company to pack up everyone’s stuff from school and store it until this is settled. I’m sure the local police are watching the storage facility, but the only thing they’re going to see is how quick metal rusts in an upstate New York winter.”

I chuckled and thanked her.

She asked me about my interests, college, sports, and art. Although, I knew virtually zip about the last. Finally, we settled on history. I loved it, and she knew a lot about it.

“If you don’t mind me asking, when were you born?” I approached the subject delicately. We’d finished our meals, and I’d slipped my shoes off under the table.

Venus had tucked her feet under her just like Lilith had this morning, and was sipping her wine. “I don’t mind, but the short answer is I don’t know,” she sighed. “I was born, I know that much, but I don’t remember who my mother and father were; likely some primordial creatures that are long gone,” she waved the wine absentmindedly.

“I’m sorry,” I replied. I knew all about losing parents.

She laughed and placed a hand on my forearm, which sent a zap of static electricity up my arm. “That was so long ago, Cameron, I don’t even think the last glacial period had ended.”

A little bit of wine went down the wrong pipe, and I coughed violently while trying not to spill the scarlet liquid all over the white tablecloth. She came to the rescue and deftly took the glass from me.

“I’m good,” I took a few deep breaths, and tried to process what she’d just said.

The last glacial shift, or an ice age, ended over ten thousand years ago. I shuddered to think how her mind handled the passage of time. Decades would seem like minutes to her. It made me look at her in a whole new light, and I was happy she didn’t catch me staring like an idiot.

“Did you like the meal?” She placed the two wine glasses safely on the table and started to collect the plates.

“Please,” I jumped up. “Let me clean. You did the cooking, and it was delicious.”

“How very gentlemanly of you,” she smiled and stood back with her hands up in surrender.

I grabbed the plates and started taking them to the kitchen. There was a big sink, and whatever she’d used to cook was already cleaned up. I took off my long-sleeve shirt to avoid getting it soaked and got to work.

“I’ll just be in my room. Holler when you’re done,” she yelled, and I heard a door close somewhere in the suite.

“That was nice,” I told myself as I scraped uneaten remnants into a trash can and started to get off the stickier bits with a sponge before loading them into the dishwasher. “I can see what Dani was saying about some winner’s experiences.” I was already formulating questions about her time in ancient Egypt, Greece, Rome, and if she’d traveled to the Far East. “What was the Renaissance like? Did you fight in the Crusades? Did you witness the birth of America?” I wanted to know everything.   

Everything had been pleasant. She was easy to talk to, she had control of her natural charms and was able to turn them off, so it wasn’t succubus and man, but man and woman talking. The consideration for my adoptive parents was very touching, and I made a mental note to use the fancy new phone to call them the first chance I got.

There was a click of a door opening just as I placed the last dish in the washer. I turned to find Venus had changed. The mom jeans were gone, and replaced with a pair of black shorts. They weren’t too short or too long, but it was impossible to hide her toned legs. She’d switched her cooking shirt for a V-neck T. There was a hint of cleavage that caught my eye for a second longer than was appropriate, but what was out of the ordinary was some belt contraption with a holder on her hip containing a bottle of something.

“Come with me,” she beckoned, and I followed.

She led me to a door and a room that smelled heavily of incense and oils. Candles decorated the furniture, providing the only light, and in the center was a massage table. I stopped only a few feet inside the door, but it was enough for Venus to shut it behind me. I didn’t hear the lock click into place, dooming me, but there was still no getting out.

“You’ve been stressed since you got here, Cameron,” she spoke in the same easy and relaxed tone she had all night. “Get under the sheets and comfortable. Call me when you’re ready.” With that, she disappeared into the attached bathroom.

The moment the door closed, I thought about making a run for it, “but what would that accomplish?” She’d been nothing but a gracious host all night, attentive and kind. I’d look like a total ass if I ran. “You can do this,” I psyched myself up. “No means no.”

I removed my t-shirt and pants. I considered leaving my boxers on, but decided against it. That’s what the sheet was for. Completely disrobed, I quickly hurried to the table. The last thing I wanted was for her to walk out when my dick was flapping in the wind. Thank the gods she didn’t, and I quickly climbed under the sheet. I lay face down and put my head in the little holder sticking out of the top of the table. As I eased into position, I noticed something that made me freeze. There was a hole in the table for my twig and berries to go through.

“Uh oh,” I gulped.

“Did you say something?” The bathroom door opened, and I threw myself down on the table. My cock and balls slid smoothly through the makeshift glory hole, and I pulled the sheet tight as Venus approached.

“Relax, Cameron,” her voice washed over me and made my skin tingle. “I’ve been studying massage for hundreds of years. I even invented several styles. Her fingers sent shocks across my skin as she took the sheet and pulled it down to my waist, exposing my back. My heart rate subsided when she didn’t go any farther than that.

“I’m going to try several techniques on you. Let me know if the pressure is too much or too little.” There was a squirting noise as she pumped the bottle on her hip, and then her palms began to knead muscles I didn’t even know existed.

“Ohhh,” the exclamation was drawn out and involuntary as my head swam, and my mind felt like it had been dipped in honey. She worked her hands down my spine, and I was completely enthralled. All I could do was let out little groans here and there as hundreds of years of experience went into calming my body.

“Do you want this?” she asked.

“Yes. So good,” I mumbled. My lips were tingling, so I couldn’t say more.

“It is no secret that energy moves through the bodies of humans and supernaturals in certain ways,” she explained. I didn’t even notice she’d rolled up the sheet to expose my leg and was working on my calf. “The Chinese speak of chi, and the Indians, chakras. They’re both right, but they only scratch the surface.” Now the sheet was only covering my ass.

“They’re only human, so they can’t comprehend what they’ve really discovered,” she was working her fingers across the bottom of my feet. I swore to the gods – the ones that weren’t rubbing me down – that I could feel it in my scalp.

“I’ve spent the better part of my very long life learning everything I can about how energy, life, desire, and power interact with different species,” she made slow circles on my hamstrings, dug her knuckles into the muscles, and it made my cock stir from its massage-induced slumber.

“Most supernaturals think of power all wrong,” she scoffed. “They think if they can hit hard enough, then they’re an unstoppable force. Or if they are tough enough, an immovable object,” there was disdain in her tone as she worked her way back up to my spine. I didn’t even notice the sheet was on the ground now.

“Part of it is their short lifespans. Our realm is called the mortal realm for a reason. Somewhere in our magical lineage, the species lost the ability to live forever. Only the ancients retain that skill,” she worked my neck and I groaned, completely transfixed by her hands and words. “On average, the species here are stronger, but what does it matter if they die off every few hundred years?”

She lightly moved her fingernails back down my spine. It felt like raindrops hitting my flesh, and a shiver worked its way through my whole body. My cock gave an intrigued pulse.

“That brings me to you,” she stated. I inhaled the spicy fragrance of the room as her hands massaged my bare ass. “Most beings are two-dimensional, but not you, Cameron Dupree. You’re a Rubik’s Cube that only I know how to solve.”

The fingers of her right hand stabbed into specific points of my ass one at a time. When her middle finger hit its point and pulsed with power, my cock shot ramrod straight and smacked into the bottom of the table with a loud whack. The pain vanished as the fourth finger found its mystical pressure point.

When all five fingers were in place, I inhaled sharply. My head came out of the holster, my back arched, and my cock pulsed in tune with my frantic heartbeat. I couldn’t even breathe. Power, desire, pleasure, and pain rampaged through me.

“There we go,” she whispered in my ear, and then pressed the palm of her hand to my ass.

I came . . . hard. There was no fucking, sucking, hand job, or milking my prostate. She didn’t even touch my cock, but I was emptying my balls as my whole body spasmed in release. I didn’t see her move, but her hand was there. It brushed against my tip, eliciting a yelp of pleasure, as she made a cup of flesh to collect my seed. After an eternity, she removed her fingers and palm from my ass. My whole body sagged, completely exhausted, into the table.

I couldn’t even lift my head, as I breathed heavily into the mattress. “Did she just five-finger cum punch me?” My legs were still spasming from whatever the hell had just happened.

“Absolutely exquisite,” she brought her hand to her mouth and lapped at it like a kitten at a milk bowl. She closed her eyes and reached between her legs with her free hand. She leaned against the table for support as her eyelids flickered. After a second, she gave a full-body shiver and opened her eyes to bathe the room in ruby light. 

I might be able to put Lilith in a sex coma, but I barely slowed her mom down. Before I realized it, her hands were on me again.

“You are so much more than you know,” her voice was sultry and deep. Fingers pressed into me at different locations, and power flowed through me, around me, inside me. You name it, and it was happening.

I actually felt my sagging cock reverse course, and my balls fill back up with semen. We weren’t even close to done yet.

“Your problem is that you don’t know. You don’t understand how special you are.” Hands roamed my body, and the touch of her hot flesh against me made me shiver with primal need. “Let me show you.”

“Yeah,” I mumbled in my own little sex coma.

I don’t know what she did next, but I suddenly felt a ball of power at my core. I could see the bright white star of Ser Fredrick’s gifts, seized by the principle of “keep what you kill” in the bleeding grounds of the Fae. It was connected to me, a part of me, but still somehow separate; there for me to draw on as I needed.

“You can be strong and fast; work the gifts of the Fae to your advantage,” Venus whispered in my ear.

I instinctively tried to open my eyes and turn my face to gaze upon her beauty. I failed, but I caught a glimpse of the floor. I saw her black shorts and white V-neck in a pile below me. Then I felt the table move as she climbed onto my back. The added weight and power she applied to specific parts of me drove me crazy.

I tried to turn over so I could get my cock in her, or at least explore her wet pussy with my tongue, but she easily held me in place.

“Peace,” the words turned my bones to Jell-O, well . . . all but one.

The white-hot power of the Fae in me vanished as quickly as it had come. She worked me like an abacus; pushing and pulling, sometimes with a light touch, but others by pressing her hard nipples against my back, or sliding her strong thighs up my side. Time was inconsequential, and I had no concept of it in the sex haze she put me under, but I felt every touch and caress.

I don’t know how long it took, but eventually her movements grew hurried and harsh. She was searching for something, and she wasn’t finding it.

“Where are you?” she growled, and I felt the power shake my bones. For the first time, she purposefully touched my cock.

“Ah!” I cried as she rubbed her thumb over my damp, sensitive tip. Slowly, she gave it two strokes before letting it go.

I must have made some pathetic noise of disappointment, because she made a shushing sound in my ear and pressed a spot on my neck. I dissolved into nothingness again.

When I came back to my senses, I was on my back. My cock pointed at Venus’s pussy like a hunting dog directing its master toward prey, but I was the prey. Venus stood over me and frowned. Her body glistened from the massage oil she’d rubbed all over me, and it made me groan with a deep-seated need. I couldn’t imagine how I ever thought Lilith had better curves. Venus’s perky tits, flat stomach, and shapely thighs were utter perfection.

“Where are you?” she repeated, as she squatted down. For a moment, I thought she was going to drop down onto my waiting cock, but she straddled my quads instead.

She drew her fingernails up my shaft the way someone idly twirls a pencil in thought. It was torture to me, but I couldn’t protest. She tapped her chin in time with my heartbeat.

“Maybe?” she scooted forward, trailing a line of her juices up my chest, and came to sit just below my face.

My tongue stretched out, but was too short. Instead of letting me eat her out, she grabbed my head in both her hands and started running them through my hair. Pressure slowly started to build, and not in my cock. Venus knew she was onto something, and she moved closer. The tip of my tongue barely reached her clit, but I did what I could. Her chest started to heave; from my cunnilingus, or her effort, I wasn’t sure.

“Yes!” her back arced, thrusting her pussy into my face, and a deep wave of power spread through me.

With the power, I awakened. Fire flooded through my veins and into my muscles and bones. Lightning shot down my nerves, and memories surfaced.

I was about to die on the bleeding grounds, the sword that would pierce my heart was inches from me, and the blue-eyed man’s words gave me the power to be victorious. I saw the same man, lingering in a janitor’s closet, as Lilith slammed my cock into the back of her throat. Lastly, I imagined myself at the precipice of a cliff, white waves in front of me, contemplating a choice.

I moved. I picked Venus up off my face and threw her on her back. She opened her legs, ready and hungry, and I drove my cock balls deep into her. She moved her legs, so her calves rested on my shoulder, as I plowed into her. The fire and lightning built in my body, growing stronger with each thrust of my cock.

“Yes, Cameron, yes!” she screamed in sheer ecstasy. Her mouth had gone a little slack, and her eyes were slightly rolled into the back of her head.

I felt her walls tighten around me in her first orgasm, but I didn’t let up. The pressure inside me continued to build. She adjusted her legs mid-thrust, positioning her feet behind her own head in a display of flexibility that only drove me forward harder. My cock felt so huge, and the pressure built so much, I could swear I saw the outline of my tip poking up out of her abdomen as I stabbed into her with abandon.

“Aah . . .” It was her turn to moan nonsensically as I felt my own orgasm building.

All the fire and lightning rampaging through me was heading south, and it was going to burst forth in an explosion that would make Hiroshima look like a sparkler.

“I’m . . .” I could barely form words as I felt it begin.

Suddenly, Venus’s eyes snapped open, and she looked deep into my soul. “Cum inside me, Cameron. Give it all to me,” she commanded.

“Ah!” I didn’t even respond, just gave three final thrusts and busted a nut of epic proportions deep inside her.

“Yes!” she roared, a cross between human ecstasy and some long extinct creature of the Jurassic period.

“Ugh . . . fuck,” I grunted as my balls continued to constrict and dump seed into her.

Her legs flew from behind her own head to trap me and pull me closer. All the fire and lightning had exploded out of me and into her. I felt very-human weakness seeping into my body. My legs shook uncontrollably from where they were spread out behind me, and with my final thrust, the table had enough. Its back legs collapsed, and we went tumbling onto the ground. She kept me held tight, milking every last drop out of me.

When I was spent, she didn’t let up. My flaccid cock remained inside her as she breathed heavily and muttered something under her breath. I didn’t have the strength to move, much less pull out.

“Good boy, Cameron,” she stroked my hair. “You don’t disappoint.”

“Yeah,” I managed a weak smile. This was without a doubt the best sex I’d had, or would ever have. That was a sad thought.

“Don’t worry,” she read my body more than my thoughts. “You will not remember this. You will remember a home-cooked meal and stirring conversation. Nothing more,” she continued to stroke my hair, but now she started applying pressure to specific places, and pushing power into them.

“Wha . . .” my vision started to narrow, and darkness pressed in all around me.

“Sleep now, sweet prince,” she kissed me on the forehead, and I faded away.


Chapter 11

Aveena exhaled as she rolled her eyes in the elevator’s mirror. “Everything in this fucking town has mirrors,” she whispered to herself.

She found everything in Las Vegas to be an experiment in venality. Every man needed to have a chiseled jaw, sculpted physique, and perfectly coiffed hair. And the women . . . she felt sorry for the mortals that had to strut around this town on six-inch heels, in a size zero, a miniskirt with no maneuverability, perky tits, and a smile. None of it was real.

She could feel the toll it had taken on the natives. The same thing happened when you smiled for so long that your jaw ached. The entire town felt like that; a forced smile for everyone from the uber-rich to the midwestern couples here to see Celine. Everything was an act to keep the blood of the city flowing: money.

She had to admit, they were damn good at it, and it played into her mission. She needed people who could only operate in Sin City without drawing a second look.

The person that stared back at her from the mirror wasn’t the Aveena Foxbelle on her UN ID. The woman in the mirror – and it was a woman, not a girl – was slender and half a foot taller than Aveena. Her strawberry blonde hair came down to her shoulders in curls, and her face was cute as a button, not the high cheekbones and regal nose of the Fae that attended St. Vincent’s Academy. She was wearing a little black cocktail dress, but none of her assets were as pronounced as before. It was always easier to reallocate mass than create it from nothing. The only thing that hadn’t changed were her eyes. Stone, cold gray stared back at her just before the doors slid open.

A fit man in casual attire sat in the small lounge with a magazine in his hand. It allowed him to look at the elevator without really looking at it. Most people would miss the clear earpiece in his ear, but she didn’t. She nodded to him, but he was too professional to acknowledge the gesture. That was a good thing. She didn’t want anyone unprofessional at this critical juncture. 

She’d chosen the Flamingo as the HQ for this operation and had the resources to rent out several rooms for privacy, as well as the rooms surrounding them as a security buffer. The hotel thought they were hosting a bunch of suits here for a conference. A dozen men had shown up in suits, but they weren’t accountants. They’d also shown up with cases designed to defeat metal detectors, and the other systems the casinos had put in place to discourage people from carrying firearms in the hotels.  Those systems were enough to stop the occasional nutjob with a hunting rifle, but they didn’t stop people whose job it was to defeat those types of precautions.

Aveena strutted down the hall to her room and knocked. The spyhole in the door darkened for a moment before it opened. “Ma’am,” her new troll stood there, blocking any light that tried to leave the room with his sheer mass.

He stepped aside, and she entered a space that looked more like NASA mission control than a resort suite. Humans and changelings on laptops and tablets moved between the rooms with efficiency. The doors between rooms had been thrown open to ensure as much space was available as possible. Cameras with telescopic lenses covered by camouflage and magical wards lined the windows, along with directional microphones and other technological doodads she knew nothing about.

“I’ve got cameras twenty through twenty-three coming online,” announced a man with a pronounced South African accent. He had a rough look about him that would have screamed soldier if not for the man bun, thousand-dollar sunglasses he continued to wear inside, and a “what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas” t-shirt he picked up in the gift shop.  

“Throw them to me, and configure them with the algorithm,” Saffron stated. The dryad was strutting around the room like she owned the place in a skimpy little outfit that was doing its best to create a wardrobe malfunction. Even from here, Aveena could smell the pheromones the Fae was putting out to the South African man. If they were ever left alone, Aveena was going to see a huge bill for room damages.

Saffron was in the process of throwing the man a grin and licking her lips when she spotted Aveena. “Ma’am,” she blushed a little, but not enough to show she was really embarrassed by her behavior. It was just enough to acknowledge that she’d been caught and her extracurricular pursuits wouldn’t fuck with the mission.

Aveena might know Saffron, but if she screwed this up, Aveena would have her head, and the head of everyone who failed her. “And then mom will take mine.” It was a cruel circle of death she was working with.

Aveena watched a man in the next room disassemble, clean, and reassemble a deadly looking assault rifle. That they were ready for imminent violence reassured her. “Give me an update,” she stood her ground in the center of the room and made everyone come to her.

“We’ve got all the entrances and exits of Caesars, the Bellagio, and the MGM Grand covered. The cabal has an interest in just about every place on the strip, except here and the Nugget, but we’re pretty sure the target is at Caesars.”

The Flamingo had tried their best to stay out of the cabal’s business for decades, and the Golden Nugget was the only foothold real organized crime had in the city. They’d been backed into a corner by the cabal since they set the foundation, but there was a détente in place. As long as no one fucked with the other’s business, it was all live and let live.

“We’ll run facial recognition on everyone in and out of those resorts. We’ve got a backdoor to the LVPD systems and will be able to piggyback on them to the federal servers as long as no one looks too closely at the data usage,” Saffron grinned. “I’ve also got cameras up in the places the cabal actually runs people in and out of. They’ve got a couple of secret entrances. All very cloak and dagger, but I’ve been around the block a time or two. You wouldn’t believe what a man will do for a quickie,” she shot a saucy look over her shoulder at the South African mercenary. “I’ve also got eyes on a few of the safehouses, and have tagged the imps I know who work courier duty to see if they’ll lead me to anything interesting.”

The dryad was practically salivating over all the power at her fingertips, and that was fine, as long as she didn’t lose sight of the mission.

“What are our chances?” Aveena asked the only question that really mattered.

“If the target comes out of one of these exits, we’ll spot him. We’ve got pictures loaded, and I have a high confidence we can identify and track,” the South African obviously made the pitch his client wanted to hear.

“Fifty-fifty,” Anna Seatwig gave a no-nonsense reply. The selkie was sitting on the bed just staring at the ceiling. After a few days in the desert, she was getting restless. She’d been able to arrange a few photo-ops and interviews in the city to explain her reason for being here, but being so far from the sea was clearly getting on her nerves.

Saffron shot her a glare. The two Fae clearly didn’t get along, but they knew to put their shit aside when the boss was here. The dryad nodded her agreement. “From what I’ve heard, the target took a Fae’s gifts.”

“That’s not exactly how it happened,” Aveena thought, but if it got her people to take the issue seriously, then she was fine with them spreading that rumor.

“The thing is,” Saffron looked down at the floor and shifted her feet guiltily. “The Usurper lives at Caesars. If the target is able to learn our secrets from him . . .” she let the rest trail off.

Aveena tried not to let her anger show. It wouldn’t help her accomplish the mission if she snatched the tablet off a passing human and smashed it over his head, thereby cracking several of his cervical vertebrae. That would just be a waste. Still, her glamour rippled as rage coursed through her. “It would have been nice if someone told me WHO THE FUCK I WAS GOING UP AGAINST,” she seethed, but got it under control.

“We won’t be able to catch him on camera,” Aveena came to the same conclusion as the dryad, and fifty-fifty were not good enough odds to bet her life on. “See if we can get some of the cameras to recognize a Fae glamour.”

She knew it was possible. Human mages had created runes at the immigration checkpoints around the permanent portals. It didn’t allow them to see a Fae’s true form, but it was enough to identify if they were wearing a glamour.

Aveena sighed, but knew what she had to do. Plan A had fallen apart outside Vincent’s Hollow. Plan B was just as likely to fail as succeed. Plan C was something she was still formulating, but called for a lot of plastic explosives. She needed an insurance policy, something that, if she failed, might save her head. It wouldn’t save her honor, but that might be a price she had to pay.

Her decision made, she spun on her heel and headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” Saffron called after her.

“To make a deal with the devil,” she sighed, and stepped.

***

It didn’t take long to get where she was going. A few dozen long strides and she found herself in front of a set of wards so bright she had to look away. In the Land Between, something this bright shouldn’t have existed, but so much power had created a bleed-through effect. The blazing light kept everything unwanted out. She couldn’t even cross this threshold if Cameron Dupree was right on the other side of it giving her the finger. Hell, the wards around Caesars weren’t this powerful.

She stepped right up to the edge and stepped back into reality. Damp, cold, and the overwhelming smell of pine hit her like a sensory sledgehammer. She involuntarily shivered. It wasn’t the temperature in this place, but what it represented. In front of her was a cold iron gate. It was a flagrant violation of all the treaties signed between Fae and humanity, but the people who lived behind this gate didn’t give a shit about that. They were an ancient bloodline of warriors, and in their opinion, if the Fae had a problem, they could come down here themselves. As far as Aveena knew, no one had taken them up on it.  

Next to the gate was a buzzer. No high-tech security apparatus; just a buzzer. With a trembling finger, she hit the button. There was a click, and all she heard was the breathing on the other end.

“I . . .I’ve got a job for you,” she hated that she sounded weak and afraid, “and request your Hospitality under the covenants.”

Hospitality, with a capital H, was an ancient, powerful concept. Inviting someone into your home and guaranteeing their safety bound the host and guest to act in good faith. The resulting gea could do terrible things to the being that violated guesting laws; death was probably the most painless of the penalties.

Only recently had the practice begun to wane. You could blame Hollywood. The movie with the gangster who invited everyone over to dinner, and then bludgeoned a man to death with a baseball bat, was a particularly good example of how the world was going to hell in a handbasket. That, or the TV show where everyone went to a wedding that ended with several characters having their throats slit. If Aveena paid more attention to pop culture, she’d remember their names. The only thing that really mattered was that the masses embraced the idea that anyone could do anything to anyone without retribution. 

Suffice it to say, things didn’t work the same for near-immortal supernaturals as vanilla humans. People might no longer have any concept of the true meaning of hospitality, but the person on the other side of the cold iron gate sure as hell did, and they would be bound by their word not to harm Aveena. Of course, there were always paths to get around a gea, but it didn’t do the Fae any good thinking about the ways she could wind up with her own throat slit.      

The next second seemed to take an eternity, but then there was a loud buzz, and the gate opened a few inches. She’d rather have heard someone swear an oath, but this would have to do. She used her boot to kick the gate open a few feet, and had to squeeze through the small opening before it swung back and locked behind her. She gulped, but raised her chin and walked forward up a sloped driveway. The trees that lined the asphalt were old, tall, and strong. Just like the feel of this place. It was a place of power, and had been for a very long time. That’s why the family had chosen it.

When she finally reached the top, there were three buildings. The first looked like a barn about to collapse in on itself. Scaffolding was set up around it, and it looked like someone was about to put Humpty Dumpty back together again. The second was a small, stone chapel that had a few centuries under its belt. The weathered stones had taken the best nature could throw at them and survived.

Lastly, there was a large house, all wood and windows, situated among the trees. It was the opposite of the other two structures; ultra-modern, and all white and light grays from what she could see. She felt like a voyeur as she surveyed the home, but her senses were on high alert. Her insurance policy could put her in a premature grave if she upset the people who lived here. She took another deep breath and headed toward the house.

“The chapel,” a voice said in her head.

She nearly tripped over nothing as fear rippled through her. Mental attacks were something the youngest Fae children were able to defend against, and this person had stripped aside her normal defenses like they were nothing. Aveena turned to the chapel and wrapped layers and layers of glamour around her mind. It reduced her situational awareness to a faint buzz, but what good was it when someone could fuck with your mind? There were some things worse than death.

She slowly approached the chapel. Its heavy wooden door was ajar, so she pushed it open to see a space of light and shadow. Light flooded in through the high, stained-glass windows; a rainbow of hues crisscrossed rotten pews that were collapsing in on themselves, but all light abruptly stopped at the foot of the stairs leading up to the altar. Aveena felt for wards, but found none, so she carefully stepped over the threshold.

Bang. The door swung shut behind her and made her jump. A small laugh echoed from deep within the altar’s shadow.

“This is like a shitty Halloween movie,” Aveena tried to remain calm. “The person who goes alone into the creepy church always gets killed by the guy with the chainsaw.”

There was no rumble of someone starting up such a device; not that it would cut her anyway, but that didn’t stop the coldness that crept into her bones.

“I’ve got a job for you,” she said, more confident than she felt, “Van Helsing.”

As if the name was the magic word, the light penetrated the barrier around the altar. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, her back to Aveena, was the person the noble Fae had come to see. She wore loose, white karate gi pants. Her back was bare except for the thin strap of her sports bra. The thin strip of latex did nothing to hide the tattoo of three concentric rings covering the majority of her back. Each ring had what looked like chicken scratch etched into it. Seeing the symbology was enough for Aveena to know she’d made a horrible mistake. You didn’t enter the den of a sleeping bear and punch it in the nose. She wanted to run screaming from the room. Only the thought of her mother’s battle axe coming down on her neck kept her rooted in place.

In comparison to the Fae, humans only had an adolescent understanding of magic. Most people thought that was because the Revelation was less than forty years ago. The Fae let people believe that, but the old mage families knew better. For millennia, the Fae had financed a magical cleansing of humanity. People today would call it genocide, but to the Fae, it was a simple strategy: you wanted to keep your enemy weak.

Aveena had nothing to do with that policy, but the woman sitting in front of her was from one of the bloodlines that had survived the historical purges. When the Fae infiltrated Christianity and brought about the Inquisition, this woman’s family had survived. In the last few centuries, they’d even thrived. The stories about the Van Helsings were about as true as the old myths and legends concerning supernaturals; mostly wrong, but with a few sprinkles of truth.

The part they got right was that the Van Helsings were monster hunters. They’d hunted just about everything the supernatural world could throw at humanity, and if Aveena wasn’t mistaken, the woman in front of her had some of her family’s ancient foes tattooed in a half-sleeve between her left shoulder and elbow. There were shifters, vampires, Fae of all sorts, and in a place of prominence . . . a dragon.   

What the stories got wrong was that the Van Helsings weren’t just your average humans; they were mages, extremely powerful mages. Thus, Aveena’s fear of the chicken scratch.

It might not look like much, but what looked like a drunken tattoo artist’s epic failure was actually the source code of this realm’s magical power. That was why the Fae had been periodically eradicating humanity’s magical population. If humans didn’t know the language of their magic, they were the next best thing to weak and helpless. The Van Helsings knew how to manipulate the magic of this realm better than just about every other mage alive; at the same level, or better, than most Fae could in their home realm.

As far as Aveena’s intelligence was concerned, the Van Helsings were one of five bloodlines that retained the knowledge. It made them incredibly formidable, and if the rumors were true, they were able to pass down the family’s collective knowledge through a blood ritual. So, the woman sitting by the altar in front of Aveena might just be a human mage, but she had the accumulated magical knowledge of her entire family dating back millennia.  That combination of power and knowledge gave the noble Fae pause.  

Today, what made other Fae hesitate drove Aveena forward.

“Speak, child.” The woman’s derogatory tone made Aveena bite her tongue until it bled, but she didn’t lash out. “What do you want?”

“I want you to kill someone,” Aveena stated, and the woman laughed. Not the single laugh from before, but a full-throated holler that made birds take flight and rats skitter away.

“And why should I kill anyone for you, Fae?”

Van Helsing turned to regard Aveena. She wasn’t old, but she wasn’t young. She’d lost the glow of youth and replaced it with the forged steel of experience, patience, and willpower. She was also fucking ripped. An eight-pack, defined biceps and triceps underneath the tattoos, and veins that popped all over her body. More chicken scratch encircled her neck like a garrot, and when she blinked, there were even symbols etched into her eyelids. She looked like a super-scary badass that should be part of some fringe group living in the mountains plotting the downfall of the government. 

That was another thing that stories didn’t get completely right about the famous family. Sure, they killed monsters, but there was a skewed motivation behind that. The Van Helsings were the type of people who fervently supported the WRA. They disliked anything non-human at a very deep level, and their ideology was ironclad; no room for negotiation or mercy. Aveena wasn’t going to go around calling them speciesists, but they clearly thought the only beings that mattered were humans. The Fae ranked above vampires, werewolves, dragonspawn, and other half-breeds the Van Helsings detested, but not by much. Certainly not enough for her to take Aveena’s deal without a good reason.

Good thing she had one. “Cameron Dupree.”

Van Helsing paused, which was enough for Aveena to know she had her attention. A creepy pair of white irises, only a shade darker than her sclera, studied Aveena thoughtfully. Aveena didn’t meet the older woman’s eyes. Instead, they wandered over Van Helsing’s muscular, athletic body.

She wasn’t big, tall, or intimidating, which was what you’d think from someone of her reputation, but the evidence of battle was written all over her. Scars covered parts of her chest and shoulders. She’d covered some of them up with normal tattoos, but there were even more ancient magical symbols written across her flesh.

An All Seeing Eye – not the crap the Venetians marked their servants with – but the actual rune was tattooed around her naval. It allowed the woman to pull back the layers of reality to see the true workings of magic in the world. More markings worked their way down the insides of both her forearms. What they said, Aveena didn’t know. Twin pentagrams adorned the back of Van Helsing’s hands. In the light that streamed in from the window, they all glinted metallic silver.

Aveena hissed at the sight. Most of Van Helsing’s tattoos weren’t drawn with ink, but a metallic polymer that made them three-dimensional. Her skin had been cut apart, the mixture poured into the wounds, and then sealed back up with magic. The pain must have been extraordinary, but those tattoos gave the Van Helsings an edge against nearly everyone they came across. They worked their mystical art through Theurgy circle magic, which was normally a versatile, but long and drawn-out process. The Van Helsings had inscribed circles, runes, and wards into their very bodies, increasing their power, and allowing for quick casting of everything from simple to very complex spellwork.

For instance, it was well known that the Van Helsings had invented not only silverbane but developed cold iron as well. With thought and power, the woman in front of Aveena could transfigure mundane household items into the bane of the Fae’s existence, literally turning anything into a weapon that could kill her.

“Cameron Dupree,” the corner of Van Helsing’s mouth turned up as Aveena tried not to think about how easily this woman could kill her, guesting rights or not. “I’ve heard about him.”

“He’s staying at Caesars Palace, a guest of Venus,” Aveena stated.

“I won’t move against the succubus queen,” Van Helsing stated flatly, “but he won’t be under her protection forever.”

“I’ll pay you two million dollars,” Aveena sweetened the pot, but it did nothing to enthuse the hunter.

“I’d kill Dupree for free. You have no idea what he is, the scourge that he represents to my world,” anger flashed in the woman’s eyes. “But I will take your money and kill him when he loses the old god’s protection. It won’t last forever,” she smiled, and despite being human, Aveena felt like she was looking at an undersea predator’s rows of serrated teeth.

“Then we have an agreement. If I fail, you will kill him,” there was a flex as magic solidified in the air around them. An agreement made in magic was more than just words or writing.

“We do. Now leave here, child, before I decide to rid this world of one more interloper,” the darkness coalesced back around the altar, and before Van Helsing completely vanished from sight, Aveena was out the door and running down the hill. She threw herself through the open gate and stepped. The Land Between felt warm and cozy as she headed back to Vegas.

Human practitioners called themselves a bunch of things. Mage was the most common, but some were wizards, sorcerers, enchanters, etc. What most people didn’t call themselves, especially women, was a witch. There was a negative connotation throughout history, and people stayed clear of the word. Not Monica Van Helsing. She was a witch, and proud of it. 

People called her the wicked witch – not to her face – because then she might kill them on the spot. Still, as an insurance policy, the wicked witch was as good a guarantee as there was in this realm. If Aveena failed to get Cam, Van Helsing wouldn’t. Then, Aveena could deliver his head to her mother. It wasn’t the Lady of Winter’s will, but coming back with a head was better than nothing at all.

She’d take whatever punishment her mother dealt out, but a woman like Ymira Foxbelle could always use a new head to mount on her trophy wall.


Chapter 12

“Is he awake?” a voice grated in my ear like nails on a chalkboard a moment before someone dug a finger into my spleen.

“Go away, mom. Five more minutes,” I shut my eyes tighter and tried to bring back the warm embrace of sleep.

“Let’s go, Cam. You’re going to be late,” another voice echoed louder, but it only made me shut my eyes tighter.

“Go away,” I had no idea what was going on, but all I wanted to do was sleep.

“Ah,” I smiled into my pillow when the reply was blessed silence. I was halfway back to sleep when there was a violent jerk, the pull of gravity, and the unyielding floor smacked me in the face.

“What the fuck?” I growled; all thoughts of sleep gone as I tried to untangle myself from my sheets. They clung to me like a two-dollar whore who I’d stiffed.

“Look who is finally awake,” Dani stood over me with the mattress in one hand.

“Geez, Sergeant Hard Ass,” I groaned as my stomach did somersaults. “I . . .” something jumped into my throat as my stomach violently rebelled.

I jumped to my feet, shouldered aside Fern and Dani, and made a beeline for the bathroom. I barely got the seat up before rancid sludge poured out of me. The smell hit me, and I retched some more. I was pretty sure I was dying as more and more sludge came out of me. Eventually, I had nothing left, and I sat with my head on the cold porcelain as my hand felt around for the flusher.

“Master,” Fern got there first, and the smell lessened as the hotel’s plumbing took care of the problem.

“Whoa,” Dani stopped at the door and waved her hand in front of her face. “Did you drink your weight in wine last night?”

“Last night?” My memory was a little hazy. The only thing on my mind was the purple tinge to the cream-colored wall behind the toilet.

“Your time with Venus,” Dani knelt down next to me and gave me a closer look. “You son of a bitch, you actually did it.” I peeked an eye open and saw the dwarf smiling. “If you fucked her, I’d smell her cream all over your dick. Since you smell like ass, and clearly haven’t showered, you actually resisted Venus fucking Venitas. Color me impressed.”

As she spoke, the details of the night came back to me. “You told me yourself,” I struggled to my feet and wobbled enough that Fern reached out to steady me. My stomach physically hurt from the puking, but I felt better. “Sometimes it’s not about fucking. She made dinner, we talked, and apparently I drank too much,” I shrugged as I moved back toward the bedroom while ignoring the cramping in my gut.

Dani didn’t lose the respectful expression, and I knew word of this would make its way back to Lilith. That made me happy. Resisting her mother’s charms, even if she never put the moves on me, was going to be good for our little harem.

“Happy succubus, happy life,” I made a tweak to the old saying, but it still worked.

“You not getting sucked off by the boss is great and all, but we’re still going to be late,” Dani stood over where I sat on the edge of the bed.

“Shit,” now I remembered what she was talking about.

Training with Peter had been scheduled this morning; partly, I’m sure, because he knew I was having dinner with Venus and wanted to fuck with me. I had training scheduled all day, starting with the other First to assess my abilities, and later with Lark. The Fae was going to try and instruct me on the new gifts I possessed. If I did well enough, I’d be able to go to the porn expo where Dani and Lilith had bought me a VIP pass.

I felt like if I had a solid month, I could learn just about anything after what Dani, Xamira, and I had gone through leading up to the fight with the troll knight. This time, I only had a week, and that was pushing it. Sure, I was motivated; who wouldn’t be if they had a backstage pass to titty and ass central station? I was still an eighteen-year-old, red-blooded, American man; even if my definition of “man” might have slightly changed.

“This is gonna suck,” I groaned, but bucked myself up. Worst-case scenario, I unleashed a projectile vomit attack on Peter. The Pegasus might just let me go back to sleep after that.

“Master, what shall I do?” Fern just stood in the middle of the room as Dani and I headed for the door. I’d passed out in shorts and a t-shirt, and that was good enough to fight in.

“Why don’t you clean up,” my mouth answered before my brain caught up.

My face paled, and I turned to apologize. I didn’t want Fern scraping my dried vomit off the bathroom wall. Talk about demeaning, but she was standing there with a big smile on her face. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have thought she’d just been given a raise and the day off. 

“Yes, Master!” she beamed and practically skipped to the bed to strip it and run a laundry load.

“That girl is weird,” I tried not to think too much about it. I had other things to concentrate on.

We rode the elevator down to the subterranean levels. Unlike the magically-enhanced penthouse space, these floors were done the old-fashioned way. Dug out of the earth, reinforced with steel, concrete, and shoved full of everything a supernatural, paramilitary force needed to train. The workout section was fucking huge. It followed an open concept design, and despite it being early, there were dozens of people present.

There was a uniform vibe from the young men and women sparring on the mats, engaging in some yoga, tai chi, or Pilates, and lifting in the weights section. Hell, the hyperdense metals used in supernatural workout equipment weighed a few hundred pounds a plate, and some of the stronger-looking fellas were lifting a solid half-ton. It was pretty clear everyone here was an imp. They were the backbone of the cabal, working in everything from VIP protection to cyber security. There was a grace, speed, and strength to them that spoke to their half-supernatural bloodline.

Most ignored Dani and me as we passed them, but a familiar mocha-skinned woman with two full tattoo sleeves gave us a smile, a wave, and walked over to intercept us.

“You look better,” I gave Xamira a smile.

She did. There was a bit of a glow back to her features, and her eyes weren’t puffy and red. She’d had time to mourn her dead brother, and while she hadn’t moved on, there was acceptance in her stance.

“And you look like shit,” she raised an eyebrow at Dani.

“Looks like her whit is all better too,” I shook my head and smiled. Over the past few days, I’d missed the imp who’d trained me how to fight dirty.

“You know you’re representing me this morning,” Xamira frowned as she looked me over. “Did you have to go on a bender last night?”

“I will have you know . . .” I started to defend myself, but was drawing a big blank. I didn’t remember getting plastered, but most people didn’t when they got blackout drunk. “. . . yeah, I guess I did,” I sighed dramatically. “But don’t worry, that’s not on you.”

“You do remember I’m the one who taught you to fight,” Xamira’s face hardened by the second. “The critique Peter gives you will be a reflection of me and my skills.”

My temper wasn’t exactly cool this morning since Dani tossed me on the floor as casually as she took her morning dump. “What the fuck does it matter?” I snapped. “You helped me beat a fucking troll. From what I understand, a bunch of the imps here probably couldn’t have done that; so, everyone can suck a dick for all I care.” I huffed, I puffed, and I deflated under the weight of my own anger.

“Seems like someone isn’t getting enough on the regular,” Dani stated. “I’ll talk with Lilith.”

“Ugh!” I growled, but it did nothing to intimidate the ladies. It was tough when they had already seen my O-face.

“Dupree!” a voice boomed across the space, and the other imps stopped what they were doing for a moment to watch. “Front and center.”

“I’m not some fucking soldier . . . front and center my ass . . .” I mumbled under my breath as I left the dwarf and imp to plan on who would milk my balls later.

“Reporting as ordered, sir,” I snapped off a shitty salute, and Peter frowned at me.

He didn’t mention my scruffy appearance, ratty clothes, or the cologne of day-old wine and stomach acid that wafted off me. He stood tall and strong, his overly-muscled chest bare, a black belt around his waist, and loose white pants that looked like something Ralph Macchio would wear. He looked ready to train, and I looked like shit.

“I’m here to evaluate your skill level,” he began. “I understand you’ve had a few months of cabal training, and I will determine how much more you’ll need.” It was clear he didn’t think I was up to the cabal’s standard. “It is important that you can not only defend yourself, but the harem as well. As the First, you are the last line of defense for Lilith, but you are also a potential weakness. Someone may use you as a way to hurt Lilith, and you need to be able to take care of yourself.”

“You’re speaking to the choir, buddy,” I kept the remark to myself.

That’s what the entire last few weeks of my life had been. Sure, Aveena was pissed at me fucking up her Fae banging ceremony, but it all started to go downhill when Lilith stepped in. When I tried to make peace, Aveena even said she wanted to hurt her half-sister. Peter didn’t need to tell me about people using me to get to Lilith. I’d already lived that.

“Prepare yourself. We will begin in five minutes,” Peter ended his little speech, and I started to stretch. I didn’t want to pull my groin or any other important part of me. After all, Dani and Xamira were planning on someone fucking me later, and if I was being honest with myself, I needed a good release.

Five minutes came and went, and I faced off against Peter. Xamira acted as the referee and waved us into action. I didn’t hesitate. I’d been playing defense for so long, I just wanted to be the first to hit somebody. I sprang forward and lashed out in a combination just like the imp taught me. I was quick and controlled, I didn’t overextend and set myself up to be dismantled, and I did my damned best to hit the Pegasus in his perfect, Ken-doll face.

Of course, I couldn’t. He was a twenty-five-hundred-year-old, rare shifter, from a begotten age of magic, who could fly and had a fucking horn that grew out of his head. He evaded my strikes while using the least amount of energy possible. It was infuriating because that meant I was missing him by inches. I could feel the almost sensation of our skin touching every time my fist flashed by his face. He backed up as I continued to drive forward, and I knew he was looking for an opening. Just like with Ser Fredrick, I knew one hit from Peter and I’d be down, and in a real fight, dead.

Good thing I had some tricks up my own sleeve. I fell into the zone sometime around my third combination, and my sight flared to life. I knew I was safe on the attack until it flared a warning. I threw myself to the side an instant before Peter struck. He would have knocked my head off if he had hit me, but I executed a textbook combat roll and came back up on the balls of my feet to press the attack again.

“So, it’s true,” he wasn’t even breathing hard as he moved around my strikes like a stream around a rock. “I wasn’t sure I believed the reports Xamira was sending.”

I heard a scoff from our referee just before another warning flared in my mind. This time, it was accompanied by the aura of what was to come. Now, I was on the defensive. I knew Peter was pulling his punches. Still, he made Muhammad Ali look slow and clumsy. Getting hit would hurt way more than a bee sting. I managed a solid defense, falling into a rhythm that felt second nature. I hadn’t fought in what felt like an eternity, but the death of the troll wasn’t even a week ago. If anything, I was more rested and confident than before.

If I was a proper supernatural, that might have been my undoing, but I’d spent too much time as a vanilla human. When we mundanes got overconfident, someone always brought us down to size. I don’t know how long Peter and I tangoed, but eventually, I saw an opening. I dodged under his blow and wrapped up his legs. I could have sworn a look of surprise flashed across his face as he went down. I followed him and executed about the only ground move I knew. Xamira hadn’t spent much time on my ground game. The one time she’d gotten me down, I bit her on the inside of her leg, and she hit me with a full dose of sex magic.

I couldn’t think about eating her out, her riding my cock like some cowgirl, or Lilith breaking her spine in retribution. I focused on trying to get the shifter’s arm in a lock. I succeeded in getting my legs across his chest, keeping him pinned, getting his arm secured, and torquing it back. It was textbook, and I grinned as I waited to hear him tap out. Instead, he laughed.

I promised not to be overconfident, but I still forgot one thing. This wasn’t me and Xamira. Xamira could make this move work. I couldn’t. Still laughing, Peter lifted me up off the ground, and I hung from his arm like a cat clinging to a telephone line. Hindsight being twenty-twenty, I should have let go. Instead, I held on as he turned over and smashed me face-first into the padded ground. There was a crack, and I felt warm blood on my chin.

“You broke my fucking nose!” I roared as I struggled to my feet.

Peter was still chuckling as he stood up casually. “Not bad, Dupree, but . . .” I didn’t let him finish.

I felt the ball of molten heat and light in my chest, and I grabbed it. I cocked back my fist and launched it towards Peter’s smug, fucking face. My hand blurred, flashed out of existence for a second, before a much louder crack echoed through the training center. The imps who’d gone back to their workouts froze. Not just because of the crack, but because my punch picked Peter up off the ground and launched him across the room.

I launched myself right after him. I pushed off with one leg, and the power coursed through me. I covered the distance just as Peter was righting himself. I clenched my fists together, brought them over my head, and intended to bring them down on Peter’s skull, but the Pegasus rolled away. I missed him, but the floor wasn’t so lucky. The whole room shook as I cratered the ground for several feet around me. For a moment, I was shocked, and then Peter’s foot smashed into my side.

I shot across the room, skipping across the ground like a stone on the surface of a lake. I rolled the last ten feet and ended up in a heap.

“Stand down, Dupree,” Peter stalked toward me, his face serious.

I shook my head out. I was dizzy from the roll, but I wasn’t hurt. My side throbbed for a few seconds, but then I was good. I jumped to my feet and faced the shifter. I met his eyes, saw his surprise, gave him a savage grin, and launched myself back into the fray.

Shockwaves blasted the room as we danced. It reminded me of Dani and Chloe’s fight in the bathroom, except this time it had the imps running for safety. I caught Peter across the jaw again and sent him staggering, just for me to take a blow to the gut that launched me into the ceiling. Debris rained down around me, but I caught myself on the fall and was able to avoid the roundhouse kick that might have taken my head off. I turned the dodge into a tackle when I hit the ground and smashed into his muscled chest. He rained down blows onto my back, and I rained them into his sides. I barely even felt it as we stampeded through the weight equipment, until I noticed there was a bar in my hand, and I was swinging it toward Peter’s head. It made contact with a gong and launched the shifter back across the room. I dropped the bar, barely even registering that it weighed several hundred pounds, and shot after him.

I was almost on top of him when an uppercut slammed into my chin. I saw stars as I shot away from Peter. The ceiling wasn’t enough to stop my momentum, and I dug an angled gash for a dozen feet before physics won out, and I fell back to the floor.

“I should have seen that coming,” I let the anger that fueled this fight subside, and took stock. The more I thought about it, the more I was sure my limited precognition was gone.

Sure, I could hit like a fucking tank, and take equal punishment in return, but I didn’t see where those shots were coming from. It left me vulnerable.

“Stop,” I held out my hand to Peter, who looked like he was about to pounce on me. His lip was bloody, and there was a fire in his eyes that made me believe he was the ancient creature of myth. 

Despite the urge to do battle, my word brought him up short. “You back with me, Dupree?” With that statement, I felt that despite everything, he had still pulled his punches. I might have been trying to wreck him, but he was trying not to wreck me or the training room.

“Yeah,” I rubbed my jaw, but the pain was already fading. As I took a few deep breaths, the great ball of fire in me winked out. Exhaustion hit every inch of my body, and I wobbled on my feet.

Xamira came out of nowhere and caught me before I fell. She eased me down onto my ass with a mix of worry and wonder written all over her face. “Gods, Cam,” she wiped the blood off my lips. My nose had healed during the fight, but the blood was still spread across my lower face like warpaint. “That was hot,” she gave me a smile that said we could have some fun later.

“Xamira, you’re shift begins in ten minutes. Get going.” Peter was there, standing over us, and giving her a warning look. We both knew what would happen if my penis found its way between Xamira’s legs.

She quickly left, and then it was just the two of us. He loomed over me; primal power, muscles, and a fat cock that even his loose pants couldn’t disguise.

“Fucking shifters.”

After a few seconds, he extended a hand and pulled me to my feet.

“Sorry,” it hurt nearly as much as the ache in my bones to apologize to the man. After all, he was the one who broke my nose and started this.

“Don’t apologize,” he replied. “You break it, you buy it. I’ll get with the contractor and have him send you the bill.”

Just when I was starting to tolerate him, he went and said something like that. I took a good look around at the ruined mats, the battered floor, the large chunks of ceiling missing, and the mangled heaps of metal that had been workout equipment.

“So much for the hundred grand I made last night,” I groaned.

“You still need more training,” Peter continued his impressive ability to continue to piss me off. “Not as much as I thought, but still some. You need to learn to control your strength. Imagine if Lilith was ambushed on a street full of people. If you fought like you did today, there would be dozens of dead humans. You don’t want that on your conscience, and the cabal doesn’t want the attention.”

“Damn it,” I hated when he was right.

“We’ll build on what Xamira taught you and teach you our style of combat. You’ll have many teachers,” the smile he gave me said that if we did fisticuffs every day, I’d be penniless in a week. “Speaking of which. . .” the elevator dinged, and a creature stepped out.

“Looks like I missed all the fun,” it said in Lark’s voice.

For whatever reason, the Fae had decided to shed his glamour. He wasn’t overly tall, only about six feet from his two hooves to the top of his head. His bottom half was goat legs covered in brown fur. Despite the drawings of satyrs with a loincloth or armor, Lark was naked, and his furry cock swung back and forth as he stomped towards us. He had to duck under a pull-up rack that had been tossed in his path by the fight. Despite the metal contraption being closer to eight feet tall, the satyr had to duck so his horns didn’t get caught in the metal.

They were a couple of feet tall, big, black, curled, and reminded me of when Hellboy went full devil. Not the new one with the guy from Stranger Things, but the OG Hellboy with Ron Perlman. They curled around and up to make a quasi-crown on his head. I could almost see the little flaming crown from the movie resting between them. Lark’s face was humanoid, but blockier, with a neatly trimmed beard the same color as the rest of his fur. He seemed much more solid in his true form than in his glamour. I was pretty confident he’d been the god Pan at one point, but as I studied him closer, I could see the outline of other deities in his features. If Morgan’s comments were to be believed, and he had a naughty streak, I could see him being the inspiration for Baphomet. He looked a lot like that statue in the Sabrina Netflix show.

“Yes, you missed quite an evaluation,” Peter gave a heavy sigh. “It looks like our time is up,” he turned back to me. “I’ll get you a training schedule that works for everyone.” With a nod that had a surprising amount of respect in it, he strode past Lark to the elevator.

It dinged, but before he entered, he turned back to the Fae. “Be on your best behavior.”

“I cross my heart and hope to die,” the Fae smiled, showing serrated teeth that would be right at home on some predator gnawing on the bone of some helpless creature, trying to get to the juicy marrow at the center of the Tootsie Pop.

It made me shiver, and I suddenly missed Peter’s presence. Lark noticed.

“It’s my form,” he explained. “Humans have been conditioned to be wary of me for millennia. We ancient ones all have one tale or another told about us. Mine are particularly interesting and have stood the test of time.”

“Yes, Lark, please tell us your riveting tale.”

Both of us jumped when Venus spoke from her perch on a piece of shattered gym equipment. Neither of us had heard the elevator ding or any other announcement of arrival. She was just suddenly . . . there. She gave me a wink before turning her attention back to Lark. She didn’t look anything like the woman last night who’d worn mom jeans and fed me my favorite meal.

“It is probably best that we start training,” Lark looked a little uncomfortable to be in his true form around Venus.

“No,” she hopped down from the equipment as nimble as a cat, “I believe Cameron has the right to know who he’s learning from.”

Lark gave her a hard glare, but then relented. “Fine,” he sighed and flourished his hands dramatically. “It was all blown out of proportion. Some humans heard a loud-mouthed Fae talking. They were both drunk, and the facts of the case got muddled in the retelling that is common in early recorded history,” he jabbered.

“Get on with it.” Venus casually picked up a hyperdense plate that weighed five hundred pounds and tossed it from hand to hand like it was a tennis ball.

“When we first met,” Lark looked annoyed that she was rushing him, “I told you I was the right hand of the Queen, sent to this realm as the first liaison, falsely accused of being corrupted, and then banished from the Faerie Realm,” he recounted, and I nodded. “I did leave out a little part. Once they made my brother the Satyr Prince, I might have led a little rebellion to try and retake my rightful place,” he shrugged like it was no big deal.

“The rebellion failed, and I was cast back out, but the tales of the fighting were all the rage for an eon afterward. Like I said, some drunk Fae was talking about it in a bar in this realm’s Middle East a couple thousand years ago. A guy hears it, scribbles stuff down, and the next thing you know, I’m a footnote in the most famous book ever written. Something that gets horribly overblown over the next few thousand years.”

“Most popular book ever written? What . . .?” Realization hit me harder than Peter’s fist. I felt like I stopped breathing for a second. “Failed rebellion . . . cast out . . .” It all made sense, and it utterly terrified me. These things around me were so much greater than I’d thought forty-eight hours ago. They crossed so many cultures, and in Lark’s case, he was the literal embodiment of evil.

“I don’t know where they came up with the name Lucifer. The Fae at the bar probably called me Lark, and it was lost in translation, or he was too plastered, or both; but,” Lark added when he saw my face pale, “I never rebelled against the Queen. That part is important. Thinking that my brother is God was a stretch, but I guess it fits the narrative too well for the writer to pass it up. If anything, Puck is the monotheist’s Michael to Maeve’s God; but it’s all just a bunch of bullshit anyway,” he concluded, and shot a glare at Venus.

“What?” she asked innocently.

“Now the boy is never going to like me. You always do this,” he stamped his hoof hard enough to cause more damage. “You tell every new person that I’m literally the devil, and then no one wants to come to my poker night.”

“No one wants to come to your poker night because you cheat,” Venus fired back, but she was grinning from ear to ear.

“Cheating, you want to talk about cheating . . .” The two devolved into an argument about something that happened six hundred years ago, and I just sat there stunned.

“What the hell have I gotten myself into?”  

***

“So, you’re the devil, Lucifer, the morning star,” I stated. I don’t know how much time passed, but Venus was gone, and Lark just stood there next to me.

“I’m Lark Cottonclove, and I should have been the Satyr Prince. I can’t help the stories humans told thousands of years ago, or continue to tell themselves today. Honestly, I didn’t even think it was a thing at the time, but then, the Church sprang up around the carpenter boy, and grew like a weed until it had barbs in everything,” he shook his head over a missed opportunity.

“You were the snake in the garden that tempted Adam?” I tried to remember my Sunday school lessons.

“No,” the Fae’s face brightened. “If anything, I was Adam in that scenario,” he stated. “I was new to the garden, aka the mortal realm, and sent by God, aka Queen Maeve. The serpent is definitely Venus, who also might be Eve, but none of this stuff with a tree and forbidden fruit ever actually happened. It’s all a cautionary tale,” he shook his head. “The only thing I chowed down on was Venus’s pussy. So, if that’s the fruit from the tree of knowledge people are talking about, then it was quite educational.”

“Okay, enough,” my head felt like it was about to explode. “Is anything even real?” I muttered to myself.

“Some of it,” Lark replied, “but probably not as much as you want.” He shrugged. “History is written by the victors, then we Fae went through it with a fine-tooth comb, and worked it to our advantage. We’ve been fucking with your civilization for millennia; influencing your culture, weakening your magic, and a lot of other things for our own amusement,” he shrugged like it was no big deal.

“I’m Exhibit A,” he looked a little sad about that. “I fell in love with this place, and what do the Fae do . . . they turn me into the devil, and tell all humans I’m the Father of Lies. It’s genius; getting an entire population of billions to turn against someone who’s trying to help them, but that’s what Maeve does.”

A small smile turned up the Fae’s lips, and I noticed he did that whenever he talked about this Maeve. Whoever she was, she still held the respect of someone she’d royally fucked in the ass. That was some awesome power.

“I’m going to tell you something you probably already know deep down in your gut, but this will drive it home. Humans are kind of the running joke of the realms, no offense.”

I took a ton of offense to what he said, but that didn’t stop him.

“You’re a really young species, and your grasp on magic is rudimentary for ninety-nine-point-nine-nine-nine percent of your mages. Ever since you climbed down from the trees and started walking on two legs, one superior race or another has been yanking your chain. You’re weak, easily manipulated, and very short-lived. Everyone looks down on you.”

“Well, fuck you too,” I shot back, but all that got out of him was a laugh. “We’ve done some pretty big things,” I countered.

“Oh sure, all your science,” he made it sound like he was talking about ghosts pre-Revelation. “Here’s a truth bomb for you . . . no one is that impressed.”

I felt my cheeks heat with anger. “You want to talk about bombs. We’ve got fucking A-bombs, probably enough to destroy this realm, and all the others too,” I was swinging for the fences.

“That’s true,” Lark conceded the point, “but what use is the biggest stick if you can’t use it. You can’t drop an A-bomb on Vegas to take out the cabal. All you’ve done is use your greatest weapon against yourselves. That’s not a good track record.”

My fists clenched hard enough that I felt like my bones were going to burst through my flesh, so I looked like Skeletor.

“Easy, Cam,” Lark made calming gestures. “I don’t know why you’ve got your panties in a bunch. You’re hardly human anymore. Maybe a quarter at this point, and that’s a good thing.”

“Wait,” my anger evaporated. “You know what I am?”

“Yes,” his voice wasn’t carefree anymore.

“What am I?” I pleaded and grabbed the Fae’s four-fingered hand.

“I can’t tell you,” he sighed, but I could sense he wanted to. “I’m bound by court, covenant, blood oath, royal oath, and several other oaths that would literally tear me to shreds if I broke them.”

He was being dead serious, and that just pissed me off more. “Does Venus? Her children? Lilith?” I fired away into the dark, hoping to hit something.

“Ask them if you wish, but I can tell you one thing. Your being here will lead to great or terrible things. Only time will tell.”

“Well, that’s cryptic as fuck. Thanks for the fortune cookie bullshit,” I glared at him.    

“Enough about us,” Lark waved aside the biblical conversation and my origins. “I’m here to teach you about that bit of power you got burning away in your gut.”

It was hard to move on from such a fundamental question of my being. It was like I was an inch away from grabbing some ass, but couldn’t get there. It was fucking frustrating; still, I needed to know about my Fae gifts. Peter was right. If shit had gone down in a crowded place, I would have killed a whole lot of innocent people.

Ser Fredrick’s power had helped me fight Peter a hell of a lot better than I could have beforehand. If I was being honest, the ability to finally punch at a supernatural weight class had me salivating. I sat up like a dog ready to beg, and the Fae smiled knowingly.

“Let’s start with the basics,” he began. “What do you remember about the troll?”

“Um,” I searched my memory. “He was strong, but I heard he was not very fast. I don’t remember him ever having telekinesis or fire powers. He could change his appearance and do that stepping between worlds thing. Other than that, I’m not sure.”

Lark nodded as I spoke. “All Fae have glamour to some degree. Some might just be able to affect their bodies, while others can conjure a world around them. May I?” he reached forward like he wanted to place a hand on my head.

“Why the hell not,” I nodded.

I thought something was going to happen, like Amanda, the Anima mage’s mindfuck, but all I felt was warmth spread through me.

“Yes,” Lark nodded and removed his hand. “First off, don’t expect to be as strong as the troll knight.”

That was a bit of a disappointment, but even a weak troll was a hell of a lot better than the strongest human.

“The passage of power in the bleeding grounds is designed for Fae to Fae. Your otherness,” he kept it vague, never shedding any light on my actual lineage, “has a symbiotic quality to it. If I had to wager a guess, you were able to absorb eighty percent of the power. You should be fairly strong, and definitely faster than the troll; you can thank your human side for blunting that weakness. You have to be quick to lay a hand on Peter,” he gestured at the broken room, “so, we’ll mark that in the win column.”

“You should be able to work glamour, and maybe even step safely into the Lands Between. Another plus, you likely won’t have the same cold iron weakness as the rest of us; so, you should count yourself very lucky, Cam,” the Fae grinned. “Peter will make you into a proper warrior.”

I didn’t feel very lucky, and there was still a lot I didn’t know, but the knowledge was a start.

“The first thing we need to do is be able to access your power. Think of it like a separate conduit. Your precognitive ability is likely a part of your otherness lineage and activates automatically. You’ll get better about using that gift with time, and the same is true of your Fae gifts.”

“In my fight with Peter, I couldn’t do both at the same time,” I relayed my revelation that stopped the fight.

“That makes sense. You’re effectively changing your body’s radio from FM to AM. The magical energies interact with you differently, but you probably won’t be able to ever use both consecutively. However, I might be talking out of my ass. I’m an expert on Fae gifts, not your otherness.”

“Interesting,” he knew what I was, but not how I worked. Since Lark had been around for basically forever, that said a lot about the possibilities. Namely, it was something I definitely hadn’t encountered before.

I also relayed to him how I imagined the white ball of fire that seemed to spring forth when I needed it. It was a good place to start the training. It turned into visualizing, chanting, meditating; anything to bring on the Fae gift without a serious emotional trigger. Despite all that effort, we got nowhere in the next four hours.

Then . . . eureka. I checked my phone to see an email from Peter. It had my training schedule on it, and it seemed to encompass all my free time from now until the end of time. I saw his face in my mind’s eye, and there it was; the ball of power just waiting to be utilized.

“Well, it ain’t perfect,” Lark found my trigger funny. “We’ll fix it, but it’s what we’ve got to work with. Now, let me teach you how to do a glamour.” The grin on his face looked a little like Lucifer. Not the biblical one, but the Tom Ellis one from the aptly named show. “Trust me, Cam, this shit will change your life.”

He was right.


Chapter 13

The only light in the hotel room was the laptop screen on a low-power setting. The blinds were drawn except for a slight sliver to peek out of. Vernon stood looking through the crack in the blinds, his eye to a telescopic lens, and his dick in his hand.

“Ah,” he groaned as he drained the main vein. It was tough to fit his tip into the Gatorade bottle, so the possibility of spillage was an issue. Still, he didn’t take his eyes off his area of responsibility.

Christmas had come and gone, and by his watch, New Years was less than an hour away. Revelers were all over the streets of Las Vegas, and there was a party in full swing over at Caesars. His vantage point at the Bellagio gave him a great view of the partiers out on the balconies. More than one couple was engaged in a heated necking, but his eyes didn’t linger. He was looking for targets, the targets that had eluded him for the last week.

Lilith Veritas, Xamira Veritas, Dani Underwood, and Cameron Dupree; their pictures were taped to a whiteboard in the center of the room. There should have been time and date stamps under the photos cataloging the sightings, but they were all blank. No one had seen these four kids since their escape from St. Vincent’s Academy. An escape that had put his girlfriend in the hospital.

He had to pinch off his stream and get a new bottle, which didn’t improve his already shitty mood. He went to place the bottle on the table, bumped the edge, and sloshed some golden liquid all over the faux wood. The room was permeated with the stench of fast food, BO, and stale urine. He’d gotten used to it over his forty-eight-hour shift, but the fresh scent upset the balance. His shifter nose wrinkled, and he cursed as he got a new bottle into position and started to fill. There weren’t many worse things than having to cut off a much-needed piss midstream.

A forty-eight-hour surveillance shift was not standard operating procedure for the UN Response Division, but you worked with what you had. This mission had started out as a high priority. Unregistered kids, a novel supernatural, a cop put in the hospital. When it started on the twenty-second, he had plenty of resources at his disposal. Even though he knew it was coming, he took some serious hits to his manpower over the holidays.

First, he had people with approved leave to spend time with their families. When it was tough to get people to join your organization in the first place, you needed to make them happy. He’d lost a quarter of his surveillance people to holiday leave. They’d be back after the New Year, but in his gut, Vernon knew if they didn’t catch Dupree soon, they wouldn’t nab him at all.

The second drain on his manpower came from the holidays themselves. Ever since the Revelation and magic coming out into the open, the holidays were always filled with a rush of supernatural events. For a police agency that was already struggling with personnel issues, these were tough times when they had to scrape the bottom of the barrel. Vernon had lost another third of his people to incidents that broke out all over the US.

Vernon wasn’t sure why things always went to shit anytime there was a three-day weekend. He didn’t really practice that type of magic, but the UN’s theurgy gurus had briefed the agents that mass belief in something was enough to give it power. When that massed belief had a focal point, like a holiday, it made things possible that you usually wouldn’t believe.

The best example to date was what people called the Turkey Rumble. In the mid-90s, outside Dallas, a legit fifty-foot turkey manifested and battled a giant spaghetti monster. Vernon wouldn’t have believed it, but he was from the Lone Star State, and that shit had been all over the news for weeks. No one was hurt, but to this day, people showed up in the hopes of seeing round two. It had become part of the Thanksgiving holiday for many in the Dallas-Fort Worth area.

This year didn’t see Turkey Versus Spaghetti Monster, the sequel, but a bunch of morons out in California tried to summon Santa Claus. Maybe they wanted a white Christmas, or more toys underneath the tree, but whatever the motivation, they were all dead now.

The critics were still out on jolly, old St. Nick. They didn’t know if he was a manifestation of the belief in Christmas, a Fae, or an elf. Elves, while one of the most popular fantasy races in stories, were basically an endangered species. They were immortal and more talented in elemental magic than any human; they commanded control of all the elements, not just one or two.

Their problem was that they were weak. They were tall and skinny, their bones less dense than a human child’s. A guy with a baseball bat could sneak up and kill an elf with ease. There had been more elves before the Revelation, and those that were left after the world’s governments got their shit together withdrew into enclaves. Some people believed one such enclave was at the North Pole, but surveillance flights had turned up nothing, and ground expeditions had a habit of getting turned around, lost, and coming back empty-handed.

In that regard, the college-student summoners did better than most government expeditions, but they didn’t get Santa. A battalion of angry Keebler-elf-looking monsters came through the summoning circle and rampaged through the town. These weren’t cheery-eyed toy makers who lived on hot cocoa and sugar. These little things wore chainmail and carried a set of poisoned knives.

The Vegas operation was the closest to the incident, so Vernon lost all but a handful of people. They were still cleaning up that mess, and so far, only a few dozen were confirmed dead, with over two hundred injured. Mostly fellow college students, faculty, and staff who were on campus for the holidays. People had started to trickle back into Vegas as things got under control, but Vernon only had about six people, in three different hotels, watching the entrances and exits to Caesars. They had LVPD SWAT on standby if they made visual confirmation and got a search warrant, but so far, they had diddly squat.

There was a knock on the door just as he was zipping up. He double-checked to make sure the camera was recording before capping the second bottle and rushing to the door. The door opened to reveal the tired-looking agent who was his surveillance partner. The guy's eyes were bloodshot, and he looked like he hadn’t gotten any downtime since his last shift. From the horror stories Vernon heard circulating about the college op, the guy probably didn’t want to sleep. Nightmares had a way of fucking with your head just as much as sleep deprivation.

“Shift change,” he announced, and handed over a steaming hot cup of coffee. “Anything?” The guy went straight to the laptop and camera, barely glancing at the whiteboard.

“Nothing,” Vernon growled, as he spent a few extra seconds cleaning up the piss on the table. It didn’t bother the other agent, who poured a bunch of empty bottles out of a bag he brought with him.

Vernon collected his bottles, said something about calling him if the other agent saw anything, and left. He didn’t go far. They had the room right across the hall from the surveillance suite. That room didn’t smell much better, but there was no tinge of urine. The first thing Vernon did was take a shower. The warm water eased the tension and knots in his back and shoulders that even a shifter suffered from after two days sitting hunched over in front of a window. It felt good to get clean, but feeling refreshed was the last thing he wanted. He wanted to sleep for the next twenty-four hours before he went back on shift. He wanted to usher in twenty-twenty-one with a wet dream, or something better than the shitshow the end of twenty-twenty had been.

He was just getting under the covers when there was a knock on the door. “You’ve got to be shitting me,” he checked his phone, but there were no new messages from anyone.

Still, he couldn’t ignore it, so he slipped on a bathrobe and went to see who it was. The spyhole showed a back turned to him, and that was a red flag. He grabbed his Colt from the bed and flicked the chamber to quad rounds before hiding it behind his back. He kept the security chain attached, not that it would do shit against anything that wanted in, but it would give him an extra moment to pull the trigger.  

“I didn’t order any room service,” he stated as he opened the door a sliver.

“That’s too bad,” a familiar voice replied. “I thought you wanted some dessert.”

“Becky!” Suddenly, he wasn’t tired at all. He nearly broke the security chain himself as he struggled to get the door open. “Why do you look like a twenties gumshoe detective?” he really didn’t care about the floor length duster as he wrapped her in a hug.

She hugged him back possessively, and that made him smile. “I got cleared from the hospital and gave your boss a call. She can’t hire me without going through the UN’s recruitment process, but she attached me as a law enforcement consultant because of my experience with the case.”

“That’s great, just great,” Vernon beamed, and took a good look at her.

She looked good. There was no residual trace of the pain the silver had inflicted on her. If anything, she’d put on some lipstick and eyeliner.

“We just gonna stand out in the hallway, or are you going to invite me in?” she raised an eyebrow.

“Sorry,” he ushered her into the room, and caught her sharp inhale at the stank. “Sorry about that. We haven’t had much time to straighten up, and the last thing we want is the cleaning staff poking around,” his cheeks heated with embarrassment, and he went around the room trying to pick up discarded clothing and throw away take-out boxes.

While he hurriedly cleaned, Becky took a seat on the bed and turned on the TV. She tuned to one of the numerous New Year’s Eve shows. The pop icon of the week was performing their hit song at some place near Times Square. It was basically the same as every other New Year’s Eve, just different faces and music. The big countdown clock in the bottom right said they were only fifteen minutes to the ball drop.

“I’ll need to slot you into the rotation. I’ll bump my guy so we can be teamed together, or do you want to work with someone else to avoid any appearance of favoritism?” he asked as he smashed a Styrofoam burger box to make more room in the trash can. Despite his prodigious strength, even he could only fit so much mass into a space.

“I want you to open your Christmas present?” Becky replied, and there was something in her voice that made Vernon turn.

The mountain-lion shifter had discarded the trench coat. She was nearly naked underneath. Two very thin strips of cloth made a T across her body. The first cut across her chest and over her full breasts and nipples, but did nothing to hide how hard they were. They were straining against the red fabric that was supposed to symbolize holiday cheer. The other headed south between her breasts, over her taut stomach, and down between her legs.

His cock responded to the stimuli and pitched a tent despite the heavy bathrobe. “I guess I’ve been a good boy,” he discarded the robe, and smiled when he saw her breathing quicken.

“Oh no, you’re so very, very bad,” she leaned back as Vernon lay down on top of her and kissed her.

It started off slow and passionate, but quickly became yearning and possessive. His cock would have slipped right inside her if not for the stubborn, thong piece of fabric. Instead, he ended up grinding his dick against the ribbon while Becky gave little moans as friction built against her clit. Their tongues tangoed until they both couldn’t take it anymore.

He grabbed her by the hips and flipped her onto her stomach. She wiggled her ass suggestively, and he gave it a firm slap and squeeze. He ran his hands up her muscled back, feeling the strength of her body. She shivered with delight and gave a small gasp when he started to trail kisses along her flesh. He had ulterior motives. He brought those kisses close to her wrappings and ripped the ribbon with his teeth. She laughed, and he trailed more kisses down toward her ass before moving into position.

He had two choices. Option one was her asshole, but he’d never been given the okay for that, so he focused on option two, her glistening pussy. She was wet, ready, and was practically backing up into his dick at this point. He teased her lips with his throbbing tip and slowly pushed into her.

“Oh gods,” she moaned as he gradually pushed in until his full length was inside her. Then, he slowly pulled out until just the tip of his dick remained.

He could feel her frantic breathing, her yearning for him, so he slowly reinserted himself.

“Yes, Vernon, yes,” she moaned into the dirty comforter as he continued to slowly fuck her belly-down doggystyle.

He kept a fist full of her ass in his hand at all times as he searched for her G-spot. With his other hand, he grabbed her under her chin, tilted her head back, and kissed her like she was the only woman on the planet that meant anything. He knew the moment he hit her G-spot. Her body tensed in orgasm, and she bit his lip hard enough to draw blood.

“Aah,” she groaned nonsensically, as her walls clenched around his cock. The pressure drove him close to release, but he held back. There was still so much he wanted to do to her.

When her body relaxed, he picked up the pace, and shifted a hand underneath her to grab a firm tit and pinch her nipple. He could feel the grin on her lips as they continued to make out.

“I want you on top of me,” she said after an indeterminate period of time. “I want you deep inside me.”

He thought he was already balls deep inside her, but he wasn’t about to argue with the woman. He pulled out, his cock glistening with her fluids, as she flipped herself over, grabbed his dick in one hand, and his hip with another. Their eyes met, and he saw the fire and desire burning in her. It made his cock twitch in anticipation as she guided him back inside her.

He wanted to go slow, to make this last forever, but she wasn’t having any of it. She bucked against him, grinding her slit against his pelvic bone, and moaning loud enough he was sure they’d get some noise complaints. He started to drive into her faster and stronger, and soon, both their minds gave completely into the primal urge.

“Ten . . .” the countdown to midnight started in the background. “Nine . . . eight . . . seven . . .” he thrusted to the countdown. “Six . . . five . . .” he picked it up and felt his balls start to constrict. “Four.”

“I’m gonna cum,” he announced.

“Three . . . two . . .” instead of releasing him so he could pull out, she wrapped her legs tighter around him and pulled him fully inside her.

“One . . . Happy New Year!”

Most couples just kiss at midnight, but Vernon blew an extra-sized nut in his girlfriend. “Oh fuck!” Her walls tightened again, and she started grinding her hips clockwise against him. His sensitive tip hit her cervix, and then some, which elicited another stream of spunk.

Auld Lang Syne started to play in the background as they finished, and Vernon just lay on top of her. Her breasts heaved underneath him, and he could relate. That had been a great fuck.

“What did we just . . .?” Realization hit him hard.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got a shifter-strength morning-after pill in my bag,” she calmed him. “I just wanted to feel it inside me,” it was as much a plea as an explanation.

Becky had nearly died, and she wanted to feel alive. He could relate to that. He calmed her and gave her a long kiss to ease her mind. Neither of them wanted any cubs, but they wanted to feel together in the most intimate way possible.

“I thought if you were bad, you got a lump of coal,” he said after several moments of postcoital bliss.

She laughed, pecked him on the lips, and gave him a push so he could ease out of her. A glob of semen followed his dick as he pulled out of her, and spilled onto the sheets. There was no way they could get away with ignoring the maids now. He went to get her water as she went to fetch the contraceptives from her bag. She tossed the horse pill back and washed it down with the glass.

There wasn’t going to be a repeat tonight, but he was okay with that. He was warm with satisfaction. The buildup in his balls was gone, his girlfriend was here, and he had another body for surveillance. As far as Christmas gifts went, he’d just won the jackpot.

***

Aveena didn’t give a shit about the humans' New Year’s celebration. If anything, it showed how weak and short their pathetic lives were. A few dozen of these, and they were a blood bag in the ground. She was beginning to hate being in this realm, and being in this city only heightened that feeling.

“I’m running out of time,” she felt an itch between her shoulder blades that she couldn’t scratch, and she didn’t try in front of her people.

She only had three days left, and so far, she had nothing to show for all her hard work. Saffron was sitting with the South African mercenary, going over the latest facial recognition results. The two had been attached at the hip for days. They hid it well; they sat together going over contingency operations, or refining the parameters of the search criteria within the LVPD and federal servers they were piggybacking on. Aveena was pretty sure they were attached at the crotch when she wasn’t looking. She’d have to do something about that, but Saffron could get mopey when her latest toy suddenly broke.

“Another day, and then I have no choice . . . fuck,” she looked into the closet where boxes with military markings were filled with plastic explosives.

She’d need something big enough to clear the hotel and allow her people to get in disguised as first responders. That meant massive destruction, maybe damaging the foundation, or taking down one of the resort’s wings. Either way, hundreds would die. That didn’t bother her. What did was the flack the Fae would get if it ever became known they were involved. It was basically a declaration of war, and The Nine didn’t want that; at least, not yet.

Either way, it looked like all the mercenaries in the room would have to meet with unfortunate ends. “The only question is how?” she mused when a loud beep echoed through the room.

Everyone froze and looked at one of the monitors. The tech working it look surprised at first, but then his fingers flew across the keyboard.

“What is it?” she caused the man to jump. He didn’t even hear her move.

“We got a spike on one of the warded cameras,” he stated.

Saffron was able to use her connections to link up with a retired LVPD mage. He knew the spell to recognize a Fae’s glamour. It couldn’t see through it, but it could recognize it. If the old detective had any misgivings, Saffron’s smile and an envelope of cash made them evaporate. They’d only been able to get a third of the cameras warded, but it was enough to have at least one angle of each entrance covered.

“Where?” Aveena was practically breathing down the guy’s neck, and she could smell that he was thrilled and terrified by the attention.

He hit his keyboard like it owed him money and brought up the feed and a freeze frame. “The front entrance,” he sounded as surprised as she felt.

“Cocky bastards,” she looked at the picture, willing it to reveal the true identities of the people strolling out the entrance like they were headed to dinner and a show.

A glowing nimbus surrounded two of the individuals on the screen, while the other two looked like plain, ordinary bodyguards. Famous people went in and out of Caesars all the time, so this wasn’t out of the ordinary. The cameras showed them hopping into a black SUV with tinted windows and driving away.

“Do we have the vehicle?” she shot Saffron a look. Thankfully, the dryad wasn’t too busy dry humping the mercenary captain to do her job.

“We’ve got it on the street cameras heading toward the university,” she pulled up the footage of the SUV heading down East Flamingo Road.

“I want a team on that SUV,” Aveena ordered. “You’ll lead it, Saffron. If it’s Cam, you’ll call me in, and I’ll take him down. If this is a decoy, then we’re not out of position,” she weighed her options.

“Yes, ma’am,” Saffron sauntered out of the room, with four men carrying concealed weapons.

“Rock,” Aveena turned to her new troll, “go with her. If she needs muscle, you’re it.”

The other Fae grunted and lumbered after the dryad. He’d been stewing for days. He wanted to fuck the nature Fae, but she was fucking the human. It would work well for Aveena to let him have his fun with the captain when this was all said and done.

“It’s a win-win for everyone,” she smiled and settled in to watch the hodgepodge of feeds following the closest thing to a lead she’d had since she received this mission.

She prayed to all the gods, old, new, Fae, and human, that this was Cam. Otherwise, she was totally fucked.


Chapter 14

The line was at least two hundred yards long; two full football fields of people waiting to be let in. Dani walked right past them like they didn’t exist. It was funny because she didn’t look like the strong, confident, buxom dwarf who could cow people with a look.

I was by no means a master of glamour. Lark drove that point home to me every day since I’d learned the rudimentary use of my new Fae gift. What I had done was learn enough to cast a glamour over myself and others, which was the test I had to pass to get the VIP passes to the porn convention. As far as Christmas presents went, what else would you expect from a succubus?

There were four passes total. One for me, one for a guest, and two for the guards I had to bring along. I wanted to bring Lilith, but she had meetings. It was the beginning of the calendar year, and apparently that meant updating various companies’ vision statements, detailing first quarter goals and expectations, going over profit and loss from the last quarter, and generally other stuff you’d learn in an MBA class that I didn’t give a shit about.

With no Lilith, my next choice was Dani. Fern looked a little disappointed she wouldn’t get out, but I gave her the day off. She could roam the resort as she saw fit, but more importantly, go on the cleaning spree I knew she’d been planning. The pixie wasn’t hard to read and was easy to please.

Since she knew she was going to tag along, Dani put in a request for her glamour. She couldn’t go out as herself, being a wanted woman and all that. It wasn’t a big request. She just wanted to be tall and leggy for once. I smiled when I worked my magic around her that morning.

“Oh, fuck you, Cam,” she scowled in the mirror when she saw the finished product.

I’d made her look like a short Mrs. Doubtfire; gray hair going white, frumpy, and with a hooked nose filled with blackheads. If she thought she was going to get cozy with any of the male stars attending the event, think again.

“Paybacks a bitch,” I thought as I dodged the shoe she threw at me. She’d put me in a compromised position with Venus by entering the contest for a night with the boss; so, I retaliated by twat blocking her attempt to dine at the sausage fest. It was only fair.

Still, frumpy grandma Dani strode forward past the line of people waiting to get into the porn festival. A few people shot us angry looks and a few choice words, but she ignored them. I did too, but my eyes were on the vendors. There were about a dozen guys hawking merchandise like it was the bottom of the seventh at a Yankees game. Some of the wares were clearly NSFW, but a few were clever puns, and all had gorgeous women on them.

My favorite was the “I’m gonna blow your mind” t-shirt. Several of the world’s most famous porn stars had the caption beneath them while their mouths assumed the proper dick-sucking position. I had to admit it was sexy, and they were selling like hot cakes at . . .

“Thirty bucks!” My jaw dropped. “Who the hell spends thirty bucks on a t-shirt?”

I was never going to get an answer as we arrived at the front of the line. Two burly dudes in black blazers inscribed with the hotel logo stood guard on either side of the door. Between them were two gorgeous ladies. My guess was aspiring models. They were tall and leggy, just like Dani’s glamour wish. They were in tight, short, black skirts, white short-sleeved button-downs about two sizes too small in the chest, and black bras that highlighted their top-heavy frames. I was a guy, and even I knew you didn’t wear a black bra with a white shirt, unless you were working the front door at a porn convention. Then it totally worked.

“Passes, please.” Both girls had smiles plastered on their faces that I read as fake a mile away.

Some of the people they were letting in were clearly in the business and dressed like this was a sales convention. They were here to scout up-and-coming talent, offer deals, or representation opportunities. The other guys waiting – because ninety-five percent of the people in line were dudes – looked like they’d just crawled up from their parents’ basement; all pasty skin, greasy hair, and cologne that could choke out a dragon. You could tell the girls’ smiles were fake because they smiled at the basement dwellers the same as the talent scouts.

“Sir, ma’am, I’m sorry but . . .” one of the girls, with the security guard hot on her six-inch heels, started to tell us we needed to go to the back of the line.

Then they saw our passes with VIP written in big, yellow letters, and Very Important Penis written beneath it. I still got a kick out of the acronym. “Oh, I’m sorry,” the girl really turned up the wattage on her smile, and the guard said something into the communications gear attached to his lapel.

She accepted all four of our passes and scanned them. No one used actual tickets anymore, and four affirmative beeps told the girl and guard we were indeed important. The clearance procedure also gave them time to roll out the red carpet.

“Welcome,” a woman appeared from the shadows behind the door. “My name is Layla, and I’m here to be your personal liaison for today,” she extended her hand to me, I shook it, and instantly knew she was a vamp.

I guess in a business where sucking was one of the core functions, a vamp would feel right at home, especially a born vamp where things stayed perky and tight for a long time. However, Layla didn’t feel like talent. If anything, she was management. She still wore the white blouse, showing plenty of cleavage, and a black skirt that seemed to be the default uniform of the people working the event. I couldn’t help but zero in on her chest – so sue me – for a second longer than was socially acceptable, before glancing up to meet her eyes.

I almost kicked myself for being so stupid when they made contact, but I quickly breathed out a sigh of relief. She wasn’t an elder, and even if she was, I didn’t know if she could bespell me through my glamour. That was a question for Lark. What I did know was that she was giving me the once-over.

Like with Dani, I’d gone a different way with my own disguise. On the off chance the Fae discovered I knew how to work a glamour, I suspected they would expect me to take advantage; I’m talking rippling muscles, shoulders like a Greek god, and legs as thick as tree trunks. Instead, I gave the old spy craft a shot and went the opposite direction.

The Cam Dupree Layla saw was over six and a half feet tall, but built like a beanpole that a light breeze could knock over. Tall, skinny, with a pinched face, skin that didn’t see enough sunlight, bushy eyebrows, and a bulbous nose stood out beneath hair that was too long. I’d at least made it silky and smooth, so I didn’t look like an unwashed hobo. I was in jeans, a t-shirt, and a coat that easily cost triple digits – despite my crack about not spending thirty bucks on a t-shirt – but no one in their right mind would call me handsome. I was a four, maybe a five if a girl was wearing beer goggles.

I did take one liberty. It’s a little embarrassing, but I had to give it a shot. I wanted to know how it felt to be packing a foot-long as my third leg, and honestly, it was weird. It changed up my whole gait, and constantly tried to poke its tip out the bottom of my now-too-short boxers. If anything, it was constantly annoying me.

Layla didn’t know that. I saw her mind churn, trying to figure out how the hell this tall, ugly dude was connected enough to get a VIP pass. This wasn’t any random porn show. It was a premium event. She didn’t know we were cabal, and we wanted to keep it that way.

“If you’ll follow me, I’ve got an itinerary, map, and list of guest speakers you might want to check out,” she led us inside and to a table off to the right, where other attractive men and women were waiting to play tour guide to people with deep pockets.

I looked past the VIP table and nearly tripped over my new lanky legs. The convention hall was huge. I gawked for a moment at the sheer size and how it could be packed to the gills with people, tables, and exhibitions. Just in the first few tables, I spotted a goth girl with big titties, plaid mini-skirt, and fishnet stockings trying to sell dildos – I shit you not – that looked like dragon cocks. Since I’m pretty sure a dragon cock was the size of a fucking howitzer, and packed the punch of one too, I guessed the designers didn’t know what the hell they were talking about. Still, the goth chick spoke to prospective customers about how hard she came when she used this particular brand.

“Talk about a sales pitch,” I watched her pretend to shove the dildo in her pussy and make pleasure-filled faces. It wasn’t a surprise when the people around her started buying. 

Layla checked us in on a super-secret VIP laptop and gathered her supplies while I watched dragon-cock lady. Dani had to pull on my elbow to keep me moving. Layla started the tour by letting us know the layout and handing over some maps. There were three main boulevards down the room where all the major players in porn were set up. There, they advertised their latest movies, talent, and products. Adam and Eve had a huge table right in the center of everything, and Pornhub, the Google of porn, was another prominent display with several girls dancing in cages like this was some European rave.

We wandered down one of the boulevards and took a turn into one of the several alleys that cut between the major routes every so often. The tables here were cheaper to purchase and served a more niche clientele. I saw advertising for a lot of fetishes, more artistic works from legit painters, comic producers, and even popular harem authors that could scrounge together the cash to be here. We emerged out into the second boulevard and hit the hentai and anime section. From the faces of the people working the booths, I expected they were used to having more space. Right next to them was the supernatural section. Here, shifters of all shapes and sizes tried to rope in potential customers.

I saw a horse shifter walking around with a flaccid, foot-long cock. If I hadn’t seen a troll’s cock before, I would have been stunned. The horse guy had a nice little following of men and women gathered around him, and they all squealed when his dick gave a twitch and started to grow. I moved on; my ego couldn’t take it.

BDSM had a pretty decent-sized section, and then we came to the conference rooms. Most were already full of people here to watch panels on the recent advances in anal licking, cum chugging, or whatever else you had meetings about in the porn industry. Layla told us about the upcoming talks, but I wasn’t interested. In fact, I was overwhelmed.

I was still a little skittish around vamps since the Marcella incident, and there were a lot of supernaturals coming and going from the supernatural section. My paranoid mind, which now that I was out and about, was running a mile a minute and reminded me I was still being hunted by Fae. I felt like the crowd was pushing in around me, and my breath came in hurried gasps.

“Sir,” Layla reached out to touch me, “are you okay?”

I flinched back at the contact, but then Dani was there with her hand on mine. “He doesn’t get out much,” she gestured to the crowd. “This might be a little too much stimuli.”

I still saw confusion in the vamp’s eyes, but she nodded anyway. It wasn’t her job to judge. It was her job to make this a good experience. “He’s scheduled for two, but I can see if they want to move it up by switching with someone else?” she asked.

“Yeah, that works,” Dani replied before I could ask what they were talking about. “How about we go somewhere quiet and get a bottle of water?”

“How about something a little stronger?” I chuckled. I might only be eighteen, but I’d aged myself a good fifteen years with my glamour. Plus, no one was going to card a VIP.

We found the VIP lounge on the map and headed there while Layla followed, typing away on her phone. The hustle and bustle of the main convention floor disappeared as we entered a guarded stairwell and headed up a flight of stairs. Calming music hit my ears when we emerged into a comfortable space with only a handful of people present. All looked like the rich and famous types who would be VIPs at an event like this. Since I looked closer to someone who should be brawling over a half-eaten sandwich, they unconsciously moved away as we entered. That was fine by me.

“Tom Collins,” I ordered, because I’d always wanted to try one. As I expected, the bartender didn’t card me.

I grabbed the drink the moment the cocktail wizard – and he was an actual wizard by the smell of magic in the air around the bar – put it down in front of me. It was only gin, lemon juice, sugar, and carbonated water, but it was exactly what I needed. The carbonization in my mouth, throat, and stomach distracted me from my paranoid thoughts.

“Anything you want to tell me?” Dani asked from the seat next to me.

“Sorry,” I offered, and that seemed to surprise her. “You and Lilith went to all this trouble to get me this awesome Christmas gift, and I’m fucking it up.”

“Well . . . that’s the stupidest bunch of self-absorbed bullshit I’ve heard in a while,” she fired back, and looked into my eyes with a fire and passion that was so Dani. I must have looked completely shocked, because she continued. “The last time you were out in public a lot of people tried to kill you, and the last time you thought you were safe, a vamp tried to take a bite out of you,” she cocked her head at Layla. “I get it if you’re a little skittish, and it’s okay,” she placed a hand on my knee in a non-sexual way. “If you need anything, I’m here to help.”

It was incredibly sweet of the dwarf. “Who are you and what did you do with Dani?” I asked, but I smiled.

“Oh, don’t think I’m going soft on you,” she laughed and gestured to her glamour. “But this is your Christmas present, so I’ll give you some peace before I take my revenge.”

“We’ll see about that,” I downed the rest of the Tom Collins, and felt it warm me up.

“We will,” she gave me a grin that promised victory would be hers as Layla reappeared.

“I was able to pull some strings and get him in now,” her eyes narrowed on the empty drink at the bar. “He’ll be fine, right?”

“Better than ever,” Dani replied, hopping down from the stool. “Now,” she turned to me, “part two of your gift. Lilith was able to get the tickets, but this is all me, baby.”

“What?” I scrunched my eyes in suspicion, but Layla was already moving.

She led us down a hallway away from the lounge and the main convention center. She looked back and forth between the door numbers until she found the right one. “Here we are,” the vamp opened it and practically pushed us through.

The two imps, who’d kept a low profile so far, took up guard positions outside; so just me and Dani entered with our guide bringing up the rear. The room was a studio of some sort. People with headsets around their necks were walking around with a purpose. There was a trio of cameras set up, and one guy with a GoPro on his head. A greenscreen was draped across a far wall, and a single chair sat at the center of it all.

“Talent on set,” someone yelled, and three people flocked to me.

“Jesus,” one muttered under his breath when he saw me. I didn’t blame him.

“You’re my ten o’clock?” the guy with the GoPro asked in a tone that irrefutably announced he was gay. The way he looked me up and down, with his hip cocked, like I was a piece of meat, only reinforced that fact. “I’ll make it work. Get him in the chair,” he shouted the last sentence, and the three people hustled me toward the center of the room.

Then, they started taking my clothes off. “What the . . .?” I protested and looked at Dani, but she just smiled.

The production assistants pulled off my jacket, shirt, shoes, and socks. They left my jeans, but a girl definitely copped a feel. She looked back at the GoPro man and gave a nod. I could practically feel his sigh of relief from here. They plopped me down in the chair and started messing with the lights.

I squinted as they cycled through different types of lighting until a door behind them banged open and an entourage of people flowed in. The GoPro man stopped what he was doing and ran to greet them.

“Sarah, darling, you’re gorgeous, beautiful, stunning,” he showered the person at the center with praise, and kissed her on both cheeks.

“Let’s get this over with,” she replied with a purr as the GoPro man stepped aside, and I finally got a good look at her.

Out of habit, my cock hardened against my jeans. “Holy shit! That . . . that’s Littlekittycat69. Oh fuck . . . shit . . .” I looked over to where Dani was grinning like a fool.

“You’re welcome,” she mouthed, and with a gulp, I turned back to the shifter I’d bludgeoned the beefstick too more than anything else on this earth.

“H . . . hi,” I managed, and sounded like a total fool.

“Hello,” Littlekittycat69, aka Sarah, gave me a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

In fact, her eyes said loud and clear, “I have to fuck this guy?”

I would be lying if the look on her face didn’t hurt, but then I remembered the ugly glamour I was wearing, and tried to put her disdain aside. Thankfully, I’d given myself a big cock today.

She didn’t say anything else as she took a seat in a canvas chair with her name stenciled on the back. The team of makeup artists that hadn’t done a thing with me descended on her as she started to take off her clothes. My cock got even harder as I watched.

“Hey,” GoPro man, who had to be the director, snapped his fingers in my face to get my attention. “This is how this is going to go. There’s going to be a few questions, you answer them, she’ll laugh like you’re funny, and then we’ll make with the fucky-fucky. She’ll lead, and just follow her cues. Understand?”

“Y . . . yeah,” my brain was still trying to catch up with the fact I was in the same room as Littlekittycat69.

“Okay, places, everybody!” the director yelled, and Littlekittycat69 sauntered over to a black X on the floor. She was completely naked, and I felt my mouth go completely dry. 

“Quiet on the set!” someone else yelled. “Pornstars Fuck Fans episode one-oh-one, take one, action!” There was a loud click, and Littlekittycat69 walked toward me.

There was a sway in her step and a smile on her face. She pretended she was happy to see me, but I knew she wasn’t. This was work for her, like toiling away in a cubicle, just with more dicks and cumshots.

“Hello,” her purr was the same as the compilation I’d watched countless times.

I gave a soft groan as my cock protested being in my pants. She looked down at my cock’s outline, and the first flash of interest shot across her face.

“I’m Kitty. What’s your name?”

“Ca . . . Carlos,” I struggled to remember the details of the cover story I’d rehearsed.

“Hello, Carlos,” she stood directly behind me, placed her fingers on my shoulders, and rested her furry breasts against my head.

I groaned a little louder as she started to work her fingers into my shoulders. “What do you do for a living, Carlos?”

“School,” I answered like a monosyllabic idiot.

“A smart guy,” she smiled behind me, and bent down to whisper in my ear. “I like smart guys.”

Nerds in their basements all over the world would buy and jerk off to this video. It was fucking gold. She spent a few more seconds rubbing her thumbs along my shoulder blades before spinning around to my front. The camera had a great view of her ass, but now her tits were sitting right in front of my face. My hands automatically rose to grab them, but a scowl from her made me stop.

“Are you my biggest fan, Carlos?” she asked, sensuality dripping from her tone despite the warning on her face.

“I’m so big . . . I mean . . . I’m your biggest fan,” I stuttered out as she ran a hand along my cock.

“My, my, you are big,” she played off my screw up, and I didn’t even notice the director was about three feet to my left, his GoPro zeroed in on my crotch as Littlekittycat69 started to unbuckle my jeans.

She was smiling again and turned to the camera. She licked her lips, swished her tail behind her as she undid my zipper, and worked my pants off with a level of skill that spoke to how often she did this. My cock sprang up, nearly hitting her in the face, and she laughed as she took it in her hand.

“You’ve got a great cock, Carlos,” she started to stroke up and down.

“Yeah,” my hands gripped the edges of the chair as she smiled at me.

She had a predator’s teeth, more in common with a row of needles than human incisors. “Teeth!” I froze in shock, which probably looked like anticipation as she slowly lowered her open mouth down on my cock.

“Ahhhh!” I exclaimed, which probably made anyone watching think I’d cum in the first second.

In fact, I was braced for having my cock shredded. I’d had my dick mauled before, and it was not something I wanted to happen again. Instead of having my flesh stripped away and my manhood destroyed on video – all of which didn’t actually matter because it was glamour, but you can’t blame me for freaking out in the moment – she expertly fit my cock in her throat without a single nick. She got about half my dick in her mouth before she worked it like the pornstar she was.

She was good. One hand worked the bottom six inches of my shaft, her mouth the top, while her free hand tickled my balls. The ecstasy took me once I was sure my dick wasn’t in mortal danger, and then I relaxed into the blowjob.

“Mmmmm,” she hummed with her lips still wrapped around my cock. I even felt the pressure start to build as she worked me over good.

“Okay, cut!” the director yelled, and the BJ abruptly stopped.

“Wh . . . what?” I pleaded as she extracted my dick from her mouth with a pop.

Her makeup team flocked around her while a single assistant walked up to me and tossed me a pack of wet wipes. “Clean up,” he gestured at my saliva-coated cock. “Next scene in five.”

I just sat there for one of my five minutes and tried to comprehend my situation. First off, I was fucking my porn idol, but she clearly wasn’t into it. I saw it in her eyes, her smile, and I wanted to blame it on the glamour. I could almost convince myself it was the ugly exterior, but the way she said “hello” mirrored every video I’d ever seen about her. It felt like someone punched me in the gut.

“This is why you never meet your heroes,” I mentally sighed as I used the wet wipe to clean up my dick.

GoPro and Littlekittycat69 weren’t that far from me, and I could hear their conversation.

“I could ride him for a bit, reverse cowgirl to give you a good angle,” she suggested.

“Yeah,” GoPro made a box shape with his two hands like he was envisioning the scene. “Then maybe move onto doggystyle. His height will give us a good shot, and we should be able to highlight his huge cock.”

“It’s not that big,” she scoffed.

“For us mere mortals it is, baby,” the gay director shot back. “How should we finish?” he mumbled, going over possibilities.

“Don’t make me take a creampie from this guy,” she sighed. “I’ve got two more shoots today, and he’s just . . . blah,” she made a bland noise.

“I know,” they shared a conspiratorial chuckle. “How about we finish with a titty fuck?”

“As long as your people are there to clean me up pronto, I’m good with that,” she agreed. “There’s nothing worse than dry cum in my fur.” 

“Okay, back to work, people. Reverse cowgirl, get the cameras in position,” he yelled, and Littlekittycat69 came back over to me.

I was still hard, and without ceremony, she grabbed my dick, turned around, and sat on me. Then we just waited there, my cock enveloped by her warm, wet walls.

“If you feel like you’re gonna cum, say it so we can stop the shoot and settle down,” she ordered, as she positioned her legs to get them as wide as possible. The camera needed the best view of me inside her.

“Ready,” GoPro looked at his leading lady, and she nodded. “Action.”

“Oh, fuck yes,” she started moving up and down on my rod. “Your cock is so huge, Carlos,” she brought a hand up to squeeze her tit while the other balanced on the armrest.

I did my best to enjoy it. I put my hands on her hips and tried to force my cock into her harder, but she was stronger than me, and I wasn’t about to use my troll strength to overpower her. The blowjob was better than reverse cowgirl, mostly because her tail kept whacking me in the face. No one was watching my face in this scene. It was all about my girth parting her pussy’s lips and her bouncing titties.

Doggystyle was better. I was able to bend her over the chair and go to town. Her cries of pleasure might have even been real as I slapped her ass and pounded into her.

Finally, we reached the final shot. She sat there and gave me a handjob for a solid minute before we started the scene. I’d been close by the end of the doggystyle, but sitting around for a few minutes calmed me down. She didn’t want me titty fucking her for ten minutes before I came. She wanted this over with. It was written all over her face.

I was sitting back in the chair while she folded her tits around my cock and moved them up and down. Our own juices lubricated her fur so it didn’t chafe. She didn’t have to do it long. The extra friction from her fur was something else.

“Here it comes,” I announced.

“You were so good, Carlos. That’s what I expect from my fans. Now blow your hot load all over my tits,” she put some extra sex in it just for the occasion.

I gave her what she wanted, and then some. That was the great thing about glamour. It was will made reality by the power inside me. It was the best thing since sliced bread, and Lark told me it could be used for anything. Still, the old satyr probably didn’t expect me to use my power to create a huge cumshot.

“Call it a little payback,” I was more than a little upset my porn hero turned out to be a bit of a bitch.

“Ah!” I gave a loud grunt as I started to cum. She worked it expertly so my cock was exposed for the money shot, and that money shot flew out of my tip and hit her in the chin like I was trying to knock her out with an uppercut.

Surprise registered on her face, and instinctually she looked down. A second, thicker ribbon exploded directly in her face. She had to close her eyes to keep it from blinding her, and I took advantage of that. As she drew back, I grabbed her head with one hand and kept jerking with the other. Glamour cum streamed out of me, wave after wave; I coated her tits in a thick glaze, her face, and even parts of her taut stomach. The euphoria of my cumshot was gone after the real cum was replaced by glamour, but I still grunted like a rabid animal as I gave her a milky shower.

She sputtered as I managed to get a stream directly down her throat, and I could feel her mentally screaming for the director to yell cut, but this was good stuff. I jizzed on her with the cum of ten men, and no porn director was about to pass that up. GoPro was probably already envisioning his AVN award for Best Blowbang Scene on his mantle.

Finally, with a full body shudder, I gave a final jerk and spurt. It landed with a splat on her legs. Littlekittycat69 was on her knees, on the ground, with me standing over her like a conquering sex hero. My chest heaved from the exertion, and GoPro made sure to do a full three-sixty-degree pan before yelling cut.

“What the fuck, Brandon?” she yelled at GoPro. “Were you going to let him fucking drown me . . .” she continued to lay into the man as I stepped away from the prodigious puddle of spunk on the floor, and walked over to where Dani was standing with her jaw nearly on the floor.

“Glad I didn’t let you cum in me back at school,” her body gave a shiver, as she handed me my clothes.

Layla stood off to the side with a hungry look in her eye. If she was in the bizz – management or talent – I was something they were always on the lookout for: a guy with a huge load. I ignored her as I dressed and then followed her back into the hallway. After the fucking, I was famished, so we headed back toward the VIP lounge.

Halfway there, some pretty little thing nearly ran me over. I felt a snap of static electricity when we collided, but she quickly backed off with an apologetic look.

“Room 212?” she looked at Layla.

Layla pointed down the hall, and the young, promising – by the shape of her ass - pornstar rushed off to do her job. I watched her run for a second before turning back in the direction of the VIP lounge.

Littlekittycat69 might have been a disappointment to meet in person, but that was the first time I’d emptied my balls in days, and I was feeling a little frisky. It seemed my Fae gifts came with an increased healing factor. Since I was tapping into them for the glamour, my libido rebounded before lunch was even over.

“The rest of the day is looking up,” I smiled as I munched on a pickle.


Chapter 15

I studied the crystal in my hand. It was the vibrant color of lilacs in full bloom, and as it caught the fluorescent lighting overhead, it shot rays of purple across my face. Crystals were used for many things in magic, or so I’d heard. They were great for anchoring things in bindings or summonings. The right kind could make a great magical battery, and above all, they were excellent for storing information.

Mundane technology companies were just learning this. There was something about the crystalline structures that allowed vast amounts of data to be stored on them. There was a digital arms race underway. Silicon Valley was spending tons of cash trying to create the most efficient crystals that would revolutionize the world of computing. I looked forward to that, but it didn’t do me much good here and now.

As I tilted the crystal to catch the light a certain way, a pair of large tits emblazoned themselves like purple fire across my eyes. I blinked, and the vision faded. This particular booth, filled with similar crystals, was selling some type of new-age Kama Sutra. Judging by the image that flashed when I pivoted, the saleswoman grinning at me had done some of the modeling.

I gulped as she smiled at me. She was a lot of woman. I was thinking about her taking the place of Littlekittycat69 in a few of my fantasies when the crystals gave me an idea. I scratched my chin, like I contemplated buying it, as I ran the mechanics through my mind. Ultimately, I’d have to talk to Lark about it, but it seemed feasible.

Glamour was a wonderful thing, totally badass, and a game-changer as far as I was concerned. At its core, it was will made reality by power, but there were different ways to do that. It created two general types of glamour. I’d become proficient enough in the first to attend the convention.

I called it fixed, or tied-off, glamour. I was wearing one right now, and it had its pros and cons. It was hard to explain, but the glamour covered my body like a shell; a shell that felt like my own skin. It reacted to everything I did, and all sensations were communicated to my brain as if they were happening to my actual body. I enjoyed the taste of the nutritious meal I’d eaten with Dani. I felt the primal satisfaction of fucking Littlekittycat69 as if I’d done it with the same dick I’d been jerking off with for the last five years.  

Things that humans were concerned with, like the laws of physics, didn’t seem to apply. Don’t ask me how that’s possible. Lark told me that some Fae were fucking huge, but with glamour, they could appear completely human. So much for the Law of Conservation of Mass, but I’m not a scientist, so I had no fucking idea what I was talking about. The whole thing was a bit of a mindfuck, and it did nothing to alleviate the anxiety I felt around Fae. I’d go the rest of my life wondering if the person next to me was Joe the Plumber, or a multiheaded monster that thought my liver was a culinary delicacy.

I shivered, pushed that thought away, and focused on the crystal. “If I angle it just right, I can see the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow,” I grinned.

The flash of inspiration I wanted to consult Lark on, when I wasn’t too busy trying to catch a peek of a vertical smile, had to deal with a crystal’s storage applications in relation to my particular situation. Could glamour be programmed into a crystal? It was a good question that the Fae probably never asked themselves. After all, why would a Fae need to bottle glamour? For me, it would allow me to combine my abilities. I could conceal myself behind a flawless façade, but still take advantage of my precognition. The troll strength I had burning inside me was all well and good, but I missed being able to tell when something was about to happen. Even a second or two could mean the difference between life and death, enhanced strength or not.

I’d become competent at fixed glamour and could probably program it into a crystal if that was possible, but I was still working on the second type. I called it streaming glamour, like Netflix, Hulu, or Amazon Prime. All those apps allowed people to stream content from the internet to their devices. Streaming glamour allowed a Fae to continuously stream power to an object. It countered the main con of fixed glamour. Fixed glamour was exactly that: fixed. You put a certain amount of power into it, and it was set in stone. The pro was not having to constantly worry about it since the glamour had been tied off. That was great for a certain quasi-human, walking around a porn convention, who’d just learned glamouring in the last week. However, if the fixed glamour wasn’t strong enough, you could be in real trouble.

Lark used the example of a sword to explain it all. A sword of fixed glamour had a certain strength and sharpness to it, like a sword forged by any blademaster. That was good in most cases, until you came up against something stronger and sharper than your own blade. In that case, a fixed glamour blade would shatter against the stronger object, and you’d be shit out of luck. I don’t know about other Fae, but it would suck donkey dick if my sword broke in the middle of a fight.

That’s where streaming glamour came in, which also just happened to be the preferred glamour of most Fae. Unlike fixed glamour, it wasn’t tied off; so, you had to maintain the power flow to the object. In the case of a blade, you had to keep that manifestation of power going with your will. That wasn’t an issue with a true Fae, but I hadn’t figured it out yet. Lark had proven that point by slapping me in the face. Not hard, but hard enough to surprise me, interrupt my concentration, and dissolve my blade into pretty sparks that did a whole lot of nothing to protect against anything he decided to follow up with.   

Chloe had used a streaming glamour blade when she’d hip checked me out of a second-story window. The daggers she’d thrown were fixed, but the sword that almost ended me was streaming.

I had a violent flashback of being battered, broken, and bleeding on the concrete outside my dorm. The water nymph’s sword plunged toward my defeated chest. Lilith’s own blade and whip of fire saved my ass, and shattered Chloe’s concentration. That’s the difference between fixed and streaming, when you stop focusing on your object, the glamour crumbled. Chloe’s blade had disintegrated into harmless sparkles a moment before she’d killed me. 

I didn’t have much of a choice with my glamour at this point, but fixed worked for me; it was the safer option for someone with no control. Still, I recognized streaming could really save my ass in a pinch. With streaming, I could pump as much power as I could into an object. With a blade, I could make it stronger, sharper, or even repair damage mid-battle.  

When going up against an opponent you had no intel on, streaming was the better option. That sucked for me, but like I was saying, if I was able to program fixed glamour into a crystal, I would be able to take advantage of my other abilities. I was intrigued; so intrigued that I totally missed Dani approaching me from behind.

“Don’t look,” she whispered in my ear as she picked up a green crystal that flashed a cock going into a shapely ass in the right light. “You’ve got a tail at your eight o’clock.”

I resisted the urge to turn and look. When someone told me not to do something, my first instinct was to do it. This time, when I turned the crystal, it was balls that flashed across my face, but I caught a glimpse of the dude trying to appear nonchalant while he kept an eye on me. He was fit, dressed like the talent scouts, with a bulge in his pocket that wasn’t a gun, but also wasn’t his dick.

“There’s another one at three o’clock,” she stated as she put down her crystal and faced me.

That gave me a chance to look over her head and spot bad guy number two. He was built from the same mold as bad guy number one: fit, lean, with a military bearing. He could be one of the basement-dwelling chronic masturbators for all I cared; the fact that anyone was following me was a bad sign.

“UN?” I whispered.

“No idea, but we need to move. They’re boxing us in,” she slipped her arm through mine, like we were about to take a stroll through the park, and headed off at an angle away from both men.

A group of people offered us a little cover, and we were able to put them between us and bad guy number two. I felt the frustration radiating off him as we skirted past the trap, but we weren’t home free. The two baddies fell in behind us and started gaining ground. If we ran, they’d know we were onto them. I tried to appear relaxed as we rounded a corner and ran smack dab into bad guy number three. They’d herded us like sheep, and I had no time to react as something silver flashed toward me.

Thankfully, I’d listened to Lark. “Make your glamour strong,” he’d instructed. “What fun is it if you can’t take a punch?”

Since Lark was basically Lucifer incarnate, it was probably a good thing any fixed glamour he wore didn’t collapse if he got punched in the face. From the limited time I’d spent with the old satyr, I wasn’t surprised he’d said some things that made powerful people want to sock him in the kisser.

For me, it wasn’t a fist as much as a hypodermic needle. Baddy number three tried to jab it into my gut, but it hit my glamour and slid along my false skin. The guy looked at me with complete shock written across his face. My reaction was delayed, but I finally responded. I drove a palm strike into the man’s chest meant to drive him back, but I still didn’t have a good handle on my new strength. Power raged inside of me now that I knew I was in danger.

I winced as I heard the crack of the guy’s sternum breaking. To add insult to injury, my palm strike picked him up off his feet and launched him halfway down the alley. Thankfully, this section devoted to foot fetishes was fairly empty. Still, people screamed and ran away from me.

“Let’s move!” Dani wasn’t trying to play it cool anymore. Baddies one and two weren’t far behind, so we ran.

I leaped over the guy I’d dismantled and managed to kick the needle under a table. I didn’t want anyone to accidentally step on it and get a dose of whatever nasty cocktail was meant for me. Baddies one and two sprinted behind us, but it became obvious they were only human, and we quickly outdistanced them.

“Coming through . . . make a hole!” I did my best drill instructor impression as I shouldered aside people as we ran for the nearest exit.

I had no idea where our two imp guards were, but it couldn’t possibly be good.

“Emergency exit!” Dani shouted and pointed toward the welcoming neon, red blaze hanging from the ceiling.

People were jumping out of our way now, and I saw convention security moving in on us. We were maybe twenty feet from the exit when the doors burst open. The screech of metal made me dig my heels into the carpet, slip, and fall on my ass. Dani kept her footing, but not for long. Two bodies dressed in black hit her like fastballs. She collapsed in a heap under their weight, and I instantly recognized our imp guards. Both looked unconscious.

Standing in the wrecked double door, nearly as wide as the frame itself, was a big fucker in jeans and a flannel shirt. Muscles bulged against the quintuple XL, and his neanderthal face was screwed up in anger. He had a split lip and a bruise forming around one of his eyes, so at least the imps didn’t go down without a fight.

Something about the hulking man sparked a flare of camaraderie in the burning fire of my chest. “Shit,” I put two and two together, and that equaled troll.

“Hiya,” I waved at the big guy, who towered over my own six and a half foot glamour. “I don’t suppose we can talk about this.”

The whole situation was turning into a battle royale. Dani got to her feet behind me, and the two imps were stirring. Bad guys one and two had stopped about a dozen feet behind us, and looked like they were putting their needles back in their pockets. If they knew the needles were just going to bounce off me, then there was no point in limiting themselves in a fight. People gathered behind them to watch the show.

To make things even worse, convention security arrived from alleys on either side of the main boulevard. Judging by the size of a few of them, there were some shifters present, and I wouldn’t put it past a resort and casino that raked in money hand over foot to have a few mages on staff as well. 

Then there was Layla, who looked pissed. Her carefully done bun had slipped open, and her hair spilled down her back. With the cleavage and black miniskirt, she looked sexy with a triple X. Being pissed just added to the hotness for me, until she hissed and showed some fang.

The troll in front of me didn’t move, and no one said anything. Afraid it would just set everyone off. Of course, that’s when bad guy number four showed up with a stun gun and took a shot.

Then it turned into a total clusterfuck.

I don’t know who the bad guy was trying to take down, but he hit one of the human security guards behind me. The poor bastard’s body locked up, and he toppled like a felled tree. Of course, that made the shifter next to him pounce twenty feet into the air, like a jungle cat, and land on the bad guy with fist flying. The guy’s screams were cut short when the shifter gave him a one-two to the skull.

Baddies one and two whipped out weapons that looked like they were made of plastic and designed to get around standard security measures. They opened fire on anything that moved toward them. Sharp cracks echoed through the big hall, but it didn’t look like they were using lethal rounds. I could tell because blood didn’t fly everywhere, and I got an up close and personal view when a round hit me. My glamour held, but my arm went numb. All around me, security guards were falling. They didn’t have weapons, but the remaining shifters were closing on the two baddies, and walking through a hail of electrically-charged rounds to do it.

A couple of guards tried to cut off the troll, and they paid for it. He didn’t kill them, but he definitely crushed bones and tossed them halfway across the convention floor. A brave shifter distracted him for a second, and that was our opportunity.

“Run! The casino!” Dani pointed down an alley to an open door filled with light and sound.

We got the hell out of there and let the troll, baddies, and security duke it out. If we could lose them in the chaos, that was fine with me. The troll’s very inhuman roar ripped through the hall and told me we weren’t going to be so lucky. Still, we escaped down the alley and sprinted toward the casino door. The only problem was that everyone was heading for the exits. The whole hall was clearing out.

Gorgeous women with barely anything on mingled with the basement dwellers as they tried to squeeze through the door and into the perceived safety of the next room.

I felt a tingle on my skin as the hotel’s wards activated. The cops, mages, and whatever other surprises Vegas casinos kept up their sleeve to deal with shit like this were en route, and a lot more scrutiny was about to fall all over this place. As a wanted man, I wanted to be anywhere but here. 

“For fuck’s sake,” I pushed at the back of the clusterfuck, forcing people forward. Everyone cried out in protest, but I didn’t care as I spread my arms and lowered my shoulder.

Dani added her strength to the equation, and together, we were able to conquer the bottleneck with naked force. People spilled out of the convention hall and into the casino. More security was waiting and started rounding up people to take them to safety, while keeping an eye out for the people who started the fight.

Dani and I were the last to emerge and slid behind some large, decorative ferns. We didn’t know if the hotel’s people were out to get us as well, but we needed to get out of here. The troll’s roar had faded to eerie silence behind us, which didn’t feel like a good thing.

Dani’s eyes scanned for an opening. “Follow me,” she said after a second.

I got up to do just that, but was pulled up short. The fern's branches stretched out and wrapped around my feet. I would have toppled to the floor, like someone had tied my shoelaces together, but the tree wrapped its branches around my throat and squeezed. I didn’t know much about trees, but I did know I shouldn’t be able to feel a heartbeat in the branches. Even more important to my current predicament, I should have been able to tear those branches up with my enhanced strength. Instead, they bent with the force of my yanks, far past what was possible for a normal plant. Even worse, it seemed to be growing at an exponential rate, and those new branches grabbed at me. I tore one branch free, and two more took its place.

“What the fuck is going on?” I gagged as a leafy extension of the demon plant tried to crush my Adam’s apple. “Fuck this shit!” I drew on the power inside me.

I didn’t know many glamours, but Lark wasn’t going to send me out into the world without at least one offensive object down pat. With will and power, I manifested a familiar short sword. It looked exactly like the one Dani had given me back at St. Vincent’s, minus the cold iron and silverbane. I could have used the real thing right about now, but as far as I knew, I couldn’t create those interdimensional pockets like Lilith could.

Still, something sharp was something sharp, and I pushed a lot of power into the blade. It glowed like a floodlight by the time I was done and took my first swing. Where the branches were able to warp to counter my strength, they fell to my sword. I swept it in great arcs, cutting down huge swaths of fern. I hadn’t even noticed the plant now blocked the entire doorway. All around me, branches died, and the parts I cut shriveled and turned to ash. If I didn’t already know something fishy was up, that confirmed it.

Of course, the plant didn’t make it easy. It tried to grab my arms, hands, and wrench the blade from my grasp. It attacked with an intelligence I hadn’t expected, and I almost lost the blade the first time it feinted to draw me off guard and snatched my wrist. If Dani hadn’t dived into the madness and chewed through it with her fucking teeth, we would have been screwed.

“Stay close!” I yelled as I hacked a way through the mass of writhing branches like a man possessed.

I was covered in sweat by the time we finally broke free, and my chest heaved from the exertion. I’d put a good chunk of power into creating the blade, but it was worth every bit.

Security had pushed people back away from the out-of-control plants, so there was an open space we had to cross. People looked at us wide-eyed and fearful, but that was a pretty human reaction to a guy wielding a fucking glowing sword.

“Hello . . . lovely day we’re having . . . nice dress . . .” I threw compliments to the people gaping at me, and took my eye off the ball. Something hard hit me in the side and tossed me headfirst into a nearby slot machine.

“Ow,” my head slammed through the section where the things spun around to tell you if you were a winner. Again, my glamour held, and more importantly, I held onto my sword. I pulled myself out of the guts of the machine and turned to face my attacker.

“Wait, I know you.” It was the girl with the nice ass who’d been looking for room 212.

She was facing off with Dani as the ferns subsided behind her. “Some type of plant Fae,” I thought. There was nothing else I could think of that would make trees go apeshit and attack me.

“Let us go, and there won’t be any bloodshed,” Dani snarled as she balled her fists. She might have been relatively helpless in the plant prison the Fae tried to trap us in, but out in the open, she was deadly.

“Surrender, and I won’t have my friend rip your arms from your socket and beat you to death with them,” the Fae countered, and that’s when the troll emerged from the convention center.

He had to bend down to fit through the door, and the sight of him sent humans screaming and running for the hills. His clothing was pockmarked with scorches, but whatever security had tried to take him down with, it hadn’t worked. He looked over the scene, ignored Dani like she wasn’t a threat, and focused on me.

“Great,” I grimaced as I set my feet and raised the blade.

“What the hell do you want?” I asked, although I was pretty sure of the answer.

“You,” the Fae replied, and they attacked.

A tree shot toward Dani with a surprising amount of speed, but the dwarf leaped back. She pulled a knife from her shoe and chucked it underhanded at the Fae. That caught her by surprise. She screamed as the short blade embedded itself in the Fae’s tit. A part of me thought the bitch was going to disintegrate just like Chloe had. Instead, she ripped the blade from her chest and tossed it to the ground.

I forgot there was no way you could press a cold iron blade, of any size, to a glamour without it unraveling. Dani and I might not be hurt by the Fae’s ancient weakness, but the power I wielded was susceptible to it.

As much as I wanted to help Dani put one of Captain Planet’s Planeteers in her place, I had bigger problems. The troll charged me, and I didn’t have anywhere to run. Behind me was a wall of slot machines. In front of me was the troll. To the right was one of the ferns purposefully blocking my path, and to the left were innocent people running for their lives.

“Fuck me,” I groaned, and stepped up to meet the troll.

The thing was big, but not a total idiot. He wasn’t going to go up against my sword without a weapon. From one step to the next, the troll glamoured a big, hulking broadsword.

“Am I having Deja vu or what?” The sword looked almost identical to Ser Fredrick’s. I had a second to wonder if they all shopped at Trolls-R-Us before our blades met for the first time.

I thanked the gods I put as much power as I did into creating the sword. I held my ground against the shockwave that spread out from the blow. The slot machines behind me practically exploded, and fleeing people were tossed like ragdolls. I pushed up, throwing the troll’s blade away for me, and took a swipe at his legs. He jumped back, barely avoiding my blade as it sang through the air. He countered like he was swinging a baseball bat at me. I brought my own blade up to counter, but this time was different.

During the first attack, the troll had taken my measure. His second strike hit the center of my blade and split it in half. Thankfully, the extra force twirled me around, or he would have bisected me.

“More like beheaded me,” I thought as I spun into a fern, which then tried to kill me.

The glamour blade was already disintegrating in my hand, but I held it long enough to cut my way free. The plant was slower than before, which told me Dani was giving the other Fae a fight. As my glamour sword died, the power returned to my core in a rush. It made me a little lightheaded, and I wobbled on my feet.

The troll laughed. “I’m going to tear out your heart and shit on the graves of your loved ones,” he licked his lips, and showed teeth that needed a good brushing.

“Not by the hair on my chinny chin chin,” it was the wrong fairy tale, but fuck it. “Fight me like a man . . . troll,” I corrected, and held up my fists.

I didn’t expect it to work, but trolls weren’t the sharpest tools in the shed. He dropped the sword, which dissolved into sparks, and came after me with curled fists the size of a spare tire. He might have disarmed himself, but the troll out-massed me, had a superior reach, and if the short swordfight said anything, he was definitely stronger. I’d only traded getting poked full of holes for getting beaten to a pulp.

Like Xamira taught me, I fought dirty. As he came in swinging, I ripped one of the slot machines out of the ground and hit him across the face with it. It flung him sideways and partially through the wall, but didn’t slow him. He ripped drywall and wallpaper apart like it was nothing and came back at me. I moved around his first punch and hit him in the ribs. He grunted but followed up with a haymaker that nearly took my head off. I circled and put some distance between us.

The reach disadvantage was killing me. I had to be right up in his grill to hit him. That put me at risk of being grabbed, and my bones ground for the big fucker to make his bread with. I had to think of something quick. We danced, I thought, and it cost me. A jab caught me in the chin, and a cross smacked into the side of my face. I saw stars and went down.

I felt my glamour shatter under the force. The fire in my center winked out as I lost the connection with my Fae gifts. Thankfully, it was after the troll tried to punch my lights out, so I didn’t die right there on the spot.

“I’m still here,” I groaned as I fell to my knees, and my vision whirled like the world’s worst amusement park ride.

For the first time during the fight, my sight blared a warning without me being in the zone, and it saved my life. I threw myself to the side a half-second before the troll’s fist slammed into the ground. It shattered whatever was underneath the carpet and made the floor roll like there was an earthquake.

“Cam!” Dani yelled. I caught a glimpse of her. Her glamour was torn to shreds. She was bleeding and limping, but the other Fae was on her ass. “We need to go!”

“Yeah, no shit, Sherlock,” I made a face at her, but she was quickly blocked by the troll’s mass.

The big fucker stomped toward me. I tried to get to my feet but tripped on the remnants of one of the slot machines. Maybe even the one I used to smash over the troll’s head. Either way, I went down and hit my dome on the ground. In my current state, it nearly knocked me out. The troll’s laugh boomed through the haze in my mind as he grabbed me by the shirt and lifted me off the ground.

“I only need your head,” I could smell rotten fish on his breath, and I almost puked. His free hand palmed my head like a basketball.

“Well, this had been fun,” my vision still swam, so I wasn’t going to get the best view of him ripping my head from my shoulders. I could live with that.

The gods had different plans.

Overwhelming heat smacked into my face, and the troll jumped like someone had lit a fire under his ass. His shock caused him to drop me, and I saw that’s what was literally happening. The troll’s ass was on fucking fire, along with his entire backside. The troll turned and threw up his arms to protect himself, and I got a good look at an expensively dressed man with fire shooting out of his hands like a human flamethrower. The flames were steadily changing colors.

It started off a dull red, but quickly progressed to more of a clear, cherry color. At that point, the troll seemed to be faring okay. His skin glistened with sweat, and the kinetic force behind the flame seemed to be doing more damage than the heat. He was able to take several steps toward the Ignis mage and managed a threatening growl. The Ignis mage took a step back, but then the flame shifted to an orange that grew deeper over several seconds. Now, the troll’s skin was beginning to blister, and I saw pain on his face.

“Serves you right, buddy,” I raised a middle finger to him, but he wasn’t paying attention to me anymore.

He was taking measured steps toward the other Fae, who was sitting up and looking around with a stunned look on her face. I didn’t see Dani anywhere. By the time the troll reached the other Fae, the fire had started to go white. The troll’s flesh was starting to bubble and blacken, and it let out a furious roar. With a final burst of movement, he turned his back to the flame, scooped up the female Fae protectively, and stepped.

Fire flashed past where the troll used to be and set the far wall ablaze. It was a brilliant pyrokinetic show, but I had other things to worry about; mainly, the shit ton of police that were going to swarm the area. I needed to get out of here, and I needed to not look like me.

I worked on the fly, something I’d never done before with glamour, but panic is a hell of a teacher. I held the image in my mind’s eye and started to pull power to fill out the mold my will laid around me. I started at the bottom and worked my way up. Heels appeared as my feet shrank. Long, toned legs replaced my jeans with a short, black skirt. A short-sleeve, white button-down covered up a flat stomach, and crawled over a pair of nice, perky tits. Above that came an elegant neck, a face of sharp, beautiful features, and a mess of hair. I quickly amended the look as I crawled away from the fire and into a nearby bathroom. Water leaked from where the plumbing had been wrecked in the fight, but that just added to the look I was going for. Rips and tears appeared in the outfit, as well as a cut to the head. Blood dripped down my new face and into the small amount of water coating the floor.

Last but not least, I let my canines grow out a bit and assumed the position of damsel in distress. To anyone who didn’t really know her, I could pass for Layla, the VIP vampire tour guide.

“Fire department,” someone yelled before they came into the bathroom. After all, it was the women’s room.

I gave a groan in reply, and the firefighters hustled in. They fussed over me professionally and called for a stretcher. The EMTs put a C collar on my neck and led me out, past the police, and the Ignis mage who was giving a statement. I could see men in the black suits of federal law enforcement appearing on the scene as word got out, and I knew I had to get out of here quick before someone noticed me.

Thankfully, the diligent first responders did all the work for me. I was loaded into the back of an ambulance and taken straight to the hospital before the police could lock down the perimeter. Once we got to University Medical Center, I slipped away from the EMTs, dropped the Layla glamour, and resumed the tall, lanky guy with the big nose. From there, I caught a bus around town. I spent an hour on public transit looking for a tail. If someone was following me, I couldn’t tell. I took a cab to Caesars and found my way into the secret garage entrance. Security must have registered me crossing the magical boundary because Lilith and Fern were waiting for me at the door.

I gave them a tired smile. “Honey, I’m home.”

Both women enveloped me in a hug, but we didn’t say anything. There was no need to. We all knew we were fucked.


Chapter 16

The lights and sirens around the resort and casino attracted Vernon and Becky like moths to the flame. Their rental car had to park at the rear of the cluster of emergency vehicles that had swarmed the area. Today, with only a handful of ragtag agents, they marched into the crime scene.

“We look like the Dirty Dozen,” Vernon fought down a grin, and the urge to look slightly behind him and to the right.

Becky had opted to be on another surveillance team, but being the boss, that allowed him to set her schedule to match his. When it was time to work, they worked. When it was time to play, they played . . . hard.

“She’s getting the best performance report ever,” he told himself as they worked their way through the looky-loos surrounding the perimeter. “Able to handle a big workload . . . always tackles the mission with open legs . . . I mean mind,” he put the kibosh on the dirty evaluation as he ran into a local cop.

“Sorry, you can’t . . .”

“UN,” he flashed his badge and brushed past the human. Becky followed him, while one of the UN’s human agents broke off to settle the cop and get details from the rank and file.

They worked their way around a casualty collection point, where ambulances were staged and waiting to transport the most critical cases to the local hospitals. A scent hit his nostrils, and he stopped dead in his tracks. He expected Becky to walk into him, but she’d already halted.

“I smell him,” she said, and took a deep breath through her nose. “It’s subdued, but that’s definitely Cameron Dupree.”

Vernon agreed, which was why he grabbed the nearest EMT. “I need a list of every ambulance that has been here, every patient taken away, and what hospitals they went to.”

The guy looked wide-eyed and confused, so another agent broke off to liaise while Vernon kept moving forward. He kept his senses open. He smelled fire, dryad, dwarf, troll, shit, and piss from where people had lost control of their bladders, but beneath all of that was the smell of what he was hunting. The wolf inside him howled in victory. The hunt was on.

“Who the hell let you in here?” a lanky man in a black suit objected as Vernon pushed into a command tent set up by the Bureau’s local office.

“UN,” he flashed his badge again, and kept it out for the suit to review his credentials and call them in. Just flashing your badge might work with local cops, but the feds had a stick up their asses about clearances and other shit like that.

Once Vernon was confirmed as legit, the FBI agent growled something about this being his jurisdiction, yada yada yada. Vernon didn’t listen.

“I need all the security footage from the incident,” he walked past the man who was trying to bully him. The agent wasn’t succeeding, least of all because he barely came up to Vernon’s chin. “Every single scrap of data from the cameras inside the building, and anything pointed at the ambulances,” he turned to Becky. “We’ll comb through it and cross-reference everyone that came and went during and after the fight. Dupree was here. Now, we just need to track him down.”

“Wait a second,” the agent protested.

Vernon snapped around toward the agent, and the agent’s rebuke became a nonsensical stutter. Vernon’s eyes glowed like the harvest moon. The wolf inside him wanted to come out and play, hunt, and find the kid that had sent him on a wild goose chase across Upstate New York. Then the entire country. He was done fucking around. He had his scent, the trail was laid out in front of him, and Agent Fuck-For-Brains wasn’t going to get in his way.

“Easy, killer,” Becky put her hand on his shoulder, and that calmed him. She took over liaising with the FBI, while he walked the scene.

Someone had nearly burned down the casino. That made it hard to work through the individual scents, but he had lots of training and practice at this. It didn’t take him long to find a muted scent of Dupree in the bathroom. He followed it to the center of the fighting.

“Still pissing people off left and right, kid,” he had to admire Dupree’s growing reputation. Whatever Dupree was, he’d taken on a second troll and lived, so he wasn’t some pushover anymore. If he ever was.

“I should have listened to my gut and taken the kid in when I first saw him.” He was never going to let himself live that decision down. People were dead because he didn’t listen to his instincts. The wolf rumbled agreement within him.

He also caught another scent, which put Underwood at the scene. That meant wherever Dupree was, he was likely to find them all. Scents identified by shifters with the training and certification he had were admissible in a court of law, which meant he could get a warrant. Putting two of the four suspects in the same place was enough to bust this case wide open.

He tracked the scents back into the convention center. For the most part, it was intact, but a section by an emergency exit looked like someone had taken a bulldozer to it. The scent of blood and violence was thick, but Dupree hadn’t been a part of that. He tracked it toward the front entrance, where more police were huddled with event organizers. One of them reeked like Dupree and Underwood.

“You, vamp,” Vernon called. He wasn’t as respectful as he could have been, but he’d nearly been killed by a machine gun-toting vamp packing silverbane not too long ago. Let’s just say no vamps got a Christmas card from him this year.

The tall, leggy woman snarled and turned to face him. Her fangs vanished behind her lips when she saw the UN badge hanging around his neck.

“How can I help you?” It was replaced with a reluctant smile.

“Do you recognize these two people?” he pulled out his tablet and showed her pictures of Dupree and Underwood.

“No,” she answered.

He scrutinized the single syllable; smelled for an increase of perspiration, listened to her heartbeat, zeroed in on her pupil dilation; all the tricks shifters used to sort the truth from lies. She was telling the truth.

“Who were you with today?” he wasn’t giving up because of her response.

“A lot of people,” she glared at him, “but most of my time was spent with two VIPs.”

“Do you have pictures of them?” he felt a grin split his face when she nodded and took him to a laptop.

The two people didn’t look anything like Dupree and Underwood, but it was a place to start. “Get those to me,” he provided an email, and two minutes later, he had the photos. Even though she was maybe two hundred feet away, Vernon used his tablet to call Becky.

“Yes?” she picked up with a raised eyebrow.

“I’m forwarding you two pictures. Dupree and Underwood were here. They must have had a Fae glamour on them, but I found someone who smells like she took a bath in them.” There was a huff from the vamp behind him, but he ignored her. “Use these pictures as a starting point. Find them.”

“Sure thing, boss,” she hung up.

He turned to the vamp. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll have more questions soon.”

The vamp gulped but nodded. Victory was close enough he could taste it. He was practically bouncing on the balls of his feet as he continued investigating the scene.

“Soon,” he whispered in the depths of his mind where the hunter lay. “Soon, you’ll answer for that shit in New York.”

He was looking forward to being alone in a room with Dupree.

***

“You stupid, mongoloid motherfucker,” there was a crack as Aveena’s hand broke the sound barrier.

Out in the middle of the desert, it just made a few lizards scramble for cover, and a nearby coyote run for the hills. It also meant she was free to beat the shit out of the people who failed her.

A second crack echoed as her backhand hit Rock squarely in the jaw. The big troll was picked up off his feet and launched into an impressive specimen of his namesake. His landing crushed the big boulder into pebbles, and the troll groaned as he extracted himself from the debris. He grimaced as he rubbed his broken jaw, but remained silent.

“You were supposed to call me,” Aveena rounded on Saffron, who was doing her best impression of a dog rolling over and showing its belly in submission.

“We didn’t know,” she mewled, as she prostrated herself before the noble Fae. “I would have called you in once I was sure, but . . .”

“You were defeated by a mudslinger,” the selkie, Anna Seatwig, lounged on a cactus boulder and basked in the glory of her enemy’s failure.

Saffron took a moment to glare at the selkie before going completely submissive at Aveena’s approach. “You’re right, we should have warned you. We were wrong,” she bowed her head like she expected Aveena to take it from her.

Aveena was tempted. The rage she felt at the clusterfuck was beyond anything she’d ever experienced. Even Chloe’s death didn’t rise to this level. Her people had failed her, and even worse, done so very publicly. Fae attack porn convention was going to circulate in every newsroom in the western United States by sundown.

Worst of all, she was nearly out of time. When word of the brawl hit police scanners, she was forced to evacuate the Flamingo. The cops had nabbed the two mercenaries, so she left it to the South African to sanitize the room and rendezvous at their fallback position. She’d stepped and arrived here to wait for her underlings.

“We . . .” the troll’s monotone only set her off again as he tried to explain himself. Before he knew it, she had him face down in the rubble, her foot pressing him into the earth, and both arms torqued behind his back.

This time, he screamed. His back was a blackened mess of blisters and dead skin. As she applied pressure, skin began to slosh off in sickening globs. The sight nearly made her puke all over Rock, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing his injuries were making her stomach do somersaults.

“Just a little pull, pop, and . . .” She let the violent imagery of ripping off the troll’s arms quench the thirst for blood inside her. Instead of destroying the idiot, so he would have to return to the Faerie Realm to fully heal, she merely dislocated both his shoulders with a loud pop.

His roar of agony echoed across the desert, but it made her feel better. She wiped the sand from her hands, the pus-soaked, infected, dead flesh from her boot, and patted down her outfit to make sure she was presentable.

Saffron had moved from complete prostration to her knees. “What can we do to make this up to you, my Lady?” she asked.

“Kill the mercenaries,” she answered immediately. It told her a lot about Saffron that the dryad didn’t even flinch. “They know too much, and since you fucked up, you get to clean up that loose end.”

“Yes, my lady,” the dryad bowed. “Where shall we meet you when the task is complete?”

“Nowhere,” Aveena snapped. “You two are done. You’ve been compromised. You are less than useless to me now. Be gone,” both stepped at her command, and wouldn’t be back if they knew what was good for them.

“Now what?” Anna asked from the cactus she was using as a therapeutic bed of needles. She was trying to play it cool, but Aveena could feel her unease as she picked at her teeth with a thorn.

“Now, we wait,” Aveena huffed out the last of her frustration, and tried not to take it out on her last underling. “The cops were all over that place like white on rice. We let them do the legwork for us. We look for an opportunity, and then we strike,” she said it with conviction she was hardly feeling.

“So, I guess I’m not going back to California anytime soon,” the selkie sighed dramatically.

“No. Be ready to move at a moment’s notice,” Aveena snapped and stepped.

“Three more days,” she took ten deep breaths in the Land Between to calm her nerves before heading back to Vegas. “Three more days to see if I live or die.”

***

“It’s not good,” Venus sat at the head of the conference table. Her stylish boots were kicked up on the polished hardwood, and for all the seriousness of the situation, she looked completely at ease, even content. Lilith, Dani, Xamira, and Lark were also present to go over the coming shitstorm, and it was going to be a doozy.

“How?” I didn’t understand. “I got out of there clean.”

“Your glamour shattered,” Lark shook his head. “Your face is all over their security footage; even if it was only a few seconds,” he forestalled my complaint, “that’s enough.”

“They’ll comb through every second of that convention,” Venus continued. “They’ll see the glamour you wore, interrogate the people you talked with, and backtrack your every move. In fact, the worst thing you could have done was escape so quickly,” she let out a long breath, and pinched the bridge of her nose.

“Our people in LVPD are on the lookout, but the feds were able to download the data to their servers before we could drop a virus on the casino’s systems. We’ve totally fucked their network, but any footage before we hit them is fair game,” Xamira shrugged. She looked defeated.

“And I’m sure a cyberattack out of left field already has people looking in all the wrong places.” I appreciated the assist, but I would be more thankful if it actually accomplished something. 

I hated that she had to be here. I’d fucked up, and now everyone was getting the shit end of the stick. I hated being the weak link, and just when I thought I was getting some badass mojo of my own, the universe kicked me in the balls.

“If a warrant comes down through the LVPD’s usual pipeline, we’ll have about an hour to react. If they get it directly from the court and head straight here . . . maybe fifteen minutes,” Lark gave me a pained smile, like he knew what I was thinking. The guy might be the basis for the devil, but so far, he’d been nothing but a great teacher.

“So, we need an exit strategy,” Lilith spoke up. She’d been very quiet since she embraced me down in the covert parking garage.

“No,” Dani and Venus said at the same time. Venus nodded for Dani to continue. “We can’t run from this?”

“Why the hell not?” I asked. Running had worked out fine so far, and the last thing I wanted to do was let some UN asshole get his hands on me.

I had visions of sterile labs, needles, and when they found out what my spunk did to succubae, I shivered as I envisioned some sort of contraption on my dick like the thing they put on a cow’s udder to milk them. If I didn’t run, they’d turn me into some sort of lab rat.

“The cabal just can’t let us up and leave,” Dani explained. “If they have a search warrant, then they’ll be able to legally come into all of the cabal’s security zones. Everything they keep hidden here: magical defenses, priceless research, the art, money, weapons, and all the people who value their privacy above all else. All of that will be put at risk.”

“I don’t care about the gold bullion they keep in the basement,” I screamed. “This is my fucking freedom!”

“Calm down, Cameron,” Venus’s voice hit me like a much-needed bottle of whiskey, and I relaxed like I was on a beach with an umbrella drink in my hand. “Our lawyers are already briefed on the situation. If it comes to it,” by her tone, the if really should be a when, “you four will surrender yourselves to the authorities before they can execute a search warrant. Our lawyers will stay with you every step of the process and ensure your rights are not violated in any way. They have your defense laid out, bail money is ready to be transferred, and for the most part, we can have you out and safe in a few days.”

“This way, the cabal isn’t kneecapped, and we don’t get fucked in the ass by the long dick of the law,” Dani summed it up like it was a win-win.

I still felt like I was getting the shittier end of this deal, but Lilith’s hand on mine shut me up.

“You took a risk taking us in,” she turned to her mother. “Thank you for that. Thank you for training Cam. Whatever happens, I know we’ll be okay,” she gripped my hand harder.

I felt some steel find its way back into my spine as the little meeting broke up. Venus told us to keep our phones with us in case we needed to move in a hurry.

Instead of heading to her room for the evening, Lilith followed me back to mine. That sent a little thrill through me, but I wished it was under better circumstances.

“Wow,” her jaw dropped at the spotless suite.

“Yeah, wow,” I echoed her thought. Fern had really outdone herself.

The pixie was nowhere to be seen, but I doubted there was a stray mote of dust in the entire place. Everything had the lemony, pine-fresh scent that made my nose tingle. I smiled as we headed to the bedroom. Lilith curled up on the mattress, and I snuggled in next to her, big-spoon style. We both tried to ignore my raging hard-on poking her in the ass as we digested what our immediate future had in store for us.

“Well, this sucks,” I stated after a long silence. That got a chuckle out of her. “I joined your harem to protect myself from the Fae, and now I’m gonna have the LVPD, FBI, UN, and gods only know who else busting down the door to get at me,” I sighed, but felt her stiffen beside me.

“That’s not the only reason I joined,” I quickly added. “And it’s not the reason I decided to stay when you gave me an out,” I grabbed her shoulder and turned her toward me.

Our eyes met, and I pulled her in for a kiss; no tongue tango, or trying to tie a knot with a cherry stem, just our tender lips pressed against one another. As it lingered, she wrapped a hand around my head, placed it on my neck, and drew me in closer.

“Aah,” I felt every muscle in my body simultaneously relax as she worked her succubus magic. In a heartbeat, she made me feel warm, accepted, wanted, and loved. This wasn’t the Lilith who I announced, to half the school, that I wanted her to bob on my knob. This was the Lilith I’d fought for, who’d fought for me, and who I could trust to have my back no matter what happened. I felt the same way about Dani, and that caused another pang of regret to resound through my soul.

“What?” Lilith broke away, her cheeks flushed and breathless.

“I fucked up,” I let her see my vulnerability, my pain at putting us all in this shitty situation.

She cupped my face with her hands and kissed me with a passion and intensity I’d never felt from her. It had nothing to do with her hunger and everything to do with how she felt about me. Before I knew what was happening, she was on top of me. Her hands grabbed my shirt and tore it in half. She ran her fingernails down my chest as pure desire pulsed through me, and straight into my junk. She felt my arousal through my pants and slowly started to move herself back and forth.

I groaned at the motion and reached up to take her tits in my hand. There was still a shirt and a bra in my way. The Fae fire in me flashed, and I tore the clothes from her body.

“Cam?” I managed to surprise her, but then I was sitting up and her nipples were in my mouth. “Oh, Cam,” she dissolved into moans and continued to dry hump the shit out of me.

I don’t know how long I was preoccupied with her tits, but eventually, I wanted more. I moved my hands down to her ass and squeezed. A throaty purr worked its way out of her, and she hopped off me. Before I knew it, she’d ripped off her skirt, panties, and my own pants. I rolled her so I was on top of her, my cock pulsing in my hands, and her wet pussy just inches away.

“It’s finally happening,” I’d wanted to be inside the woman of my dreams for months, and it was finally happening.

Lilith’s eyes glowed with an intense emerald fire as I brought my tip to her entrance. Her wetness sent a shiver up my spine as it touched my tip, and I angled my hips so I could push inside her.

“Wait, Cam, no . . .” The three words I dreaded most in this world came out of her.

My hormone-flooded brain warred with itself. On one hand, my tip was literally resting on her clit, and it made her whole body shiver with ecstasy. I wanted, no, needed to be inside her. Still, what I wanted didn’t matter.

“I’m not some Fae asshole who fucks who he wants, when he wants, how he wants,” I told myself. I couldn’t fuck her if she said no.

“Why?” I practically cried in a very unmanly way.

“If we start this...” Her emerald eyes were focused entirely on my cock with nothing but want radiating out of them.

“Yeah,” I knew where she was coming from.

We could get the call from Venus, need to be downstairs, and if we were fucking, there was no way in hell we’d pick up our phones. In that situation, we screwed the entire cabal. On the other hand, if I did what my body demanded I do, and busted my nut inside Lilith, I could royally fuck her up. It wouldn’t kill her, but a sex coma was a real possibility. As hot as it was – and a huge boost to my ego – I just couldn’t put Lilith in a sex coma with my lovin’.

“Fuck!” I didn’t realize I’d screamed my frustration until I rolled away from her and onto my back.

“I’m sorry,” she sounded it, even though she draped a naked leg over my hips, and I felt her wetness against my leg.

“No, you’re right, we can’t,” my throbbing cock violently disagreed with me. “I just wish the universe would toss us a bone; you know . . .”

“Maybe I can help, Master,” a soft voice asked.

“What the fuck?” I tried to jump up, but Lilith easily kept me pinned with her forearm on my chest. “Fern, um . . .” the pixie was standing in the doorway, meekly wringing her hands.

“If you will allow it, Lady Lilith?” she asked, looking up to meet my eyes with carnal desire radiating from her face.

“Wait, um . . .” I tried to think of a way out of this.

“Okay,” Lilith’s single answer cut through any argument I tried to make.

“Really?” I asked, but it was already too late.

Lilith sat up and moved forward so her pussy was directly over my face. I breathed in the scent of her and felt a shiver go through my whole body. I was about to lick her clit, when Fern grabbed my cock.

“Aah,” she worked her thumb around my leaking tip, and it was so sensitive I bucked like a spooked horse.

“Easy there, cowboy,” Lilith grinned, grabbed my head, and guided it toward her pussy as Fern licked the tip of my cock.

“Aah, this has to be a dream,” I groaned into Lilith’s drenched lips, and went to work.

I’ve already freely admitted I don’t have a lot of experience in eating a woman out. My last endeavor had been the result of getting hit by a sex hex and going to town on Xamira like she was an all-you-can-eat buffet. Afterward, I realized I needed to do some research.

I started with a move I called infinity, where I made a figure eight over her clit. Ideally, it would lead to infinite pleasure. That got a grunt of approval from Lilith, so I upped the intensity until I felt her legs tense on the side of my head. Next came the Mississippi cyclone. I don’t know if that’s what people called it, but I thought it sounded cool. I switched from a figure eight to a circular motion. Everything I’d read told me enthusiasm was key, so I very enthusiastically fucked Lilith with my tongue.

“Fucking shit, Cam,” Lilith grabbed my head and slammed it deep into her pussy; so deep, I was pretty sure my tongue was going to get her pregnant.

The change made me switch to a little thing I liked to call the modified motorboat, which was basically doing the same thing you did with tits, but with the labia. That had her groaning and orgasming in short order. I grinned, the facial movement eliciting a squeak from her. As she pulled back, my tongue darted out to flick the bean.

That’s when Fern finally took me in her mouth. I was glad I already serviced Lilith, because it was really hard to concentrate on eating someone out when someone else was shining my flagpole. I’d gotten head from several different women, including the one riding my face, and I could say, without a doubt, that Fern’s was second best. Only a creature built for sex could do it better. I didn’t like to think about how she learned to do what she was doing, but the little pixie sure knew how to suck a dick.

A lot of it boiled down to tightness. Fern was four foot nothing, maybe eighty pounds in her glamoured form. There was not a lot of extra space to go around, and like Lilith told me the first time she gazed on my cock, I had a good thickness to me.

“Ooh gods above,” I groaned as Fern had to work to shove my dick in her mouth.

You’d think I’d have teeth scraping my shaft, but you’d be wrong. I don’t know how she did it – maybe glamour, some other Fae gift – but it was so fucking good. Lilith thrust her hips, demanding attention, but I continued to struggle between giving and receiving pleasure.

I couldn’t see what Fern was doing, but sooner than I wanted, I felt pressure building in my balls. I watched as Lilith ran her hands through her hair and squeezed her breasts, which sure as shit didn’t help slow down my coming ejaculation. Her eyes were closed, but I could still see the blazing emerald light of her feeding off the sexual energy in the room.

“I’m close,” I groaned, and her eyes shot open.

“Yes,” she breathed heavily, and hopped off my face. She lay along my side, her fingernails tracing designs across my abdomen as my breath came in shorter and shorter.

For the first time, I got a look at Fern. I’d felt my cock hitting the back of her throat for the last thirty seconds, but now, I saw how she was really taking my dick. Despite the deep throating I’d imagined, I was lucky if half my dick was in her mouth, and I swore she’d dislocated her jaw to fit it. As I watched in awe, she looked up at me.

My eyes locked with the little pixie, and I knew I was done for. There was such an animal need in her expression, a yearning and want that I’d never seen on her face, and that drove me over the edge. I instinctually thrust up and emptied my balls into her throat. I watched, with my O-face in all its glory, as my dick physically shuddered with each stream of jizz that poured out of me. Fern’s eyes stayed locked on mine, even as she gagged against the rush of spunk.

With a final spasm, I was spent, and I sagged down onto the bed. Fern followed me down, her lips still wrapped around my shaft. Slowly, oh so slowly, with her eyes never leaving mine, she slipped my cock out of her mouth. She had chipmunk cheeks full of my nut, and she sensually crawled up my body.

“Ooh damn,” my dick twitched as she pressed against me, and turned to Lilith.

She slid off me and onto the succubus until her face was above Lilith’s. With my full attention on the two women, Fern opened her mouth and let my cum fall into Lilith’s open gullet. Not a lot, but enough for Lilith’s eyes to explode like green fireworks and bathe the room in light. With a smile and sense of satisfaction plastered all over her youthful face, the pixie gave a mighty gulp and swallowed the rest.

“Ooh, gods below,” my heart was pounding in my chest from the erotic display.

“Do I please you, Master?” Fern asked with big puppy dog eyes.

“Fuckin’ A, that was awesome?” I answered.

The smile that lit her face was nearly as luminous as the emerald glow radiating off Lilith, who gave a quiet moan as her body worked on the power of my seed. Fern gave a giggle, hopped off the bed, gave a bow to the semi-conscious Lilith, and left the room.

I just stared at her ass as she sauntered out, and then watched the closed door as the post-sex bliss worked its way through my veins. At some point, Lilith came back to the land of the living, but she didn’t say anything. After a few minutes, her body began to gyrate against mine.

“Round two,” I grinned, and wondered if Fern would be back.

I was so busy focusing on the ménage à trois forming in my head, I didn’t realize Lilith was sobbing.

“What . . . are you . . . how . . .?” I blubbered like a fool. I didn’t know what was going on, but since we’d just gone to third base, I assumed I’d fucked something up.

“I’m sorry, I . . .”

“It’s not you,” she gave a mighty sniff as she looked up at me. “I’m just not sure how to tell you something.”

“You can tell me anything,” I answered immediately, and judging by her face, that was the correct answer.

“While you were at the convention, my mother talked with me.” There was a shadow of anger at the mention of her mother. “She said all indications from the research team studying our predicament conclusively state that I won’t be able to fully feed from you until I cross into maturity,” tears welled in her eyes at the admission.

I didn’t completely understand what she was saying, so I answered with the always helpful, “Um . . .”

“We can’t fuck until I’m twenty-one, Cam,” she snapped, but then took a deep breath and gave me an apologetic look.

Now, it was my turn to tear up. “That’s okay,” I comforted her. “What we just did was pretty hot. I’m good with that for the next few years,” I felt a frog in my throat as I said the time frame.

“Fuck, this sucks dragon cock. You couldn’t give me a second of peace, could you, universe?” I shook my metaphysical fist at the powers beyond my comprehension.

“I need to be able to feed, Cam,” her tone told me more bad news was coming. “I’m going to have to add less-potent people to my harem.”

“You mean less potent dudes.” I immediately disliked that idea.

I did not like the idea of some other guy with his lips on Lilith’s lips, his hands on Lilith’s tits, and worst of all, his dick in Lilith’s pussy. I opened my mouth to say just that, but the look on her face stopped me cold. Instead, I worked a weak smile onto my face.

“I can live with that,” I said through gritted teeth. She definitely heard my lack of conviction, but she appreciated the sentiment. She slid on top of me and gave me a deep kiss. I didn’t even care she’d just eaten my cum.

After that, we curled up and cuddled. She dozed off, but my mind was out of control. Not only was it a matter of time until I became the UN’s flavor of the week, but when I got back, I’d have to compete with other dudes for her attention.

“I’m still the First, right?” She hadn’t said anything about changing that.

At some later point, Lilith stirred, and we went to get dinner. We ate in silence because we both knew something was off, but didn’t want to address it. As dessert arrived, I couldn’t hold it anymore.

“Sorry, but this sucks,” I blurted as the Baked Alaska was plopped in front of us. The waiter scowled at me, and I hope he didn’t pass that on to the cook. I didn’t know who the cabal’s chef was, but to serve a tough crowd like this, he must have poisoned someone in the past.

“I know,” she sighed, leaning back in her chair. “I knew we’d have to pay the piper sooner or later.”

“What kind of saying is that anyway?” I vented, directing my anger at anything but her.

“It’s from an 1842 poem by Robert Browning,” she answered as she swirled a spoon in her coffee. “In the story, a town is overcome by rats, and the townspeople promise to pay a piper to get rid of them. He does, but the townspeople screw him over; so, in retaliation, he lures all the kids away from their homes and seals them in a cave with a landslide. You can guess the rest.”

“That’s a fucked-up story,” I shivered as I grabbed my mug.

“Haven’t you realized, Cam?” She gave me a sorrowful look. “Life’s pretty fucked up sometimes.”


Chapter 17

Vernon stood ramrod straight. In the military, it was called the position of attention, because you were showing respect to whoever was addressing you. He was shooting for utmost respect right now. The person sitting in front of him held the power to really fuck up his day.

He fully realized what he was asking of the older woman with gun-metal gray hair and a serious expression permanently etched into her sun-tanned face. He was an outsider. He was here for a few weeks, and then he was on to the next assignment. He was not a part of the interspecies, multi-national culture of Las Vegas. What he had set on the table in front of her was the equivalent of throwing a nuke into a balance that had been in place for generations. After he left, there was going to be fallout for this judge, the LVPD, the casinos that supported the local economy, and the regular people who lived here. He was going to kick over the apple cart and then leave. For all he knew, bodies would fall in his wake.

“It’s the cabal after all,” he wished for Becky’s comforting presence at his back, but he’d entered the judge’s chambers alone.

The woman scrutinized the document carefully. Word from the locals was that she was a hardass. If an I wasn’t dotted, or a T not crossed, she’d toss an application. However, and more importantly for Vernon, she was also clean. The judge was a legend. She couldn’t be bought. She was basically a modern-day version of Kevin Costner in The Untouchables. If some uppity syndicate hitman tried to gun her down, she could literally rip their head off, eat it, and shit down their neck. She was a skinwalker, and being in her presence sent a shiver up Vernon’s spine.

Skinwalkers were a mage-shifter hybrid, but completely different than Vernon. Primarily, they were mages – or in this judge’s case, a medicine woman – who could work shifting magic instead of the other way around. It was the way they did it that was creepy as hell. They had to kill a creature and somehow absorb its essence. Then they would remove its hide, run it through a magical ceremony Vernon knew diddly squat about, and then wear the hide to transform. An old skinwalker like the judge might have dozens of hides she could choose from. Currently, she’d swapped her black, judicial robe for a black fur coat of some sort. It wasn’t just something to cut off the chill in the air. He could feel the ambient magic wafting off it.

Silently, she closed the folder he’d provided to her and picked up a SIM card. She popped it into her computer and hit play. It had taken hours of intense review to compile the ten minutes of footage that was at the core of obtaining this warrant.

“And thank the gods I ran into Ms. Layla.” She’d been the key.

It was like the universe finally cut him a break. He’d arrived on the scene, caught the scent of his prey, followed it to the battlefield, and onto Ms. Layla. The rest had just taken patience, attention to detail, and a little luck.

He saw the judge’s face draw the same conclusion. He watched her see the glamour of the tall man with the big nose drop to reveal a novel supernatural, who hadn’t registered per WRA requirements, and was associated with crimes across the country. She saw the EMTs pull an injured woman from a bathroom that looked like Ms. Layla, while a split screen, complete with a timestamp, showed the real Ms. Layla talking with authorities across the conference center. The ambulance carrying fake Layla got out before a proper perimeter was established, but cameras at University Medical Center picked up fake Layla sneaking out of the ambulance and disappearing. However, the tall, big-nosed man reappeared. The city’s traffic cameras caught glimpses of the man disappearing into an alley behind Caesars Palace an hour later.

If the application had a weak point, that was it. The footage didn’t show the man entering the resort and casino; however, it did show him exiting earlier in the morning. Was he staying there as a guest? Living there? Hiding out? Did the cabal know who he was, or that he was there? Those were all unanswered questions that a thorough investigation would expose, but to get the investigation off the ground, he needed the warrant.

“Come on!” he mentally shouted at the judge.

Like she could hear him, she looked up. “Well, Special Agent Dud, you’ve dropped a real steaming pile of shit in my lap,” she ejected the SIM card and placed it back in its plastic container.

This was all evidence supporting the warrant application, and if things came under scrutiny, which they would with the cabal involved, everything needed to be in order. The last thing anyone needed was a SIM card that suddenly didn’t work because some clerk touched it with jam hands.

Vernon wanted to respond, but it was a rhetorical question. The judge pulled her fur coat tighter around her small body, but there was no evening chill to fight off. It was a comfortable seventy-two in her office. She placed her hands on the warrant for a moment and closed her eyes. He braced himself, but there was no outpouring of magic, just an old woman taking a deep breath and working through the consequences of her actions. That made the wolf inside him sit up.

From her desk drawer, she took out a pen and scribbled her signature on the appropriate line. “You have your warrant, Agent Dud. You may search Caesars Palace for the four individuals you described and bring them in on the appropriate charges. May the Great Spirit have mercy on us all,” she let out a breath and handed over the paper.

“Thank you, Your Honor,” he meant it, but he was out the door once he had the documents in hand. Time was of the essence.

He hurried through the courthouse and out the back into the motor pool . . . where a small army was waiting. Fifty black and whites, a significant portion of the LVPD’s squad cars, and a hundred officers sat mingling around. They were all on the younger side and full of the piss and vinegar that came with it. When Vernon put out the call, he didn’t want anyone who’d been on the force for too long. There was too much of a chance one of the old salts would flap their lips in the wrong ears. He didn’t need that on an operation this size.

At the front of the squad cars was a BearCat. The armored personnel carrier had the local SWAT team inside. If the cabal resisted, the SWAT team would need to cover his retreat. Vernon had no illusions of his ability to win a fight in the heart of the cabal HQ, but he was going to make sure he had enough firepower to withdraw, secure the area, and call in the big guns. He’d already radioed the Director, and the nearest Echelon Team was on standby to assist.

Not to be left out of the fun, three black SUVs that had FBI written all over them idled at the rear of the formation. They didn’t have time to get an HRT team in place, like the one Vernon had during the Seattle vamp op, but there were several supernaturals in the local office, and they were all armed for war.

The rational side of him prayed the cabal would be smart and come quietly, but another part wanted blood for blood. Part of him wanted to take someone out. He resisted that animalistic impulse as he held up the piece of paper to the gathered men. Everything had moved quickly once they reviewed the security footage, but the LVPD had planned for this contingency for a long time.

“Mount up!” the sergeants scattered among the officers yelled, and people hopped into squad cars. Like a stampeding herd, the vehicles rumbled to life. The BearCat gave a particularly large belch as Vernon hopped into the passenger seat and started strapping on his body armor. His colts were all the firepower he needed, but just in case, he slapped a double layer of wards all over his body. Charging them made him a little woozy, but the adrenaline more than made up for it.

The BearCat rumbled down the strip with lights but no sirens. It was hard to be sneaky in a metal monster, but he’d take any advantage he could get.

“Our job is to secure the lobby,” he reminded the SWAT team, even though they’d been rehearsing for the last hour. It was nowhere near enough time, but they worked with what they had. “Secure any guests for vetting, round up the staff, secure the elevator banks, block off the casino, and for the love of the gods, make sure we can control a crowd. Weapons discipline is a must. If any of you has an itchy trigger finger and shoots a civilian, I will personally end your career. Understood?”

“Yes, sir!” the team yelled before going over their final weapons checks.

The main entrance to Caesars Palace was packed with cars underneath a large overhang. Locals, tourists, and staff gawked as the BearCat maneuvered its bulk right up to the door as quickly as possible. The team didn’t even wait for Vernon’s go; they just went to work. The arriving guests must have thought it was some movie or TV shoot, but when they saw armed officers streaming out of the vehicle, that’s when the screaming started. A flood of bodies pushed away from the entrance and toward the street, where the black and whites were already setting up a perimeter. The crowd got caught between the two, but that was Vernon’s problem. He had to trust every arm of the operation to do its part.

He moved forward with the rest of the team, up the stairs, through the ornate doors, into the opulent lobby, and nearly ran over Cameron Dupree standing by the fountain in the center of the room with his hands up and a nervous expression on his face.

“What the hell?” Vernon’s mind hesitated, but his training didn’t.

His colt targeted the novel supernatural; a quick flick of his finger to the appropriate chamber, a little pressure on the fleshy part of his trigger finger, and . . . boom. The lightning round hit the kid dead center. Dupree squealed like a stuck pig before dropping to the ground. He didn’t shit himself, but it was probably a close thing. Lightning rounds carried a hell of a punch.

“What the hell was that for?” yelled multiple voices.

“That was uncalled for, Agent,” a man dressed in a suit that cost more than Vernon made in a year managed to sound reproachful while having a gun aimed at his face.

“Standard protocol for novel supernaturals, sir,” Vernon kept the anger out of his voice as two members of the SWAT team rushed forward with shackles.

“Standard protocol for a man surrendering himself?” The man who reeked of lawyer raised an eyebrow, and Vernon could already see him building a defense. He didn’t let it get to him. He focused on his task.

“Xamira Venitas, Dani Underwood, and Lilith Venitas,” his eyes roamed over the three other people he was here to take into custody. “You are under arrest. You have the right to remain silent. No form of mind control or alteration will be used against you until you are in the presence of an attorney and advised of your additional rights to privacy. You have a right to an attorney. If you cannot afford one, one will be appointed for you. As supernaturally registered individuals, you will be remanded into the custody of the supernatural courts of the United States of America for arraignment. Do you understand the rights as they have been explained to you?”

“Yes,” all three women answered, as Dupree groaned on the ground.

“Secure the lobby,” Vernon ordered, “get LVPD in here, we need to search . . .”

“I don’t think so, Agent Dud,” the lawyer drew himself up to his considerable height. He was a normal human, but he felt he had the extra power of the law on his side.

“Like that’s going to save you from my fist,” Vernon scoffed.

“Excuse me?” Vernon could dismantle the lawyer in a second, but he had to admire the guy’s balls.

“Your warrant is for the search and detainment of the four individuals before you. One of which you shot without provocation,” money signs practically danced in the lawyer’s eyes. “You are not permitted by law to search this casino, and if you do so unlawfully, you will be legally resisted by trained professionals.”

The lawyer pulled out a copy of the warrant in Vernon’s hands, which made the werewolf grit his teeth in frustration. Not only because the cabal had paperwork he’d received in person less than ten minutes ago, but because the lawyer was right. Even more so, he could feel ambient magic gathering around them.

There was a mage, a powerful mage, nearby that set Vernon’s hair on edge. If he moved forward with the search, he was pretty sure the SWAT team would be turned into frogs. He held his hand up to stop the team, who’d started to move on his order. He could sense their resistance, but thankfully, they weren’t stupid. They knew what they were up against.

“Detain them,” he ordered instead, and they fell on the kids.

Underwood and the imp went into a plain set of handcuffs. Lilith went into handcuffs and leg shackles. Dupree was already tied up tight, but Vernon pulled out an enchanted hood and slipped it onto Dupree’s head. He would be able to breathe through it just fine, but what it did was put him into an enchanted sleep. It was a great tool to get uncooperative suspects to cooperate. Normally, it required a particular set of circumstances, but with Dupree being novel, a lot of the regular rules went out the window.

“At least something turned out as planned,” he grunted as he lifted the sleeping kid to his feet. He was heavier than he looked, but nothing the shifter couldn’t handle.

The three women followed him, each with two SWAT members flanking them. Each was loaded into one of the FBI’s black SUVs, but not Dupree. Dupree went into the back of the BearCat. Less than five minutes after storming Caesars, the BearCat pulled out and took the lead without lights or sirens. The three SUVs followed in its wake, and a distance back, four black Mercedes floored it to catch up.

The black SUVs headed back to the courthouse, but not the BearCat. It headed out toward the desert, and twenty minutes later, pulled through the gates of Nellis Air Force Base. Vernon grinned as the black Mercedes tailing them was stopped and forced to turn around. The Bearcat worked its way through the base to a hangar where a G6 with UN insignia was waiting.

Dupree was still out like a light, so Vernon threw him over his shoulder and stomped toward the plane. Becky was standing at the bottom of the stairs talking with the pilot. She gave Vernon a satisfied grin when he ascended the stairs and tossed Dupree onto the plane’s couch.

“You got him,” she stood in the door with her arms crossed over her chest. She looked down at the bound and gagged kid with mixed emotions. One thing was for sure. He’d been a royal pain in the ass.

“I got him,” Vernon replied, and was practically bowled over when the mountain lion shifter kissed him.

“Thank you,” she whispered when they finally came up for air.

Dupree had been part of the incident that nearly killed her, and that was something she wasn’t going to forget anytime soon.

“You’re welcome,” he felt the small plane jerk beneath them as they started moving, so he took his seat across from Dupree.

The Director was probably getting a bunch of hate mail about depriving Dupree of counsel, yada, yada, yada, but the UN had things it needed to do. First and foremost, they needed to figure out what the fuck he was. After that was ascertained, then they could put him on trial.

“I won,” he couldn’t stop the shit-eating grin that split his face.” I got the bad guy, got the girl, and no one got hurt.” In his book, that was the perfect day.

When they were airborne, and Becky started to undo the zipper on his pants, he amended that statement. “Now it’s perfect.”


Chapter 18

“Where’s Cam?” Lilith tried to look dignified as she shuffled down the hallway in her wrist and ankle shackles, all while ignoring the cat calls and dirty comments about the new girl with the nice ass. If they really knew who and what she was, or what she was capable of, they wouldn’t be talking; they’d be screaming.

The guard leading her didn’t answer as they stopped at her cell. He inserted a glowing, golden key into a slot and pulled open a door. She felt a burst of cold air as the cell unsealed, and it sent a shiver down her spine; not because it was cold, but because she was about to be locked up. Despite everything she was, everything her family did, and everything she’d been through, she was still only eighteen; nineteen in March. She’d never been to jail, the pokey, slammer, clink, or whatever the hell else you wanted to call it. 

Actually, setting foot in this place had already informed her of reality over fantasy. In her mind, she had some type of Western/Alcatraz impression of jail. She had a vision of a lot of iron bars spaced so no one could squeeze through. Someone turned a mechanism and the doors would all open, and if you were wily enough, you could use that to escape. That’s how Sean Connery did it in The Rock.

In actuality, a prison is a mass of concrete and solid metal doors with little slits of reinforced glass that people could look out of. The door that the guard led Lilith to looked like it weighed about a hundred pounds. There was a little opening for food trays to be passed through, but even from where she stood, she could see the shimmering, magical force that surrounded the door’s only weak point. The room beyond had no windows, an uncomfortable-looking bed, a stainless-steel shitter, and two pairs of yellow circles; one on the floor and the other on the wall. It looked lonely, uncomfortable, and designed to break down a person’s spirit.

“Stand on the yellow dots,” the guard ordered. He’d been silent so far, unlike the other inmates they’d passed, and she could feel his unease. He knew what she was and what she was capable of.

She could also feel the powerful wards on his person to protect him from her charms. If she gave it a good, college try, she could have broken them, but this wasn’t the time. Instead, she did as she was told and went to stand on the yellow dots. Most men would try to cop a feel of her ass as they removed her restraints, but this guard tried to touch her as little as possible. She even arched her back a little and thrust out her ass to see what he’d do. It was like she stuck a hot poker in his eye. He jumped back, panicked and sweating, but she didn’t capitalize on it. She just stood there with her hands on the yellow dots and waited.

He approached her like a jackrabbit ready to bolt, and carefully removed the restraints. She kept her hands on the wall and didn’t move until he’d nearly backed out of the room.

“I . . . I’m gay, so don’t try anything,” he stammered.

“It doesn’t matter,” she knew a person’s sexual orientation wasn’t a defense against her, but she didn’t say that. She had no idea what her situation was, how long she would be here, or where her family was in the process of getting her out. It was best to keep the guards off balance as long as possible.

The door shut behind her, and she removed her hands from the circles. She took a deep breath and really looked at the room. Simple concrete and steel, no matter how thick, couldn’t hold a succubus. She walked over to the wall opposite the bed and put her hands on it. Slowly, she started to apply pressure. Nothing happened at first, but then wards inlaid into the concrete itself started to glow. She applied more and more pressure until the whole room was bathed in magical light; some of it her own emerald hue. Her mission accomplished; she removed her hands. She’d felt what the cell had to offer, and found it lacking.

The wards were clean and professionally done. Her cursory glance revealed no weaknesses she could take advantage of or unravel, but that wasn’t the issue. It was an issue of power. Only so much power could be dumped into the wards, and if she was right, she had enough power to break out. Even more important, she had enough power to step. It would take a lot out of her, but she could do it.

“As long as I act soon.”

The meal Fern fed her wasn’t going to last forever, and as she steadily lost the extra strength Cam’s seed provided, she would lose options. She hoped the lawyers worked quickly.

“Where the fuck is Cam?” a loud voice echoed through her heavy door. “Yeah, I have a great ass, but if you touch it, I’ll bite your dick off, you little cocksucker!” Dani raged, and people hooted and hollered. She was already a crowd favorite.

Lilith went to her door and angled herself so she could see the smaller woman being pushed down the hallway by a large guard. It was like an adult prodding an uncooperative child. He was six-two, two-fifty, and clearly worked out a lot. He was trying to ignore the dwarf, but it was clear from the movement of his eyes that he wasn’t gay. Apparently, that was something they only brought out for the resident succubus.

“Do I need to spell it out for you?” Dani snapped as the guard brought her to a halt in front of the cell next to Lilith’s. “Where is Cam?”

The guard continued to ignore her and went to open the cell.

“Hey, I’m talkin’ to you! Hey . . . oink oink motherfucker,” she made snorting noises through her nose, and that finally got the man’s attention.

Lilith had never met a cop who liked being called a pig, and this man was no exception. He threw the door open, put his hands on Dani’s back, and pushed her inside . . . well, he tried to.

He was human, and Dani was a dwarf. It didn’t matter how much his muscles bulged. He would never be stronger than her. When every action needed an equal and opposite reaction, and his lesser force met a more immovable object, the result demanded by physics was him comically skidding backward. His arms pinwheeled as he tried to maintain his balance. Dani turned to smirk at him, the rest of the prisoners laughed at his expense, and it looked like the vein busting out of his forehead was about to pop. He went for a nasty-looking baton on his hip. The moment he touched it, electricity shot down its length like it was Zeus’s thunderbolt. 

“Dani,” Lilith said calmly, “please stop antagonizing the man and get in the damn cell.”

The dwarf heard the command in her tone, but still huffed indignantly as she went into the room. The guard looked from Lilith to Dani for a second before deactivating the stun baton. He reemerged from the cell with the pair of handcuffs and slammed the door closed with a clang of finality. He glared at Lilith for good measure before stomping off.

“Well, shit,” she could hear Dani through the walls. “Now I wish I’d watched Orange is the New Black.”

Lilith could practically see the dwarf grin as she sat down on the bed.

“The good news is that if you need one, I can get you a shiv. Blademaster to shivmaster, the story of Danielle Underwood,” the dwarf’s hearty chuckles echoed through the space.

“Don’t worry, you’ll be fine,” Lilith replied calmly. “They’ve got nothing on you.” That was probably true, but they were still waiting for the arraignment.

“I don’t know where Cam is?” Dani replied after a few minutes of silence. “They took him in that big wrecker and I lost sight of it. He’s not here, is he?”

“No,” Lilith had reached out through the mark, but she wasn’t getting a lot through the ward’s interference. What she could tell was that Cam was still out cold, almost like he was in a deep sleep, but the sensation of him was getting fainter and fainter. Whatever was going on, he was quickly moving away from her.

“Don’t worry. He’s part of the cabal. Wherever he is, my mother will find him,” she said as much for her own benefit as Dani’s.

“There is no way she’d let someone that interesting slip out of her grasp.”

Her mother was a lot of things, but she was known for being a hoarder of impressive people. Cam definitely fell into that category.

“This is my fault,” Dani’s admission caught Lilith by surprise. “If I hadn’t gotten him that pass to the fucking porn convention, none of this would have happened. How could I be so stupid? Why the hell did I push you on that?”

“Because you like him,” Lilith answered bluntly. She’d known it for a while. The dwarf wasn’t exactly good at hiding things, and didn’t have that many people she cared for. It was easy to put two and two together.

“Don’t give me that Disney princess bullshit,” Dani shot back. “I don’t like like him. I don’t love him. Sure, he’s fun to be around. We’ve gotten into two fights together, and he’s held his own. Well, technically, he lost both times, but he put up a good fight. He bought enough time for me to take out the plant bitch, and he saved my ass from Chloe back at school,” Lilith sat quietly while Dani sorted it all out.

“I mean . . . he’s got a nice cock, and you could tell he didn’t get laid much before hooking up with us. It’s the sex-deprived ones who are always so eager to please, and I know I appreciate the extra effort. Plus . . .” she stopped talking, “ah fuck . . . I do like him,” she came to the indisputable conclusion.

Lilith smiled where the dwarf couldn’t see her. “If you want, I can transfer you to him once all the dust settles. It looks like I’m going to be spending most of my time getting introduced to the business. I won’t be at school anymore, so I don’t need a bodyguard.”

There was a moment of silence from the other cell. “End of an era,” Dani stated with a heavy sigh. “You don’t need to push me on him. That’s not fair to either of you. I think we both know I’m not the only one who likes him.”

Deep down, Lilith knew that was true. She’d just been trying to ignore that fact since she nearly saw him die in the battle against Ser Fredrick.

“I saw an email between you and the convention staff that set up some meeting,” Lilith quickly changed the subject. “Something about disclosures and filming rights. Do I want to know?”

“I was showing him a good time,” there was more than a little guilt in Dani’s tone, “but it was also going to be a Valentine’s Day gift for the two of you.”

Lilith knew all too well the dwarf’s twisted view of gifts, so that could mean anything. “Hopefully, we’ll both be out by then.”

Dani didn’t answer, and until they were arraigned on charges, neither knew what the hell was going on. Thankfully, they didn’t need to wait long. A few hours later, the guards returned to shackle them back up and take them to see the judge.

The supernatural judicial system in the United States was an institution that had only been around since the late 1980s. It relied on a separate-but-equal principle – for lack of a better term – and that had a lot of people up in arms; both human and supernatural. Like the WRA, the judicial system took a lot of heat, and still did, but it was necessary.

There were a lot of connotations associated with that terminology; all of them negative, but people had seized on the differences in the systems immediately, and invoked the term coined in the late nineteenth century that divided the country by race. As far as Lilith knew, no one even remembered what the government’s less-offensive terminology was.

The bottom line was that the separation had nothing to do with traditional human races. Supernaturals were black, white, brown, red, yellow, green, blue, and in some cases, colors you’d only find in a Crayola box. It had nothing to do with skin color and everything to do with power. Supernaturals had it, some had a lot of it, and that made traditional judicial methods a problem.

At its core, government and justice were the use of collective force to enforce agreed-upon social standards, but what happened when a government couldn’t bring that same force to bear on a segment of its population? A cop couldn’t pull over a shifter with a warrant for skipping out on child support and bring them in. The shifter could literally rip a man to pieces. Even an entire team of police officers would struggle to bring in a weak shifter. It took special training, equipment, and very brave humans to do that job.

Right after the Revelation, it became clear that the old way of doing business wasn’t working. Too many people were dying, and since supernaturals born in the US were recognized as citizens under the Fourteenth Amendment – you could thank the Supreme Court for their landmark 9-0 ruling on that one – the government couldn’t violate their rights. Instead, it took a smart approach. Something the government wasn't always known for.

Inside the supernatural community, which had been around just as long as humanity, there were existing power structures. Shifter packs, the most populous supernaturals in the US, already had an internal hierarchy with an Alpha at the top. Mages had councils and laws of magical use that predated the WRA, and in some cases, were even incorporated into the sweeping, international law. Vamps had their covens, elders, and kill teams. Even the dreaded cabals had head honchos with more power than most military forces. It only made sense for the government to include them as they redistributed power to fit their new citizens.

What that meant was that the supernatural court, unlike a good chunk of human courts, was federally operated. When creatures could open portals and travel thousands of miles in a heartbeat, it became necessary to address issues as one united front. Not as fifty different laboratories of democracy. There weren’t supernatural courts in every town and hamlet, but there were a good number in each state, and when supernaturals were arrested, they were transported to the nearest court for arraignment, imprisonment, sentencing, or whatever else the judicial system required.

Alphas, mages, elders, but not any cabal elite – or at least as far as the government knew – now found themselves as federally appointed judges that wielded judicial discretion. The power wasn’t anything different than what they had before, but it was now official.

Humans and supernaturals still bitched up a storm and brought lawsuits challenging its constitutionality. To this day, none had passed muster, and while the system was far from perfect, it did work.

“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” Lilith thought about the old adage as she and Dani were marched to the courtroom.

Everything was cold, solid concrete until they were led through a nondescript door and suddenly surrounded by warm wood. Light spilled in from high windows as they found themselves surrounded by dozens of people. After hours in solitary confinement, it was a little overwhelming. Especially, when press with cameras blinded them with flashes and questions. Lilith tried to keep a smile on her face. Even in her confusion, she knew optics were big.

“Look like a young, innocent girl,” she told herself, and hoped Dani was at least trying to be civil.

“For fuck’s sake,” the dwarf grumbled as they were positioned behind chairs at the defense table.

A moment later, they were joined by Xamira and their lawyers. Half of the gallery behind them was also filled with their lawyers, staff, media, and local politicians. Lilith also spotted Aden and a few other members of the cabal. Her mother was nowhere in sight, but she didn’t expect her to be present. There was no benefit to Venus Venitas being here.

“All rise,” the bailiff announced in a booming voice that shut everyone up.

Lilith felt the surge of power that accompanied the voice. “Spirit Warrior,” she concluded.

The bailiff had weathered, leathery skin, deep-set eyes, and black hair pulled back in a braid that fell to his waist. He was the picture of calm strength; neither big nor small, but full of certainty. Native American spirit warriors were shifters, just known by a different name, but at the same time, more. Belief gave things power in this world, and the native people believed in their ancestral spirit warriors. In a fight against the average shifter, that gave the bailiff an edge. By the look of him, Lilith could tell this man had honed that edge with experience.

The bailiff fixed his eyes on Lilith, assessing her innocence just as much as a jury of her peers. “The Honorable Judge Stands Tall presiding,” he concluded.

“Like that movie with The Rock?” Dani asked. Lilith glared at her, and the dwarf shut up.

The woman who took her seat on the raised bench had a no-nonsense, don’t-fuck-with-me attitude. Lilith made a mental note to rein Dani in.

“Everyone, take your seats,” she announced, and it was a testament to her reputation that no one said a word as they waited for her to begin.

Lilith looked over at the prosecution’s table. She expected to see the UN agent who shot and arrested Cam, but he was absent. In his place were a half-dozen government lawyers. You could tell they worked for Uncle Sam by the reasonably-priced suits that concealed the sticks up their asses.

“Case Number 1298421, the United States of America versus Xamira Venitas. Case number . . .” Lilith didn’t pay much attention to the clerk reading the case information. Her eyes swept the room, read people, and tried to discern motivations. Half the battle was knowing who you were up against and why they were trying to kill you.

“Prosecution, you may present your charges,” the judge waved a hand to the government suits.

“The People are charging Ms. Xamira Venitas with one count of vehicular battery on a police officer, and one count of fleeing the scene of an accident,” the lawyer stated.

Lilith felt her niece stiffen beside her. Fleeing the scene of an accident was a felony, but one her lawyers were likely prepared for. They knew everything that had happened from soup to nuts after the death of Ser Fredrick. They had to if they were going to properly defend them. Vehicular Battery on a police officer was also a felony, but it had a much larger connotation to it. By filing that charge against Xamira, they were trying to brand her in the eyes of the world as someone who tried to kill a cop. Something like that stuck to a person. The press was present in force, so even if Xamira was found not guilty, her reputation was likely ruined. 

Lilith’s stomach churned with rage as the prosecution moved on to Dani. “The People charge Ms. Underwood with one count of assault and battery, and one count of fleeing the scene of a crime.”

Both sounded bad, but Dani was probably the best off. She could plead self-defense in both cases, while Xamira was going to have a tougher time explaining why she hit the Co-Sheriff of Hamilton County, New York with a Mercedes.

“Lastly, the People charge Lilith Venitas with six counts of third-degree murder.” Like a flip was switched, the courtroom went mad.

“Order, order!” the judge yelled as she banged her gavel.

Lilith barely heard her. Suddenly, she couldn’t breathe. It felt like a python had wrapped around her and was starting to squeeze. She turned around and looked for her brother.

“It’s going to be fine,” Aden mouthed, but she could see the surprise on his face. This had caught him off guard.

She was turning back to the judge when a flash of golden hair caught her eye. It was just for a moment, but it was long enough for her to see a smug smile on a familiar face before they vanished from one step to the next.

“Aveena, you fucking bitch!” she roared inside her head, while keeping her face composed. “Optics,” she reminded herself.

It wasn’t hard to let a few tears fall as she turned back to the judge. Cameras flashed to capture the emotion. It would likely be interpreted in many different ways, but she felt Aden nod behind her. It was the right move to start building sympathy with the jury pool right away.

“How do the defendants plead?” the judge asked when some semblance of order had been restored. One by one, the three women rose and declared they were not guilty. 

“The People request all defendants be held without bail . . .”

“Objection, Your Honor,” the cabal lawyer finally got to his feet. “Withholding bail for crimes of this nature is unprecedented.”

“The defendants have extraordinary resources at their disposal, Your Honor . . .”

“My clients voluntarily surrendered themselves into custody, whereas the agents of the government opened fire on a man doing nothing but standing there with his hands up,” the cabal lawyer was working up a good head of steam. “Where is Cameron Dupree? Have you shipped him off to some dark hole? Some UN black site where he no longer has access to his constitutionally-required counsel?”

“Enough!” Judge Stands Tall cut off the arguing men. The courtroom fell silent as she did what her name implied.

“I find it disturbing that the prosecution has not produced the fourth defendant whom I signed the warrant for this evening,” she gave the government lawyers a hard glance. “Despite their affiliation,” the way she spat out the word made it crystal clear what she thought about the cabal, “it is not commonplace to deny bail for some of these charges.”

“Your Honor . . .” the government lawyer started to say something, but a glare shut him up.

“Xamira Venitas, your bail will be set at two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. That money will need to be paid in full to secure your release. Danielle Underwood, your bail will be set at fifty thousand dollars, also to be paid up front and in full. Lilith Venitas,” her cold eyes regarded Lilith, and seemed to trace the tear stains down her cheek. “I will honor the prosecution’s request that bail be denied in your case. Multiple charges of murder, combined with the resources you have at your disposal, and even the prosecution’s own failure to produce the final defendant, who I understand you are close with, makes me wary to set you free in society.”

“Objection,” the cabal lawyer was back on his feet. “Why should my client be punished because of the prosecution’s failures and blatant disregard for human decency?”

“Your objection is noted, but my decision is final,” the judge banged her gavel. “The trial date is set for January eleventh,” she said, rose, and disappeared back through the doors to her chambers.

Lilith was a mix of rage and shock. Rage that Aveena had somehow pulled something over on her . . . again, and shock because she was going back to the lonely cell in the depths of the building.

“We’ll fix this,” Dani promised as they were all shackled and led past the press and back to the holding area. “I’ll talk to your mother. We’ll get you out.”

Lilith just nodded as a sense of defeat spread through her. Cam was gone. She could barely feel him through the mark anymore. Dani and Xamira would be out in a few hours, and she’d be all alone. A succubus was not a solitary creature. They built harems and cabals for a reason.

“Let’s go, sweet lips,” the muscle-bound guard, who’d struggled with Dani, took her by the handcuffs and led her back to her cell. “Put your hands on the yellow circles.”

Unlike the first guard, this one did grab her ass.

“It’s only two weeks,” she ground her teeth as the guard gave her ass a firm squeeze.

On the bright side, the man’s lust gave her a jolt of power. Power she might need sooner rather than later.

***

Dani shouldered the door to the conference room open with attitude and a head full of bad ideas. By the look on Venus’s face, she expected both.

“Danielle,” the cabal matriarch was flipping through a large binder. “Please have a seat.”

“I don’t want to have a fuckin’ seat,” Dani gripped a chair and tossed it into the wall. It gouged the wallpaper and drywall like an angry animal had taken a swipe at it.

Venus just raised an eyebrow and returned to her binder, which only pissed Dani off more.

“How can you just sit there?” she ranted. “Your daughter is sitting in jail on some bullshit charges,” she paced back and forth in front of some very expensive flatscreens. She weighed the satisfaction of destroying them against the balance in her bank account, and opted against it.

“They aren’t bullshit charges,” Venus replied calmly. “The government feels they can make a case for murder. Personally, I think they will fail. I will admit, we were outmaneuvered. The Fae took us by surprise. We weren’t able to get to the families of the students in time to provide a financial incentive for them not to press charges. That falls on me, but the lawyers are handling it. We’ve already agreed to settle with one family if they drop the charges, but we will likely have to go to trial.”

Dani just stood there with wide eyes as Venus explained the situation. “You’re one cold bitch, you know that.”

Venus’s eyes snapped up to Dani and gave her a frigid smile. “My daughter is immortal, and a shank in the shower isn’t going to kill her. She will plead down, or take a chance and take this to trial. I give it a forty-sixty shot the government will get a conviction, but if she pleads, she will still do some time. Not a lot; a drop in the ocean that is her life.”

Dani just stood there speechless, as Venus turned the page again. “What do you think of him?” she asked as she turned the binder for Dani’s benefit.

The page showed an attractive-looking young man, and a lot of biographical information; age, height, weight, education, their WRA registration number if they were a supernatural . . .”

“Dick size,” Dani did a double-take to make sure she’d read that correctly. “Average sperm sample size.”

“You’re looking at potential donors?” Dani’s jaw dropped.

“The federal prison system can hardly deny her sustenance,” Venus smiled. “I’d thought I’d take an interest and try to round out her harem a little. With Cameron gone . . .”

“Where the hell is Cam anyway?” Dani interrupted, placed her hands on the table, and applied enough pressure that the hardwood groaned in protest.

“He’s likely in New York, but he hasn’t popped back up on our radar yet,” Venus continued in the same casual tone as she examined another man to feed her daughter while she was in prison.

“Could you even act like you fucking care about them?” Dani grabbed the binder and chucked it across the room. The metal rings warped enough that pages spilled out onto the carpet.

“I do care,” Venus’s voice grew hard, and Dani took a step back. “What you fail to realize is that I have patience, dwarf. Patience born of seeing more sunrises and sunsets than breaths you’ve taken in your short life.”

It felt like the room closed in around her as Dani continued to retreat from the succubus.

“You do not know Cameron and Lilith as well as you think. No humans will make them suffer; a year, ten, or a century, they will be fine. Return to your forge,” she commanded, and Dani felt her feet automatically heading for the door. “You have work to do. I don’t pay you to sit around and bitch.”

Dani’s feet didn’t stop until the solid, steel door of her forge slammed closed behind her, and the warmth of the fire fought back the chill of the compulsion. 

***

Venus rubbed her eyes as Danielle left. “Children,” she pinched her nose in irritation. She thought about resuming her search, but her time was valuable. She texted the code of the man she wanted to HR, and they’d take it from there.

“Why, grandma, what big teeth you have,” Lark appeared out of thin air, or possibly, he’d been standing in the corner of the room the whole time. The old Fae had a talent for avoiding attention if he didn’t want to be seen. Even by Venus.

“I’m not in the mood, Lark,” she sighed and placed her hand on her belly.

Lark caught the movement, and his eyes narrowed. “Ahh, so that’s what this was all about.”

She could practically hear all the gears click into place in the satyr’s mind. “Naturally,” she stated as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“Is that wise?” There wasn’t fear in the Fae’s tone, but it was something close.

“I’ll handle it,” Venus replied with finality, and Lark bowed his head in acknowledgment.

“And the boy?” he asked.

“You like him,” it was an observation, but it made them both smile.

“It’s so rare that something truly interesting happens,” Lark shrugged.

“Don’t worry,” she gave him a placated smile. “We will make sure Cameron comes back to us. He might have served his purpose, but he is still valuable.”

“He loves Lilith,” Lark remarked, only for Venus to laugh in his face.

“Neither of them knows what love is,” she grinned, an expression that made Lark both anxious and extremely horny. “It takes time to cultivate,” she slid out of her chair with a sensual grace. “Like a fine wine,” she ran her hand down Lark’s chest, and his glamour dropped.

Her fingernails caressed naked flesh and fur before reaching his hard cock. “Let’s just give them some time apart to figure things out,” she started to stroke back and forth while nibbling on his ear.

“As you wish,” he groaned, and their lips met.

After that, neither of them cared about anything or anyone outside that room for a good, long while.


Chapter 19

I got bitch slapped. That’s the best way to describe the chemically-induced yowzah that snapped me out of the blackness. I was intimately familiar with smelling salts, but their sting was always tempered by the face of a pretty imp with a killer right hook. This time, when I opened my eyes, I was face-to-face with an ugly mug that didn’t give me flashbacks of fucking in a school gym.

“Good, he’s awake,” the UN agent, whose name I struggled to remember, announced to a room full of people. All of those people were in medical scrubs and white doctor coats.

“This isn’t good.” My mind was still getting itself together, but it was never a good thing to be awakened by an army of doctors.  

I turned my head to examine my surroundings, and my neck gave a loud pop of complaint. “Ow,” I groaned, as the dull, painful sensation spread through my entire body.

It felt like I’d spent hours in an uncomfortable position, like when you fall asleep in the car like a contortionist. All my muscles were locked up, and I could use some WD-40 on my joints. My neck continued to complain as I swiveled it to look at my surroundings.

“Shit. This really isn’t good.”

Red flag number one, if you don’t count the doctors salivating over me like I was a T-Bone, was that I was tied to a table . . . naked. My dick was hanging out for everyone to see, and it was a little chilly, so it wasn’t my finest hour. The table was a giant, stainless steel X, with my legs spaced shoulder-width apart, and my arms stretched over my head. It made me think that someone had modernized a medieval torture device, and I was the test dummy. I was secured by metal restraints built into the chair, and I could feel the cold iron worked into them. That really limited my options.

I started to panic, “Shit . . . shit . . . shit,” I hyperventilated. Everything I’d been trying to avoid was coming true. All my worst nightmares were playing out right in front of my face. “Who the fuck are you smiling at, you cocky son-of-a-bitch?”

“Vernon, you shot me, fuckin’ asshole,” I put a name to the face, but my insult was muddled by the worst case of cottonmouth.

“That’s Special Agent Dud to you,” a beautiful, statuesque woman, who looked mildly familiar, stepped out from behind me. I jumped in surprise, which completely undermined the tough-guy impression I was trying to build. She’d been standing there the whole time, and I hadn’t even noticed.

“Wake the fuck up, Cam!” I gave myself a few mental slaps. I was balls deep in the lion’s den, and I wasn’t doing myself any favors. 

“It’s fine, Becky,” Vernon replied as he crouched down to look me in the eye. “We’re going to peel you apart and discover your secrets, Dupree. I tried to do this the nice way before. I brought you donuts, sat down with you, and tried to have a conversation man-to-man. Now, people are dead, families have been ripped apart, and officers of the law were gunned down by kids who think this is a fucking joke.” His face was inches from mine, and I could smell what he ate for dinner.

“Why does your breath smell like pussy?” I asked, trying, and failing, not to grin.

One of the nearby doctors tried to cover her laugh as a cough, and epically failed. Vernon shot her a glare and turned back to stare directly into my soul.

“We’ll see who’s laughing soon,” he grinned, and I gulped as he turned to the docs. “Get what you need.”

With that, the experiments began. Doctors descended on me like bloodthirsty hyenas on a wounded wildebeest.

“Needles,” I shivered as I was stabbed again and again. I’d nearly been run through with a fucking broadsword, but I was still scared of needles. Weird.  

IVs and tubes went to and from me like I was the interstate system around LA. I just hoped some clumsy nurse didn’t trip on the miles of cables and cause me to bleed out. A fat man with a Q-tip on steroids appeared above my head and yanked my mouth open. He roughly swabbed the inside of my cheek, capped the specimen tube, and then stuck the next one all the way up my nose so it tickled my brain. He yanked it out, and I jerked in a fit of sneezes. 

I caught a doc sitting down on a chair next to me and plugging a vial into the contraption sticking out from the crux of my elbow. By the number of empty vials sitting on a cart next to me, I was going to look like a dried-up raisin by the time this was done.

“Deep breaths. Woo sa . . . I’m on a beach, Xamira is feeding me grapes, Dani is fanning me with a palm leaf, and Lilith is pulling a Lewinsky,” I tried to escape into a fantasy world.

I tried to think of anything other than what was happening to me. I still didn’t have a clue where I was. Everything was orderly, smelled sterile, and had the look of anal-retentive bureaucracy. I doubted my new family was here, which meant I was flying solo.

“I hope they’re okay,” I spared their well-being a little thought. Whatever was going on with them, it couldn’t be worse than the lesson in invasive anatomy 101 they were giving me.

Eventually, the vials were filled, my blood pressure was taken, my reflexes checked, but the Kevorkian wannabees didn’t stop there.

“What in the ever-loving fuck is that?” I caught sight of the biggest needle I’d ever seen.

Vernon worked some contraption, and the X-table turned me so I was on my side, perpendicular to the floor. To add insult to injury, my restraints tightened as gravity exerted itself, and I gagged on the throat restraint.

Vernon appeared back in my vision with a smile. “We need to take a sample of spinal fluid, so try not to move. If you do, we could do permanent damage to your spinal cord.”

“What?” I replied weakly before someone stabbed me in the spine with a needle big enough to drink a milkshake through.

I’ll admit, I cried a little. It felt like someone was trying to suck out my soul with a plunger, and unlike a quick blood draw, this seemed to last forever. Still, I didn’t move a fucking muscle. If I was ever going to get out of here, I needed to be able to move my legs.

“Done.”

I gave a final sob as I felt the needle slip out of me.

“Turn him over.”

“Now what?” I groaned as I found myself face down.

“Oh, nothing, just a little prostate exam,” Vernon nonchalantly mentioned right before a doctor went inside me.

“Gods, please be the girl doc.” No one had ever been inside me before, but I hoped my first time was with a woman.

It was the strangest sensation to have someone rooting around in there. It was a little painful, but my dick gave a few twinges when they rubbed me just right.

“Do you like Frank’s fist in your ass?” Vernon mocked.

“Nineteen fifty called and it wants its homophobia back,” I retorted, and made the UN agent growl defensively.

“I’m done,” a very male voice announced as the tightness in my ass lessened. “Do you want to . . .?”

“No, get the machine,” Vernon cut him off, and they maneuvered the table so I was upright.

The contraption they wheeled out was unlike any medical device I’d ever seen, and that made me wary. I flinched away from it and began to struggle as they maneuvered it into position in front of my crotch.

“Hey, guys, come on,” I pleaded, but they didn’t listen.

At least this time a woman was in charge. The device was some sort of adjustable ring configuration, which they settled around my flaccid cock. With a tug, they tightened it to the point of being uncomfortable. Then, the woman took a sterile alcohol wipe and cleaned the tip of my penis.

“If you guys want me to rub one out really quick, I can. It’ll take thirty seconds, tops. Just untie me, please,” I pleaded, but no one did anything.

At least the female doctor gave me the courtesy of an answer. “We need a sterile sample,” she explained. “That’s why we use the machine. Just relax, and it’ll be over soon.”

I gave her a look. The cabal got their sample from Lilith blowing me in a janitor’s closet. I had a hard time believing the UN needed to use the Jerkoff-O-Meter 5000.

With that said, someone flipped a switch, and the machine hummed to life. The ring tightened around my cock and started to move back and forth, coaxing me to life. I groaned at the pleasure and the pain. There wasn’t any lube of any kind, so they might as well have been using steel wool, and for purity reasons, it never made it close to my sensitive tip. It just rapidly jerked my shaft like some high school freshman who didn’t know how to give a hand job.

It also took a hell of a lot longer than it should have. When I finally came into the specimen container the female doc held at the ready, my dick was bright red from chafing. Combined with the prostate exam, I was sure I wouldn’t be walking right for a few days.

“Why?” I sobbed in defeat as they undid the contraption and took another alcohol wipe to my dick. “This is some cruel and unusual shit, you guys.”

“Because you’re a criminal, Dupree,” Vernon stated matter-of-factly. “You’re an unregistered, novel supernatural. Everywhere you’ve gone in the last few months, death and destruction have followed. Maybe you’re not a completely self-absorbed asshole, and maybe you are; either way, we’re doing what we have to do to keep people safe.”

“I haven’t done anything!” I cried, full of emotion, least of all from my raw dick. “The only person who’s been in any danger since this whole shitshow started is me!”

“And have you asked yourself why?” Vernon studied me.

“No,” the word dripped with irony. “I just shrug off people trying to kill me left and right, fuckin’ retard,” I practically spat at him.

“What did you find out?” Vernon actually seemed interested in what I was saying, instead of just fucking with me.

“I found out the Fae are self-righteous assholes. They’ll do what they promise, but nothing more, so you’d better have an army of lawyers backing you up when you make a deal with them. I found out that some people will actually put their lives on the line for me, and me for them. I found out I’m not as helpless as I thought.” I made the last one sound like a threat on purpose. I wasn’t going to let any more assholes push me around.

“I learned who I can really trust,” my voice fell to a whisper.

Vernon looked at me for several seconds before he grunted and walked away. Becky, who I now remembered was the mountain lion shifter chick who nearly killed me with a fucking machine gun, followed him out.  Needless to say, I didn’t really like her. She might be hot, but I’m also pretty sure it was her pussy I smelled on Vernon’s breath. That was one big soft-off in my book. 

The doctors followed them out and turned off the light when they left. I still had tubes sticking out of me, and the beep beep beep of my heartbeat echoed through the room.

“Do they expect me to sleep?” I wondered, and almost immediately got an answer.

There was a hiss-slurp of something delicious being pumped into my bloodstream. My eyes grew heavy, my body felt like it was sinking through the metal slab, and I welcomed the darkness like a long-time friend.

***

“Hey, get up!” A hand slammed down on the metal slab. It sounded like an artillery shell going off next to my head. I jumped, rolled, and fell onto the cold floor.

“Come on,” I groaned as I pushed myself up.

“Wait,” I slowly lifted my arms and looked down at my feet. “I’m free.”

The table’s restraints had retracted, and the only thing keeping me from running was Vernon and Becky. They both looked pissed and more than willing to fight, so I mentally labeled that Plan B.

“Hands behind your back, sleeping beauty.” Vernon didn’t wait for me to comply and jerked my arms into place. My shoulders complained, but I didn’t fight it. Anything that pissed off the UN’s attack dog must be good news for me.

I let him push me forward and out of the examination room. There were no windows in the hallway, so I had no idea if it was day, night, or even what day of the week it was. I could have slept for hours or days with the cocktail they pumped into me.

The shifters guided me through the facility. Becky marched in front and Vernon behind, so they had me covered from both angles. I kept my eyes on her ass as it sashayed back and forth. She wasn’t doing it on purpose. She just had that type of ass where she couldn’t help it. Vernon growled behind me, and I could tell he knew I was watching, so I just stared harder. I imagined getting all up in that. I’d never participated in a rim job, but I might be willing to chance the chocolate factory for Sheriff Becky Nice-Ass.

I might have respected Agent Dud once upon a time; at least enough not to eye fuck his girl right in front of him, but that ended when he shot me, and let Frank stick his fingers up my ass.

We went up a few floors and started to see people. My training with Xamira, Lark, and Peter emphasized keeping an eye on my surroundings and conducting threat assessments. These people looked like typical office drones, and by the way they hugged the walls as we passed, they weren’t a threat to anyone. Eventually, I saw light streaming through office windows. I’d been picked up in Vegas after dinner, so at least twelve hours had passed. I felt refreshed, which meant it was likely more.

I didn’t know where they were taking me, but eventually, we ended up in front of a large wooden door. A secretary stood sentry, but didn’t look me in the eye.

“I don’t have cooties,” I said loudly. “I’m not some disease you can catch.”

“Shut up,” Vernon pushed me through the door, but closed it without following.

“Now that’s a hell of a view,” I gaped as I looked out over New York City.

“Please, sit down, Mr. Dupree,” I jumped as an old lady stepped away from a bookshelf to my right. I really needed to work on my nerves and avoid obvious distractions.  

I decided to play it respectfully. Vernon was a douche, but I shouldn’t fuck with anyone else I didn’t know; first impression and all that. I took the offered seat and an offered cup of coffee.

“Thank you, ma’am,” I nodded in gratitude as the warmth of the liquid blossomed in my gut.

“You’re welcome,” she took a seat behind the desk, and I got a good look at her.

This was a tough old biddy; one of those old school, OG grandmother types who did the whole Rosey the Riveter deal when men went off to war. She held herself with easy confidence despite all the wrinkles and age splotches. I was also ninety-nine percent sure there was some sort of weapon pointed right at my junk, so I played it cool.

“My name is Evelyn Winters, I’m the Director of the United Nations Worldwide Registration Response Division,” she smiled, but the introduction felt like a lump of iron falling into my gut.

As far as a good chunk of the world was concerned, this lady was literally the devil. Not like Lark was the historical reference for Lucifer; Ms. Winters was the embodiment of all the evil and suffering that people laid at the WRA’s feet.

I wasn’t naïve enough to buy into all the propaganda. People did shit all the time that had nothing to do with the WRA, but sitting here, in front of her, made me feel just how deep in the shit I was. I knew that sounded stupid. A SWAT team had literally stormed a building and shot me on sight. It shouldn’t get more serious than that, but this was the fucking Boss.

I tried to reply, but my mouth was suddenly drier than Death Valley. “Um . . . yeah,” I worked up enough saliva for that genius response.

She just smiled at me, and I felt like she was about to lure me into her gingerbread house and bake me into a pie. “Do you know why you’re here, Mr. Dupree?”

“That thing in New York,” I wasn’t stupid enough to give any specifics, and she caught that.

“Among other things,” she inclined her head in a respectful nod. “You are something new to this world. We don’t know what you are, where you came from, what you’re capable of, or if you’re a danger to everyone around you.”

“I was born here,” my mouth was moving before I could stop myself. “I’ve lived here for eighteen years without any serious shi . . . I mean, stuff happening. I don’t know what I am, and sure, okay, maybe I’ve done some stupid stuff, but I don’t want to hurt anyone. It seems like everyone wants to hurt me. I’m just trying to survive.” It all rushed out of me.

The Director nodded and hit a few keys on her computer. “I want to offer you an opportunity, Mr. Dupree,” she regarded me carefully, like she was Lady Justice with her scales. “First, I want to allow you to be a part of our New Initiates program. We do this for novel supernaturals as a way to study them and make sure they acclimate well with society.”

“I don’t think that’ll be a problem,” I replied. After all, I had a lifetime of experience.

She smiled. “It requires a technological and magical combination to study your biology, habits, reaction to external stimuli, and other aspects the doctors say are important, but I honestly don’t know much about. If you were to participate in this program, we would let the judge know, and he will likely be lenient with your sentencing.”

“And boom goes the dynamite,” I could read between the lines. I cooperated, or the judge screwed me over. Frank’s fingers up my ass would be the least of my problems.

“What do I need to do?” I asked.

“Sign some paperwork, let our mages work a few spells on you, and swallow a big pill that will attach to your intestine and record your bio data for the next year,” she explained.

“That’s it?” I didn’t like that the government would have me Lojacked, but a year on probation was a lot better than however many years they were going to throw me in the slammer.

“That’s it. If you sign the paperwork now, we’ll get everything underway before you see the judge,” she picked up a folder and turned it for me to see.

It was dense and in very small print. “Shouldn’t I have my lawyer look this over?” I asked.

“Sure,” she didn’t act like that was a problem, but something flickered in her eyes. “However, there is a time limit attached to this deal.”

“Of course there is,” I found myself in between the proverbial rock and a hard place.

“How do you know I’m even telling the truth about anything?” I asked, making no move toward or away from the paperwork.

“You were given a truth pill before you came up,” she replied, like it wasn’t a gross violation of my privacy.

I didn’t say anything, but I was starting to see why people didn’t like this woman. I got the sense she knew that, but didn’t give a shit how I, or anyone else, felt.

“I have another question, if you’ll enlighten me?” she asked.

I nodded, not sure where this was going, and not sure if I’d like where it ended up. “It can’t hurt to hear her out.”

“If I told you that I could make this all go away like that . . .” she snapped her fingers, and I jumped in my chair.

“Fuck, get a hold of yourself, man.”

“. . . would you be willing to tell me about what you saw while you were with Venus Venitas in Las Vegas?”

“No,” the word erupted from me. Now that I knew what was going on, I felt the truth pill in action. It didn’t make me talk, but when I opened my mouth, nothing but the truth came out.

“That’s a pity,” she sat back, but I swore I saw begrudging respect in her eyes.

“And our New Initiates program?” she inquired.

“I think I’ll have my lawyer look it over,” I made my decision.

She might be a tough old biddy I did not want to fuck with, but she had her angle, and she was pushing it hard. If she was pushing it hard, she might not have enough to get me. That might explain why Vernon was pissed.

“But then again, they might just be fucking with me,” I wouldn’t put that past them; but if they were offering an olive branch, and I turned them down . . . “Argh!” I wanted to pull my hair out. Luckily, or unluckily, depending on how the next twenty minutes went, a commotion outside the door caught both our attention.

Vernon opened the door and peeked his head in. “The kid’s attorneys are here demanding to see him.”

“Time’s up,” the Director slammed the file closed with a loud slap.

I gulped as I looked up at her, and for the life of me, I couldn’t tell if I’d made the right decision. I did know one thing for sure: I never wanted to be in her office again.

***

Vernon pulled me out of the chair and marched me out the door and toward the elevator. He didn’t look happy, which made me feel like I’d made the right decision. He pushed me into the elevator in front of him, but when Becky hot-stuff tried to get on behind him, he shook his head, and the doors closed with just the two of us.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up just before the big shifter pushed the stop button. With a jerk, the elevator halted between floors. I gulped as Vernon turned to regard me.

“Is this the part where you kick the shit out of me?” I glanced up, looking for cameras, but didn’t see any.

The shifter started to growl, but cut it off and turned it into a sigh. I watched his face transform from frustrated anger to just plain tired.

“I want to talk to you?” he deadpanned.

“Like when you roofied me with a truth pill and sent me to talk to Madame Satan,” I fired back.

He grunted. “Not my idea,” was his defense, but I didn’t buy it.  “And that doesn’t change the fact that I want to talk to you man to man.”

“Now you want to talk to me man to man,” I laughed in his face, which didn’t help the situation. “You know,” I put irony aside for a second to get real with the shifter, “I actually wanted to be one of you,” I waved around me, which was hard to do in handcuffs. “I wanted to join the Response Division. I probably couldn’t have cut it as an agent, but I wanted to be a part of this. Do you know why?”

From the look on his face, I’d caught the big guy by surprise. “Why?” he took the bait.

“I wanted to get back just a bit of that power,” I made sure he knew I was dead serious and not fucking with him. “I’ve spent years around supernaturals, and not just your average werewolf girl next door types. I’m talking blue-blooded, trust-funded, fucking powerful in every conceivable way supernaturals,” I paused to let that sink in. “Do you know what I learned?”

“What?” Vernon had relaxed enough that I was sure he wasn’t going to beat my ass.

“I learned that they’re a big bag of dicks,” I deadpanned, completely serious. 

The sound that came out of the werewolf was somewhere between a growl and a laugh.

“I learned real quick what they thought about me. They saw themselves as the big boys and girls on campus, then there was fifty feet of dog shit, and then people like me. If I didn’t have a particular set of skills, which I will neither confirm nor deny I have in the first place, they wouldn’t have given me the time of day. I could be bleeding out in the gutter and they’d step over me so I didn’t soil their Italian loafers.”

“Get to the point, Dupree. This is a nice kumbaya moment, but your lawyer is gonna have an aneurysm if we’re any later,” Vernon made a hurry up motion, but he never said he disagreed with my point.

“Fine,” I shrugged. “The moral of this story is that after what I’ve seen of the WRA Response Division, what you’ve personally put me through, and that shit your boss just pulled; it’s clear to me that you guys are no different than the assholes I went to school with,” I looked the agent in the eye to make sure he knew I meant every word of what I said. “Now I’m done, and I’m not saying another word until my lawyer is present.”

“Chew on that,” I crossed my arms and leaned against the back wall of the elevator.

The werewolf’s face scrunched up in concentration, and it took him a few seconds to press the start button. The elevator was pretty speedy, so it didn’t take us long to reach where we were going. The door began to open, but Vernon stuck out his arm to stop me from getting out. I heard a man yelling somewhere nearby, but that didn’t seem to disturb the agent.

“I’ll give it to you that most supernaturals are a bag of dicks,” he smiled at the term. “We look down on humans because they’re weaker than us, and thinking like that gets us into trouble. That’s why the WRA is here, so asshole supernaturals don’t fuck up the world. I’ll even admit that the people I work for can be just as fucked up as your preppy schoolmates. Everything in life is a contest of power. You'd better get used to that.”

I was surprised by the agent’s candor and the solid life advice. “Aren’t you just full of surprises?” I still didn’t trust him farther than I could throw him without my Fae gifts.

“Now, I’ve got a question for you, Dupree,” he moved his whole body to block the door and obscure any cameras. “Is your cabal any different? Aren’t they all about power, money, pussy, or all of the above? You name it, they want it. And no,” he forestalled my complaint, “I’m not talking about your butt buddies. I’m talking about the people in power. The people who make decisions. Are they any different than the assholes at your school, or my boss?”

I opened my mouth to retort, but he held up his hand and moved to allow me off the elevator.

“Just think long and hard about it before you give me an answer,” he gave me a shove to get me moving, and once we rounded the corner, I saw a familiar face.

“There you are,” it was the lawyer who rescued me from Vernon last time. By the scowl on his face, he remembered the UN agent just fine. “I hope they haven’t been mistreating you.”

“Just standard procedure, counselor,” Vernon replied, sounding bored.

“So, it’s just standard procedure to keep an American citizen from obtaining a lawyer,” he turned to me. “Please tell me you didn’t sign or agree to anything.”

“No, but they tried,” I told my legal pitbull.

“Even if you did sign it, I’d get it thrown out. I heard what happened in Vegas, and you’ve been without a lawyer for nearly two days. You might be ready to shit all over the constitution, Agent Dud, but the judge presiding over the case most certainly is not.”

“Whatever,” Vernon rolled his eyes at the posturing. “Think about what I said, Dupree,” he turned on his heel, gave a small wave, and stalked off.

“What did he say?” the lawyer asked. “If he tried to compel or intimidate you in any way . . .”

“No, none of that,” I said quickly. “Sure, he was an asshole at times, but . . . nothing,” I trailed off.

“Damnit,” despite my newfound convictions and unwavering opinion that Vernon Dud was a dick in the bag of dicks that was his division, that didn’t mean what he’d said was a lie. It was actually pretty introspective. “Furry bastard,” I hated when people got under my skin, and I stewed like that as my lawyer led me toward what had to be the courtroom.

I saw and felt UN security officers moving with us; far enough away to respect attorney-client privilege, but close enough to tackle me if I tried to make a run for it. They followed us all the way through the door and into the courtroom. They posted up on either side of the doors as the lawyer led me toward the defense table. I should have been thinking about my upcoming fight for freedom, but my eyes were drawn to a very slapable ass.

The woman wore heels that toed the line between professional and stripper. My eyes traced upward from there to a tight pencil skirt; so tight, I could tell she wasn’t wearing any panties. A white blouse and blazer combo was above it, but I was shamelessly focused on the impression her cheeks made against the fabric as she bent over the table to study something. My lawyer said I’d been out of it for two days. Between Fern, Lilith, and Littlekittycat69, I’d been getting a lot of ass lately, so my mind yearned for a trip to pound town.

Then, she turned around.

“Oh no, no . . .no . . . no. Hell no!” I sputtered as Marcella grinned at me; her red locks framing her deceptively innocent face.

“Hello, Cam,” she smiled, showing a bit of fang. “Don’t worry about a thing. I’ve got a great defense planned for you.”

“Do you two know each other?” my lawyer asked, clearly confused.

“We’ve had the pleasure,” she replied, with a lick of her lips, as we pushed through the gate that separated the lawyers from the spectators.

I snorted as I was forced to take the seat between my lawyers. I scooted the chair as far away from the vamp as I could.

“I wouldn’t call it a pleasure,” I replied under my breath, loud enough for her to hear.

“It was for me,” she replied casually, as she arranged her papers. “If you’d relaxed, you would have enjoyed it.”

“You tried to sodomize me with a fucking horse cock,” I hissed back.

“Don’t knock it until you try it. Pegging is fairly popular with the sexually enlightened,” she was enjoying this, and that just pissed me off more.

“If there is something I need to know . . .?” The lawyer looked uneasily between us.  

I opened my mouth to say I wanted a different lawyer, but the bailiff’s voice rang out.

“All rise, the Honorable Bernard Covington presiding.”

A stooped, old man appeared from a door behind the bench and slowly walked to his seat. He looked like the type of grandfather who came over for Christmas Day and sat by the fire telling stories to the munchkins. Everything about him was wrinkles and a battle with baldness that he was steadily losing. He moved a little stiffly and really needed to trim his nose hair. Everything about him was nonthreatening.

That was probably the reason my internal alarm bells screamed a warning, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of incredible vulnerability that worked its way up my spine. For the first time in my life, I felt claustrophobic. I squirmed in my seat, but I was still shackled with cold iron, which meant I couldn’t rely on any enhanced strength to save my ass.

“What good is precognition if this shit doesn’t work when I want it to?” My other gifts were conspicuously silent. I was a sitting duck.

The old judge eased into his seat with a sigh and looked out over the courtroom. His eyes met mine, and I felt like I was falling into their depths. I’d felt this before, and it had me freaking the fuck out.

“Anima mage!” I mentally flailed as my tether to reality frayed under his gaze.

Fuck if I was going to let the old geezer get in my head. I raged against the foreign presence in my mind, and to my surprise, I made contact. It felt like when I punched someone in the face; that meaty thwack of flesh on flesh. I felt the geezer’s surprise, and then it was like someone threw everything in reverse. Now, I felt like I was being projectile vomited out of whatever mindfuck I’d fallen into.

I emerged from it with a gasp, which had Marcella and my lawyer looking at me with concern. “Cam?” the vamp put her hand on my thigh, close to the artery she’d taken a sip from, but I was too freaked out to notice.

“Anima mage,” I gulped and nodded at the judge.

“He is,” Marcella nodded. “That’s what makes him a good judge. He knows if you’re blowing smoke up his ass. Plus, he’s allowed to take a shallow look into a defendant’s mind as part of his judicial power.”

“Someone could have warned me,” I was still catching my breath, but she got my drift from the glare I shot her.

I returned my focus to the judge. I felt the vibrations form a circle of power that radiated out from around him. I didn’t know shit about how magic worked, I didn’t even know if someone could be an elemental and theurgy mage, but I’d never been able to feel magic before without my Fae gifts. Even when I wasn’t bound by cold iron, it felt different. This time, things felt almost familiar.

“This is the last thing I need,” I groaned. “What the fuck is happening?” My brain felt like it was pounding against my skull.

The judge was probably asking himself the same question. His bushy eyebrows had disappeared into his receding hairline, and he had a WTF expression that mirrored mine. All of this happened in the span of ten seconds, and since he had a lot more experience fucking with minds, the judge recovered first.

“I call to order the ninth district of the supernatural court of the United States of America. Clerk, will you please read the docket,” the judge sounded casual, but his eyes kept darting back to me.

I massaged my temples and missed most of what the clerk said, but Marcella yanked me to my feet when the judge addressed me.

“Mr. Dupree,” everyone heard the curiosity in his voice. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had a novel supernatural in my courtroom.”

“It’s the first time I’ve been in a courtroom,” I fired back before I could stop myself. “Your Honor,” I added, so he didn’t throw the book at me.

“I have a motion to immediately put before the court, Your Honor,” the prosecution used my remark to butt in. He handed the bailiff a piece of paper to bring to the judge. “This motion is to immediately dismiss co-counsel for the defendant. Ms. Marcella Caldwell is registered with the WRA as a vampire elder. The abilities of this classification of supernaturals are well documented, and her ability to influence any part of the legal process, or anyone in this courtroom for that matter, is grounds for dismissal.”

“Are you suggesting,” the judge’s grandfatherly demeanor melted away. He lost the old storyteller quality and morphed into a mean-looking bastard who used a belt on his kids when they misbehaved. “That a vampire can muddle my thoughts and influence me to rule on cases outside the guidance and wisdom of the law?”

“Dumbass,” I couldn’t hide my grin as the government lawyer paled a shade. I didn’t know who the judge was, but he wasn’t a pushover.

“Of course not, Your Honor,” the lawyer babbled.

“If I may, Your Honor,” Marcella stood and waited for the judge to acknowledge her. “I am indeed a vampire elder with the skills the prosecution suggests. However, I am also a lawyer. I graduated top of my class from Stanford. I passed the California and New York State Bar on the first try. I even aced it. I have every right to be here, and to say that I don’t is a violation of the New York Bar Association's standards of conduct, half a dozen federal and state laws, as well as common human decency. In twenty-twenty, I thought we’d be beyond such casual racism,” she sat back down with a flourish that showed me a lot of leg.

“Down boy,” I told my dick as it strained against my pants.

The government lawyer sputtered like a stalled jalopy. He was so busy defending his own reputation that he didn’t even have time to defend his motion.

“Your motion is denied,” the judge ruled as he looked over the prosecution’s document. “Your motion doesn’t meet the statutory guidance for dismissal of counsel. A number of the people in this room can do superhuman things,” the judge was one of them, and judging by his expression, he was proud of it. “Just because someone can do something doesn’t mean negative action should be taken against them. We judge people on what they do, not what they can do; human, supernatural, Fae, we’re all capable of great and terrible things.”

“I like this guy,” I wasn’t stupid enough to meet his eyes again, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t nod in agreement.

“If I may, Your Honor,” Marcella got to her feet again. “We also have a motion and supporting documentation to present to the court.”

“The people haven’t even levied charges against . . .”

“This goes directly to the charges, Your Honor,” she interrupted the prosecution, and the judge nodded for her to continue.

I had no idea if this was how court was supposed to go, but if this was how it worked, it was good reality TV. I’d watch a show where the hot lawyer screwed with the government stooge any day of the week. Putting “screw” and Marcella in the same thought made me need to adjust my pants. It was a very confusing kind of day.

“First, we have a motion for dismissal, and supporting documentation,” she held up a hand as the prosecution opened his mouth to object.

“I have sworn affidavits and witness statements directly refuting the prosecution’s charge of assault on a police officer. Those affidavits are from the officers in question who admit that they were not able to identify my client, or anyone else in the car that opened fire on them.”

The judge took the documents to peruse while a copy was handed to the government lawyers. The judge’s eyebrows rose as he read, and he turned his gaze on the prosecution. “Do you care to refute this?”

“You Honor . . .” the government lawyer was clearly off his game now. “We just received these. How can the court expect . . .?”

“This court expects you to be able to provide evidence to the charges you’re bringing. I have those listed as assault on a police officer, and failing to register per the WRA; are those the charges?”

“Yes, Your Honor, but . . .”

“But nothing, counselor,” the judge pierced him with his gaze, and the man visibly quivered. “The only evidence you’ve provided is circumstantial and based on a timeline the defense is bound to poke holes in. The defense has sworn testimony from the officers involved in the altercation. Can you, or can’t you, provide more evidence for this charge?”

I could see the government lawyer sweating, and I hoped he got a bad case of swamp ass.

“No, Your Honor,” the prosecution exhaled in defeat.

“Then I will grant the defense’s motion and dismiss that charge,” he banged his gavel, and the Sword of Damocles I didn’t even know was hovering over my head disappeared.

I grinned like an idiot and tapped my feet in a little jig.

“How do you plead on the charge of violating the WRA by not registering?” The judge moved on.

“Your Honor, may we approach?” Marcella asked, catching both the judge and prosecution by surprise.

The judge paused for a moment to consider, but nodded. Marcella winked at me as she got up and sauntered up to the judge’s raised bench with the prosecution. They were a dozen yards away, but I could hear them perfectly.

“Your Honor, this second charge is a sham,” she started off, guns blazing.

“How dare . . .” the prosecution’s face was beet red, but a glare from the vamp shut him up.

“We all know that failing to register requires premeditated thought and action to avoid registration. You will find in the documentation that the UN itself took several months to even identify Cameron Dupree as a supernatural. In fact, their first tests were negative. My client didn’t try to avoid anything. He had all the required tests done as a child, and they returned negative results. It is true that he is a novel supernatural, but nowhere in his thoughts or actions did he attempt to avoid registering. This is all a terrible misunderstanding that has gotten way out of hand; so, I’m offering a deal.”

“Normally, the prosecution is the one to offer deals, Ms. Caldwell,” the judge stated.

“And normally, I’d wipe the floor with him, but this has all gone on too long,” she replied, which got a chuckle from the judge as they turned to the government lawyer. “My client has been in the custody of the Response Division for the last two and a half days. We will agree to another seventy-two hours of testing. It is my understanding that the medical staff has already taken several samples, unwillingly, I might add, from my client. He will submit to all tests willingly for the next three days, and then he will be released. This is a win-win situation,” she stared down the prosecution. “The UN gets its data to classify him, and my client no longer has his rights violated.”

The judge nodded along to her deal. “Counselor?” he asked the prosecution.

The other lawyer looked spitting mad, and he opened his mouth to say something.

“Of course, if you don’t take the deal, we’ll be filing a lawsuit against the Response Division for excessive use of force. My client was unarmed and had his hands up when your agents shot him. With the public discussion around police procedures in the spotlight throughout the country, I’m sure the UN would just love to join in. Don’t you?”

The lawyer’s mouth snapped shut. He might be royally pissed, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew when he didn’t have a case, and the Director’s attempt to get me to sign on the dotted line had already failed. They’d blown their wad, and there was nothing else they could do.

“Deal,” the prosecution let out a tired breath.

That’s how it ended. A little anticlimactic for daytime television, and everything else I’d been through. They had the paperwork ready in twenty minutes. Marcella gave me the nod of approval, and all I had to do was sign. I’d give the UN three more days. They’d treat me like a human being and not a lab rat. After that, I was free to go back to Las Vegas and see Lilith, Fern, Dani, Xamira, and whoever the hell else I chose.

It was a complete legal victory for me, but Vernon’s words still bounced around my head. “Not now,” I chided myself. Why ruin a good thing with more questions and indecision? 

Then there was Marcella. “Always a pleasure, Cam,” her voice dripped sensuality. It was a turn on.

Despite what she’d almost done to me in Reno, she’d just kicked ass and freed me from another round of mechanical jack off. If they needed to examine something in my asshole this time, thanks to her, I could get a hot nurse to perform the procedure. No more Frank. 

That led to some very confused emotions tumbling around my noggin as the bailiff removed my handcuffs.  I felt the ball of white-hot light explode at my core, and I grabbed it to feel safe. The judge kept giving me furtive looks, but I ignored him as I was led out of the room and back into UN HQ to do whatever they wanted me to do.

Vernon and Becky met me there. Neither looked happy that I was free, especially the mountain lion shifter, but they looked resigned to it. That’s the thing with cops. When the judge handed down the ruling, their own sense of honor demanded they abide by the rule of law. On the opposite hand, there was me, who was going to milk it for all it was worth. 

“Come on,” Vernon had to stop himself from grabbing my elbow. “We’ve got some more tests to run.” 


Chapter 20

“This is nice, isn’t it?” I smiled as I opened the door and found Vernon and Becky waiting for me.

It was the day after my trial – if you could even call it that – and I hadn’t been put into a drug-induced sleep. Apparently, the UN HQ boasted just about everything needed to ensure foreign dignitaries had a home away from home. This included a mini-hotel set in their big New York building. It wasn’t much, just a handful of rooms, a concierge, and a cleaning staff, but compared to the subterranean medical clinic, it was a different world.

Despite having a metaphorical weight lifted off my shoulders and knowing that I wasn’t going to end up in prison covering my butthole in the shower, I didn’t sleep well. There were a lot of things rampaging through my mind. First was fucking Vernon Dud. I hated having the dude in my head, but he’d made some good points, and it was stupid to ignore good points, even if they came from someone or something I didn’t like. In a supernatural world I was rapidly becoming more acquainted with, that was a good way to end up dead.

The question of the cabal leadership being just as sinister as the Fae, or UN Director, was completely valid, and if I was being honest, probably true. There was no way someone like Lark – despite how he’d taken me aside and taught me about my new powers – didn’t have Machiavelli beat every day of the week. Hell, he might have taught the pompous prick everything he knew.

Morgan Le Fey was fucking Morgan Le Fey. The little tidbit about her turning all the Knights of the Round Table into ghouls, so they could eternally serve her, wasn’t the most endearing quality in a woman. She scared the piss out of me, but nothing anyone else had on their resume topped the boss.

Venus Venitas was tens of thousands of years old. She’d been immortalized in cultures all over the world as a goddess of love, beauty, and sexuality. There was no doubt in my mind that since the Revelation, there were pagan groups that literally worshiped her. Belief like that went way beyond the power a true ancient immortal had at their disposal. I couldn’t even imagine what Venus had done to survive, become a living legend, or what it took to build one of the strongest supernatural organizations in the world. It would also be stupid to ignore that she’d probably butchered thousands and bathed in their blood to do it. Sacrifice was black magic, but that didn’t mean it didn’t work, and history was full of examples of people sacrificing their own kids to the gods.

That thought made me shiver, and it confused the hell out of me when I compared it to the woman in mom jeans who’d cooked me dinner. She’d taken time out of her incredibly busy schedule to call my parents and tell them I was okay. Megalomaniacs didn’t do stuff like that, or at least I didn’t think they did. She paid me more attention than any other newcomer, and I didn’t know why. Lilith knew I was special, but even then, she’d been willing to trade me on the assumption that her mother wanted me. Venus had the fucking Pegasus in her harem. What did I have that topped that?

All those thoughts tumbled around my mind as I tried to get some shuteye. I finally got to sleep a few hours before dawn, but then it was time for the early bird to get the worm and make good on my half of the plea deal.

After the trial, I went through some final medical testing. The docs were all polite and less distant than last time. They talked and joked with me as they had me activate my Fae gifts so they could test strength, durability, speed, and stuff like that. It was a gold mine of data for them, especially when they didn’t know shit about what the Fae were really capable of. It occurred to me about halfway through the testing that the Fae would be royally pissed I was spilling their secrets. Of course, they were already trying to kill me; so, fuck them.

I even got to know Frank; nice guy, two kids, and a wife who called him every day at lunch. He didn’t talk about shoving his fingers up my ass, and I didn’t ask. I did ask a lot of other questions about the tests they were doing and the results. He happily answered all of them. It was night and day from being strapped to a table and milked like a well-hung cow.

They’d informed me at the end of the day that all the medical tests were finished. I said bye to Frank and the team, went off to have a sleepless night where I questioned everything I’d gotten myself into, and had a quasi-nightmare where I fucked Marcella. It started with crazy, monkey sex, but she ended up eating my dick at the end. Whatever my subconscious was trying to tell me, I didn’t get it, and now I was facing the two shifters at my doorway.

My plan for them was simple: “Kill them with kindness.”

“You look lovely today, Becky. Vernon, have you been hitting the weights?” I asked with a smile.

“Shut the fuck up,” Becky growled.

“Easy, killer. You have to learn to let go,” I gave her a soulful look. “If you don’t, you’re going to develop a bad case of IBS.”

The mountain lion shifter was literally shaking with rage, and I heard her grinding her teeth into powder, but Vernon put a restraining hand on her shoulder.

“Quit fucking around, Dupree. Let’s go,” he motioned for me to get moving.

“You know I didn’t have anything to do with your little run-in,” I said over my shoulder to Becky. “You can hold a grudge, but all it’s going to do is give you wrinkles, and the stress of it is going to eat away at the lining of your stomach. That’s a shitty way to live.”

A few months ago, I would have been suicidal to talk to a supernatural like that, especially with my back turned. Now, I knew I could take a punch. Coming from her, it would still hurt, but then my lawyers would bury her. Vernon knew that, so he kept his cat on a leash.

“Where are we going today?” I asked as he led me to the elevator.

“We’ve got a little meet and greet set up. It should be . . . illuminating.”

Something about how he finished the sentence made my spidey senses tingle. I steeled myself for whatever it was and put yesterday behind me. I had firsthand experience with everything going to shit at the drop of a hat.

We rode the elevator in silence. I liked to think the sexual tension between me and Becky was thick enough you could cut it with a steak knife, but if she had a knife, she’d stab me in the heart. The elevator climbed up and up until we had to be on the top floor. If anything was universally true, it was that the most important people always had the penthouse. I was in ratty jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt; not exactly what you want to meet the Secretary General in.

The door dinged and opened to an expansive entryway. Light streamed in from the floor-to-ceiling windows, plush carpets covered everything, and beautiful, well-dressed people went about their morning business. The whole area screamed power, wealth, and privilege, which might be why several people were giving me the stink eye.

“Follow me,” Vernon pointed to a nearby hallway.

I took a step off the elevator and grunted. “Ow,” I massaged the stitch in my side that sprang up out of nowhere.

“Are you okay?” Becky mocked as she shouldered me aside. “Did we have one too many pancakes this morning?”

“Kill her with kindness,” I reminded myself, but her baby-talk act was fucking annoying.

“I’m good. Just a little tired from fucking your mom last night,” I grinned. You couldn’t go wrong with a good mom joke.

Becky growled, but didn’t slug me. There were too many people watching. I followed Vernon to the offshoot hallway. Despite the twenty-foot walk, my breathing grew heavy, and when we reached the door, my stomach did a somersault.

“Ugh,” a wet burp worked its way up my throat.

“Maybe the bacon was bad,” I wondered as my stomach rebelled. I like it extra crispy. It looked extra crispy, but you can never be sure.

“Stop fucking around, Dupree.” Becky was bringing up the rear, and she pushed me roughly through the door into the hallway.

“I’m not,” I snapped back, and this time, I tasted the puke in the back of my throat. “I need a bathroom!”

I rushed toward the plaque on the wall that said shitter in twenty different languages. Everything was coming back up, but I had the dignity to hold it in my mouth until I was over the porcelain throne. Then, my whole body heaved in rebellion as I spewed up everything I’d ever eaten.

“Damn, that’s rank,” Vernon and Becky rushed in after me, but quickly backed out as the stench wafted around the small space.

“Are you okay?” There was a touch of concern in the werewolf’s tone.

“Did you guys fucking poison me?” My yell echoed around the bowl I still had my face in. “I’m cooperating with you. There’s no need to pull a Kremlin on me,” I managed before round two came spewing out of me. “Oh no,” my stomach gurgled dangerously. I gasped for air, ripped off my jeans, and got my ass into position before I erupted from the other end.

I felt like my pathetic groan echoed through the whole floor. Everyone could hear me puking and shitting my guts out. Vernon stuck his head in with his nose firmly pinched together. If it was horrible for me, I couldn’t imagine what a shifter smelled.

“Let me call the docs to get you something,” he suggested.

I appreciated the offer, but the last bout seemed to clear everything out. “No, I’m good,” I sagged against the wall, as my stomach started to settle. “Let’s get this over with so I can get the hell out of here.”

The miracle in all of this was that I hadn’t shit or puked all over myself. I washed up and rejoined the two shifters in the hallway. Becky gave me an apprehensive look, but I ignored her.

“Last door on the left,” Vernon stated, and led the way.

I made it about three steps before a spasm shook my whole body. This time, it wasn’t my stomach. It was like someone hit my bones with a tuning fork. Pain exploded everywhere, stars burst in my eyes, and the next thing I knew, I was on the floor.

“What the fuck, Dupree?” Becky wasn’t buying it, but Vernon looked genuinely concerned.

“I . . .” I couldn’t get anything else out. My throat closed up like I was having an allergic reaction; except, I wasn’t allergic to anything.

“Fuck it, I’m calling the . . .” Vernon was cut off as the door behind us burst open and a team of EMTs rushed in with a stretcher. “Thank the gods, I . . .”

“We’ll check on him later, we’ve got . . .” the team leader was already running past them and down to the last door on the left.

“What the hell?” Vernon watched the EMTs head for their destination. “Something's wrong.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” I coughed. Dark red splashed across the rug. “What the hell is going on?” I groaned as more pain lanced through me. You could have offered me a billion dollars to move an inch, and I couldn’t have done it. That’s how much this fucking hurt. That was saying a lot since I’d literally been impaled on the end of a troll’s sword. 

“Come on,” Vernon scooped me up in his arms like I was some helpless baby.

It hurt like a motherfucker, and I’ll admit I started to cry. My entire body was rebelling for no reason.

“He’s fucking with you, Vernon.” Becky still looked skeptical.

“He’s coughing up blood,” the werewolf shot back. “Something's up. I can feel a disturbance . . .” he trailed off, because the EMTs came bursting out of the room with a body on the stretcher.

Whoever they were, they looked like battered shit. My guess would be some woman who’d just been curb-stomped by an angry mob of sexists. It was that fucking bad. Her face was black and blue, and her lips were split and bleeding. Blood streamed from her nose, mouth, eyes, and fresh puke was all over her front. As they wheeled her toward us, her body went into convulsions.

I could relate to that. As the EMTs got closer, the more pain racked my body. It felt like an angry god was hammer-fisting me for shits and giggles while I lay there helpless. Even Vernon struggled to hold on to me as I thrashed. At some point in the epileptic fit, my eye met the battered woman’s.

I had no idea what she looked like under the blood and bruises, but her eyes – the blue in them – triggered something in my memory. The eyes were windows to the soul, and I felt like I was falling into them, and she was falling into me. I saw flashes of a desert with wild animals running all around. A kid laughed and played. Then there was a beach, people everywhere, and water, which curled over me to form a tunnel I slid through on a board.

“Not me,” my brain told me as the electrical signals in my nervous system went into overdrive.

I didn’t know how to surf. The girl was in my head, and I was in hers. It was so familiar, and at the same time, so foreign. I thought I’d been mindfucked before, but this girl had a huge fucking dick for her mind, and it was fucking the shit out of me.

“Wait,” Vernon yelled as the EMT team raced toward us. “We need to . . .” he never got to finish.

They kept coming, and once they were a few feet away, I felt power inside me activate. Not my Fae power, but the thing that made me other. Fire and lightning raced through me in an avalanche of sensation. All the pain vanished, but my back arched as pure power raced through me. I didn’t see it, but the same thing happened to the girl.

“Stop!” Vernon yelled.

The EMTs pumped the brakes when confronted by an angry werewolf, but it was too late. My finger gently grazed the outstretched hand as the girl on the stretcher skidded by me . . . and the whole world went to hell in a handbasket. I felt reality lurch, and it wasn’t just in my head. The whole building heaved like it had its own bout of food poisoning.

I heard concrete crack, steel buckle, and glass shatter; all to the backdrop of people screaming in horror. The lurch threw everyone in the hallway to the side, so we landed in a heap. Despite the jarring movement, my finger was still attached to the girl like some type of magnet.

“Get them apart,” Vernon yelled as he tossed aside EMTs like dirty laundry to get to me. “Becky, quick, or we’re all dead!”

I didn’t know what he was talking about. All the pain was gone, and I felt good; really fucking good. The connection with this mysterious woman gave me strength, power, and some unknown reassurance. I didn’t believe in a capital-G god like the monotheists; not when I’d met people like Lark and Venus. However, at this moment, I felt a higher power smiling down on me. It felt awesome.

Vernon wanted to end that. He grabbed me around the waist and pulled, while Becky grabbed the battered woman. They stretched us out to our full length, so only the tips of our fingers touched like Michelangelo’s fresco of The Creation of Adam on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. I felt Vernon’s muscles strain around me as he pulled, and I saw a vein on Becky’s neck protrude as she put all her effort behind it. Still, our fingers wouldn’t come undone.

I felt the double wave of magic as the two shifters exploded into masses of muscle and fur. Suddenly, eight feet of hulking werewolf surrounded me, and I was looking at a hot-as-fuck lioness who’d shredded a good deal of her clothes in the transformation. From the look on Becky’s face, she didn’t care one of her tits had busted out of her bra. She looked afraid.

“But it’s so glorious!” I didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. The fire and lightning that filled me was a blessing, not a curse. I knew that now. I was meant for this, whatever this was.

“On three,” Vernon commanded. “One . . . two . . . three!” The two shifters threw their combined, considerable strength into it.

I felt the power connecting me and the woman give, and something ripped. We flew apart from the pressure being exerted by the shifters. I went flying backward, still enclosed in Vernon’s arms. There was a jarring sensation as we hit the door more than a dozen feet behind us and went through it into the impressive foyer. Blinding light swarmed all over me, and I closed my eyes with a groan as exhaustion seeped into every fiber of my being. It felt like I’d just run a marathon, as a human, with a hundred-pound sack on my shoulders, and on only one leg. I was fucking beat.

“Get him out of here!” someone yelled before I shut my eyes and gave in to the exhaustion.

“I’m just going to rest my eyes for a minute,” I told myself before the darkness took me. “Then I’ll figure out what the fuck is going on.”

***

The car door slammed shut and woke me out of my stupor. “I’m up,” I groaned, but it was drowned out by the revving of the car’s engine.

“Shut up and stay down,” Vernon snapped.

That wasn’t a problem. I felt like hammered shit. Lying down, with the cool leather seat pressed against my aching face, was fine by me. I slid back against the seat as Vernon floored it. We wound around in circles, so we must have been in some underground parking garage. Finally, the car tilted upward and burst into the light.

There were also screams, sirens, and every other sound imaginable associated with a major tragedy.

“What . . .?” I started to lift my head up.

“Stay down,” Vernon reached behind the seat and shoved me back into the leather, but not before I saw it.

The ground level of the UN building was a clusterfuck. Emergency vehicles were lined up bumper to bumper and trying to get into the scene. People littered the sidewalks and the road around it. Some were wrapped in gauze, and others were caring for the injured. It was mankind at its best, helping others, but it only came out under the worst circumstances. Cops were everywhere roping off a perimeter several blocks wide, but they waved the UN SUV through the chaos.

Seeing the chaos was enough to know some serious shit had gone down. The last time Manhattan had seen something like this was the 9/11 attempts. Sure, the wards on the Trade Center turned the planes that tried to take them down into metal pancakes, but the hunk of mass had to go somewhere. The ruined planes dropped to the earth and still caused dozens of deaths, hundreds of injuries, and millions in property damage. Even with magic, nothing was perfectly safe.

The UN building probably had better wards than any other New York skyscraper, but those wards were designed to protect from external threats. “Gods,” my jaw dropped as I looked at the top of the UN HQ.

It looked like a pissed off dragon had taken a swipe at the building. A section of the top half dozen floors had been ripped out. Smoke was pouring out of it from electrical fires that were still raging inside. Even fifteen minutes later, papers and debris were still raining down everywhere.

I poked my head up and shifted my gaze to the people on the sidewalk. New York City was called the city that never sleeps, and that’s because people were always on the move. Not today. Today, everyone was motionless and staring at the UN. A hallmark of the New York skyline had been gutted, and the surprise, shock, and fear on people’s faces was palpable.

“Did I do that?” I felt myself getting sick again, but I swallowed it like a man.

It was hard to piece everything together. Everything had been muddled by pain, and then . . . a glorious sense of total completeness. I’d never felt that before . . . never. Not when I was adopted after spending years in an orphanage. Not when I’d made my first lasting friends at St. Vincent’s, and not when I was balls deep in a perfect 10 like Dani or Xamira. Nothing could compare to the totality of that moment when the mysterious girl and I were connected.

That overshadowed everything else, and I barely remembered the ripping sensation. “Not my fault,” I told myself, so I didn’t put that kind of body count on my shoulders. “Not my fault,” I didn’t like the fact that I was having to convince myself of that.

“Okay,” Vernon’s eyes darted around the area looking for potential threats. “You can sit up now.”

The action sent a shockwave through my system, which helped fight off the grogginess. I still whimpered like a beaten dog as I settled into a sitting position in the center of the middle seats.

“What the fuck was that?” Vernon snarled as he tried not to look like he was fleeing the scene of the crime.

“What was what?” I wasn’t trying to be a smart ass, but the werewolf took it that way.

He slammed on the brakes, nearly making the next car rear-end us, and twisted around in his seat to grab me by the neck. His giant hand engulfed my throat, and he squeezed gently. His fingers were like the jaws of a mechanical vise; easily strong enough to compress the arteries and my windpipe. If he wanted to, he could end me right here and now.

“I felt what happened back there.” The shifter’s composure was gone. His eyes shone like the harvest moon, and I could tell he was losing control. His inner wolf was trying to break free and tear my throat out.

“I felt reality itself rebelling against what you were doing,” he snarled, spittle flying into my face. “The very fabric of this realm was trying to stop you. So, for the last time, tell me what the fuck you were doing; or I swear to all the gods, high and low, that I will rip off your fucking head and leave your body in a dumpster.”

His hand clenched a quarter inch tighter, and I gagged as air refused to work its way into my lungs. It took the big guy a moment to realize I was trying to answer before he eased up on the asphyxiation.

“I don’t know,” I coughed. “I don’t go about giving myself raging diarrhea or epileptic fits,” I massaged my throat and glared at him. “You’re a fucking mage, tell me what the fuck was happening. You seem to know a hell of a lot more than I do.”

The shifter swore under his breath as he turned back to the road and hit the accelerator. People all around us were honking, but the werewolf obviously didn’t give a shit.

“I don’t know what was happening. All I know is it was profoundly wrong.”

“No shit,” I didn’t push him, but it was obvious to me that spewing rancid things out of the majority of the holes in my body was profoundly wrong.

“Who was the girl doing a great impression of Hamburger Helper?” I asked when he didn’t say anything else. Her eyes had burned themselves into my brain, and despite never seeing her before, they felt so familiar.

“A girl from Australia,” he replied bluntly. “We found her when we searched the globe for incidents similar to what happened at St. Vincent’s,” he turned his head to give me a look. “If you want to come clean about what happened there, now’s the time.”

“What is it with you people and thinking that I have any idea what the hell is happening? I’m just a kid who everyone, including, apparently, the universe, is fucking with,” I played the kid card because it was true, and because I tried to force it through the dude’s thick skull that I really didn’t have a clue.

All I got was a grunt in reply as he took another turn. The more distance we put between us and the UN, the more things calmed down. You could go five blocks in the Big Apple and be in a completely different world. We were still surrounded by monuments of glass and steel that praised mankind’s genius when he talked to me again.

“Okay,” he seemed to have calmed down a bit. “I know we only agreed to another two days of tests, but this changes things. What happened back there . . .” I could practically feel the fear coming off him, “. . . that was wrong on so many levels. We need to know the who, what, when, where, why, and any other W’s the big brains come up with.”

I understood where he was coming from, but the very idea of more time with the UN made me sneer. “Talk to my lawyers,” I replied, as politely as I could.

That got a snarl out of the big man. “Now you listen here, you little shit,” Vernon’s hands gripped the steering wheel hard enough to warp it. “This isn’t a game. This is serious shit. You need to . . .”

He never finished. The car was moving down the road at the speed limit, minding its own business, when it hit an invisible wall. Our forward motion came to an abrupt stop, and physics took over. The hood of the vehicle crumbled like a drunk frat boy smashing a beer can on his head. The back wheels of the car actually left the ground and rose a couple of feet in the air. Momentum turned the vehicle counterclockwise until the windshield was facing the nine o’clock position, and it was lined up perpendicular to the invisible wall.

At least, that’s what the witness statements said in the police report. I didn’t have any fucking idea what happened to the damn car. I was sitting in the rear center, and I wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. I can now attest that all those gruesome videos you see in traffic school about car accidents and people being ejected from vehicles are one hundred percent true. If I were human, I’d also be one hundred percent dead, but thankfully, my survival instincts worked faster than my brain.

I was still thinking, “Wha . . .” when my mind reached for the white fire in my gut and I wrapped myself in Fae power.

That saved my life when I took a header through the windshield. Vernon’s face was too busy playing bumper cars with the airbag for him to notice that I sailed right through the invisible barrier that had stopped the two-ton Chevy cold. Still, the werewolf was a tough son-of-a-bitch, and he shook off the shock of the sudden stop in a few seconds. He had just enough time to hear the shriek of warping metal as another unseen force compressed the SUV’s exterior into a solid block of metal. There was no escaping that. And, to add insult to injury, another wave of force swept the Chevy off the road and through the front window of a nearby Starbucks like it was a piece of loose garbage.

I missed all of that. I was too busy hitting the asphalt, dislocating my left shoulder, getting my flesh cut by shards of windshield, and having the wonderful sensation of road rash work its way across my body as I rolled to a stop twenty feet from where the SUV had been.

“I’m alive,” was my first thought. Followed by, “Ow!”

I heard the brakes protest as the car was pushed aside like it was no heavier than a traffic cone. Then, a shiver worked its way up my spine that screamed, “Danger Will Robinson!” Followed by the realization that Vernon wasn’t coming to the rescue. All of that mixed together was one hell of an emotional cocktail.

“Ambush,” I groaned as my rattled brain finally caught up to what was happening. I rolled to my good side and used a car that had stopped just short of running me over as an assist to leverage myself to my feet.

“Find the threat,” I mumbled like a madman, as my eyes scanned the area.

It wasn’t hard to find my attacker. They stepped out from the sidewalk, into the street, to face me like this was a high noon duel at the O.K. Corral. I gave my head a shake to make sure my mind wasn’t playing any tricks on me. This was not the enemy I expected.

First off, it was a she. That’s not being a sexist or anything. Hell, the most powerful people I knew were women. I just didn’t know anyone other than Aveena I’d pissed off enough to ambush a UN vehicle, in the middle of NYC, in broad daylight. iPhones were already out and live-streaming this shit. 

Next on the list was what she was wearing. A pair of black, heeled boots covered her feet. Above that was torn jeans and a white belly shirt. I saw toned abs and decent tits, but what really caught my attention was the tattoos all over her body. Specifically, the All-Seeing Eye that encompassed her navel.

“I’d do a belly shot off that,” I was thinking with my dick and not my head.

It was January in New York, so that kind of outfit was unusual. What was crazy was the black cloak she was wearing. I’m talking the Skull and Bones ensemble. The type they make you wear when they blindfold you and make you beat the purple-headed pirate while everyone else watches. She had the hood up to partially conceal her face from the cameras. Being directly in front of her, I had a good view.

She had the type of ageless face where I couldn’t tell if she was thirty or fifty. Her brow was furrowed in either anger or concentration, but I was too far away to tell. I was too focused on her eyes. In the shadows of her hood, they blazed. It wasn’t the otherworldly light Lilith’s did when she was powered up, or taking dick. This woman’s eyes burned with a zeal that said she would take a torch to the world if she had to. Whoever the fuck she was, she was dangerous, and that didn’t even take into consideration the magic I felt swell around her.

Still, what I was seeing and feeling wasn’t being fully communicated to my brain. That was probably the concussion’s fault. I looked around like an idiot, taking my eye off the threat, to scan the crowd. I was looking for any other Harry Potter-looking motherfuckers, and trying to remember if Comicon was in town this week. I saw nothing.

Despite all the evidence to the contrary, I was only ninety-nine-point-nine percent sure this woman was the one capable of the extreme vehicular violence. I decided to play it safe.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” I hobbled toward her. “If you could please help me, I need to get to the hospital,” I gave her a tired smile and hoped for the best.

The sneer on her face told me all I needed to know. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

“Okay, hot Gandalf,” I rolled my eyes, as she slid her feet until they were shoulder-width apart, and took a casual combat stance.

I don’t know how I’d missed it before, but she had a legit wizard’s staff. Not some dinky wand, but a five and a half foot, gnarly-looking hunk of wood as thick as my encircled thumb and pointer finger. It radiated magic and looked perfectly capable of bludgeoning me to death without the help of the underlying power of the universe. I could tell it had seen some shit because the shaft looked like it had been hacked at by a sword. That told me it was probably tougher than it looked.

“I’ll give you one chance. Surrender, and I’ll finish this quickly,” those were the words that came out of her mouth, but her face told me a different story. This chick wanted a fight. 

“This is bad,” I was coherent enough to add everything up.

Whoever this crazy bitch was, she was powerful. You couldn’t stop an SUV going thirty-five on a dime like that without significant magical energies. It was also well planned and executed. Either she knew we were coming this way, or she’d been able to execute that level of magic on the fly. I hoped it was the former, because the latter didn’t paint a pretty picture for little, old me.

I tried to remember my training. Lark’s voice came to me after a second. “When you’re ambushed, the best tactic is to fight through it,” the satyr instructed.

“That’s easy for the nearly all-powerful Fae to say,” I’d adamantly disagreed with the man.

I always found it better to run away from a fight like this. It had served me well so far, but something told me I wouldn’t get far. “Fight into the ambush it is,” I growled and pulled more power into a pair of glamours.

I still didn’t have a handle on streaming glamours, but fixed should work just fine. There was an explosion of light, and when it cleared, I had a sword and shield in my hand. They both glowed with otherworldly, pale light, and I gave the woman my best come-at-me-bro grin. Then I charged her.

I stumbled right off the bat as vertigo hit me like a hammer to the skull. The concussion was still healing, and it only emphasized how bad an idea this was. Still, battle had a momentum to it, and oftentimes, the person who controlled that momentum emerged victorious.

That’s how I ended up charging down a midtown street, with a glowing sword and shield in my hand, at some rando who could pass as Snow White’s evil, hotter stepsister. I yelled a battle cry because it felt proper as I charged her. To my surprise, she just stood there; the edges of her mouth curling up in a grin that made me realize this was all a terrible idea.

A few moments later, that sentiment was confirmed. I was still about six feet away from her, and rearing back my sword to try and cut off her head, when she sidestepped. I forgot about my slash as something really fucking weird happened. Her body distorted, rippled, and then condensed. If the space shuttle sprang a leak in space, and an astronaut got sucked through a hole the size of my hand, that’s what this looked like.

My jaw dropped, I ground my heels into the asphalt to stop my forward momentum, and gaped at the empty space where the lady used to be.

“What in the ever-loving fuck,” I just stared at the empty space, which was a near-fatal mistake.

I didn’t know it, but the woman reappeared behind me, brought her staff up like she was the Louisville Slugger, and bashed me in the back of the head. My thick skull, empowered with a troll’s strength, would have shrugged off a simple piece of wood. Little did I know, the etches in the wood I thought were hatch marks made by some long-gone sword, were actually arranged in a particular set of patterns. As she unleashed hell on my noggin, a pattern flared red, and the staff hit me with the strength of a runaway semi.

I blacked out, and the next thing I knew, I was blinking away pulverized asphalt at the end of a twenty-foot ditch I’d dug with my body. The world lurched violently around me, and I dry heaved into the rubble. Nothing came out, I was on empty, but I was definitely back to square one on the concussion.

“Yep, definitely tweaked something,” I groaned as I tried to stand.

“Your filth will not be tolerated here, invader,” the woman’s voice carried like she was used to giving intimidating speeches.

It made me cringe as I got back to my feet. My knees wobbled, but they held.

“I don’t know what your issue is, lady,” I heaved myself out of the trench and rolled back onto level ground. She was taking her time advancing on me. Now that I was defenseless – my sword and shield were gone; she must have destroyed them while I was out cold – she seemed to take pleasure in taking her time.

I could use that to my advantage. The first lesson that Xamira taught me, Peter reminded me of, and Lark continued to drill into me was that anything and everything was a weapon. I looked around for something to improvise with, and found something.

“When in doubt, throw a car at them,” I grinned.

“Can we talk about this?” I played for time as I put a couple of cars between her and me before selecting my target.

Everyone who had half a brain had cleared the fuck out, so I wasn’t going to hurt anyone; just fuck up someone’s insurance premium. I don’t know if supernatural fights are covered in someone’s usual auto plan.

“There is no negotiating with your kind,” she spat, casually walking around cars like she was on her way to visit the zoo. “You assimilate. You destroy. You’ve ruined your home realm, and now you’re coming for ours. I will not let you leave here alive.”

“You know,” I worked quickly to avoid raising any suspicion. “This would be a lot more informative if I had any idea what the hell you were talking about.”

Her face screwed up in confusion as she rounded the next-to-last car, and into my field of fire.

“Catch bitch!” I yelled.

Here’s a little tip. Those Superman cartoons on Saturday morning are a load of horseshit. The man of steel casually picking up cars and throwing them at Brainiac couldn’t be farther from the truth. You can’t just grip the side of a car and pick it up. Newsflash, cars aren’t designed for people to pick them up. To pick them up, you’ve got to leverage part of it off the ground, get beneath it, get a central hold on the frame, and then gently lift it and ensure you use equal force so parts of the vehicle don’t simply tear off. As you could expect, I didn’t have time to do that against my attacker.

So, I did the next best thing. I popped the hood, karate chopped hoses, intakes, and whatever else was connected to the big block of metal at the center. I got a firm, two-handed grip on the engine and ripped it out of the car. Even with my Fae strength, I couldn’t chuck the hunk of metal like a football. Instead, I raised it above my head and threw it at her like it was a medicine ball. It barreled at her at around sixty miles an hour; not half bad for something that weighed over three hundred pounds.

This time, I felt the pulse of magic as her staff blazed red. She moved to the side well in advance of the engine reaching her. My smile fell, and my body screamed for me to move as I realized what was about to happen. She wound up with her staff for the second time and swung at the engine like I’d just lobbed her a softball.

Her staff and the engine connected with a crack that shattered windows for half a block, but I had other things on my mind than raining glass. She must have played professionally because the engine came rocketing back at me at nearly twice the speed. With only a few dozen feet between us, I didn’t have nearly enough time to move. The metal block clipped my bad shoulder, and searing pain nearly made me black out again. It spun me around and smashed me against the nearest car, leaving a deep, human-shaped dent.

She just laughed as I pulled myself back to my feet and kept coming.

“Fuck this!” I determined Lark’s advice on ambushes was a load of shit. I turned and ran.

I heard something screaming through the air, and thankfully, my foot snagged the concrete lip of the sidewalk at just the right moment. I half fell, half rolled forward as something hot streaked over my head and set a Sbarro sign ablaze. I thanked my lucky stars, scrambled to my feet, took a second to find purchase on the glass shards covering everything, and streaked down the sidewalk at a Fae-powered sprint.

“Move! Get the fuck out of the way! Stop live streaming and run, bitch!” I yelled. No more streaks of fire tried to barbecue me as I ran, but that might have been because I entered the gaggle of lookie-loos.

I made it to the corner without incident, whipped around it, and let out a high-pitched, very unmanly scream. Flopping toward me, tentacles flashing and rows of jagged teeth chomping, was what would happen if a Hollywood B-movie had sex with a hentai tentacle monster and made a baby.  

Someone else yelled it, but it fit the creature directly in front of me perfectly. “Sharktopus!” People screamed and ran.

Tentacles lashed out at random. There were over a dozen, so it wasn’t technically an octopus, but that didn’t mean shit to the guy who’d yelled it as he was scooped up and tossed into the creature’s maw. I heard the squish of him being eviscerated; his screams abruptly silenced. Then the creature’s face turned to me . . . and grinned. I saw intelligence in those eyes, and a spike of familiar magic.

“Fae,” I gulped and tried to run back the way I came. My reptilian brain’s flee response overpowered my cognitive reasoning that crazy-slugger bitch was back that way.

I didn’t make it far anyway. A tentacle lashed out, grabbed me by the ankle, and tossed me in the opposite direction. I went up and over the sharktopus and smashed against the side of some building that would have made a normal person go splat. It just knocked the wind out of me and reset the healing process on my eternal concussion. I’d hit about ten feet up and didn’t even try to brace myself as I flopped back down to the ground.

“Maybe if I played sports, I’d be better prepared for this,” I thought as I just lay there.

The sharktopus wasn’t exactly swift, and its attention wasn’t focused on me. If I had to guess, it was facing off against the chick who’d used me for batting practice. It was critical seconds I could have used to escape, but I was spent. I was battered, bruised, broken, scarred – physically and emotionally – from the last few days. I had nothing left. The tank was empty. It was game, set, match. I could close my eyes now and not even feel death when it came for me.

“Stop being such a sorry sack of shit!” my brain screamed at me. “Get up off your ass, get moving, and live to taste Lilith’s sweet, sweet pussy.”

My dick gave a throb of agreement, and that made me laugh like a madman. Even if a man was down and out, pussy could still get him moving. One foot in front of the other, I got to my feet, turned to run, and found myself facing a familiar face.

“Hello, Cam,” Aveena smiled sweetly before she slugged me in the face and knocked my ass out.

***

“Finally!” Aveena smiled as satisfaction flooded through her.

Cam went down like a sack of bricks. It took a considerable amount of self-control for her not to put her fist through his skull, but she pulled it off. He collapsed at her feet, helpless, and for the first time in weeks, she felt like she wasn’t about to lose her head.

“Anna, bug out,” she ordered.

The twenty-foot, rampaging selkie snarled in response, but knew better than to piss off the noble Fae. There was an explosion of heat and light as Anna created a distraction and reapplied her human glamour. She didn’t stay around. Before the magical flash-bang finished, she’d already stepped. All that was left of the monster rampaging in downtown Manhattan was significant property damage and a few pairs of discarded shoes from her midday snack.

“You!” a voice called out as Aveena slung Cam’s limp body over her shoulder.

“I have him,” she sent into the ether, and hoped someone was listening as she turned to face the woman who didn’t look like a contract killer until you looked her in the eye.

“Van Helsing,” she regarded the wicked witch. She tried to look in command, but couldn’t stop a cold sweat from breaking out across her brow. Her backup was gone. It was just her and the witch, and that was a fight she didn’t want to have when she was this close to getting her life back.

“He’s mine,” Van Helsing smacked her staff into the ground, and a shockwave rolled across the road. Spiderweb cracks spread out from the point of impact and stopped just short of Aveena’s feet. “We had a deal.”

“We did have a deal. The deal was that you would kill Dupree if I failed,” she jiggled Cam’s dead weight. “As you can see, I didn’t fail.”

The witch’s face looked like it was chiseled from ice as she took a step toward Aveena and raised her staff.

“Are you about to break your word?” Aveena’s voice boomed with magic.

It swirled around them, creating a tornado of dust and debris. Van Helsing coughed against the onslaught, but the noble Fae’s words had stopped her cold.

“You know not what you do, child,” the witch’s voice was low and threatening.

“I know exactly what the fuck I’m doing,” Aveena spat back.

“Then swear to me,” Van Helsing countered. “Swear to me that Cameron Dupree will never again set foot in this realm.”

“I’m going to cut off his head myself,” Aveena thought with a savage smile.

“I swear it,” she replied easily. If anything was certain, it was that Cameron Dupree was going to die.

“Swear it,” Van Helsing repeated.

“I swear it,” Aveena stated confidently.

“Swear it!”

A low thrum filled the space upon the third invocation. An oath sworn thrice by a creature of magic was binding. To break it . . . Aveena didn’t even want to think of the consequences.

“I swear it,” Aveena confirmed. There was a twang like a guitar string going taut as the magic settled into place. 

The witch smiled and relaxed. “Go,” she commanded.

As if on cue, a kaleidoscope of color blasted into existence behind her. Godric stepped out in his angelic-child form with a shit-eating grin on his face.

“Well done, my lady,” he turned and bowed to Van Helsing, who just sneered at him. “We should be going.”

She didn’t argue. Didn’t hesitate. The deadline was nearly up, and she needed to meet it. She stepped into the whirlwind of color, and it closed behind her. She left death and destruction in her wake, but she didn’t give a shit. She was off to reclaim her throne, and no little bastard fetus in her mother’s belly was going to take what was rightfully hers.


Chapter 21

Lilith sighed and drew her finger down the concrete wall. The wards protested the movement for a moment, but quickly registered it as a non-threat. 

“It’s all about the tactile application of power,” she mused as her fingernail dug a shallow furrow into the concrete. It had taken her days of testing the wards to figure out how much was too much and how much was just right.

Wards and magic in general could be fickle like that. Not everyone wanted a stop-everything-that-tries-to-pass ward, especially if you had to pay for it to be constantly maintained and recharged. This area of magic wasn’t her specialty. She wouldn’t even come into her full power for another three years. Her mother hadn’t even begun her lessons on how a succubus could manipulate the energy in a person’s body. Still, her mother made sure all her children learned everything there was to know about every branch of magic there was. The best weapon in any battle was knowledge, and Venus Venitas was determined that her daughter be the best-equipped warrior on the field.

In Lilith’s particular situation, the people who set the wards for the jail obviously didn’t want people to escape, but that didn’t mean they wanted to shock the prisoners every time someone touched the wall. If the ward reacted to every single impact, big or small, it would be out of juice in a couple of days, which meant dinero to recharge. With what mages charged by the hour, that was not something the government was willing to pay. For the richest economy in the world, the US sure knew how to pinch pennies in the most interesting places.

The fix to this issue was setting a threshold where the ward only activated if enough power was applied. It was like magical computer code; if a preprogrammed threshold was met . . . bam . . . no dice for whoever was fucking around. 

Even worse, Lilith wasn’t one hundred percent confident she had the power to break the wards anymore. So, instead, she’d worked to identify any weak points in the magical matrix so her attacks could be surgical. What she was doing right now wasn’t an attempt to escape. The fallow was short, shallow, and lined up next to dozens of others.

“Time,” she thought, as she finished the hatch mark and stepped away from the wall. One more day, and she’d put a diagonal through this foursome. 

In a way, that was the worst part about her stay in Clark County’s worst-rated establishment. There were no windows to watch the sun rise and fall. The only way to count the days was by counting her meals. Being a high-powered supernatural, she didn’t get any yard time. There was too big a chance she’d hightail it out of there.

“I almost did,” she thought, as she heard the beep of the door at the end of her cell block being buzzed open. Footsteps followed, and she knew they were for her. The only question was: who was coming to get her?

The soft glow of the magical key appeared in Carl’s hand, and she gave a sigh of relief. “You know what to do, Lilith,” he stated, and she assumed the position with her hands and feet in the yellow circles.

Carl was the gay guard who’d first imprisoned her. It didn’t take her long to notice he was one of the few decent people charged with guarding her. “Not like Bernie,” she hid the sneer as Carl did his routine pat down.

Bernie was the muscle-bound fuckhead who copped a feel every time he patted her down. She was also supremely confident that at some point, while she’d been asleep, he’d stood outside her door and wanked it to her. A man’s seed had a very peculiar smell to a succubus, and she didn’t need a DNA test to know who’d spanked the monkey to her. Of course, Bernie had no idea what he was getting himself into. She smiled when she thought of how things could play out.

“You’re clear,” Carl stated as he ordered her to put her hands behind her back so he could fit her with the handcuffs.

“It’s not like I stuck the plastic knife from my last meal up my cooch,” she rolled her eyes, but let Carl follow the procedure. He was a very by-the-book kind of guy.

“Your lawyer is here,” he told her as he led her out of the cell to the room where she’d met her lawyer every day before court.

“Thanks, Carl.” If today was what she thought it was, this might be the last time she saw the guard. He didn’t say anything in return.

She, Dani, and Xamira had a small army of lawyers working for them, but they couldn’t fit the battalion of JDs back here; so, it was just the named partner of the very expensive firm her mother kept on retainer. He was every inch the stereotypical lawyer: tall, strong, handsome, and effortlessly projecting confidence. Clothes that cost more than some yearly household incomes said he knew what he was doing, and his white mane of hair said he’d been doing well for a very long time.

“Miss Lilith,” he gave her a small bow and pointed to the garment bag hanging from her chair.

Every day was a different outfit. It was picked by the fashion consultants, after speaking with the jury consultants, after figuring out who from the media was allowed in the courtroom that day, and finally signed off by her mother. The lawyer was just the delivery boy.

She unzipped the bag. The outfit was conservative, as it had been every day so far. Today, it was a dress with a high neck that went down to her ankles, a heavy vest, and a pair of flats. Despite all of that, there was no way she couldn’t make it look sexy. It was the way of her kind and was definitely a curse in these circumstances. Her defense team wanted to portray an innocent young woman, caught in the middle of a bad situation, who was forced to defend herself. Juries felt more sympathetic if they could relate to someone. No one could relate to a sex goddess sitting twenty feet from them. It turned the men on and the women off. The prosecution had made sure to get as many anti-supernatural women as possible onto the jury.

Lilith laid out the outfit, and the lawyer got up to turn his back. “You don’t have to,” she whispered, as she started to undo the buttons on her orange jumpsuit.

“Um . . .” the man stammered.

Lilith could feel his excitement. She had felt it the first day they sat together in this room. He was rich enough that he could have any human he wanted, but he never imagined he could get her. It wasn’t just that he was old and she was barely legal, but that she was an honest to god succubus. In her experience, that fascinated men.

“This isn’t really . . .” he fingered the wedding band on his left hand.

His wife was probably some pretty, young, blonde thing who sat there and took his wrinkly, old dick once a week so that when he died, she inherited his fortune.

“Shh,” she whispered, as she pulled her arms out of the jumpsuit and shimmied it down over her hips. She heard his intake of breath.

The bra and panties were prison issue and designed to be cheap and unflattering. That didn’t matter with her. Despite the depression-inducing lighting, her sun-kissed skin seemed to glow. Her flat, toned stomach tightened as she stretched her arms over her head. The bra wasn’t the right size, and the underwire failed to contain her. The lawyer let out a little gasp as it rode up to show some underboob, and it almost resulted in a nip slip. She could hear his heart pounding out of control, and felt most of that blood heading south. He might not be old enough to need a Viagra to get it up, but the way his five-figure pants strained, he might as well have popped one.

She smiled as she brought her arms down and slowly sorted through her outfit. As she did, she fed. It was nothing like taking a hot load in any of her holes. His desire, his tempered lust, was a drop in the bucket to the ocean of power Cam could produce, but it was food. She was by no means starving, but it had been a long time since she’d had a proper meal. The prosecution was making sure it stayed that way. It was an all-look-and-no-touch arrangement designed to keep her weak and at their mercy. So far, it was working. She wouldn’t normally be showing her tits to her lawyer just to get a snack.

The power slowly trickled across the room to her. It was unseen, intangible, but it was there nonetheless. She breathed it in through her nostrils, tasted it on her tongue, and felt it energize her. It was just a bite of what could have been a full-course meal. Even if the prosecution had allowed her to take more, she couldn’t. If she did, her defense team would be leaderless. The last thing she wanted to do was distract her lawyer too much, or put him in a sex coma. 

She did have to give him some credit. He didn’t start panting like a dog, beg to touch her, or whip out his dick. “Maybe his wife isn’t some twenty-year-old bimbo after all,” she shrugged into the conservative outfit and took her seat at the table.

“Where are we at finding Cam?” was always her first question.

The lawyer’s dick was still prominently displayed against his pants as he took his seat, cleared his throat, and tried to settle his mind. She gave him a moment, because it was a few more seconds where she could believe people actually knew what the fuck they were doing.

Her trial began as scheduled on January eleventh, but Cam went missing nearly a week before that. Word of what happened in New York didn’t take long to reach Nevada, and once word got to Lilith, she knew Cam was somehow involved. It wasn’t just a coincidence that Cam was spirited away to the Big Apple, and a few days later, something tried to open up the top of the UN HQ like it was a can of beer.

Even worse, no one had any fucking idea where her First was. That’s when she nearly busted out of this joint. It took the lawyer, Aden, and a call from her mother to convince Lilith that they’d find the man she’d started to love. Marcella was on the case, along with the cabal’s New York assets. Lilith might not like the elder vamp after what happened in Reno, but there was no questioning her commitment to the cabal, or her ability to get shit done. Still, despite ongoing lawsuits, threats, cajoling, and no small amount of bespelling people, Marcella had nearly nothing to show for it.

The only thing she had was a recovered cell phone video of a hooded woman hitting a car engine like she was in the Little League World Series. It also caught a bit of the selkie attack before the recorder was eaten. It was likely none of the humans watching knew the twenty-foot great white-squid hybrid was a Fae, but that didn’t stop the sinking feeling in Lilith’s gut that something very, very bad had happened to Cam. There was only one reason the Fae would be after him, and considering her predicament, only one noble Fae could have made it happen.

Venus was pissed as well, and under the covenants, her mother had reached out. That’s what she was looking for an update on.

“We are still waiting for a reply from the Winter Court,” the lawyer informed. “Our allies are searching, but time doesn’t always work the same in the Faerie Realms as it does here, and if one of the Nine wants to. . .”

Lilith tuned him out. The Nine were basically gods. If they wanted to fuck with time in their spheres of influence, they could do it. It also gave them plausible deniability. If they fluctuated time, they could say they just got the message and replied immediately. When, in fact, a year had passed in the mortal realm since the message was sent. It was the perfect alibi, and every second Cam was there, the less likely he would come back.

Tears burned behind her eyes, but she refused to shed them. She needed to be strong. She couldn’t show weakness. Not today.

“Okay,” she took a deep breath. “What’s the status of the case?”

The lawyer’s expression was not reassuring. “From what all our consultants are saying, Dani will be acquitted.”

“At least there is some good news,” Lilith didn’t want the cantankerous dwarf suffering just because she followed orders.

“Xamira’s status is a little more touch-and-go. At best, the jury is deadlocked and we get a mistrial. We’ll see if the government wants to retry her after the media spectacle.”

The cases of what the media had dubbed the Hamilton Three had been going on for a month. From the way the government was presenting its case, you’d think all three women were Charles Manson. They were pulling out all the stops, sparing no expense, and doing all of it just to give the cabal a black eye. Lilith knew both sides had spent a collective eight figures on nothing more than a manslaughter charge. She wasn’t Susan Wright, who’d stabbed her husband nearly 200 times. She’d regretfully killed six changelings when she’d been attacked by Aveena; there was a big fucking difference.

All three of the cabal women had to sit there while the government brought out expert after expert to explain the issue to twelve people who’d been unintelligent enough to get out of jury duty. Despite all the ways the lawyers had approached the issue, it all boiled down to one argument.

Like all things governmental and bureaucratic, the UN had developed a scale to rate supernaturals. The only people who understood or cared about the scale were paper-pushers, because within a month of the scale being published, people poked holes in its logic.

Magic wasn’t cookie-cutter. Its scope and scale were a function of will as much as power. If a weaker mage had more willpower at any particular moment, they could beat someone classified as stronger than them. Then, when you added in all the rock-paper-scissors advantages and disadvantages of certain types of theurgy study, the elemental abilities, the different species, and things like cold iron and silverbane, you realized the supernatural rating scale was a giant waste of money and time.

“This trial might be the only positive thing to come out of those millions of dollars,” her thoughts were bitter.

What the prosecution had done, over and over and over, was drill into the minds of the jury that the difference between a changeling and a succubus was several orders of magnitude. There was no way even six changelings could hope to survive an attack from Lilith.

All of that was completely true, and the defense tried to counter by explaining the attack wasn’t against the changelings, but against a noble Fae, who by the government’s convoluted standards, was on equal footing with Lilith. The prosecution countered the counter by saying that’s why it was a manslaughter and not a murder charge. Around and around they went, and the only thing that suffered from the weeks of testimony was Lilith’s psyche.

“We need to talk about the offer.” The lawyer’s change in tone brought her back to the present.

Lilith sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. Despite a good eight hours of sleep and the pick-me-up from the lawyer, she felt exhausted. “What’s your read on it?” She wanted his honest opinion.

“We lost some people with the last character witness,” he looked uncomfortable admitting what Lilith already knew.

Most of the families of the changelings had refused to testify; either because they’d been told to stay out of it by the Fae, or because the cabal had gotten to them first with financial incentive. That had allowed the defense to undercut five of the six cases, but number six looked like the straw that might break the camel’s back.

The grieving mother of the sixth changeling had taken the stand, and it had been moving. Even Lilith had cried a little when the woman described her only child and the life they’d lived. It wasn’t an I’m crying to look sympathetic to the jury cry either. She’d been genuinely distraught. Ever since then, the prosecution had leveraged that to screw Lilith.

“You’ll plead guilty to one count of involuntary manslaughter,” the lawyer informed. “They’ve come down from a year to six months with time served; so, you’ll only be incarcerated for a little under five months.” The next words looked like they pained him to speak. “It’s a good deal, ma’am.”

Something in his tone told her he wasn’t done yet. “Spit it out,” she sighed, as defeat settled into her bones.

“They said they’d also dismiss the charges against Dani and Xamira,” he finished.

“Fucking bastards,” she really wanted to dismember the government lawyers, but she had to admit, they’d done their homework.

Dani was probably going to be fine either way, but if Lilith could save her niece, she would. “What the hell is six months against eternity?” she mentally shrugged in acceptance.

The only downside was Cam. As far as she was concerned, everyone who was looking for him had their head so far up their asses they thought the news they were bringing her was chocolate and not shit. Unlike anyone else, she could go to the Faerie Realm. Her half-Fae blood would be key to any parlay . . . or clandestine action. As important as she might be to any plan, there was no way in hell she would even know where to go when she got there. Faerie didn’t operate under the same physical laws as this realm. The Winter Court might be a one-day walk from the inter-realm portal today, and a six-month walk tomorrow. If the Lady of Winter wasn’t an idiot, and Lilith had to assume that was the case, the Winter Court wouldn’t be anywhere easy to access. It was better to clear up this legal nonsense now and then search for Cam when she was released.

“Let’s take it,” her answer seemed to surprise the lawyer; although, it was clear it was what he wanted to do.

“I’m still confident we can . . .” he tried to act assured, but she raised her hand and silenced him.

“I’ve got better things to do than spend another few weeks in trial, a week in deliberations, and then make a whole media circus of all this crap. We can always appeal to have the sentence vacated at an opportune time in the future, but I’d rather get on with my life,” she stood, signaling the end of the discussion.

“Of course,” the lawyer managed to look happy and defeated at the same time. He might lose his retainer over this. Her mother didn’t approve of failure, but that wasn’t Lilith’s problem.

Gary and Bernie were outside and ready to escort her. Bernie’s eyes traced her new outfit, which despite being designed to be conservative and concealing, still managed to cling to her in all the right ways. He even unconsciously licked his lips. She ignored him as they put her back in shackles and marched to the judge’s chambers. Dani, Xamira, Judge Stands Tall, and the prosecution were already present.  

“What the hell is going on?” the dwarf shifted uncomfortably as she pulled on a bra that was clearly designed to flatten her bodacious breasts. It was having more success than Lilith’s outfit, but was clearly uncomfortable.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got it handled,” Lilith gave her a reassuring look, but the dwarf had known the succubus for too long.

“We’ve reached an agreement, Your Honor,” the cabal lawyer stepped forward with the prosecution.

“What are they talking about?” Xamira looked from the lawyers to Lilith.

“I said don’t worry,” Lilith’s voice took on an edge that shut the other two women up, at least for a minute.

The judge looked over the documentation with her usual thoroughness to determine that everything was in order. “Miss Venitas,” she motioned for Lilith to step forward. The lawyers parted to let her through. “I want to ensure you completely understand what you are about to do.” The skinwalker’s tone was surprisingly gentle. She might be impartial, but for the first time, Lilith was seeing the woman behind the robe. “You will be pleading guilty to one count of involuntary manslaughter. Mandatory federal sentencing guidelines state that your sentence should be a minimum of ten to sixteen months. The government is choosing to request six months with time served. In addition, the government agrees to drop the charges against Miss Underwood and Miss Venitas.”

“Whoa, wait a minute,” Dani piped up.

“Quiet, Dani,” Lilith shot back, her voice as hard as iron. “I’ve made my decision. Honor it.” That shut the dwarf up.

“Gentlemen,” the judge turned her attention to the lawyers. “This whole case stinks. The ulterior motive for this prosecution is plain as day, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the defense has an appeal in the works on the grounds of discrimination.”

“Your Honor, I take offense to . . .”

“I don’t care what offends you, counselor,” the judge shot the government lawyer down with a glare. “I don’t like what has gone on in my courtroom for the last month. I do not like that I’m going to be sending a young woman to prison on Valentine’s Day. It is because I don’t like this that I will grant this deal and offer probation after three months. Do you understand that, Miss Venitas? Behave yourself, and you’ll be out before Memorial Day.”

“Yes, Your Honor,” Lilith gave the judge a small bow. She might be a hardass, but she could see through all the bullshit to the clusterfuck this really was.

“Then it’s settled. You will be remanded into the custody of the US Marshals and transported to the Victorville Federal Correctional Complex at the earliest opportunity, where you will serve a minimum of ninety days in the special prisoner’s unit.”

“This is fucked up,” Dani muttered under her breath as Gary and Bernie were called back in to escort Lilith away.

“Your Honor, we need to make accommodations for my client’s particular dietary needs,” the lawyer chimed in.

“Coordinate with Victorville for all your needs. They are familiar with and used to dealing with particular circumstances,” the judge informed. There was no gavel to bang, but her statement ended with a sense of finality no less visceral to the women in the room.

“I’m going to prison,” Lilith had known it for the last twenty minutes, but having it proclaimed and ordered was something else entirely. It was like a little piece of her died. A little bit of her free will and freedom that wouldn’t live again for three months.

“Miss Underwood and the other Miss Venitas are free to go,” the judge’s next words helped rekindle a little of Lilith’s spirit.

“I never got to give you your Valentine’s Day gift,” Dani stared after Lilith as she was led toward the door.

Lilith didn’t know Dani had a DVD in her pocket, or that the dwarf had planned out a whole viewing party where they could watch it, eat candy, laugh, joke, and marvel at the boatload of cum Cam dropped on a certain feline shifter. It was supposed to be a celebration for when they won their case. Now . . . 

“Drop it in the mail,” Bernie replied without an ounce of compassion.

“You'd better watch your back or I’ll stuff you in the mail, and not one of those big containers either. I’m talking one of those little P.O. boxes. I’ll fold you up like a little origami swan and stuff your ass in there, Bernard Fuller,” the dwarf was lucky the judge didn’t hear the clear threat in her voice.

Bernie did, and he hustled Lilith out of the room. The succubus waited until they were clear before she chuckled. “I’d watch your back, Bernie. Dani isn’t known for her patience.”

The guard paled a few shades; all his bravado gone.

“That’ll have to do,” Lilith took a mental snapshot and promised herself to hold on to the flicker of humor for the next few months.

It might be all she had to work with.


Chapter 22

“Why is it that every time I wake up, I feel like a troop of Wisconsin cheeseheads performed the latest rendition of Stomp all over my body?” I gave a mental groan but didn’t open my eyes.

Everything was fuzzy, and I mean everything. Who was I? Where was I? How did I come to be here? Why was I here? Of course, what I was was a question I'd been asking for months, so that wasn’t too big of a headscratcher. Since I didn’t want to delve into that big an existential crisis, I decided to give myself a once-over.

On top of everything being fuzzy upstairs, everything else hurt. My muscles ached like I’d been through the roughest workout of my life. My bones felt like they needed a good dose of WD-40 to get moving. My teeth ached when I tried to open my jaw. Hell, even my dick felt raw. Like I’d jerked off twenty times in a day. On top of all that was exhaustion; pure, unadulterated, and complete exhaustion. Since I’d just been unconscious, that was weird. Plus, I was naked as the day I was born.

“Why does the best and worst stuff always happen to me when I’ve lost my clothes?” I bemoaned, but I didn’t have much time to think about it.

A creak echoed from somewhere in front of me. Someone was coming, so I went limp and played dead.

“You’re up,” someone said a few seconds later. “The old I’m unconscious so I’m not a threat bit isn’t going to work.”

“You can’t blame a guy for trying,” I muttered, and opened my eyes . . . or I tried to.

One eye opened, but the vision was blurry, and it didn’t clear. My other eyelid refused to budge at all.

“You don’t heal as fast as we thought you would,” the voice stated.

All I saw was a vaguely humanoid shape standing in front of me. I tried to move, and searing pain radiated through my arms, shoulders, and back. I gasped and nearly blacked out again. “Got it. Movement bad.”

I digested the new information. I was shackled by the wrists and hanging from something above me. My shoulders were definitely fucked up; dislocated, broken, or muscles shredded. I didn’t know. Either way, I wasn’t going anywhere. The top half of my body was out of action.

“Sorry to disappoint,” I answered the dark figure’s question. “Maybe don’t beat my ass next time, and we can talk.”

The figure chuckled and walked to stand next to me. It reached out and placed a hand on my chin. The pain from a moment ago felt like a sunburn compared to the wave of excruciating agony that ran through me. Despite being nearly comatose, I screamed and thrashed. I didn’t know if it was a hex, curse, or whatever else the Fae inflicted on the people on their shit list. Whatever it was, unimaginable cold tried to strangle the life out of me. It was like someone shoved me in a sub-zero freezer and dumped me in an iced-over, Siberian lake; multiplied by a thousand. There was no way in hell anything on earth was this cold. Not possible. So, I knew I wasn’t in Kansas anymore.

“Stop,” I cried, as tears formed icicles on my cheeks. The thing took a step back, and the unbelievable cold vanished.

The white fire of my Fae gifts inside me were weaker than a flickering candle, but it steadily grew stronger. Only one thing had that type of nullifying power on my gifts. “Cold iron.”

If this Fae was walking around wearing cold iron, I did not want to fuck with it. It also meant I was in the Faerie Realm, and that meant I was shit out of luck; do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars, proceed straight to six feet under, and remember to tip the undertaker.

“Forgive me,” the figure genuinely apologized, “but this usually works better with physical contact.”

I didn’t have time to brace for the deluge of magic that hit me like a sledgehammer between the eyes. This time, I did black out for a second, but when I came to, I could see.

“Let there be light,” I blinked, and my vision cleared, which gave me a good view of the creature in front of me.

He was butt ugly with leathery skin covered in cold iron chainmail. Thick tusks protruded from his mouth, which made his facial expressions moderately terrifying. He looked like a wild boar about to gore me to death. Despite his ugliness, whatever he’d done fixed my vision and made me feel less like hammered shit, especially my shoulders. My chances of escape went up a fraction of a percent. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.

“I fixed your detached retina, bruising, swelling, popped both of your shoulders back in, and generally tried to put Humpty Dumpty back together again,” he seemed to sag a little after working the magic.

I didn’t know what impressed me more: that he could do that level of healing magic, or that he knew who Humpty Dumpty was. Either way, now would have been the perfect opportunity to try and overwhelm him, but I was still strung up from the ceiling, and my newfound health didn’t fix that.

Instead, I took the time to study my surroundings. The room had not been designed for a human being. Everything was too big; the door, bed, fireplace, even the armoire – which might be made of bone – looked like the architect had multiplied everything by two. The rest of the room was cold, solid stone, and I was momentarily thankful that my feet were dangling a couple of inches off the ground. At least until my shoulders started aching again.

“Don’t start thinking I like you,” the creature continued. “But battered and broken is no way to see the Lady. She likes her prey with a little more spunk.”

“I’ve got plenty of spunk,” I shot back, trying, and failing, to intimidate the creature.

Part of it might be because I was still strung up like a kalua pig for the Fae’s version of a luau, or it was the thing that came through the too-big door a moment later. Next to it, I was no more threatening than a baby throwing a tantrum.  

“Holy giant, blue Avatar-chick, Batman,” my jaw dropped as the extra-large furnishings suddenly made perfect sense.

It was definitely a she. Her breasts were as big as my entire torso, and were concealed under a bikini top that was barely keeping everything contained. She easily stood a dozen feet tall, with ice-blue skin that didn’t seem to mind the otherworldly chill. White hair was pulled back in a ponytail, while red glyphs danced across her skin at random. She regarded me with cold eyes, so I gulped and looked away. It was Being a Pussy 101 to not look the big bad guy, or gal, in the eye. If she wanted to, she was big enough that she could use my head as a dildo to get herself off, and there was nothing I could do to stop her.

Her leg muscles rippled with strength as she strode toward me. A thin strip of leather encircled her waist, while a bit of hanging cloth was carefully positioned to conceal the slit between her legs. They were the type of legs that could crush a man’s head like a ripe watermelon. I nearly pissed myself as she approached, but despite the fear developing in my gut, my dick gave a twinge. She saw my rod pulse and stopped in her tracks. Then she laughed.

I looked like a child next to her, which meant that trying to fuck her would be like throwing a hot dog down a highway. She knew that, I knew that, even the boar-dude knew that, but it was still a hammerfist to my ego for her to point and laugh at my dick.

“Hahaha,” I said after a moment, not able to stop my ego from writing a check my body couldn’t cash.

The giant stopped laughing and squatted down to look me in the eye. “Hello, Cam.”

I got whiplash from how fast I flinched away from her. I knew that voice. “Aveena?” I now felt deeply ashamed that I’d started to pop some chub.

“This is the real me,” she did a little twirl that lifted the backside of her loincloth and flashed a toned, ice-blue ass.

“No, stop it,” I commanded my dick as it started to get hard, but it had a mind of its own.

She ignored my growing erection as she went to lounge by the fire. “You almost got the best of me,” she admitted as she poked at the logs with a poker that could have been a Greek hoplite’s spear. “To think, I almost lost everything because I couldn’t catch a stupid human like you. I’m ashamed that I ever doubted myself. Once I got my hands on you . . . it was so easy.”

She was fucking with me. I knew it, but that didn’t stop the hits from landing. I wanted to say Lilith was coming for me. That the Venetian Cabal wouldn’t take this shit lying down, but I didn’t know that for sure. Would Venus go to war over little, old me? Judging by the triumph on Aveena’s face, we both knew the truth.

“Is this the part where you monologue and tell me your diabolical plan?” I asked, feigning disinterest.

“No monologue,” she shrugged. “I’m going to take you to my mother, and then I’m going to kill you.”

“I’ve heard that one before,” I rolled my eyes while squeezing my asshole shut so I didn’t shit myself in fear.

“I’m not sure yet how I’m going to do it,” she ignored me. “Simple decapitation is too easy, too clean. I could skin you, but who has the time? Maybe I’ll just rip your head off with my bare hands, but do I really want to get that messy?”

I gulped. “I prefer option one,” I kept the thought to myself. There was no reason to drive her toward a less desirable end.

And that’s the moment I knew I was going to die. Not when I woke up chained to the ceiling, or the boar-dude came close and nearly turned me into a human popsicle. I’d accepted certain death when I admitted which way to die would be the easiest. If I knew anything about Aveena, it was that I could count on it being extra painful.

The noble Fae must have seen the hope extinguished in my eyes, because she laughed long and hard. “It’s like my birthday and Christmas all rolled into one,” she sighed as she wiped away a tear of joy. “And to think, I completely fucked Lilith’s life as well. That’s just the cherry on top of the ice cream sundae that is my life right now.”

I could deal with accepting my own imminent demise, but fucking with my succubus ignited that flame in me. My Fae gifts roared as I tried to break free from my chains. They groaned under the pressure, but held fast, which only made Aveena laugh harder.

“You should have seen her face when she realized I set her up,” Aveena mimed terror and anger. “I made sure she was sent to prison and would forever have that stigma attached to her.”

“Fuck you,” I spat, but my attempt was just saliva dribbling down my chin.

“It’s not who fucks me you need to worry about,” she smiled viciously. “If Lilith is lucky, she’ll get fingerbanged by Crazy Eyes. If not . . . well . . . federal prisons have a certain reputation,” she laughed as I struggled against the chains, but resistance was futile.

She was still laughing when a knock sounded at the door. The boar-dude went to answer it and spoke quickly with a less impressive blue giant. This one just had his sizable junk swinging in the wind. Like my ego needed to take any more hits today.

“The Lady will see us now,” boar-dude informed.

“Of course, she ruins all my fun,” Aveena looked peeved, but she reached up and undid the chains locking me to the ceiling. “Thank you, Godric.”

“Stupid bitch!” I roared, pivoted, and drove the heel of my foot toward her temple.

Power surged in me as I channeled everything I had into the single strike. I wouldn’t be able to take boar-dude, but I’d settle for caving in Aveena’s fucking skull.”

My heel made contact a heartbeat later, but not with her skull. She’d moved her arm to block so fast I couldn’t even track it, and even worse, she just rolled her eyes at my attempt. With casual ease, she picked me up, swung me over her head, and smashed me into the ground . . . repeatedly. She went full Hulk, and it didn’t take much imagination to figure out where my other injuries had come from.

It felt like half the bones in my body had shattered, and I struggled to do something as simple as breathe. I was able to scream just fine when she wrenched my arms behind my back and up over a metal bar that went under my armpits. My hands ended up chained to the end, crucifix style. To add insult to injury, she put a collar around my neck and gave it a tug as she headed for the door. I took a header into the ground and was dragged into the hallway before I could get my feet under me.

The boar-dude fell in behind me and glared. I hadn’t even ruffled a hair on Aveena’s head, but he obviously didn’t like that I’d taken a shot at her.

“Ain’t life a bitch,” I lamented as I was led around the stronghold of the Lady of Winter like a fucking dog.

***

“Come on, really,” I growled, as Aveena yanked my leash like I was some ill-trained puppy who’d pissed on the carpet one too many times.

I stumbled and had to twist to avoid doing a face plant. Despite my Fae gifts operating at one hundred percent, I still felt like I’d stuck my body in an ice bath. I hissed and rolled off the floor, leaving a bit of skin behind in the process. It was fucking cold. The kind of cold that makes your nuts shrivel up and try to hide inside you.

My teeth chattered as I looked up. Aveena and Godric had stopped walking because the path ahead of us was barred by a big-ass door. Door was an understatement. “Great googalamoogala, Tolkien called and wants his shit back,” I gaped.

The door looked like it should be blocking the path into Mordor, not stopping a nobody like me from getting wherever it was I needed to go. It was at least fifty feet tall, and even for a race of giants twice my height, that was just too big. It was the source of the cold, and seemed to radiate ill will along with the perpetual chill that worked its way into my bones. Being naked wasn’t helping, and the shrinkage was reaching an extreme. I was just thankful I’d rolled when I fell, and didn’t have to reenact A Christmas Story with my dick.

With a yank, Aveena jerked me back to my feet. I gagged as the leash constricted around my throat, coughed, and imagined the bruise I was going to have in the morning.

“I’m not going to have a morning,” I reminded myself, and tried not to let the depression set in. If I was going to die, I’d do it on my feet while flipping Aveena the bird. Anything less was unacceptable.

She turned her head to glare down at me, like she knew what I was thinking. “Don’t embarrass yourself, Cam. Try and die with some dignity.”

“Try and die with some dignity,” I mocked in a high-pitched voice, but it was drowned out by the door opening.

The seemingly impenetrable mass of black and blue parted down the middle and slowly rolled aside. The hustle and bustle of whatever was going on inside abruptly cut off as I straightened my spine and walked forward before another yank could throw me down. I thought I saw Godric grin, but then I was surrounded.

“So, this is a Fae court,” I gulped as the room resolved into what was unmistakably a throne room built for a species that was far greater than humanity.

If anything I’d learned from history was true, the back of the room, farthest from the throne, was where the courtiers with the least favor stood. I took one look at these creatures and snapped my head forward. I’d seen a thing or two in my day. A big, swinging-dick troll, the sharktopus that tried to kill my ass in New York. Hell, I’d even sat across from an honest-to-gods dragon. They looked like the Muppets compared to these ugly-ass, Fae fuckers.

It was also where a lot of guards stood at attention with some wicked-looking weapons. They stood shoulder-to-shoulder along the back wall, and they were interspersed among the crowd of freakazoid sycophants.

“Why are they all naked? Could they at least throw on some boxers?”

The guards back here were the males of Aveena’s species. They were smaller, a few shades lighter than navy blue, and still several feet taller than me. They were all built like professional bodybuilders, and the large spear they carried wasn’t the only impressive rod on them. I was surrounded by Double XL shlongs that were enough to give a well-hung man an inferiority complex.

“One foot in front of the other,” I told myself, and kept my eyes front.

The closer we got to the throne, the less monstrous the Fae became. Sure, near the front, there was still something that looked like a wasp had fucked a horse, and given it a woman’s face, but generally, they were more humanoid. The guards were also more pleasant to look at. At some point, they’d gone from male to female.

Up until a few moments ago, Aveena was the only giant I’d ever met, but I could say now, with perfect certainty, that she was the best her species had to offer. The males were all darker blue in color, while the females started at sky-blue and worked their way toward lighter shades. Aveena’s ice-blue was the lightest I’d seen, but that wasn’t what was so unique about it. It was her femininity. Her features were so much softer and prettier than every other female giant in the room. If I didn’t know better, I’d have assumed resting-bitch-face was the norm of the species. Maybe it was the bloodstained swords and shields they were holding, but everything about these people screamed barbarian at the gate.

“If these things came to earth, we wouldn’t stand a chance,” I thought, and that was before I got a good look at the queen bitch: the Lady of Winter herself.

“Holy Mary mother of Jesus in his gold, fleece diapers,” my jaw dropped, and I stopped dead in my tracks.

The giant sat on a throne full of animal hides, made of creatures that looked like they could eat a horse in a single bite, and made me want to piss myself in terror. Even though I’d prepared myself as best I could for one of The Nine, it was the difference between reading about a black hole and staring into the abyss with my own two eyes.

I didn’t even register the regal-looking men flanking her, or that one looked happy and the other pissed. My full attention was on the woman in the leather bikini that was both a fashion statement and covered her important bits in light armor. She held up her finger toward Aveena in the universal “wait a minute” gesture. I felt Aveena’s jaw tighten in irritation, but she stopped where she was and waited. 

“Please, my lady,” something whimpered at the foot of the throne’s steps.

I pulled my eyes away from the barbarian queen to see a humanoid thing that looked like it was made of bark instead of flesh. It was on its knees with golden tears glistening down its cheeks. The marble-like floor, a vivid blue with black veins that seemed to pulse anxiously, actually had a hold on the creature. The poor bastard couldn’t run if it wanted to. The thing turned its head to look at me with eyes the size of dinner plates. They were way too big for its face, and gave it a puppy dog look.

Aveena’s mom didn’t care about that. Whatever the creature was begging for, it didn’t get it. With a swift, practiced motion, she hefted a giant axe from a holster on the side of the throne and cut the thing’s head off. Blood that looked like milk chocolate fountained out of the thing as it tried to topple, but the floor held it in place.

“You guys must have a killer cleaning bill,” my mouth had a mind of its own.

Godric laughed and tried to turn it into a cough while I felt the heat of Aveena’s glare on the top of my head.

“What?” I looked up at her, which put me in underboob city. “If you’re just going around cutting people’s heads off, you’ve got to have . . .” I stopped as the floor released the headless creature.

It flopped to the ground, still spilling blood like a broken hydrant. The only problem was that the pool wasn’t growing. In fact, it was shrinking. A sickening, slurping sound echoed through the hall as the black veins pulsed blacker than night. The corpse gave a final shudder and sank into the ground until there was nothing left to suggest an execution had just occurred.

“What is it with these people and places that suck up blood like a junkie vamp?” I wondered, as a shiver worked its way through me. It had nothing to do with the cold. I knew the Fae had a hard-on for blood, but this was next level.

“There goes my argument to spare my life to avoid the cleaning bill,” my mouth continued to dig my grave a little deeper.

“This is it?” the Lady of Winter replaced her axe and leaned back on the throne, sneering at me like I didn’t warrant to be the shit she tracked in on the bottom of her boots.

The way she said it rubbed me the wrong way. I wasn’t a perfect ten or anything, but I was a solid seven and a half; maybe an eight if a woman was wearing beer goggles. Half the time, I didn’t understand why gorgeous women were throwing themselves at me, but I was by no means an it like some of the uggos surrounding the queen bitch.

“This is the thing that killed a knight of this court, and evaded capture by you for over a week,” she continued.

Despite an urge to tell her to sit on it and rotate, I kept my ego in check. Opportunity was knocking.  “Is it me, or is she laughing at Aveena?” I wondered.

As far as leverage, I had jackshit, but if I could drive a wedge between them . . . maybe, just maybe . . .

“I know, right?” I gave the big woman my best smile. “Who would have thought plain, human me could have outwitted, outfoxed, outmaneuvered, and outgunned this one for over a week?” I pointed my thumb over my shoulder at Aveena. “Hell, if she hadn’t surprised me in the Big Apple, you’d just have to settle for that dude’s head today.”

I could hear Aveena grinding her teeth behind me, and that just made me smile bigger. It faltered when the Lady of Winter started laughing. It boomed out of her like a thunderclap, and despite the bravado I was putting on, it made me jump.

“It mocks you,” the woman slapped her knee, which sent shockwaves radiating outward that almost knocked me on my ass.

Of course, when the queen laughs, everyone sure as shit laughs with her, especially after she’d gone all Henry the Eighth on some poor bastard. I expected the yank, and braced for it; not that it did me any good. I wound up on my ass; my cheeks sticking to the floor, and it looked like I was auditioning for Flick in A Christmas Story after all. I didn’t try to sit up. The floor did that for me. A wave of sentient marble pushed me forward until I was in a kneeling position similar to the bark guy. The metal rod that had kept me subjugated disintegrated, along with my shackles. It had been a glamour all along. My legs, knees, and even my hands up to the wrist sank into the floor, which hardened around me. I gave it an experimental yank, putting all my strength into it, but it didn’t do any good.

“Can I kill him now, mother?” Aveena asked, walking to stand next to me. A glamour sword gleamed in her hand, and it looked more than sharp enough to get the job done.

“Not yet,” the larger woman’s messy black bangs had fallen over her eyes as she laughed at her much prettier daughter. “I have a few questions that need to be answered.”

“I can’t guarantee you’ll like the answers,” I replied.

“Shut up!” I screamed at myself. Every second I tried to stall them was another second I was alive. Every second I was alive was a chance to break free, and I was sabotaging my own chances of getting out of this with my head still attached to my shoulders.

The Lady of Winter’s smile turned into a hard line, but she didn’t cut my head off on the spot, so that was a win.

“How did you take my knight’s powers? Upon the death of my subject, the power returns to their lord or lady. In the Bleeding Grounds, the victor gets the spoils, but not a human. What are you?” she asked.

I surprised myself by barking out a laugh. “Ain’t that the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question?” I knew it wasn’t buying me any time, but something about the woman told me I wasn’t going to be able to feed her my usual line of bullshit.

“I have no idea, and no one I’ve talked to knows either,” I answered sincerely. “Well, actually, that’s not completely true. Lark told me he knew what I was, but couldn’t tell me.” I tried to shrug, but the floor holding me in place didn’t allow it.

I don’t know what I said, but the woman’s eyes zeroed in on me like I’d just become the most interesting man in the world. The intensity of her look told me Dos Equis should think about sponsoring me. It took me a second to realize the hall was deathly silent all around us.

“The Usurper knows how you were capable of this?” The way she spat out Lark’s title said there was little love lost between them.

Still, I sensed something beneath the hostility. Uncertainty, and maybe even a bit of fear. This woman might be a badass bitch, but Lark’s name still held some sway. I decided to capitalize on that.

“Sure,” I smiled like nothing was the matter. “He trained me how to use these gifts. We sparred, took long walks on the beach, moonlit dinners, the whole shebang.” Most of that went over the Lady of Winter’s head, but I felt people take a step away from me. It felt good.

“Mother, don’t listen to his lies and posturing,” Aveena snarled, and kicked me for good measure.

Pain lanced through me and almost made me pass out. She broke at least a rib or two to prove her point. Whatever I said about my time with Lark, I was still powerless at the moment. I felt the people who’d backed away take a step closer, like sharks that smelled blood in the water.

Despite Aveena’s show of dominance, her mother’s penetrating gaze never left me. She looked like she was searching my soul for something, anything, to give her a little more information.

“Did he tell you how you were able to accomplish this?” she asked.

“Nope,” I shook my head with a pain-laced grin. “He said he was bound by court, covenant, and a dozen oaths that would literally tear him apart if he revealed it to me,” I grimaced.

The Lady of Winter’s face transformed from intense speculation to shock, and definitely a good dose of fear.

“I know. Tell me about it,” I continued. “It’s frustrating as fuck to be so close to what you want, but not able to get it. Am I right, Aveena?” I laughed, which brought on a round of coughing.

The coughs turned wet, and I ended up spitting out blood. “Great. It looks like one of the ribs punctured my lung,” I would have been more worried if I wasn’t set to be decapitated before it became an issue.

Whatever my condition, no one was paying me any attention anymore. All eyes were on Aveena’s mom, and to my surprise, she looked like she was about to shit a chicken.

“Guards, secure the palace!” she yelled, jumping off her throne with her axe in hand. “Watch for anything out of the ordinary. My court, to arms!” she yelled, taking everyone by surprise as she marched toward me.

“Mother, what . . .?” Aveena never got to finish.

Her mother was a good thirty percent taller and thicker than Aveena, and she showed it by backhanding the younger giant across the face. The blow lifted Aveena off her feet and sent her sprawling into some nearby courtiers. Since they were normal-sized folk, she nearly squished a few when they failed to get out of the way in time.

“You stupid, stupid child,” the Lady of Winter sneered as she stood next to me and set her feet shoulder-width apart. “Do you know what you’ve done?” she screamed, her eyes bulging out of her head.

“No,” tears leaked down Aveena’s cheek, and mixed with the blood from her split lip. I was pretty sure the tears weren’t entirely from the backhand blow.

My mom had been gone for ten years, but she’d always been kind to me. The way the Lady of Winter treated Aveena . . . it almost made me sorry for her. Almost was the keyword there. Aveena had fucked up my life one too many times for me to really care about her mommy issues.

“You could have killed us all, you spoiled brat! You’ve never worked for anything in your entire life. You’ve grown fat and soft among all of these weakling humans. Sending you to learn among them was the biggest mistake of my life, but no matter. I will never allow someone as pathetic and weak as you to ever rule our people. I’ll send you back to the front, force you to fight, or be my general’s fuck toy. You’ll be lucky if it’s the latter after what you could have brought down on us.”

Judging by Aveena’s face, she was just as confused as I was, but I had bigger issues. The Lady of Winter was winding up with her axe. Her muscles flexed from the weight of the weapon, and power with a capital P flooded into her body. It felt like I was sitting next to a magical star, and I couldn’t help but look up as the axe reached the zenith of her swing and plummeted down toward me. The sentient marble released me, probably worried the boss lady was going to turn the throne room into a not-so-small crater. The floor retreated from me like water going out with the tide, and left me sitting on a hunk of black stone.

I was free, but that didn’t mean shit. I should have run, but my body was paralyzed. All I could focus on was the gleaming blade of the axe plunging toward my upturned face.

“Well, shit,” was my second-to-last thought.

My last thought was excitement as the Lady’s titty popped out of her bikini top on the downswing.


Chapter 23

There wasn’t much I could do but sit there and wait to die. Time seemed to slow around me, but it wasn’t some magical spell taking effect at the last second to save my ass. This was just my brain freaking the fuck out in the microseconds before the Lady of Winter lopped off my noggin.

I waited for my life to flash before my eyes . . . if you could even call it a life. I was only eighteen; maybe nineteen now. I’m not sure how time worked in the Faerie Realm, but I could be out of my teens altogether for all I knew. If my life did flash before my eyes, it wasn’t going to take long.

Maybe I’d catch a glimpse of my time in the orphanage. I’m sure there would be a few sweet moments with my adoptive parents. They were good people and deserved to make the highlight reel. If anything, my last few moments of life should show me the faces I really cared about: Danni, Xamira, even Fern, and most of all, Lilith. If one moment of true consequence was going to be seen in my dying moments, it was the first time I busted a nut in her throat. That had really set everything off; the lightning strike – although, I couldn’t prove that it had anything to do with me emptying my balls – missing the deadline with Aveena, the following feud, joining the cabal, and all the hijinks after killing Ser Fredrick. All of that traced back to the one instance of fellatio back at St. Vincent’s Academy. It’s a hell of a thing when I can look back at one moment and see what a profound impact it had on my existence.

Even in the moments before my death, I still couldn’t remember what my mother looked like. That made me feel like a real sack of shit, but I was probably going to see her in a few seconds. At least, I hoped so.  

There were dozens of predictions of what happened after you died. The most popular, even after the Revelation, was the Judeo-Christian idea of Heaven and Hell. Within those belief structures, there were different interpretations. Was Heaven a repeat of your greatest days on earth? A divine amusement park where you could do whatever the hell you wanted? Was it just basking in the presence of a capital-G god and having everlasting peace? For all I knew, it could be all of the above and just depend on the person. I was fine with any of them, but I wasn’t sure I was going that route.

I had no idea what the qualifications were to get into the big clubhouse in the sky, but I wasn’t a role model for future generations. I wasn’t even sure I believed in that God. I was about to lose my head to what amounted to a little-G god, and it was impossible to know if that had any bearing on my final destination. When a lot of power got thrown around, the laws of the universe tended to go a little wonky.

Hell was more straightforward. Eternal torment, lakes of fire, or descending circles of depravity until you reached the imprisoned fallen angel. If Dante’s Divine Comedy was to be believed. Things didn’t tend to vary much beyond life was going to suck ass. My little side hustles, fucking outside the sacrament of marriage, and generally taking everyone’s name in vain definitely checked the wrong boxes; so, it was always a possibility.

Life after death could also be an eternal purgatory, wandering the wastelands of another realm of reality. Maybe there would be trials I had to endure to enter Elysium. Maybe a big dude with a cat’s head would judge me at the gates of the underworld. Hell, maybe I’d take a cruise down the river Styx that would last an eternity.

“Talk about an eternity, this is taking forever. The anticipation is killing me,” I scoffed, as I snapped my eyes closed at the last nanosecond. Call me a coward, but I couldn’t watch the axe actually take my head off.

The Lady of Winter was going to come down on me with more speed and power than any execution in history, or maybe that was just my ego talking. She really wanted me dead. With morbid fascination, I wondered, if she cut me down so fast, would I even know I was dead for a few seconds? Would my brain think everything was still hunky dory that I’d actually be able to look up at my headless body before everything shut down and I passed on?

Those were the type of questions I asked myself at the end. In fact, I might already be dead, and this might just be the beginning of my eternal torment: endless questions without answers. I shivered. Like any child of the digital age, I hated not having answers at my fingertips; so, I built up the courage to sneak a peek.  

“Oh shit,” I pissed myself when I saw the blade a centimeter away from my nose.

I didn’t have any control as a foul-smelling pool spread out around me, and I was so lost in momentary embarrassment that I missed the blade not coming any closer to finish the job.

“What the hell?” I carefully moved my head to the side, so I didn’t have the Axe of Damocles literally hanging over me.

I let out a breath I thought was going to be my last and looked past the blade at Aveena’s mom. Her muscular frame was literally shaking from exertion, which made her loose titty bounce appealingly. Her face was screwed up in concentration, anger, and a healthy dose of fear. That’s when I felt the thrum in the air. I’d felt it before, like the universe had hit a tuning fork. The last time this happened, it was followed by pain and a gaping hole in the UN HQ.

As if the universe was waiting for me to acknowledge that fact, pain hit me hard enough that the lightning strike felt like a love tap in comparison. Then I felt nothing . . . absolutely nothing, and I was sure I was dead. The problem was that I was still perceiving everything. That was a bit of a head scratcher.

The closest thing I could think of was astral projection. That I was having an out-of-body experience. There was so much pain that my body said fuck it and shut down.

“So, why am I still conscious?” my mind played devil’s advocate.

“Who the fuck cares. You’re alive. That’s all that matters!” I shouted back. Since it was never a healthy thing to be arguing with yourself, I shut up and took a look at my surroundings.

The courtiers had skittered back like cockroaches caught in sunlight. Aveena was still off to the side where Momma’s bitch slap had tossed her, and the guards rushed toward the Lady of Winter. The Lady had let go of her axe and taken several steps back. The axe stayed where it was, but no one was looking at me. Their eyes were locked on the kaleidoscope of color rapidly growing from a pinpoint to a man-sized hole in reality.

I’d missed it last time because Aveena had just knocked my ass out, but it didn’t take a rocket scientist to notice a rift between realms. The rift stopped somewhere between man-sized and giant-sized, and the Fae court took a collective intake of breath. For a moment, nothing happened, and a few people let that breath out. Then . . . an armored foot appeared. It was followed by a leg, torso, and head of a humanoid creature; if that creature was nine feet tall, and looked like a twenty-eighth-century knight of the future octagon table, because round tables just didn’t cut it anymore.

I’d seen the crusader-knight look before. Aveena had decked herself out in the glamour armor when she’d squared off against Lilith a lifetime ago. This wasn’t that. This armor was sleek, lightweight, and what I imagined future Navy SEALs would be sporting when they became Space Force SEALs; although, this armor was a brilliant-gold color with runic script etched into every inch of it. I had no idea what the writing said, but power had a language all its own, and this stuff was thermonuclear-level magic. 

The armor allowed the creature to move effortlessly, but unlike human armor, the only break was a thin slit around where the eyes would be. There wasn’t enough space to see out of, but the creature didn’t seem to mind. It did a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree spin to take in its surroundings, and despite the full facial covering, I could practically see the smile on the thing’s face.

“Here’s Johnny!” a clearly masculine voice boomed, and the palace gave a shake, like the voice was a violation. Even the sentient marble floor had flowed away from the man. Just like when the Lady of Winter was about to execute me. It sensed danger.  

The man put his hands on his hips and surveyed the gathered crowd. “Really . . . nothing?” he asked, his tone dripping with disappointment. “Steven King . . . The Shining . . . don’t tell me we’re the only ones watching the mortal realm’s pop culture. It is, hands down, the best thing humanity has going for them,” he took a step toward the Lady of Winter.

She took a step back and slammed her foot twice into the floor. The sentient marble reacted with a ripple like a miniature tidal wave. It rushed toward her, coalesced, and rose upward in the form of a staff taller than the member of The Nine. At the tip, a dazzling blue diamond sprang into existence. When it did, it was like someone turned down the temperature in the room.

“Ahh, the Coldstone,” the man squared himself off against the Lady of Winter. “It’s been a few epochs since I saw that, Jötunn.”

The name seemed to strike a nerve with Aveena’s mom, because she hissed like a coiled snake. “You are not welcome here, Aesir. Your kind was banished eons ago. Leave this place, or suffer my wrath.” Her little speech was filled with enough power that everyone in her court was knocked down onto one knee. Some of the least powerful were literally smashed flat by her words. Multicolored blood splashed against the walls and floor as the weak met their fate.

“Banished is a strong word,” the man didn’t even quiver before the powerful Fae. “Maeve shut the door for good, but you aren’t her, Ymira, Queen of Jotunheim. In fact,” he sniffed the air like a hunting dog, “you are far below your maker.”

“Silence, Trickster,” she leveled her staff at the man. “Or I will cut out your silver tongue and mount it to my throne.”

“And it would certainly improve the décor,” the man waved off her threat and focused his eyes on me. At least, I thought it was his eyes. The only thing shining through his visor slit was an unearthly glow. The sense of astral projection abruptly vanished, and my consciousness slammed back down into my body. I groaned as a full-body ache reminded me of what I’d been missing.  

Under that gaze, I added a nugget of shit to the puddle of piss surrounding me. I currently gave zero fucks that I was wallowing in my own filth. I was pretty sure the guy could incinerate me just by looking at me. Ymira’s axe clattered to the ground next to me, and made me jump. 

“So why is he still looking at me?” I cringed, but couldn’t look away.

“Baby bro, thanks for being a big, flashing neon sign for me. I wouldn’t have been able to crash this party without you, and, of course, you two,” he pointed at Aveena and her mom. As he did, his golden armor undulated and flowed like water into his open palms; before hardening back into twin, curved scimitars. “Your acknowledgment of what little Cameron was allowed me to hone in on this little shindig. You know what they say, be careful what you wish for,” he laughed, and the room rumbled like the palace had been hit by an earthquake.

Then, he split, and I’m not talking about getting the hell out of dodge. The Trickster literally blurred, and then there were two of him. He blurred again, and there were four, then eight, sixteen.

“Kill him!” the Lady of Winter screamed. “And kill the boy, he’s the anchor.”

“Fuck,” I stared wide-eyed at the room full of giants with murder in their eyes, but I wasn’t alone. I felt a spark of joy ignite in my gut. “He called me little bro.” It would have been the revelation of my life if Aveena wasn’t already moving toward me, with her glamour blade ready to succeed where her mother failed.

“Catch,” one of the man’s doubles shouted, and tossed me one of his swords. “Brace yourself,” he laughed, and although it didn’t make the throne room shake, it still made me feel like a toddler among men.

As the blade arced toward me, pommel first, one of the giant guards reached one of the golden doubles. The guard was a male, and they were nearly the same height. The guard thrust with his spear, missing the double by inches. The double pirouetted like a prima ballerina, batted the pole out of the way with one armored gauntlet, and cut the guard from crotch to armpit in an upward slash. For a moment, the guard was splayed open like the T-1000 in Terminator 2 before toppling over very, very dead.

Then . . . I caught the sword. Fire and lightning flashed through my veins as power surged through me. This wasn’t my Fae gifts, or even my precognition. Although, my sight flashed a warning. It was whatever power Lark had refused to tell me about, and the siren call of the power was echoed in the doubles spreading out all around the room. It was the shot of adrenaline my aching body desperately needed to stay alive. My sight told me when and where Aveena’s strike was going to land, but more importantly, I knew with every fiber of my being that I could fight her.

Silver, glamour sword met golden, whatchamacallit blade with a clang that was lost in the throng of battle. Aveena’s strike didn’t drive me into the ground, break every bone in my body, or cut me in two, and from her expression, that’s what she expected. A wicked grin flashed across my face as I swept her blade away from me and lashed out. My speed caught us both by surprise, but she was still a noble Fae. She jumped back, and a slash that would have taken her leg off at the knee became a shallow cut. A cut that dripped silver, Fae blood onto the floor.

“First blood!”

I laughed like a madman, drunk on the power flooding my muscles and mind. The golden doubles echoed my glee, and all the resonating noises sounded super creepy, especially when mixed in with the screams of the dying. Fae and doubles were falling left and right. As I rolled away from Aveena’s next offensive, I saw a double take a pair of giant spears in the gut. It took one of the guards with it before falling still and dissolving into motes of golden light that vanished into nothing. The dead guard didn’t vanish. He voided his bowels and continued to bleed all over the floor.

The Lady of Winter sure as shit wasn’t sitting this one out. Titty still hanging out, she advanced into the fray. A half dozen doubles rushed her from one side. The Coldstone blazed with ethereal, blue light as she swung it toward them. All the doubles were flash frozen in place, and with the bulk of her staff, she smashed them into a million little pieces. She continued forward, kicking her own guards out of the way to get to the Trickster.

Unlike his doubles, he blazed with golden light. He danced around, the perfect mix of grace and power, cutting down guards and courtiers left and right. A small contingent of his less-luminous doubles followed him, protecting his blindside, and proving more than a match to the Lady of Winter’s personal guards. Despite their effectiveness, the Trickster was Ymira’s target, and I had other problems.

“Look at what you’ve done to me . . . again!” Aveena shrieked, using her sword more like a cudgel than a blade. “All you had to do was kneel there and die. Why won’t you just die?”

I had a flashback to the trial by combat before my sight flared a warning. Half a dozen glamour daggers appeared in her hand as she chucked them at me. That left me in a pickle. I couldn’t use more than one power at once according to Lark, and now wasn’t the time to see if that had changed. I could switch off my current uber-boost for my Fae gifts and conjure a shield, but there was no guarantee my troll-sized power could stand up to Aveena. The other option was to keep on fighting in my current state, but that left me with only the sword and my own speed to avoid the daggers.

I chose option two. I channeled the lightning in my veins into speed and agility. To my surprise, it worked. I dipped, dived, ducked, and dodged around blades that were suddenly moving a lot slower than they should. I was good; hell, I was great, but great wasn’t perfect. Burning pain spread through my left quad as I failed to completely dodge one of the daggers. I faltered, and another, deeper, pain radiated from my left bicep.

I howled in pain, but at least it wasn’t my sword-holding arm. Red blood joined the multicolored Fae gore coating the throne room, and Aveena smiled. Any injury in a fight of endurance could prove fatal. Of course, I took the moment to attack. People didn’t expect you to come at them when you were bleeding all over the place.

I unleashed a ferocious combination that had her backpedaling to keep me out of range. She was still twice my height, and I had to get inside her guard to even do any damage. Great new power or not, that put me at a disadvantage.

“Why won’t you get it through your thick skull, you fucking blueberry?” I pressed her nearly into the wall before she circled away. That put her back between me and someone who might put a knife in mine. “None of this is my fault. You’ve been a royal bitch with a giant-sized stick up your ass from day one. If you’d accepted my peace offerings, Chloe and Ser Frederick would still be alive, you wouldn’t be hip deep in shit, and your mom might not hate your guts so much. Just admit, for one second, that this is more than a little your fault.”

She answered me by screaming like a banshee. Her counter caught me off balance, and she lashed out. Not with her sword like I expected, but with her foot. Even with my sight’s split-second warning, I wasn’t fast enough to dodge.  

“You have more than one weapon,” Xamira’s advice came back to me about the time Aveena’s foot made contact with my sternum.

The kick, on top of making me puke my guts out, picked me up and tossed me across the room. I clipped the edge of the throne, spiraled out of control, and landed in a heap thirty feet away. I lost my sword in the process, and with it, whatever extra oomph the Trickster’s double had given me. Now, I was just a battered, broken, and bleeding dude in the middle of a melee I had no chance of surviving. Thankfully, self-preservation activated my Fae gifts before I turned into a popsicle. I was still pretty sure I caught hypothermia from the Coldstone across the room.

Across the battlefield, the Lady of Winter was pressing Golden Boy hard. He was down to a handful of doubles watching his back, and his armor was marred with dents and other people’s blood. The bottom of Ymira’s staff got past his guard and scraped against the armor. Power flared as the runic script fought against the brute force of the frost giant. Brute force won, and it dug a groove into the armor and spun him away. He contorted in a way that would have snapped my human bones to avoid a quartet of spears that would have pinned him in place for Ymira to finish the job. Instead, a wide swing of his sword broke the spears midway up their lengths, and his remaining doubles set upon the suddenly weaponless guards like a school of piranha.

Ymira’s next attack went wide, and he nicked her across the ribcage as she overextended. It was just a flesh wound, but it showed me that even gods bled. The frost giant roared, and twirled with a quickness something her size should never be capable of, spun away to get some distance, and leveled her staff at him.

“Uh oh,” the Trickster groaned as he realized he’d become distracted with taking out the guards, and that had allowed everyone to clear her field of fire. A blast of blue light hit him like a freight train that had jumped the tracks.

It didn’t flash freeze him like his doubles, but his armor’s runes blazed brilliantly as he flew through the air. For a moment, he was a shooting star across the night sky before he crashed to the floor not far from me. He skipped once, twice, and then found his footing. He spun, braced his heel into the ground to stop his forward momentum, and dug a shallow trench through the throne room. He ground to a halt in a crouch, looking like a superhero in a Marvel movie, before standing up. Aveena, who’d been sneaking over to finish me off, stopped in her tracks.

The Trickster and I looked out on a throne room full of the dead and dying. What remained of the guards brought down the last of the doubles. Blood and gore covered the floor. A few inches deep in some places. Bodies were littered everywhere, some not even close to where the fighting had been. If I knew the Fae, and I think I did after all of this, some of the courtiers had taken the opportunity to settle some old scores. Still, the majority of the corpses were Golden Boy’s work. Everyone who was still standing, and there were dozens of them, formed a half circle around me and the Trickster.

“Well, this has been fun.” The man’s golden glow hadn’t diminished in the slightest, and he didn’t sound at all like someone who was concerned he was about to die. He lent a hand and easily pulled me to my feet.

“Not exactly how I thought it was going to end,” I countered, but it was better than dying on my knees as a prisoner.

“Nonsense,” he scoffed. “Neither of us will die here today. There is still so much more adventure in store for you, Cameron . . . or do you prefer Cam?”

“Cam,” I answered, but kept my eyes on Aveena. I could feel her conjuring more daggers to throw at me.

“Have you had your fun, Trickster?” the Lady of Winter pushed herself to the front of the gathered mob. 

“What is life without a little fun, a little mischief?” he countered, and I could feel his shit-eating grin through the light of his visor slit.

Ymira looked around at the destruction, then down at her own body, slick with blood from multiple closed wounds, and then back to her foe. “I’m going to enjoy killing you.”

“Then I’m sorry to disappoint,” he replied, and a great ripping sensation filled the room.

My ears popped painfully, and I felt wetness leaking down the side of my face. “Sure, I could go for some burst eardrums about now.” As far as injuries went, it was the least of my problems.

I turned my head to look at Aveena and saw she was howling in pure rage. None of the sound reached me. In fact, everything not within a few feet of me looked frozen.

“A little time dilation so we can have a heart-to-heart,” the Trickster looked down at me, but I had the impression he was sweating from the exertion of doing whatever he was doing. “First off, you’re fortunate it was me who caught wind of this whole thing. You already ate up your one get-out-of-jail-free card with dad in that stupid troll incident. My older brother thinks you’re a complete pussy, and you don’t want any of your half-sisters coming to the rescue,” he actually shivered, something the Coldstone had failed to accomplish.

“So, my sage wisdom to you is man the fuck up. Sure, you’re still half human, but your other half is Aesir. People quake in their boots at the mere mention of our name. You saw her royal frigidness; she practically shat her panties when she learned what you were. It’s time to start acting like a badass, Cam, or next time we meet up, you aren’t going to like the reunion.”

I had so many questions. What’s an Aesir? Why do people shit their pants at the very mention of their name? Who’s my dad? How did you find me? Why are you leaving me to die? I could go on and on.

Instead, I only got out two heartfelt words, “Thank you.”

The Trickster nodded his armored helm at me, and then, whatever time dilation spell he’d worked ended. Aveena’s scream passed over me with the power of hurricane-force winds. Ymira was leveling the Coldstone to turn me into a puddle of frozen gelato, and all the other Fae were launching themselves at me with fangs, claws, and glamour weapons ready to bite, tear, and rip me to shreds.

So, of course, the Trickster hit me in the chest with an open palm strike that pretty much broke every part of me, despite the troll strength blazing in my chest. It launched me backward, and my last sight of my half-brother was him collapsing inward on himself, like a dying star, before I felt myself getting sucked into something. Whatever that something was, it was on a tumble dry cycle from hell, and every bump brought on a new, worse wave of agony.

I lasted maybe two rotations before I passed out, and I was pretty sure I would never wake up again. Fine by me.  

***

Aveena watched in horror as a rift appeared behind Cam. The Aesir warrior gave him a violent push, and he was swallowed by the kaleidoscope of color.

“No!” she roared, as the Aesir laughed and collapsed inward into himself. With a loud pop, he was gone.

She’d heard stories of the Aesir since she was a child. They were told in the same vein that humans used for the boogeyman. If you don’t clean your room, eat your vegetables, or do your chores, the Aesir would come and take you away. Or in most Fae tales, they just brutally killed you.

The Aesir that appeared and rescued Cam had more than met her expectations. She still couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact that the Trickster of myth and legend had referred to Cam as his little bro; so, she didn’t focus on that right now. There was plenty of other shit that had hit the fan. Half of her mother’s royal guards were dead. Dozens of courtiers were broken and dismembered. The Lady of Winter herself had been wounded several times, an impossible task for anyone other than another member of The Nine. It had taken the Coldstone itself, the jewel of the frost giants, to level the playing field.

“And all because of Cam,” her renewed rage tipped past the boiling point.

“Mother, allow me to go after him. I caught him once, and I can catch him again. He will not elude me. He will not embarrass the House of Foxbelle anymore. He . . .” someone knocked her legs out from under her.

She fell flat on her ass and was about to jump to her feet when she felt the cold iron blade against her throat. Godric stood over her, his arm clutched to his side and in need of a sling. His face was a grimace of pain, but she couldn’t tell if it was his wound or him being on the brink of killing her. The old goblin had always liked her.

“Seize her,” her mother’s voice boomed, but it felt tiny compared to the Aesir’s cruel laughter as he slaughtered half the Fae court. “Throw her in the dungeons and lock away the key. I must see the Queen about this,” despite the strength she was trying to convey, the Lady of Winter just looked tired.

“Mother . . . why?” Aveena looked up at her in shock.

“Treason, my worthless child. To bring an Aesir into this House . . .” she shuddered. “Queen Maeve will decide your fate, but I declare now, for my entire court to hear, that you are dead to me, Aveena Foxbelle. Your name will be stricken from the house records, all honors conveyed to you are hereby stripped, and if you live, you will never again grace the halls of your ancestral home.”

Each sentence was a body blow worse than the last. By the end of it, Aveena was curled in the fetal position, sobbing like a newborn baby.

“Take her away,” Ymira turned away so her guards could do the dirty work.

Aveena’s cries echoed until the doors of the throne room slammed shut and silenced her once and for all.

***

I don’t know when I regained consciousness, but like most times when I rejoined the land of the living, I was naked and half-dead. All I wanted to do was pass back out, but the universe had other plans.

“Fine,” I groaned when pain kept me from fading back into oblivion.

I opened my eyes, but it was still pitch black. “What,” I grunted, and tried to sit up, but that was a bad idea. “Ow . . . ow . . . ow. Okay, I’ll just stay right here,” I rested my head back on some hard surface and looked around without moving my neck.

In my peripherals, I caught a silver sliver of moon. Not enough to throw much light around, but enough to know I was back on earth. “Or at least I hope so,” I couldn’t be sure until I had enough strength to get up and find some civilization.

Whatever happened, my Fae gifts were totally spent. There wasn’t even an ember of strength left to help me get to my feet. The ride through the inter-realm rift had left me magically and physically crippled. I listened for any dangers, but it just sounded like nighttime. Crickets chirping, owls hooting, that sort of thing. The white noise nearly made me doze off again until I caught something else.

It wasn’t a rumble, but more of a low hum that was steadily growing louder. I lifted my head to see what was coming, and my body only complained enough to make new stars dance across my vision. After they cleared, I still didn’t see anything, but the hum was growing louder. Another few seconds of searching, and I spotted two pinpricks of light in the distance. Along with the hum, they were growing by the second.

“I’m lying in the road,” the realization hit me, and a burst of adrenaline allowed me to pull myself up to a seated position. Unfortunately, my legs still weren’t cooperating. In fact, I couldn’t feel anything below my waist.

I fought down the panic. It was a guy’s worst nightmare to have an inoperable dick. “Come on!” I growled as I tried to pull myself to the side.

It didn’t take me long to figure out I didn’t have enough time. “He . . .” I tried to yell, but my throat felt like someone had poured sand down my esophagus. “Hey!” I croaked and tried to swallow some spit. Fat lot of good that did.

The lights were now close enough that I could see the yellow line down the center of the asphalt, but whoever was behind the wheel hadn’t seen me.

“You’ve got to be shitting me,” I was so tired I gave up trying to wave down the car.

I’d lived through a water nymph’s assassination attempt, an imp’s hellacious training program, a trial by combat with a troll knight, and being on the run from a UN werewolf special agent. Then, I’d survived being bespelled by an elder vamp, lived for a week with an honest-to-gods goddess of sex, and last but not least, escaped with my life from Aveena and her mother, one of the most powerful Fae in existence.

All of that, and I was going to get killed in a car accident like millions of mundane humans did every year. The beep of the driver finally seeing me and laying on the horn was too little too late. The screech of brakes squealing in protest was appreciated, but it changed nothing. I closed my eyes, confident I couldn’t escape death twice. Final Destination told me things were bound to catch up with me eventually.

I breathed out and accepted the inevitable outcome. What else could I do?
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Chapter 1

“OMG, is he dead? He’s dead. We fucking killed him! No . . .” the voice stopped itself before it reached a full-on panic, “. . . I didn’t kill him. You were driving, Night. You killed him!”

“He’s not dead,” another voice answered.

“No, he’s fucking dead. Just look at him.”

I couldn’t look at myself, but I was lying on my back, and I was lying on something soft. “Maybe it’s a cloud. Maybe I’m in heaven.” That was wishful thinking.

Like most times when I came back from the deep black of unconsciousness, I felt like hammered shit. A dull pain radiated from the top of my head, down through my balls, and into my toenails. It took my addled brain a moment to remember why.

“The tumble dry cycle from hell,” I stopped myself before I could groan.

Like with Godric, the Fae who looked like his mother had fucked a wild boar, I was playing possum. There was no use advertising that I was conscious again until I had more information on what the hell was going on. Whoever was huddled around me, they weren’t as observant as the Fae.

“Did anyone check for a wallet?”

“For the love of the gods, Night, you’re going to rob him too. Hitting him with the car wasn’t enough?”

“A wallet would have ID, Skella. By the Dark Lady, you’re dumb,” the last part was muttered, but I was close enough to pick it up. Apparently, so was Stella. It had to be Stella, because no one I’d ever met was named Skella.

“Fuck you, Night. You just killed a guy . . . in a foreign country . . . I hope you like getting fucked in the ass. I hear they don’t do separate-sex prisons here.”

“Night, Skella, both of you shut up. He’s not dead,” the third person repeated.

I felt something being held close to my face, and I had to keep myself breathing normally. Nothing happened for several seconds.

“See,” the voice stated. “The mirror fogged up. That means he’s breathing. If he’s breathing, he’s not dead; so, everyone can calm down now.”

“OMG, thank the gods,” the one named Skella, or Stella, I still wasn’t a hundred percent sure I was hearing things correctly.

In my head, Skella-Stella was wearing something pink and fluffy. Her voice was high-pitched, bordered on annoying, and her affinity for acronyms made me think of every stereotypical teen girl of my generation. I could also tell she was ruled by her emotions, quick to panic, and not much of a friend to the other people in the room. It didn’t take a genius to deduce she was thinking about throwing this Night person under the bus if I was dead.

“If he’s alive, then let’s just leave him. Someone will find him. We’ll leave money on the nightstand for the room, and head home. We’re already late for reporting back to campus. Night’s humanitarian compassion really showed through.

Night’s voice was bored, nearly monotone, despite the high-stress situation. Either she was a sociopath, she really didn’t give a fuck about me, or she really wanted to get back to campus. Either way, that wasn’t good for me. I needed to keep an eye on her.

“We’re not leaving him,” the third and final voice laid down the law.

This voice was deeper, filled with calm strength, and had a protective feel to it. It could be male or female. I just couldn’t tell, but whoever they were, I’d need them on my side if I was going to make it out of this. They were the key. The other two listened to the mystery leader.

“Fine, Butters, we’ll do it your way. But I’m not staying here one more second after he gets back on his feet. I’m serious. This place is starting to give me the creeps,” Skella-Stella replied with a bare hint of defiance. It was a token attempt, just enough to say she reserved the right to bail.

“Butters, Skella-Stella, and Night,” it sounded like a reject ’90s girl pop group, or the worst superhero team in existence.

Whoever they were, I didn’t know how to feel about them. They’d definitely been the ones who hit me with the car. I could chalk that up to an accident. I remembered lying half-dead in the middle of the road. I remembered the feeling of complete helplessness when I couldn’t move my legs and escape. Hell, I was pretty sure I’d broken my spine on the trip through the rift between realms. A shiver worked its way up said spine that I couldn’t stop. Along with a jolt of pain from the sudden movement.

“Seems to be working now,” I grimaced, as I pushed the feelings of helplessness to the back of my mind. I needed to be strong. For all I knew, this was all an act, and these people were going to harvest my organs and sell them on the black market.

“If I pass back out and wake up in a bathtub full of ice, I’m going to be so pissed.”

I didn’t know if my Fae healing powers would regrow valuable bits of me, so I wanted to avoid that at all costs.

“He’s coming to. Give him some space,” Butters told the other two, and I felt the bed shift as she got up. Whoever Butters was, they weren’t a small person.

“Shit,” I chided myself for letting on that I was conscious.

I gathered my power, ready to defend myself if needed. The result was like trying to start a car when its battery was dead. My power gave a weak stutter. It felt like something sucker punched me in the nuts, and I got zilch for my effort.

This time, I couldn’t stop the groan that escaped my lips. I slowly opened my eyes. On the bright side, I could see. My retinas hadn’t been knocked loose by my arrival back in this realm. I’d had that happen before, and it sucked. On the downside, what I saw lent a lot more credence to my people-going-to-harvest-my-organs theory.

The place smelled damp. No inside living space should smell like that. I counted no less than three bullet holes in the walls. The furniture looked like any number of canine creatures had chewed on the legs and pissed on the carpet. The off-white paint was chipped, peeling, and had several water stains running down the walls like ugly, gushing wounds; and those were the five-star amenities.

I tried to ignore the claw marks on the headboard behind me. Those definitely weren’t made by any dog I could think of. If my captors had turned on all the lights, then at least half the bulbs were out. I didn’t even want to think about the weird smell coming from the bathroom.

“It’s Motel Murder!” I panicked, but didn’t let the three women see it.

Not too long ago, I’d been your average, vanilla human. I hadn’t been able to rely on my Fae gifts, my bad-ass friends, or even my special sight. It might as well have been a different life. A different me. All of that was in sharp focus as I sat there helplessly.  

Dani and Xamira had taught me how to fight. Lark and Peter the Pegasus had built upon that, but no one taught me the best fighting technique to use when I was lying half-dead on my back and faced with multiple opponents. Even if they were three women who looked just as scared of me as I was of them.

I was able to identify them pretty easily after hearing their voices. Skella-Stella was on the right. She was average height, classically beautiful, with blonde hair, amber eyes, and European-model thin. Some guys were into a girl that was so light you could throw her over your shoulder and take her to bed, but to me, Skella-Stella needed more meat on her bones. Of course, that didn’t stop her from being hot.

She wasn’t wearing fluffy, pink clothing like I’d imagined, but I wasn’t far off. She had on those boot-heel combos that added a few inches to her average height. I always thought they looked good on women. I’d read somewhere that heels focused attention on a woman’s ass. I had to admit, the first thing I checked out when I saw a woman in heels was her ass; so, maybe there was some truth in that.

White stockings worked their way up and under a white leather skirt. I would have said the eighties called and wanted their fashion trend back, but she made it work. A blue sequin top would have highlighted her moderate chest, but it was mostly covered up by a pink jacket. There was no fluff to it; it was stylish, streamlined, but had a fur-lined hood. She stared at me like a deer in the headlights.

Night, on the other hand, frowned at me. I wouldn’t call her Goth, but she was borderline. Straight, jet-black hair was tied up in a lengthy ponytail. She had on the same boot-heels, but I still pegged her as being an inch or two taller than Skella-Stella. Unlike the blonde, Night was pretty average on all accounts. She had a pretty face, which she slathered with too much dark makeup. Again, not quite Goth, but the eyeliner was a little more than most would deem socially acceptable. She had on a tight pair of jeans, a flattering t-shirt with a catchphrase I couldn’t fully read, and a leather jacket. Her eyes squinted as she studied me. Something told me she didn’t do a lot of smiling.

Whatever her feelings about me or the situation, her attitude about piercings was abundantly clear. At least half a dozen small silver rings were in each ear. One stuck out of her lower lip, and one was embedded in her nostril. Those were enough to be interesting, but two miniature barbell-shaped bulges at the tips of her breasts caught my full attention. They’d barely escaped being covered by the leather jacket, and I would have missed them entirely if the thin fabric of her shirt didn’t emphasize them on purpose.

“Yowzah,” my dick approved. 

In the center was the one called Butters, and if her calm reassurances hadn’t pegged her as the leader, her physicality sure as shit did. She was probably my height and had the kind of body only serious collegiate and professional athletes were able to achieve. The blanket they’d thrown over me stirred as blood started to quickly flow south. I was too busy looking Butters over to stop it. Plus, I was glad my dick worked just fine.

Butters was wearing a skirt that fell past her knees; so, I’m not even sure if it was technically a skirt. She had on flats because she didn’t need the heels, but it still showed off her muscular legs. I couldn’t see her ass, but if it was as put together as the rest of her, she won hottest girl of the group by far.  

Her dark shirt fell short of her waist, leaving her stomach bare, and highlighted the outline of her abs. I gulped as my dick pulsed underneath the covers. My eyes trailed up to an impressive set of breasts. Even though she had on a L.L. Bean windbreaker, it did nothing to hide the impressive knockers she was packing. A long, graceful neck kept me excited, but it all came to a staggering halt when I reached her face.

Whatever god made humans had paid considerable attention to Butters. She was excellence, strong, but at the same time delicate. She was everything a guy could ever want if they were into women who could kick ass and take names, which I sure as shit was.

Then, god had gone on a bender, came back wasted, and tried to finish his masterpiece. It hit me that Butters, Night, and Skella might be nicknames because Butters had what was colloquially known as a butterface. She was a perfect ten from the neck down, but the face was a definite soft-off. I felt like an asshole for thinking it, and even worse, I was pretty sure she noticed when the tent I’d started to pitch faded as my eyes settled on hers. They were a stormy blue, not that dissimilar from mine, and her brunette hair was stylishly done to hide some of her facial features.

She slowly took a step toward me with her hands raised in a non-threatening gesture. “How are you feeling?” she asked with genuine concern.

“Like I was hit by a car,” I replied; Skella-Stella winced, Night just rolled her eyes, but Butters nodded.

“Yeah, sorry about that,” she gave me a smile, which was not as reassuring as she intended it to be. “We were driving back to the border, and you were just lying in the road. We didn’t notice you until it was too late. If it’s any consolation, we weren’t going that fast when we hit you, and we didn’t run you over. You bounced off the front and tumbled for about ten feet before you stopped. We got you in the car and brought you here as quick as we could.”

I took in the information she offered, and “border” caught my attention. The girls in front of me were obviously American, so wherever the Trickster had sent me, he hadn’t missed the mark by much. It was either Canada or Mexico, and I fervently prayed for the former. The latter would be an issue.

My training with the cabal hadn’t been all fighting and magic-related. Sure, I learned to hone my Fae gifts and master certain aspects of glamour. I’d also learned how to tie people up into pretzels in theory. In reality, I’d been the one getting tied up most of the time, but if I came across someone in my weight class, I’d be able to fuck them up.

“I couldn’t fuck up a wet blanket right now,” I grunted. Any of the three girls could kick my ass if they wanted.

The other training I’d received occurred in a classroom and had to do with the cabal in general. Before sitting down with Peter, I’d envisioned the cabal as this crystal-clear monolith of power and strength stretching the world over. It wasn’t. Far from it, but that didn’t mean it was any less powerful than people believed it to be.

At the top of the pyramid of power was the board of directors. Together, they made all the big-boy decisions. Or, since the majority of members were women, maybe I should be saying big-girl decisions. Either way, with Venus at the head of the table, the board decided the governing direction of the cabal from their HQ at Caesars Palace in Vegas. Spreading outward from there, things got more complicated.

The more Peter taught me, the more I started to think of the cabal as a business instead of some sort of medieval feudal structure. Although, there were still oaths that were taken by people entering the cabal, and modern contracts to be signed. Peter divided the world into areas of operations, which had a definite corporate or military ring to it. The first AO, if I was going to use acronyms like Skella-Stella, was North America.

In North America, especially the USA, the cabal was virtually uncontested. It had major operations in all large and most medium-sized cities. These smaller zones were administered by a chosen representative who was elected from the cabal members in that zone. The board had to approve the selection, but most of the time the board affirmed its members’ choice.

Canada was also largely under the Venetian Cabal’s control. Although, they had several alliances and agreements with shifter packs that roamed the northern wilds. Canadian shifters outnumbered American shifters, despite the vast population differences, and it had a lot to do with the terrain.

If I were in Canada, it shouldn’t be too difficult for me to find my way home. I’d just find the local representative and show him my tattoo that proclaimed me a member of Lilith’s harem. They’d probably send a G6 to pick me up and fly me back to Vegas. I don’t want to boast, but Lilith was probably worried sick about me.

“That reminds me. What the fuck is going on with her, Dani, and Xamira?” Last I’d heard, Aveena set my friends up to take the fall for what happened at St. Vincent’s. “I just hope their lawyers were as good as Marcella.” As much as I wanted to get brought up to date, I had more pressing concerns.

If I had the unfortunate luck of being south of the border, things were going to be more complicated. The cabal still had spheres of influence, politicians in their pocket, and economic leverage in most nations south of the United States, but the AOs weren’t uniformly ours. They were contested. First off, the Quetzalcoatl himself resided in the Yucatan. The ancient, feared dragon didn’t answer to anyone and wouldn’t even pick up the phone for another dragon that wasn’t as old as he was. The only person in the cabal he’d talk to was Vesuvia, and that was basically to tell her to leave him the fuck alone. The old dragon had mellowed since his human-sacrifice days, but there was still an all-points bulletin out to cabal members to stay clear of him. That meant no spring breaks to Cancun.

Even more dangerous, if only because they were more active, was the other major cabal in the western hemisphere: the Tikal Cabal. As far as cabals in the New World were concerned, the Venetians were the newcomers.

Venus had come over to the new world on the heels of the Mayflower and spent the last four hundred years consolidating power through economics, politics, sex, and war. Do you think Napoleon just handed over the Louisiana Purchase to Thomas Jefferson for fifteen million bucks because he needed money for his wars in Europe?

I did until I took Peter’s cabal history class. In fact, the almost-conqueror of Europe sold over his empire’s North American holdings because Venus tagged along with Robert Livingston and James Monroe and gave the good general one hell of a hummer. He signed on the dotted line in post-coital bliss, and that was only one example of what Venus had swallowed for the country she was building.

The Tikal Cabal had been prevalent throughout Central and South America for close to three millennia, and they weren’t at all happy about the uppity foreigners that began pushing them out of their territory. That was as far as the lesson went, with Peter making me promise not to go wandering off in Mexico. I made that promise freely and without mental reservation. How the hell was I supposed to know I was going to end up with a front row seat to a frost giant slaughter and then punted back to earth by something with god-like power?

All of that info flashed through my mind in the few seconds after Butters finished speaking to me. “I guess I should thank you,” I tried to push myself up to a seated position, and winced in the process.

“Let me help,” she moved forward and got her hands under my shoulders.

I didn’t want to think of all the flesh-eating bacteria and other bodily fluids that covered these blankets. Or the fact that I was naked beneath them. Her help also meant she was basically thrusting her tits in my face, and my dick responded in kind.

“Um . . . thanks,” I tried to get a hold of myself. My gut was telling me that Butters was a decent person. She just had a butterface. It was up to me to not make it awkward. “So, what are three nice girls like you doing in a place like this?” I tried to break the tension with a smile.

“We were heading back from Butter’s birthday party when . . .” Skella-Stella waved her hand at me.

“Sorry for ruining your party buzz,” I snapped back. Butters also turned and glared at the other woman.

“Speaking of that, we really should get back to campus,” Night interjected. “We’ll leave you enough cash for a few nights, pick you up some food, and you can take it from there.” Something about her tone told me she really wanted to be gone.

“Enough,” Butters put her foot down. “We hit him. He’s our responsibility.”

“Yeah, you break it, you buy it,” I grinned at them. That actually got a smile and laugh out of Butters. The smile helped her face a little.

“Could you tell me exactly where we are?” I seemed to have Butters eager to help, so I pressed my advantage.

“We’re somewhere on the outskirts of Tijuana,” she explained.

I blanched at the statement, and Peter’s voice resounded in my ears. “Whatever you do, don’t go to Tijuana,” the Pegasus had said.

Tijuana’s lawless atmosphere had only intensified after the Revelation. It was already a hard-partying town, with lots of cartel and crime problems. Supernaturals coming out into the open only enhanced that. Things that a supernatural couldn’t get away with anywhere else, they could do in Tijuana. Vamps came here when they wanted to pig out without the elders and their kill teams exterminating them. Shifters with certain proclivities migrated south as well. It gave donkey show an entirely new meaning, and that wasn’t the worst of it. Tijuana was the frontlines of the cold, and sometimes hot, war between the Venetians and Tikals. It was the last place I wanted to be.

“Great,” I forced a smile, “and you were all heading back to a campus?”

“We’re Kappa Magnus from the University of California, San Diego,” Butters replied.

“Klingon Munchkins from UCSD?” I asked, not having the slightest clue what that meant.

“Shhh,” Stella-Skella shushed Butters with wide eyes. “Don’t tell him who we are.”

“Shut up, Skella,” Butters fired back, and I was sure she said Skella and not Stella this time.

“That’s an unusual name, Skella,” I raised an eyebrow, as she huffed, puffed, went to the bathroom, and slammed the door. I don’t know how I offended her.

“Kappa Magnus, it’s a sorority,” Butters offered helpfully. “And her real name isn’t Skella. That’s our nickname for her. Her real name is Stella, but you’ve seen her. She’s a bean pole. Someone called her Skeletor at one point, which became Skella during rush week, and it stuck.”

“OMG, shut up, Butters!” Skella screamed from the bathroom.

Butters just rolled her eyes and pointed a thumb over her shoulder. “That’s Night, short for Mia Knight,” she spelled out the silent K in the other girl’s name.

“And you call her Night because . . .” I wiggled my fingertips. All of Night’s nails were painted black.

“No,” Night’s voice was hard, but she didn’t throw a tantrum and stalk off. “I serve the Lady Nyx, and I’m not afraid to say it. All true believers are unashamed of their convictions.”

“Oh,” I let the syllable just hang there. I never knew what to say to religious nutjobs without offending them.

I knew from my own love of history and mythology that Nyx was a daughter of Chaos. Not the chaos that meant anarchy. People got that wrong a lot. This Chaos was the primal, uncontrollable forces of nature. She was a sister of Gaia, Tartarus, Eros, and Erebus. She was the personification of night and stood by at the dawn of creation.

I’d come to know that these ancient deities weren’t the Greeks, Egyptians, or even Romans trying to assign a higher power and meaning to their lives. These things, or something like them, actually existed. Exhibit A was Lilith’s mother, Venus. She’d told me she was born, gained consciousness, or however you wanted to describe her creation, sometime during the last ice age. At least, I assumed it was the last ice age. I don’t remember if she clarified that point. Whatever the case, that made her over ten thousand years old on the low side, and I was pretty sure she was just about every ancient deity of love, sex, or lust in mankind’s ancient cultures.

Nyx was probably another one of these ancients, and Night’s worship of her gave the ancient deity power. It literally ate from the all-you-can-eat buffet of mankind, and Night was one of those entrees. Knowing that, I didn’t feel super comfortable around her.

“And I’m Sandra Buttersworth, so of course they call me Butters because of my last name and . . .” she trailed off and pointed at her face.

In that moment, I felt like a complete dick. Even worse, I didn’t know what to say. If I said her face wasn’t that bad, it would be a lie, and something told me Butters was great at sniffing out lies. Instead, I tried to diffuse the situation with comedy.

“That’s a lame nickname. I expected better from the vaulted sororities of California’s great public university system,” I gave her a smile. She was by far my greatest ally right now. I needed to keep it that way. 

Night just snorted, but Butter’s face flushed red as she looked down and away from me.

“So, Kappa Magnus,” I tried to keep them talking. “What’s a sorority like? All sleepovers and naked pillow fights?”

“Ha ha,” Night rolled her eyes. “I’m going to grab a soda. This guy is just leaving me in stitches.”

Butters watched her go and then turned back to me. We were alone, and that seemed to make her nervous. It made me nervous too. If we fought, there was no question in my mind that this girl would win.

“It’s a sorority for mages, thus the Magnus part. You must know, I’m sure a cute guy like you belongs to some fraternity,” despite trying to keep it casual, Butter’s face took on a hue that would make a fire engine jealous.

“Is she flirting with me?” I didn’t have a lot of experience in the art of flirting with the fairer sex, but even I knew that was a bad line. Still, my ego accepted it willingly. “She also thinks I’m a college boy, and mage.” It was better not to correct her on the latter, but the former . . .

“No fraternity for me, too many naked Jell-O shots,” I replied, which got another laugh out of her. “But no, I’m not a mage.”

That brought a frown to her face. “Are you sure?” she asked, lifting her hand only to put it down again.

“I’m pretty sure,” I replied. I’d spent eighteen years cowering before those with power. I sure as shit wouldn’t have done that if I had a choice.

“Can I try something?” she asked quietly, like she was trying to hide it from an eavesdropping Skella. She lifted her hand again and slowly moved it toward me.

I instinctively moved back now that I knew she was a mage, not because of her face.

“I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to put my hand on yours,” her voice was calm.

It was a weird request, but I nodded my consent. She slowly brought her hand forward and placed it on top of mine. It was like a zap of static electricity shot through me, but different. First, it didn’t hurt or make me jerk my hand away in pain. Second, I had a glimpse of a raging inferno before the room resolved back to its previously dilapidated conditions.

“What the hell was that?” I asked as she took her hand off mine.

“Oh yeah, you’re definitely a mage. A strong one too,” she smiled a nervous smile at me. “Did you see the fire?”

“Yes,” I replied tentatively.

“Good, our magics were able to identify each other’s. I’m an Ignis mage, but what I saw with you was a National Geographic montage. I’m not really sure what to make of it,” she shook her head, clearly confused.

“Night and Skella?” I asked.

“Caeli and Terra,” she replied with a nod.

“I guess it could be worse,” I thought. Life could be a lot worse than having three female mages looking after me. “Well . . . one,” the other two were reluctant at best, willing to dump me somewhere in Tijuana at worst. 

The bathroom door opened with a slam, and Skella stalked out. “Gods . . . boundaries much, Butters,” she snapped, and glared at me like I was the problem. “I know your panties are soaked through right now, but we don’t know this guy, and we are not spending any more time playing babysitter,” she snapped.

“I know you want to play momma bear to the injured stud, but we came down here for your birthday so you could lose your V-card. By the way, great job at getting that dick. Hell, we tried to pay that one guy, and he still said no.”

As she ranted, Butters seemed to shrink further and further into herself. She crossed her arms protectively and squeezed tight, while she tried her best not to look at me. That pissed me off. Butters was the only one who’d been nice to me and hadn’t tried to leave me half-paralyzed in a seedy Mexican motel.

“Hey!” my voice boomed with strength I didn’t know I had. “How about you shut the fuck up before I fart and blow you away, you fucking anorexic bitch.”

I knew I’d gone too far, but I didn’t care. Skella’s jaw dropped open in shock, and while Butters looked equally stunned, a small smile pulled at the edge of her mouth. Skella’s shock slowly shifted to anger. She looked like she was about to unleash hell on me when the door outside slammed open and Night came running in.

She was out of breath and had soda spilled all down her front. “Hey,” she bolted the deadbolt and quickly moved away from the door. “So, I forgot to tell you guys something.”

Whatever she was about to say was cut off as something solid slammed into the door and nearly ripped it out of its frame.


Chapter 2

The lights flickered down the long, dark passageway. It was depressing, and the shadows seemed to push against the failing light like an army of darkness against the faint glimmers of hope. That was all by design. Prison wasn’t meant to be a trip to Margaritaville, especially for supernaturals.

The walls of the hallway were lined with thick steel doors. Unlike the jail at the supernatural courthouse in Las Vegas, they didn’t bother hiding the wards here. Interlocking runes and magical patterns were inlaid directly into the barriers, along the walls, and on just about anything that would keep their super-powered prisoners from escaping and wreaking havoc on society . . . and this was just the minimum-security wing.

The Victorville Federal Correctional Complex held some real baddies. An Anima mage who had enslaved the minds of nearly a hundred people to his will. He’d driven all his puppets mad in the end, forced many to commit suicide, while sending the remainder against the families of the law enforcement officers that brought him down. Those crime scenes made the Manson family look like the Partridge family. The bastard had been the textbook case the WRA and Response Division used to develop stringent guidelines for the Anima mage population.

Further down the felony list from a mass murderer was a djinn that had led a group of eco-terrorists in an attempt to blow up the Hoover Dam. They failed, and the creature that was nothing like the MC from I Dream of Jeannie had been locked up behind something not even its part-spirit ass could escape.

Then, there were your run-of-the-mill supremacists. They could be supernaturals who bought into the race war bullshit that many mundane humans still did. More often, they were shifters or vamps that thought they were the super race and everyone else should bow down to them. For these assholes, prison was like high school; people fucked in the showers, and they had their cliques in the yard. The only difference was that these cliques had built-in weapons. Guards telling them not to shift or vamp out on people they thought of as less than dog shit didn’t go over well. Of course, the guards could pop some silver or UV liquid in a grenade, and really ruin their day.

You had your armed robbers, people in on assault and battery, rapists, and so on and so forth. Of course, like most prisons, you had people who probably shouldn’t be there. Guys on drug charges that might have landed them on parole, except they were supernatural. The courts came down hard on people who had lots of power but didn’t care for the responsibility part. You had a little bit of everything, all the way down to one nineteen-year-old succubus that was in on an involuntary manslaughter charge for defending herself and her friends in a trial by combat. To supernaturals, her actions were acceptable under the covenants. To humans, they just didn’t understand.

The lights continued to flicker, creating a strobe effect halfway down the hallway. In fact, the lights were supposed to be motion-activated down here. The prison authorities had touted their commitment to environmentally sound policies, but reality had other ideas. Shit broke, and no one was paying to fix it. Past the flickering light, nearly at the end of the hall, a door like any other was locked tight, but if a guard got close enough, they might hear the moaning.

Beyond the door, encased in wards to contain her power, a young woman was fingerbanging the shit out of herself. Her eyes were half open in a self-induced dream state that offered an escape from the boredom of this place. It’s cliché, but what do you do in prison with all your free time? You fuck yourself.

***

In that young succubus’s mind, her door was not closed. It was the only door in the entire hallway that was partly ajar.

Slap . . . slap . . . slap echoed through the space, but no guard was on their way to investigate. Like most places, there were unwritten rules here. One of those rules was to not hit the alarm if the door sensor showed cell sixty-nine was open on Thursday nights. Someone made sure to watch the cameras and sensors in the hallway, but what happened in cell sixty-nine stayed in cell sixty-nine. The key to the fantasy was in the little details, and she’d had weeks to nail them down.

“Oh, fuck, you’re so tight. How are you so tight?” a familiar tone moaned as he continually thrust forward against an ass that just wouldn’t quit.

That ass was a perfect mix of strength, femininity, and bootyliciousness. There wasn’t a pimple scar, a bit of cellulose, a single stretch mark, or any sag, and it wasn’t because it was barely-legal ass. It was supernatural ass that was designed by a capital G god to take dick.

Lilith Venitas, Princess of the Venetian Succubus Cabal, let the dream man slam his cock into her over and over again. She moaned at all the right times and squeezed his dick in all the right ways, but her mind was elsewhere.

Since she was in prison, the dream was inevitably part fantasy, part nightmare.

“He could return the favor,” she thought as her nose scraped against the concrete and steel-reinforced walls of her cell.

Honestly, she was a little surprised at how tonight had turned out. Over her three-month sentence, she’d had fantasy after fantasy and put a lot of time and effort into them. This wasn’t casual sex to her. It was dinner. The federal corrections system had guidelines for feeding succubae, and those guidelines said one feeding every week. Technically, that was enough to keep her alive, but that was the same as saying a human could live on a protein bar and a bottle of water for three days. It was possible, but any sane creature would want to blow their own brains out rather than slowly waste away.

She missed Cam. She missed his smile and the way he secretly looked at her ass when he thought she wasn’t paying attention. Hell, she even missed the way he checked out her mother’s ass. That was wrong on so many levels, but she didn’t know what she’d had until it was torn away from her.

She missed Vegas and all the trouble they got into together before shit started to go downhill. Behind these unhospitable walls, it hadn’t taken long for one thing to become crystal clear: Cam was the only one for her. It didn’t matter if she’d have to live off refrigerated spunk for the next few years. She truly appreciated whose spunk it would be.

She knew it didn’t make sense, and beyond that, it went against everything her family stood for. She’d talked with Cam before he vanished about needing to increase the size of her harem. That was what a good succubus was supposed to do. Gather strong men around her to keep her fed and powerful. That was the way it had been since her mother laid down the unwritten rules of her kind. It needed to be that way so people didn’t hunt her kin.

“Wrong. It needs to be that way because Venus says so,” she corrected herself. Mother dearest had control issues on the best of days, and the last thing the succubus wanted was her own daughter bucking the rules.

The issue was, which anyone could see plain as day, was that Cam was different. A succubus couldn’t live off the frozen jizz of shifters. But Cam. Whatever the hell he was . . . damn. She licked her lips just thinking about his creamy filling.

Cam had valiantly said her banging other dudes for their seed was all fine and dandy, but she saw the twitch of his lips and the hardness in his eyes. He was so not okay with it, but he cared for her, and she thought that meant going with the flow for the next three years.  

The universe was unbearably cruel sometimes. She just wanted his dick. What was so hard about that? She’d finally found an incredible man, but she wasn’t naïve enough to confuse incredible with perfect. Cam had flaws, and some were glaring, but she could live with that. Hell, she could probably change him for the better, but that was future Lilith’s problem. In the here and now, she wouldn’t be able to fully be with him until she put on her big succubus panties.

“Fuck you, universe!”

She was ashamed to say she’d nearly gone through with her mother’s plan. She’d nearly caved to the pressure during that first week in Victorville. When the hunger clawed at her belly in a way she’d never experienced. At her lowest point, she’d gone through Venus’s little black book of dicks, picked out the one she wanted, and the literal stud showed up to fuck her six ways to Sunday. When the moment of truth arrived, she froze. Literally, she froze with a very large, hard cock about an inch from her pussy.

When push came to shove, when the metal met the road, when she needed to put her money where her mouth was, she pushed the guy out of the room before he could get his boxers back on. It made no sense. It was bat shit crazy. She wasn’t some vegan vamp. She wasn’t Gandhi on a hunger strike. She loved to eat. She loved sex, but she loved Cam more.

“Bastard,” she couldn’t help but smile when she imagined the little shrug and mischievous grin he’d give her if he were here.

He had her hook, line, and sinker. All she’d done so far was swallow his load, but that was the most glorious thing she’d ever tasted. Even the engorged shifter cocks her mother tried to force feed her in her first few weeks of incarceration, all approved by the cabal’s dick consultants, would taste like week-old sushi in comparison. Hell, even grinding up against Cam had gotten her hotter than a Fourth of July barbecue. Nothing could compete with him. She hated and loved the stupid bastard for what he’d done to her, and the position he’d put her in.

Predictably, Venus was not happy. It might be a minimum security prison, but it was still full of supernaturals who’d flaunted the rules of society. She didn’t want her daughter weak and vulnerable. Make no mistake, that was exactly what Lilith was becoming by refusing to take someone else’s dick. Of course, Venus wasn’t necessarily worried about Lilith’s well-being. She just didn’t want the cabal to look bad. Whatever her true motivations, Venus had made the trip herself to talk some sense into her wayward daughter.

The result was a screaming match with excessive TMI. The guards, who guarded some truly terrible people in other parts of the prison, had been white faced and flinched at the sight of Venus when she stormed out. Lilith didn’t blame them. Her mother made Disney’s wicked stepmothers look like the wholesome girl next door.

Venus continued to tempt Lilith with willing and able young men each week, hoping she’d fall off the wagon. So far, it was Lilith nine, Venus zero. She hadn’t even taken the cup of cum one well-built mage had slipped her like he was trying to smuggle a sixteen-year-old a shot of bad whiskey at the bar. Instead, she threw it in the assholes face. If you want to upset a man, give them a facial with their own spunk. That’ll do the trick.

To avoid wasting away into nothing, she took it upon her dream self to find snacks in the meantime, and since she was built for this shit, it hadn’t been too hard for the fantasies to come to life.

There was only one problem. Even in her own dreams, she still couldn’t have her way. Dreams were weird like that, and it seemed like every encounter resulted in her getting her pussy smashed as hard and fast as humanly possible. Even the dream version of the man she loved acted like if he could just find her G spot, then everything would be right with the world. That was the problem when she didn’t have anything good to work with. She’d never actually felt Cam’s cock inside her.

“It wouldn’t be that hard for him to reach around and rub my clit.” Wishful thinking filtered across her thoughts as dream Cam, in a guard’s uniform, continued to take her to pound town.

She just really hoped this time would be different. “Stupid brain!”

Tonight, she envisioned dream Cam all shy and vulnerable. So not the real Cam at all, but she had to mix things up to keep it fresh. He was still big and strong, but this time she’d truly believed that she imagined him doing more than repeatedly slamming his cock into her.

“They always say it’s the shy ones you have to watch out for. That’s such bullshit,” she gave a mental sigh. “Focus, Lilith,” if she didn’t, this was all going to be for nothing.  

“Harder, baby, harder,” she moaned, and dream Cam responded like a horse she’d just kicked with her spurs.

It wouldn’t be prison unless she was in handcuffs, and with Cam playing guard, it was the one thrill of the entire encounter. He had her standing, doggystyle, with her arms handcuffed behind her back. The only thing that kept her from falling to the ground was him holding her by the handcuff links to keep her upright. The sense of almost falling produced that little extra sensation that made the fucking just a hint more than the usual pounding.

“I’ll give it to you harder,” dream Cam seemed to be talking to himself as much as her. Real Cam would have said something a lot sexier.

“Or, at least I hope he would.”

Come to think about it, she had a hard time remembering if Cam was able to form coherent words when she sucked him off.

With one hand still holding her handcuff links, he snaked his other up and seized her throat. “Interesting, I’m not usually into autoerotic asphyxiation,” she mused as dream Cam squeezed and let go of the cuffs. Now, the only thing that kept her from falling face-first into the wall was his grip on her neck.

With his free hand, he grabbed a handful of her left tit and started to fuck her harder. “Yes,” she wheezed as she felt the crude sensation of her man drawing closer to the end. “Cum in me, baby. Cum in me hard.”

That was key, even in the dream state. If Dream Cam didn’t cum in her, then all of this was for nothing. This was a technique a succubus could use to stay alive when in isolation from a food source. Embarrassingly, her mother had sent one of her older sisters to show Lilith how it was done. They’d met up in a private visiting room not long after the epic mother-daughter blowout. The queen succubus might be pissed, but she wasn’t going to let her daughter turn into a supernatural raisin. That was not the image of the Venetian Cabal she wanted to show the world, or a weakness she wanted exposed. One of the most tried and true ways to kill a succubus was to starve them to death.

Talk about awkward. Watching your older sister finger herself and examining how she fed off the ambient sexual energy was next-level weird. It was a little like eating your own flesh to stay alive. Lilith was straight Donner Partying this shit.

She was mostly eating her own essence, but it was what she had to work with, and it was worth it. For Cam, and for her. She was starting to realize she didn’t want to be a carbon copy of her mother.

Venus vehemently disagreed with her daughter about the worth-it part, not the carbon copy bit. Venus insisted this was all bullheaded stubbornness. She swore Cam was something Lilith could discard and come back to, like a seasonal jacket. To Lilith, that was total bullshit; so, she told her mother to go fuck herself and started ignoring her calls and letters. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out they weren’t talking much anymore. Men continued to arrive, and she continued to make them look like well-paid, well-hung fools.

“You should really stop thinking about your mother when you’re fingerbanging yourself,” her dream-self demanded she pay attention as dream Cam built toward his climax.

Visualizing it was paramount. She needed to envision her man’s lust, feel his dick about to burst inside her, and explore every other erotic aspect of the experience. That’s what created the little extra oomph of power. Without it, she got nothing. She was basically a cannibal.  

“I want your hot cum in my pussy,” she urged him on. “Give it all to me, baby.”

“I’m gonna . . .” she felt Cam’s balls tighten against her flesh as he slammed himself fully inside her.

Despite his iron grip on her throat, she twisted around to look at his O-face. She tried not to laugh and ruin the moment. It wasn’t a pretty picture, but it was her picture. She looked deep into his blue eyes, traced the sharp angles of his face, and wanted to grab a handful of his mop of damp, blonde hair. She’d really had him work up a sweat this time.

She made sure to jam a few extra fingers up her actual pussy when Dream Cam came inside her. She could imagine his O-face perfectly. She’d seen it three times. Twice with her lips around his cock, and a third time while a naughty little pixie sucked him off. That didn’t sound like a lot, but his thermonuclear-level cum left quite an impression. That face was seared into her brain.

Despite all the effort, and even with the overpowering memory of his super spunk flooding down her throat, there was only a weak tingle of extra power in the ether around her. She lapped it up like a dog who’d just spent a day walking through the Sahara.

“Ugh!” Like always, it was nowhere close to satisfying; no matter how vividly she imagined the man who could do things to her no one else could. She hoped the real thing was better when it actually happened.

“Three years,” she groaned as she finished feeding.   

Her eyes fluttered as she came out of the dream state. Her fingers were slick. Her panties were soaked through. “I’ve got to remember to take them off,” she huffed.

She was more than a little sexually frustrated. Even worse, people still had no fucking clue where Cam was. If she wanted his dick, even after she got out, she needed people to get their shit together and find her man.

“Four weeks left. Or is it five . . . six . . . three?” she grunted as her frustration peaked. You’d expect people would only think about time in the big house, but the truth was, with the monotony, things tended to run together and create a never-ending mindfuck.

“Prison sucks,” she admitted for the first time. Like denying it up until now somehow made her a badass able to defy reality.

Just because the universe had a sense of humor, it took that moment to change her outlook on the future. “Cam!” The bond that had been missing for so long snapped back into reality. Suddenly, there was a comforting presence tickling the back of her mind.

Her door might be locked, but it wasn’t soundproof. Actual guards came to check on her when they heard her laughing like a batshit-crazy bitch in the middle of the night.

***

Lilith’s foot tapped impatiently against the linoleum floor. It was one of those floors that no matter how many times it was cleaned and waxed, you just couldn’t get the grime off it. Maybe it had something to do with the constant traffic, or maybe there was a metaphysical aspect to it. After all, it was a room where criminals regularly met. It’s always possible it left a stain on the fabric of reality to have that type of darkness – some would even say evil – congregated in a single place. Magic was weird like that, but Lilith really didn’t give a shit. She wasn’t evil. She was annoyed. Her foot continued to pound the ground hard enough that the convicts at the nearby tables glared at her.

She didn’t care. Her eyes darted back and forth between the large clock on the wall and the entrance door. Visiting hours had begun twenty minutes ago, which meant she had twenty fewer minutes to get things moving. Occasionally, she shot a glance at the guard. The man was standing professionally on the far side of the room. His head was on a swivel, and his eyes were alert and watching for anyone who broke the rules. There was really only one big no-no during these hours: touching. If the prisoners couldn’t touch anyone, then a whole lot of potential problems were averted.

She wouldn’t admit it, but she might have added the guard’s shoulders to Cam’s frame for her midnight fuckfest. Cam was the only one for her, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t make some dreamy improvements. The guard caught her looking and gave her a hard stare. She’d never even spoken to him in real life, so her attention, considering what she was, was definitely construed as a threat.  

She averted her gaze before he could throw her in solitary when a loud buzz announced the outer door being unlocked. She felt a tingle run down her spine as the wards dropped and then snapped back up. The visitor’s area had the least security in the entire prison, which was why only vanilla humans and low-risk supernaturals were able to use it. That didn’t mean the authorities were willing to trust the prisoners. Solid, double doors, a trio of guards, and powerful warding kept the inmates from trying anything.

A second buzz, and those safeguards parted to reveal a familiar face. Dani Underwood marched into the place with enough attitude that it drew the attention of half a dozen men near the door. She grinned as she spotted Lilith and headed over. She was barely over five feet, with a powerful, stocky body that would be classified by men as luscious. She was fifty percent tits, fifty percent ass, and ten percent hair. It didn’t matter if that added up to more than one hundred, because she was a lot of woman. She was also a dwarf blademaster who made some of the best weapons humanity could buy. She had preternatural strength, speed, enhanced senses, and could work unparalleled magic with earth and metal. On a power scale, she was far below Lilith, even before she finished succubus puberty, but put Dani against Susie, the average supernatural, and the dwarf would kick ass.

She also liked Cam. She’d admitted to it during a jailhouse convo back in Vegas, but never spoke of it again. Lilith could tell it bothered her to have feelings for him. She was a live-and-let-live, fuck and be fucked, type of person. Being nailed down to one dick was not her style, but Cam had a special dick. Lilith didn’t know if there was going to be a problem between them over Cam. They’d never talked about it. But with him back . . . who knew.  

Whistles and sexual comments followed Dani as she marched toward Lilith in a pair of tight jeans that a pretty woman really shouldn’t wear to prison, unless it’s a conjugal visit. She wore a t-shirt that was fighting a losing battle with her boobs, and read: Get Your Boyfriend To Stop Checking Out My Ass in bold script. She had a leather jacket folded over her arm, and she would have been carrying a motorcycle helmet if the guards had let her bring it in.

The dwarf was hot, and Lilith’s starving body reacted. She took a deep breath as Dani drew closer. Lilith could only masturbate in here, but maybe she could live vicariously through her old friend. Or at least get some new material for her bean flicking sessions. She breathed deeply and immediately ran into a problem. She didn’t smell the scent of another man.

“Interesting,” it had been a few weeks. If Dani stuck to her usual pattern, she’d have hooked up with at least two guys by now.

A kiss would tell how long it had been since the dwarf was intimate with anyone, but she and Dani weren’t the kissing type.

“Not yet,” a place in the back of her mind, that had always imagined eating out the wild dwarf, decided to chime in.

Before Lilith could wrap her mind around that, the dwarf plopped down in a chair across from the succubus and gave her a big smile. Dani was eight years older than Lilith and had spent her twenties as Lilith’s personal bodyguard. Despite the job and the responsibilities it entailed, Lilith was closer to the dwarf than any of her actual sisters.

“You look like shit,” Dani looked worried.

It was true. Lilith’s skin was paler than usual, like she’d spent too much time without a good dose of vitamin E. Her eyes were a bit more sunken. The skin of her face was pulled tight by malnutrition. Her hair lacked its usual luster, and orange was very much not her color. Normally, that wouldn’t matter, but when you were running on empty, it kind of showed. She looked a lot more human at the moment than ever before. 

“That’s the thing about prison, plenty of time to grab some extra beauty sleep,” Lilith joked, but quickly dispensed with the girl talk. “He’s back.”

“Who, hemorrhoids? I know they say what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas, but that shit goes with you everywhere,” Dani smiled, clearly missing the point.

“No,” Lilith lowered her voice and leaned closer. She saw the guard react from across the room, but she kept her hands unmoving on the table. “Cam. Cam is back. I felt him for the first time in months last night.”

That sent Dani’s eyebrows into her hairline, and a shit-eating grin split her face. That glint in the dwarf’s eye told Lilith all she needed to know. At the absolute least, Dani wanted a second go at the sweet nectar that was Cam’s dick. She definitely wouldn’t admit it, especially to Lilith, but it was clear to the succubus that Dani was falling for the younger man. The eyes didn’t lie, but Lilith didn’t pursue that line of questioning. No one wanted to open up that can of worms right now.

“No shit,” Dani leaned back when she sensed the guard angling for a closer look. “About time. His sense of timing has always been an issue.”

“I know, right?” Lilith couldn’t stop the smile that split her face. Even as she talked about him, she paid constant attention to the slight pull on her consciousness that was their bond.

“So, what’s the plan?” Dani asked, face serious. “Do you want me to round up a posse, bust you out of here, and take you to our man-friend?”

A slight slip of the tongue was further confirmation of Dani’s real intentions.

As good as that sounded, Lilith shook her head. “No, but I do want you to get a team together and go get him.”

It was a simple request, but Dani knew better than that. Nothing concerning Cam was simple. “Where is he?” That was the hundred-thousand-bitcoin question.

“South,” Lilith rotated in her seat and pointed in the general direction of where her bond told her he was.

“How far South?” Dani knew the answer before Lilith even opened her mouth. “Gods damn it, Lilith. I don’t need a team. I need a fucking army if I’m going south of the border.”

“Get my mother in on it. She probably wants Cam back as much as I do,” the succubus replied.

Dani’s expression shifted, and Lilith’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“Let’s just say Venus is indisposed right now. I’ll run it past her and try to get a solid team together, but I’ve got to get her permission before I cross into a warzone. Things have been quiet for the last month or so, and I don’t think anyone wants to break the peace. The Tikal would love it if we broke it, and I don’t know if the board is willing to do that, even for Cam.”

“Dani,” Lilith’s voice took on a pleading edge. “Please. I wouldn’t ask you if there was another option. I’ve got a few weeks left on my sentence, but this is Cam we’re talking about.”

Dani chuckled despite herself. “Yeah, that boy can find trouble anywhere,” she exhaled and rubbed her temples in slow, counterclockwise circles. “Fine. I’ll go find our man, but only after I get the green light.”

“Thank you,” Lilith nodded. She’d have to accept that was the best she would get. She wanted to reach out and grasp her friend’s hand, but the guard was hovering, and touching would get her yard time taken away; so, she settled for a smile.

“Besides,” Dani continued, “he’s only been back for what . . . twelve hours . . . what’s the worst that can happen?”


Chapter 3

“What the shit was that?” I scrambled back in the bed until my back hit the headboard.

Honestly, I was surprised the door stood up to anything. This place was the Bates Motel, rape and murder edition, so I was pretty sure a light breeze would knock the whole building down. At the moment, I’d take the walls crumbling compared to whatever was trying to break in. The door shuddered in the frame but held for the moment. Dust puffed out all around the perimeter and created a haze.

“What the hell’s going on, Night?” All the anger from our little spat vanished from Skella’s pretty face.

All eyes turned to the woman closest to the door. I saw shame on her face, but also determination. Whatever she’d done, she wasn’t sorry.

“I told you we needed to get back to campus, but you wouldn’t . . .” she didn’t get to finish.

Whatever was outside smashed into the door again, and this time, the door didn’t live up to my low expectations. The top hinge practically exploded as the top half of the door crumpled. Long, sinuous claws appeared over the broken edge and started to bend the wood in half like it was made of Play-Doh. I’d like to say there were only three high-pitched screams inside the room, but that would be a lie.

“Someone get something to throw against the door,” I yelled, my throat sore from the B-List horror movie audition I’d just nailed.

Butters and Skella looked for something to keep the creature from coming in and tearing us to shreds, but Night was the first to react. She turned toward the door, thrust out her hands, and the air seemed to shiver in front of her. I felt the pull of a vacuum as air solidified and slammed into the misshapen door. If she’d been a heartbeat quicker, she could have taken off the fingers of whatever the fuck had it out for us. A little blood splatter might even liven up the decor. The claws slipped out of the gap just before the door slammed back into its frame.

“Right, she’s a Caeli mage,” I remembered.

My only experience with the mages who controlled air was Brad, and he’d bragged he could summon a shield that could stop a bullet. I didn’t know if he was blowing smoke up my ass because he also spent a lot of time trying to get me to bat for the other team. I missed the simpler times when all I had to worry about was homework and my hustle. Even dealing with a close brush with sodomy from Marcella was preferable to this nightmare.  

A pang of loss filled me as I remembered my old friends, but I pushed it away. What mattered right now was keeping my internal organs internal. A thing with claws like that, I just knew it wanted to rip my guts out. As if the universe emphasized my point, the creature threw itself against the door again. Night’s air shimmered from the impact, but it didn’t budge.

“I can’t hold them for long.” Beads of sweat were already forming on her forehead. She was probably praying to some ancient goddess for intervention. Fat chance.

“Why the hell do they want us?” Butter’s voice was hard. “What did you do?” Her eyes narrowed in on the Caeli mage.

“Yeah!” Skella’s voice squeaked as she backed up Butters.

Night scowled back at them. “Some of us don’t have million-dollar trust funds or parents putting us through school,” she shot back. “I work a job after classes, on the weekend, and I can barely afford the rent to live in our sorority house; so, sometimes I pick up other financial opportunities when they come around.”

“Holy shit. You’re smuggling,” Butters gasped.

“What?” I was lost.

“Caeli mages make great smugglers,” Butters explained, a glare of disapproval fixed on the woman who stood between us and evisceration. “The government has agents, walls, helicopters, x-ray cameras, and all kinds of technology at the border crossing, but the best way to find drugs has always been dogs.”

I guess that made sense. If Lassie could find Timmy, then she sure as shit could sniff out cocaine.  

“Caeli mages are great about controlling the environment in and around a vehicle. Dogs operate by scent, and if a dog alerts on a car, then they’ll pull you over and tear the car apart looking for anything and everything. A Caeli mage can manipulate the air so dogs don’t get a whiff. Night could have half a kilo in her panties, and a drug-sniffing dog would just walk on by. Without probable cause, the cops can’t pull us over; so, presto, the drugs get through.”

“It’s actually half a kilo in my bra,” Night sighed, while she kept the shield held on the door. “I’m sorry, guys. I needed the money.”

Sympathy melted Butter’s glare, but Skella scoffed. “I was sure you were stuffing, but I didn’t expect this.”

Night turned to scowl at her. Unfortunately, the creature chose that moment to attack. It felt like the whole room shook from the blow, and Night grimaced in pain. She dropped to her knees, and I could see she wasn’t going to last much longer.

“That’s all fascinating, but the important stuff is: who is after you, and how the hell do we get out of here?” I stepped in.

“I was transporting for the cartel. Their mages take some hair when you agree to work for them. If you miss a delivery, they use the hair for a tracking spell and can zero in on you,” Night gasped. She was sucking in air like she’d just run a six-minute mile.

I didn’t know much about magic; something my cabal education was supposed to rectify until my trip to Faerieland. What I did know, thanks to the Fae, was that blood had power. I’m sure hair didn’t have the same oomph, but a tracking spell didn’t seem like it would take much to work. Whoever was out there knew Night was in here with their product.

“If Sicario is even halfway true, cartels aren’t exactly the forgiving type,” I gulped. Even worse, I wasn’t up for a fight.

“Okay, everyone. Breathe,” Butters took charge. “We need a way out.”

“There’s a small window in the bathroom. If we can fit through it, it’ll dump us in the back of the motel and we can make a run for it,” Night offered.

She’d barely finished speaking before Skella sprang into action. I hadn’t known her long, but what happened next seemed pretty typical of the blonde. She had a firm me-first-others-second mentality, which made her first instinct to throw everyone under the bus . . . literally. She practically hurled Butters out of the way as she sprinted for the bathroom. The much stronger Butters was caught by surprise and fell tits first onto me. 

“I guess there are worse ways to die,” I grinned as I got a face full of her tig old bitties. I almost moved my head back and forth in a weak motorboat, but time was of the essence.

“I’m so sorry!” Butters jumped off me like I was made of acid. Her face was beet red, and she looked everywhere else but at me.

“It’s fine,” I threw the blankets off me, forgetting I was naked, and sporting a half-chub.

Butter’s eyes bulged as she looked at what she’d done to my cock, and whirled away. Night was nowhere near as prude. “Nice,” she smiled and winked at me.

I smiled back, took a step, and my legs gave out. “Stupid barely-healed spine!” I grabbed the bed before I faceplanted.

“Are you okay?” Butters was at my side, fighting her views on impropriety to help me to my feet.

“Fuck,” I shook my head as I tried to massage my quads to get the blood flowing. “I don’t think I can make it to the bathroom, much less out a window.”

“I can help,” Butters stated with conviction, and for a second, I thought she was going to scoop me up like a bride on her wedding night.

Instead, something strange happened. She placed her hands on either side of my face and stared into my eyes. Her stormy blues were filled with fear, determination, and more than a little excitement.

I didn’t know Butters any better than Skella or Night, but I got a feeling that she was a fighter. She’d fought against herself to sculpt her body to perfection. She’d fought on whatever athletic battlefield required her to be in such phenomenal shape. She’d fought to be admitted to a sorority of mages, which was probably a big deal for a college girl, and she’d fought society’s view of her. People saw her face and made all sorts of assumptions, but as I stared into her eyes, I saw someone who cared enough to do what happened next.

All of a sudden, my chest felt very hot, like I was four again and thought it was a good idea to touch the kitchen stove. The feeling only intensified, and I cried out. She gripped me harder. My whole body started to shake as heat flooded into me. The white-hot Fae gift in my core rose to meet the threat . . . and ate it. The power in me gobbled up the heat like it was a fatty at an all-you-can-eat Thanksgiving buffet. That’s when I realized it wasn’t heat at all. It was magic.

I gasped as a full-body shudder rampaged through me. It curled my toes, hardened my dick enough that it slapped against Butter’s thigh with a smack, and continued north until I was sure my hair was standing on end like I’d just been electrocuted. When she released me, she sagged against the bed and struggled to catch her breath. Me on the other hand, I stood up under my own power for the first time in what felt like forever. I’d had a very long past few days, weeks, or months. I still didn’t have any idea how long I’d been out of it.

“Gods damn, woman,” I breathed in my first breath as a new man.

Butters smiled, and it was my turn to give her a hand. I was by no means at full strength – maybe thirty percent – but that meant I was thirty percent more able to fight. If I was going to get torn apart, I’d rather be on my feet and go down swinging. If the thing outside didn’t know it had been in a fight, I hadn’t done my job.

“By the Lady, Butters, you don’t even know him.” I turned and raised an eyebrow at Night.

“Power transfer,” Butters explained. “Think of yourself as a car battery. I jump-started you.”

“You can say that again.” There was more than a little flirtation in my tone, but I didn’t give a shit. This woman had just given me a chance, and there was something about near-death that made any person want to feel alive. What was more alive than fucking?

The creature chose that moment to strike, and Night crumbled to the ground. The shimmering air stayed in place . . . barely. I could feel it wavering. It wouldn’t survive another blow.

Maybe it was the influence of Butter’s magic, or my Fae gifts working better, but I could feel the magic in the room. It was similar to the way I’d felt the judge back in New York, and been able to tell he was an Anima mage.

I stopped the thought process before I went down that rabbit hole. “Less thinking, more living,” I told myself.

Butters had the same idea. “Tie it off,” she ordered Night.

Night nodded numbly from her place on the ground and did something. I’m not sure what, but the shimmering barrier of air changed. It was still there, but it wasn’t connected to Night anymore.

“Interesting.”

“Get to the bathroom and get out of here,” Butters commanded. “Help her,” she ordered me.

“Yes, ma’am,” I wasn’t about to cross the amazon woman who was willing to stand between me and the Freddy Kruger-wannabe outside. I easily scooped up Night and headed for the bathroom.

“Lady Nyx would like you,” the dark-haired woman purred, and I couldn’t help but stiffen below the belt.

“Get your shit together,” I was about to go into battle. I might have to do it naked like the ancient Celts, but I wasn’t going to do it with a woody.

I shouldered the door aside and entered the horror-fest that was a Tijuana Motel 6 bathroom. I wanted to gag, but ignored it as I focused on our escape route. To call the window a window was stretching the definition of the word. It was basically a slit in the top of the wall with a cheap pane of glass set in it. A slit Skella was desperately trying, and failing, to pull herself through.

“Ha,” I laughed at her.

“Don’t just ogle my ass. Help me through,” she ordered, like she was some medieval lady, and I, her vassal.

I wanted to tell her to fuck off, and that she needed to get some junk in her trunk, but that would just waste time. Instead, I buried my ego and interlocked my hands so she could use them as a springboard to get to the window. She didn’t have the upper-body strength of someone like Butters and couldn’t pull herself up.

With my boost, Skella got her hands on the ledge. Then her elbows. “Push me through,” she wheezed as I tried to maneuver into position to force her through the tiny opening.

“After I do, you stand on the other side and help me get Night through,” I stated.

“Whatever,” Skella replied as she tried to wiggle forward.

I grabbed her foot. “Promise you’ll help your friends,” I held on despite her trying to kick me in the face.

“Fine, I promise . . . fucking asshole,” she muttered as I started to push her forward.

As it turned out, someone had a different plan. I shit you not, an honest-to-gods tentacle smashed through the window, scattered glass everywhere, and wrapped around Skella’s neck like a living noose. I froze in shock. Aside from National Geographic, the only other tentacles I’d seen were animated ones that were usually triple penetrating some doe-eyed girl. Pornhub was a wonderful thing, and full of every type of video imaginable. What did you think a hormonal, teenage boy with access to his first credit card was going to do? Just stick with plain, vanilla missionary stuff?

Even tentacle porn didn’t do this thing justice. The best I could come up with was one of those things from Tremors, that movie with a young, badass Kevin Bacon fresh off his success in Footloose. It was as thick as a decent-sized tree branch, pink, slimy, and had a little mouth on the end with barbed fangs. Instead of digging those fangs into Skella’s neck, it looked right at me – with no eyes that I could make out – and made a strange hissing noise. I felt my asshole pucker in automatic response, as I scrambled back and dragged a screaming Night with me.

The tentacle thing easily supported Skella’s hundred pounds, and even worse, the Kappa Magnus girl didn’t even twitch.

“Shit, is she dead?” I didn’t get a chance to find out as the tentacle ripped Skella through the opening, taking a chunk of the frame with it.

I didn’t wait around. I grabbed Night under her armpits and hustled back into the main room.

Butters still stood a few feet from the door; her fists opening in closing like she was about to slug someone. Our sudden reentry broke her concentration.

“What are you doing?” she stared at us in shock. “Get out of here.”

“I’m not quite ready for you to go down in a blaze of glory and take all the credit,” I shot back, as I went through drawers looking for something to wear. The best I found was a slightly damp towel that barely fit around my waist. It would have to do.

I told her about what happened to Skella, and her tanned face paled to match Night’s.

“Nosferatu,” she whispered.

“Vamps? No, I know vamps, and this ain’t them,” I replied, checking my power reserves in case we needed to make a run for it.

I’d maybe added one percent since Butters jumpstarted me. I could carry Night on my back and run through the wall, but I didn’t know what else was out there. Claws and Tentacle might be a hell of a lot faster than me, so running would just make the hunt that much sweeter for them.

“No,” I’d probably have to stay and fight, even if it was just a distraction for Butters and Night to get away. I didn’t know about Skella, but I guess I’d try to save her too.

Ever since joining the cabal, I’d been infected with a disease, a disease called caring. My background as an orphan and powerless human had instilled in me a more Skella-like attitude: I took care of number one. Ever since Lilith, Dani, Xamira, and everyone else had put their asses on the line for me, I couldn’t help but return the favor. Butters, Night, and even Skella had saved my ass on that road. Sure, they’d hit me with their car first, but they didn’t abandon me, and Butters gave me the power boost. I couldn’t just walk out on them.

Plus, they were girls. I didn’t like it when monsters attacked girls. If the monsters were girls, like Aveena, I had no problem punching them in the fucking face, but the three Kappa Magnus sisters were very much human.

“Fuck it,” I rotated my shoulders, cracked my neck, and stepped up next to Butters.

She looked at me like I was an idiot. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

“Nope,” I got in a boxer’s stance and waited for whatever came through that door. “What gave it away?”

“You think Nosferatu are vampires,” she stated, throwing me for a loop.

“What? Of course, they are,” I fired back.

Butters just shook her head. “People in California, Arizona, and New Mexico know the difference. South American cultures know them as Azeman, but it’s the European term Nosferatu that is more commonly used. Nosferatu are actually an entirely different classification of creature. People who are just too lazy or ignorant think vampires and Nosferatu are the same thing.”

“Be more subtle, will you.” I frowned at the barb.

“So, what’s the difference?” I couldn’t help but hear my wounded pride in my tone. I didn’t like Butters calling me lazy or ignorant.

“First off, Nosferatu aren’t human. Vampires have a virus that transforms them, but they are otherwise very close to human. Nosferatu are more like giant bat creatures that feed on blood and wear a magical flesh mask that makes them look human.”

“Like a Fae glamour?” I interrupted.

“That’s a matter that’s up for debate, and would keep a room full of post-doc supernatural biologists arguing for days. I’m surprised you don’t know this, Cam. It's magical creatures 101.”

Thankfully, I didn’t have to answer and reveal my naivety of all things collegiate.

“Hello in there,” a cultured voice boomed from outside. “I have something that you want, and you have something that I want. Why don’t we avoid more property damage and talk like civilized people?”

“It’s a trap,” my mind did its best Admiral Akbar impression.

Whoever it was had us divided, cornered, and generally screwed. I’d had my fair share of faceoffs against assholes, and there was nothing cultured or civilized about it. Unfortunately, Butters didn’t have that same experience. She moved toward the door to open it.

“Wait!” I yelled, reaching out to grab her hand. “Let’s think about this a minute.”

“What’s there to think about? They have Skella. We can’t just leave her to a Nosferatu,” a shiver worked its way down her spine.

Since I didn’t know shit about the supernaturals we were up against, I had to trust her judgment that dealing with Nosferatu was going to suck balls. It didn’t mean I had to like it. I let go of her hand, so that was clear. My point was we didn’t have to bust out of the room just this second and get ambushed.

“We’ll be out in a minute. Just tidying up!” I yelled back through the door. Butter’s brow scrunched in confusion. “We need to have a plan. Night, you with us?”

“Like white on rice,” the other woman heaved herself to her feet. She wobbled from pure exhaustion, but stayed standing. Butters wasn’t the only tough girl in the room.

“Okay . . . okay, okay,” I mumbled as I tried to think of what to do.

During my cabal training, Peter had gone over a lot of team scenarios. Almost all of them depended on people working and training together for a significant period of time before going into the field. Butters, Night, and I didn’t have that luxury.

“Okay,” I breathed in a little to clear my thoughts. “Night, can you still harden the air enough to make shields?”

The woman winced. “A wet fart might get through, but I can try.” Her shoulders stiffened, and I felt my scalp start to itch. She was working magic.

“Butters, you’re an Ignis mage. Do you have any ranged attacks?”

The only time I’d ever seen an Ignis mage in action was when one tried to turn a troll into an extra-large stack of BBQ ribs in a casino lobby. The man had been a human flamethrower, but I didn’t know what Butters could do.

“I’m good up to fifty feet,” she answered, rubbing her hands, and I felt an itch between my shoulder blades.

“I’m going to need some Benadryl if I’m around mages too much,” I put off the irritating sensations and thought about the possibilities.

Fifty feet was the range at which most people could accurately use a pistol. It was better than anything I could pull off at the moment. I checked my power levels. I was maybe at thirty-five percent strength if I was lucky, and a surge of adrenaline would be good for a little extra, but I still wasn’t sure I could go toe-to-toe with much of anything. I had no idea how strong a Nosferatu was, but judging by the way Butters talked about them, I didn’t think my chances were good. I could at least buy us some time before my tank ran dry.

“What about you?” she asked.

I could practically see the magic building in her palms.

“Let’s just say I’m more of a close-combat specialist. If anyone gets close, stay behind me and I’ll deal with them,” I stated, more confidently than I felt.

“Got it,” both women nodded.

Even with everyone on board with the plan, I still gave it a few minutes before I opened the door and led everyone out. Every second was more time Night and I had to recover. When I opened the door, I got my first look at Tijuana, which wasn’t much. The motel was on the outskirts and faced the desert, so I saw a lot of dirt, sand, and cacti. Despite being nearly pitch black – the moon decided to take the night off – I could still make out some details thanks to my Fae gifts.

Then, there were the people here to rob us, beat us, make an example out of us, or just straight up murder us. They were highlighted by the motel’s floodlights that pointed into the parking lot.

“Shit,” I gulped as I took it all in. It didn’t look good.

Another part of my cabal training – Peter and Lark had really crammed a lot into the short time I was there – was situational awareness. Xamira had taught me that anything could be a weapon. Peter had broadened that view. Any environment I was in could be used to my advantage and the enemy’s disadvantage. Having situational awareness of the environment was a key to victory . . . most of the time. In this case, it looked like the deck was stacked against us.

First off, the environment didn’t offer much of anything. A handful of parked cars might provide cover and concealment from an attack. Or in the case of the Toyota Camry with a UCSD bumper sticker, an avenue of escape. There was a vending machine about thirty feet to my right, but that was only good for a sugar rush. At the far end of the one-story motel, there was a collection of metal drums. They could be used for oil, gas, or disposing of bodies for all I knew. What I did know was that it wasn’t going to do us any good that far away.

The second thing I noticed was that we were outnumbered, quickly followed by red flag number three: we were massively outgunned. That didn’t even count whoever Claws and Tentacle were. I was just considering raw firepower.

“Guns,” I growled as I looked at the three vehicles parked in a half-moon crescent near our door.

Two of the vehicles looked like they could have been armored, government SUVs a decade ago. They looked a little worse for wear, but if their armor was still good, then who was I to throw stones. Equally as bad for the three of us were the men with M16s who were using the hood and trunk as cover. The old US army weapon might have been phased out for the newer M4s, but a bullet was still a bullet. It didn’t matter what it was fired from.

If I didn’t feel like crapping my towel over the assault rifles, I considered it when I saw the vehicle parked between them. It was a pretty standard-looking jeep except they’d mounted a fucking machine gun on the roll cage surrounding the driver’s section. The guy manning the gun had his cheek to the stock and was staring down the sights directly at little, old me.

“Butters, watch the machine gun,” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth.

Beings with supernatural hearing might have heard, but the guys with guns were humans; dangerous, heavily armed humans, but humans all the same. One scan of the cartel thugs was enough. My eyes snapped to the real threats. At the center of the enemy formation, leaning casually against the jeep, were two supernaturals. Both looked very human at the moment, but that could change in a heartbeat.

There was a man and a woman. My gut told me the woman was Claws. She was lean . . . too lean, and not in the European-model way that Skella was. Claws looked like she didn’t get enough to eat. That, or she was an addict hooked on the hard stuff. I couldn’t see track marks from injection sites, but she had a manic look on her face that told me she was looking for another fix.

“What’s the fix?” was the real question.

Her straw-blonde hair looked brittle, like it would tear or crack if she tried to comb it. There were dirt streaks on her face, and some in her hair, but it was her eyes that made me sure she was Claws. They were the color of the harvest moon, which was generally a sign of some type of shifter struggling to control the animal portion of their psyche. Unlike the man, she was constantly moving. She made micro-motions like sniffing, licking her lips, scratching her arm, and shifting her weight. All were telltale signs that something else was on her mind. That gave me options.  

“She’ll be driven by emotion,” I calculated. “It shouldn’t be hard to elicit the reaction I want.”

The man was a different story; cool, collected, and shirtless.

“Damn,” Night whispered as she looked over his chest and stomach.

If there was such a thing as a ten-pack, this dude had it. He was a fucking Adonis sculpted by DaVinci out of flesh and blood. His sun-kissed skin gleamed in the motel’s unflattering, dim lights, and his pearly whites flashed in a grin as we stepped onto the asphalt. He was a little taller than me, wider at the shoulders, with curly black hair that framed his face like a Hollywood star.

Everything about him was impressive, but the most imposing thing I noticed was his leather pants. I’d seen the Friends episode where Ross made that mistake. Guys shouldn’t wear leather pants, and they sure as shit shouldn’t wear tight leather pants. Talk about a bad case of swamp ass, and for this guy to be wearing them in Mexico . . . he must have had cojones the size of watermelons. If the girl was Claws, that made him Tentacle, and the Nosferatu Butters had schooled me on.

“Don’t let him spit on you,” she whispered out of the corner of her mouth.

“What?” I hissed back.

“Narcotic saliva. It makes fentanyl look like Tylenol,” Butters explained, but then her voice caught in her throat. “Skella?”

The last Kappa Magnus sat on the ground between Tentacle and Claws. Her head was lolled back against the door panel, her eyes were wide open, but they were rolled into the back of her head. It was creepy to look directly into the whites of her eyes as she lay there high as a fucking kite, and closer to death than she’d ever been in her short life. It was even creepier that Tentacle ran his hand through her hair and petted her head like a loyal dog.

When he saw he had our attention, he grabbed either side of her face and moved it back and forth so her nose bounced off his belt buckle. Claws laughed at the imaginary BJ, and licked her lips as she looked me up and down.

“You couldn’t pay me enough to touch her with a ten-foot pole and a hazmat suit,” I grimaced.   

“Welcome,” Tentacle smiled as he tossed Skella’s head back, and it rebounded off the Jeep’s side panel. His eyes snapped to Night. “Ms. Knight,” he tsked like a disappointed parent. “You were given explicit instructions to get our product from point A to point B on the appropriate timeline. You failed,” his grin dropped to a feigned sad expression. His acting was the first unimpressive thing I’d seen about him.

“I’m sorry. I hit a snag on the way back to the border. I still have the product, and can get it where you need it to go within a few hours.” Night tried to act bored with the whole situation, but I could smell the fear leaking off her. Judging by the deep inhalation of air, so could Claws.  

Tentacle continued to tsk her like an errant schoolchild. “We run things on a schedule for a reason, Ms. Knight. Shipments are already out in decreased amounts. Those amounts sell for exponentially more the farther into your country they get. It might only be half a kilo and five thousand dollars in California, but it’s fifteen thousand dollars where it’s going. You’ve cost us fifteen grand today, Ms. Knight. How are you going to repay us?”

Night’s act faltered under his gaze, and she shivered.

“I’ve got an idea,” I raised my hand, drawing everyone’s attention.

“You also lied, Ms. Knight. You told us you were traveling with your two girlfriends. Who is this gentleman?” Tentacles' eyes focused on me, and he blinked. It wasn’t the horizontal blink of a human, but the vertical blink of something else.

“Creepy,” unlike Night, I didn’t let my fear show. I’d almost been beheaded by a little G god. I wasn’t going to let some Latino Fabio scare me.

“I’m the snag,” I shrugged, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “These three got caught up with me. It’s no fault of their own, but we can make this all right. How about Night gives you back the drugs, and we all walk out of here with our four, or in your case, five, appendages attached,” I smiled, and made sure it read don’t-fuck-with-me in big neon letters. When dealing with a predator, I needed to look like a fellow jungle beast, or at least something that would be too tough to eat.

Tentacle cocked his head to study me while Claws took a step in my direction. She literally started to foam at the mouth as her face elongated to reveal a wicked set of pointed incisors.

“If she charges, get ready to move,” I whispered.

I had no plan beyond causing a scene that would let the girls get to their car. I still didn’t know what the hell I was going to do with Skella, and playing it by ear was a good way to get killed.

“Fuck,” Claws took another step toward me.

“Get your mutt back on its leash, and get a rabies shot while you’re at it,” I stated calmly.

Claws snarled like the animal she was and dropped to all fours, ready to charge.

“Heel!” Tentacle’s voice snapped through the building tension, and Claws reared back like she’d been struck. Her face returned to her feral-human form as she sulked back to stand next to the jeep.

“What’s your name?” Tentacle continued to study me.

“You tell me yours, and I’ll tell you mine,” I replied levelly.

“I am Duke Santiago Tikal.” The air seemed to grow heavier as he identified himself.

“I’m Cam,” I replied nonchalantly.

“Cam,” the Nosferatu tasted my name on his lips like it was some sort of fine wine. “I don’t know you.”

“I’m a nobody,” I willed it to be the truth because my life depended on it.

Santiago was from a rival cabal, a cabal mine was in a state of war with. If they found out who I was, things would get uglier than they already were. I casually folded my hands behind my back to hide the mystical tattoo that identified me as part of Lilith’s harem.

“I doubt that,” Santiago stated as he continued to study me. “I sense power in you.”

“I got a solid eight hours last night. Sleep will work wonders for you,” I edged myself over to cover the girls as much as possible.

Something about this dude told me I’d only have a second to react if he attacked. I’d been holding tight to my growing Fae power since I’d stepped out of the motel room and into this clusterfuck, but something told me to change it up. I let go of the ball of white fire in my gut and embraced what I assumed were my Aesir abilities. There was no burst of fire and lightning shooting through my veins to give me preternatural strength and speed on par with a noble Fae. However, I did fall immediately into the zone. Now, details stood out a little clearer. I could think a little faster, and most importantly, my precognition should be up and running. On the downside, my body felt like someone had recently dropped a car on it. Without my Fae healing, I was feeling all the damage of the last few days. The power Butters had transferred to me helped, but I was only one step up from hammered shit.     

The air was thick with tension for a moment before Santiago started to laugh. The humans with him looked unsure for a second, but then joined in. I’d just met the guy, but he seemed like the kind of boss who’d kill his underlings if they didn’t appreciate his humor. I grinned after a moment, relaxed as everyone had a good chuckle, and that’s when my sight flared a warning.

“Down,” I half-jumped, half-fell toward the girls, bringing them down with me, and not a second too soon.

Something long, pink, and slimy lashed out of the Nosferatu’s mouth and stabbed toward where I’d been. It was nearly as thick around as Santiago’s entire face, so I saw what Butters meant about these creatures wearing a human flesh mask. I caught sight of something black and leathery around where the magical mask and tongue met, but I didn’t pay it much attention.

The tongue struck with a speed that would make a cobra jealous, and easily covered the thirty feet between us. My sight saved our asses as the tongue passed over our bodies and into the back bumper, right next to the UCSD sticker.

“Shield!” I yelled before any of the humans could think to pull the trigger.

While Night summoned the air to harden between us and them, I dropped one gift for another. The white inferno at my heart blazed as I summoned a glamour dagger, not a sword, because I didn’t want to expend the energy. A sharp object was a sharp object, and I lashed out at the tentacle-tongue, which was having a little trouble dislodging from the metal bumper.

“Take this motherfucker!” I roared, and expected my magically-sharp blade to cut the fucker’s tongue off with ease.

That’s not how it worked out. I did cut the bastard, but it looked like a feeble flesh wound. Still, from the screech that came out of whatever passed for a Nosferatu’s throat, you’d have thought I’d stabbed him in the dick.

I didn’t blame him. I also had something long and pink on me. If Santiago’s tongue was anywhere as sensitive as my trouser snake, I’d scream bloody murder too. With a mighty yank that ripped off the whole bumper, the tongue finally dislodged itself and snapped back into Santiago’s mouth. The man kept screaming as his flesh mask flickered, but I moved on to more pressing threats.

“Butters . . .!” I started, but she was already on it. I felt the searing heat against my cheek as the Ignis mage let loose.

Unlike the other time, this wasn’t human-flamethrower mode. In fact, Butter’s attack was surgical in comparison. A beam of white fire streaked away from her outstretched finger. It wasn’t any wider than a number two pencil, but it struck the machine gunner in the chest and burned a hole clear through him. The guy never got a chance to scream. He just fell out of the back of the jeep.

“Cool. Laser fingers.”

“Move,” I yelled, using more of my limited glamour power to create a thick smoke screen between us and the goons.

I wasn’t fast enough. Loud booms echoed through the night as the cabal’s humans got their shit together and opened fire. Most rounds went wide as the gunners fired blind, but then started to come closer as they aimed before they fired. A snap made me cringe as it hit the asphalt next to us while we scrambled for the cover of the car.

Then, Night screamed, and I felt like someone charley-horsed me. The muscles in my upper back tensed up like a motherfucker, and the wind was knocked out of me. I fell forward, onto Butter’s back, where she was hunched protectively over Night. If there wasn’t gunfire raging all around us, this would be hella hot. The Caeli mage wasn’t moving, and blood trickled from her ears and nose.

“She’s burned out,” Butter’s voice was thick with terror as more shots ricocheted around us.

I gathered as much. Her shield had only partially blocked a round that would have hit me in the back. As it was, it felt like I’d been punched by Mike Tyson. I’d have a bruise there tomorrow, but I could still fight.

“Get her in the car,” I heaved myself off Butter’s back, spun, and summoned a glamour shield between us and the gunfire.

It was power that I didn’t have to waste, but I couldn’t take another bullet, and Butters couldn’t take any at all. Her rock-hard abs were decorative. My glamour-smoke hid us long enough for her to throw Night in the back seat, but the shooters were starting to cautiously move forward and zero in on us.

“Time to go on the offensive.”

“Get in the car and wait for my signal,” I whispered, and gently shut Butter’s door.

“What signal?” she hissed as I moved up along the edge of the motel.

“You’ll know,” my grin was lost in the fog.

I might have kept up the confident charade for her, but in my mind, I was chanting, “oh fuck . . . oh fuck . . . oh fuck . . .” as I moved to flank the cartel shooters.

I might not know magical creatures one-oh-one, but Peter made sure I knew infantry tactics one-oh-one. Ideally, I’d have a force to fix the enemy in place while I flanked them, but beggars can’t be choosers. I hoped my glamour fog did the same thing.

I rounded another car a few parking spaces down from Butter’s Camry, and took a deep breath to gather my concentration for what came next. I dissolved my shield and used its energy to fashion some throwing daggers. I’d been on the receiving end of this attack from Aveena twice already, so I knew it could really fuck up your day. I cradled the daggers in my palm, took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and focused on the fog with my mind’s eye.

That was the thing about glamour, it was my will made reality. Keyword, mine. If I concentrated hard enough, I could feel what happened in my little bubble of reality, but it was a double-edged sword. Most Fae didn’t do it because it opened up the mind to debilitating psychic feedback. Thankfully, I wasn’t facing other Fae, and something told me mundane humans wouldn’t know what hit them.

I opened my mind, expanded my metaphysical senses, and found my targets. Not all of the gunmen were advancing into the fog, but most were, and they were popping off rounds at random to try to keep my head down. Too bad they weren’t anywhere close. I took a deep breath, focused my power, and literally let it fly. I could chuck the daggers at speeds that would give a major league pitcher wet dreams, but it sucked ass for the gunmen. One after the other, they took three-inch dagger hilts deep in important parts of their bodies. You know, those parts people needed to stay alive. I aimed for hearts, lungs, necks, spines, femoral arteries, anything that would take them out of the fight, and I succeeded.

They went down, and the shooting stopped. To add insult to injury, I twisted each dagger to really fuck them up before dissolving the glamour weapons. They’d all bleed out in a matter of minutes now that nothing was holding all that blood in. Not gonna lie, I was pretty proud of myself for pulling off that move.   

The next thing I heard was a guttural roar, the sound of claws on asphalt, and then Claws jumped out of the fog straight toward me. She was fully transformed now. A big, nasty, starved werewolf looking for its next meal. She wasn’t as big as some werewolves I’d seen, but that was all in the eye of the beholder.

“Those claws sure as shit look sharp enough.” The rest didn’t matter.

I ducked down behind the trunk just in time to avoid having my face ripped off. I turned, and she twisted as she landed, scrambling for purchase to come back at me.

“This is going to suck,” I grimaced, but gathered my will and fired a blast of force at her. It caught her in the side and flung her across the length of the motel. She smashed into those barrels half a football field away and caused quite a racket. Not that it could hold a candle to all the gunfire.

“That buys me a second,” I reacted faster than I could think, but I knew where I needed to go.

I needed to get Skella.

I oriented myself toward where I’d last seen her, got set like I was about to run the fifty-meter dash, and then pushed off hard enough that I cracked the concrete behind me. I practically flew through the fog and emerged on course for the jeep. The only problem was that a new guy had manned the machine gun. It was focused on where I’d been, not where I was coming from. That saved my life.

I closed the distance between me and the jeep before he could reorient, but that didn’t stop him from squeezing off a few shots. My screams were drowned out as the shots went high and to the right. I lowered my shoulder. If sprinting through the fog into the unknown sucked, what came next was going to suck big, black dick. With my shoulder lowered, I bent my legs and hit the side of the jeep low and with an upward trajectory. I tried to play Superman and knock the jeep over so the machine gun wouldn’t be an issue.

On impact, something snapped inside me. The pain nearly took over, but I gritted my teeth against it and rode the wave of agony. I’d never had a football coach yell at me to push through the pain, but this must be what he was talking about. I felt my power drop to nearly nothing as the jeep jumped up onto two wheels, rocked for a second, and then came down on its unprotected top. I heard the gunner scream as he got squished by the roll cage, but I was too busy trying to figure out what was broken. A quick inspection told me it was easier to list what still worked.

Tears streamed down my face as I grabbed Skella and pulled her into my arms. She’d fallen face-first onto the asphalt when I’d hit the jeep, but a little Bactine, some tweezers to pull the gravel out of her wounds, some gauze, and she’d be fine.

With a thought, I vanished the smoke, and the little bit of energy that returned helped me lift the skinny blonde into my arms and limp toward the car.

“Now!” I yelled.

The rear lights flashed, Butters threw it in reverse, and she nearly ran me over as she backed out. I opened the door to throw Skella in the back on top of Night, and almost missed Santiago stepping into the path of the car. Like me, he’d been looking to flank our position. It was pure luck Claws had come my way, and I’d been able to get rid of her. I’m not sure how I’d fare in a boss match at the moment.

Now, we stood facing a Duke of the Tikal Cabal. He was the only thing standing between us and freedom. I was so tired, I didn’t think I could fart in his general direction, and I was about to tell that to Butters.

“I got this,” Butters said in a no-nonsense tone. I gulped, hopped in the passenger seat, and put on my seat belt.

She revved the car once . . . twice . . . and then stepped on it. Burned rubber filled the air as the mid-sized, four-door sedan leaped forward toward the Nosferatu. In a blur I couldn’t track, Santiago produced a bedazzled revolver – encrusted with actual jewels, not that little girl shit – and emptied half a clip into our car. The shots tracked upward from the grill toward the windshield, but he never got that far.

Butters let out a battle cry, and a wave of fire blasted out in front of us. It was one hell of an impressive explosion. It was like a whole team of flamethrowers opened up at once, and they were all focused on getting the Nosferatu out of the way.

An animalistic shriek erupted from the fire where Santiago had been, and I saw something big and black thrashing about, but then we were through. The fire parted around us, leaving a clear path to the motel’s entrance. Butters kept the pedal to the metal, fishtailed onto the main road, and got us as far away from the enemy cabal members as her blackened, bullet-ridden car could carry us.

“We’re alive!” Butters sounded tired, but her eyes gleamed like she was on cloud nine. “How the fuck are we alive?”

“Teamwork, skill, and a shit ton of luck,” I managed, my eyelids heavy. “If you don’t mind, I’m . . .” I didn’t even get to say I was going to shut my eyes before they slipped closed, and I was out like a light.


Chapter 4

Darkness . . . it was complete, total, and it surrounded Aveena like a cocoon. She didn’t want to open her eyes. At least with her eyes shut, she could tell herself the darkness was her eyelids blocking the light, but that only worked for so long. Soon, the crushing despair of her situation would inevitably come crashing down on her. If she could find something sharp to slit her wrists, she would have done it ages ago. Without any light, there was no way to judge the passage of time, but she’d gone through six hundred and five sleep cycles of this unending hell.

Suicide was the coward’s way out, but to be considered a coward, you had to have some sort of honor to forsake. She had nothing. She had no one. In front of her entire court – or what remained of it – the Lady of Winter, her own mother, had declared Aveena banished. She had been stripped of her name, her titles, her very identity. Now, she was nothing. She was no one. She was little more than a weak consciousness surrounded by loneliness and near-suicidal despair. The lack of light just rammed that point home.

She finally opened her eyes, but there was no difference from when they were closed. In fact, it was probably darker. The dungeons of Queen Maeve were like that. They had a way of fucking with a Fae’s mind, turning strengths into weaknesses, and grinding a person down to nothing.

Aveena wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. The cold was the ultimate torture. It was like her frost-giant gifts had been stripped bare by the queen’s power. Aveena was a child of winter, master of the frozen tundra of her ancestors. Frost giants weren’t supposed to feel cold, but as she lay huddled in the darkness, the chill penetrated deep into her bones. Her teeth chattered. Her body convulsed, and she had to endure it with no hope that anything would ever get better.

“Just kill me now,” she wasn’t joking.

Her banishment hadn’t started like this. When her mother’s guards transported her to the cells of her family’s fortress, she’d been determined to maintain her dignity. That hadn’t lasted long. Only two days passed before Aveena was literally bundled up to be taken to the Capitol. She was bound, gagged, and tossed over the back of a beast of burden. For a moment, she felt fear. Nothing good happened to a woman in her position, even a frost giant.

The oath her mother extracted from her captors helped: she was not to be violated. The House of Foxbelle might have cast her out like week-old leftovers, but she was still a blood relative of the Lady of Winter. Not even Ymira’s heart was cold enough to allow Aveena to be used as a plaything.

Aveena assumed they were out of sight of the fortress when her captors tried to violate the spirit of the oath. They were only held to the letter, and couldn’t violate her body, but that didn’t stop one of them from tickling her asshole.

She’d been completely shocked. No one had ever touched her without her permission before. If anything, she tickled assholes. The surprise only lasted for a moment, and she made the mystery Fae pay. The man was busy laughing and joking with his buddies when she donkey kicked him in the fucking face. Judging by the crunch of soft flesh and wetness that splashed over her bare ass, she’d likely killed him. The backlash of her attack also snapped the beast of burden’s back like a twig. The creature wailed in agony as it collapsed, and she rolled off it into the mud laughing like a loon.

Her would-be, almost-violator’s buddies screamed in horror, and she kept laughing; the laugh of someone with nothing to lose. That night, they tied her to a tree and punished her. It took hours for them to wear her down as they beat her with wooden practice swords. Whatever they were, their glamour was weak enough that they wanted to save their strength to conjure weapons in battle. That insult hurt more than the welts and bruises that covered her body the next morning. Not only had Aveena been tossed out, but she’d been handed over to weaklings.

She could have run, fled the queen’s judgment, and escaped to . . . somewhere. She didn’t know where, but she could be rid of this place and the Fae that thought so little of her.

“No,” she’d told herself when she contemplated snapping the tree she was bound to, and using it to beat her captors to death, “I still have my honor.”

Now, she looked back on her self-righteous self and wanted to slap past-her in the face. “I should have run.” The cold and despair continued to paralyze her, and she settled in for another day of darkness and misery.

Then there was light. Just like that, she was bathed in its warm radiance, and it hurt. She scurried backward until she hit the rear wall of the cell, and turned her back to the piercing glare. She heard footsteps, and something hard and unyielding grabbed her by the shoulder. She lashed out on instinct, but she was weak, and her forearm hit some type of gauntlet. That’s when the real pain started.

She howled as her skin flash-boiled from contact with the cold iron armor. She didn’t get any pity from the guards. Two pairs of hands hooked her under the armpits and dragged her out into the light. She grimaced and shut her eyes as tightly as possible. That helped, but with cold iron so close to her weakened body, she felt like a puppet for the guards to manipulate. She couldn’t even get her feet under her. The dignity of walking to her execution was beneath her at the moment.

There was no question where she was going. Her mother had declared it when she’d forsaken Aveena for bringing Cam before her.

“Despite that being exactly what she ordered me to do!” In her solitary confinement, she’d had plenty of time to bitch about just how unfair this whole situation was.

She’d done what had been instructed of her. She’d brought the man who killed Chloe and Ser Fredrick to justice before the Lady of Winter. How was Aveena supposed to know he was part Aesir? She didn’t even know that was a thing. Her only exposure to the monsters from another realm had been bedtime stories. The moral of those stories was always to do what Ymira said or the Aesir would come and eat her, rape her, kill her; basically, anything to make her pay for her disobedience. She’d never once been told what the Aesir actually were. Until the Trickster physically stepped through the portal into the throne room, she’d expected them to be some sort of spectral entity. Not flesh and blood.

“Blood,” she gulped. There had been so much noble blood spilled in the halls of House Foxbelle that day.

The shiver that worked its way up her spine had nothing to do with the cold. She’d exited the dungeon, and whatever magic the queen had worked was gone. If anything, it was a little too warm. She peeked an eye open and wasn’t immediately overwhelmed by the sensation of sunlight streaming across her face.

Aveena’s family lands were eternal winter, and frost giants liked them that way, but the queen preferred the sun on her face. She’d even called herself the Queen of Summer for a few eons before she settled on the Eternal Queen moniker. Maeve had ruled the Fae . . . forever, so she was entitled to her whims.

Aveena caught a peek out the window and into a tropical paradise. Maeve’s capitol sat next to a turquoise-blue sea. White, sandy beaches spread out in either direction while waves gently lapped against the shoreline. Trees lined a boulevard paralleling the sea, where some type of purple mist wafted off them and into the air, where it dissipated into the cloudless sky. Harsh yellow-orange light beat down on the crystal walls of Maeve’s castle. Where the light hit the crystal, colors swirled. The dance of rainbows across the surface was beautiful.

She blinked away tears while her eyes finished adjusting to the glare. The Lady of Winter’s fortress had a harsh beauty; Maeve’s home was something else.

“On your feet,” the guards huffed as they stopped before a door, released her, and took a step back.

A little space from the cold iron was all she needed to regain enough strength to support her own bodyweight. She was dressed in rags. She didn’t remember being dressed at all. She saw her reflection in the door that stood between her and the queen, and she’d rather go naked.

Fae had different modesty standards from humans. Naked bodies weren’t as taboo among Aveena’s people. Frost giants were slightly more modest as a courtesy to the violent males of her species. Females would wear something to cover their breasts and slit, but nothing more. The other Fae considered frost giants barbarians; extremely dangerous barbarians, but still creatures that lacked the civility of other Fae species. So, Aveena found herself fully clothed in shit-brown rags. They were probably meant to fully cover a prisoner from neck to ankles. On her, it looked like a mini-skirt, tightly hugging her ass and hips. One long stride and it would tear apart at the seams. Since her life might literally depend on her modesty, she tried to shimmy it down to cover more of her pale-blue thighs. It didn’t help.

The guards gave her a moment’s dignity to prepare herself before they slammed their fists into the door. It opened immediately into a room bathed in sunlight and power. Aveena didn’t even notice the room. She couldn’t tell if it was richly appointed or a complete shithole. Her eyes were pulled to the nine thrones on a raised dais at the other end of the colossal space.

“The Hall of the Nine,” not many had seen this place and lived to tell the tale.

She gulped, and her legs betrayed her. They shook like a leaf in a thunderstorm, and no matter what her brain commanded, they wouldn’t move. The guards put their gauntleted fists into her lower back and fixed that. Cold iron-induced pain broke the spell, and she staggered forward. She tried to keep her face composed, but the pain leaked through. Several predatory smiles looked back at her from The Nine. Despite their human-like appearances, each and every one of them was an apex predator, and the next best thing to a god. In the queen’s case, it was likely that lower-case G was upgraded to a capital G. She was a big kahuna.

Aveena gulped as she shuffled forward, her tight rags just as restrictive as manacles around her ankles, but she didn’t lower her eyes. Whatever her mother might have declared, Aveena was a child of winter. The mantle of her family was firmly settled on her shoulders, whether her mother would admit it or not. She might have nothing left; no honor, no duty, no future title; but she was still a noble Fae, and no one could take that away from her.

“It’s crazy what a little sunshine, fresh air, and good company can do for a person,” she hid her smile as the crushing depression she’d felt during her imprisonment slowly evaporated.

“Although, I’m not sure I’d call The Nine, and iron-kissed guards, good company,” she came to a stop at the foot of the dais, which was much higher than it appeared from across the room.

The eyes of The Nine were upon her, and she looked back as confidently as she could. On the far left, where the four Unseelie members sat, was her mother. Ymira Foxbelle, the Lady of Winter, towered over everyone else in the room at nearly twenty feet tall. Even seated, she was taller than the rest of The Nine if they’d been standing. She also looked the most intimidating with a tangle of black hair she’d tried, but failed, to tame for the proceedings. Like Aveena, she’d acquiesced to the cultural delicacies of the other Fae and was wearing a dress of deep purple that paired well with her blue skin. Her battle staff, tipped with the Coldstone, was held in her left hand.

For what it was worth, Ymira didn’t look at her daughter, but the creature next to her did. Cold, black eyes that reminded Aveena of the dungeons beneath her feet sent a shiver of anxiety and fear through the young frost giant. The woman saw the reaction and smiled. Mab Shadowwood, the Lady of Hags, looked nothing like a hag. Hags were grotesque creatures that liked to feed on fear, pain, or the flesh of their victims; whatever was on the menu. Mab was the exact opposite of grotesque. She was quite possibly the most beautiful of The Nine. Although, no one would say that aloud within earshot of the Queen, the Lady of Autumn, or the Green Maiden.

Mab’s hair was bone-white and done in an intricate braid that fell all the way to curl on the floor around her like a coil of rope. Her face was flawless, symmetrical, and with high, aristocratic cheekbones. Her body was hidden by the table, but Aveena had no doubt it was just as perfect as the rest of her. A battle staff similar to Ymira’s, but more feminine, sat in Mab’s right hand, topped with a jagged white crystal. Judging by the red liquid dripping from the edge, it was sharp enough to make things bleed.

Mab’s smile followed Aveena’s gaze as she moved further right to the Erlking, patriarch of House Greyvale, Master of Hounds. The man had a stern, lean face, gunmetal gray hair, and a beard that would leave any man envious. Sharp, intelligent eyes the color of gold coins critiqued her from head to foot. Like most Fae, his ears were pointed, but they were broader, covered in fur, and seemed to twitch and rotate at things Aveena couldn’t hear. They were the ears of a predator that hunted by sound above all else, and if the legends were true, he could hear clear across the realms. Those same legends said if he ever caught the scent of someone who’d wronged his House, he’d feed them to his beasts. It didn’t matter how long until they feasted on their enemies. They were patient, well-trained, and would savor the meal.

Aveena quickly moved to his right to where the Green Maiden, Aurora Glitterwind, sat in all her voluptuous glory. The woman was the exact opposite of the barely-restrained violence of Ymira, or the harsh beauty of Mab. Her hair was made of flowers that cascaded down to cover full, fertile breasts. Her skin was the color of fresh moss. No, it was fresh moss. Everything about her was round and supple to the point that Aveena was sure she was pregnant. Ymira hid it well, but Aurora was all about life, and her body showed it. She seemed to bask in the glory of being seated to the right of the queen, like a plant drinking in sunlight, but then she smiled, and any warmth Aveena felt evaporated. The Green Maiden’s mouth was circular. Rows and rows of needle-sharp teeth glinted back at the young frost giant. The Green Maiden’s whole appearance was a ruse, a trap, to draw prey in so she could eat them.

Aveena felt her knees tremble as she moved to the opposite end where the Seelie sat. They were her court’s natural enemies, but her supposed allies weren’t looking too friendly at the moment. At the far end of the Seelie sat Puck Cottonclove, the Satyr Prince. His brown beard didn’t have the same girth as the Erlking’s, but it was stylish and pointed, just like his gaze. His horns rose high above a very human, even compassionate-looking face, but she wasn’t sure how to interpret the look he was giving her. Aside from her mother, the Satyr Prince was the newest member of The Nine.

Next to Puck, with eyes a swirling mass of angry blue energy, sat The Lady of the Lake, Nimue Thundertree. It was no secret that Nimue and Ymira hated each other. Their realms bordered one another’s, and they’d been in various stages of war for most of eternity. Legend stated that the Coldstone first belonged to the Lady of the Lake, but was stolen by Winter’s forces. Ymira naturally contested this, and so the two Fae’s forces continued to battle over an ancient slight. Nimue’s hair was the color of the sun on a cloudless day, but her facial features were fluid. They shifted with her mood. Right now, she looked ready to spit fire.

“She’ll want me dead,” that was one vote against Aveena, and there was nothing she could do to stop that.

Her eyes shifted left to the two remaining Seelie members of The Nine. They might be two different people, but they always voted as one: Oberon Woodspark, the Master of the Hunt, and Titania Briartwist, the Lady of Autumn. Both looked down at Aveena with unreadable expressions, which was about as much as she could expect from her grandparents.

Her father was a child of these two members of the Nine. There was a little of Titania’s beauty in Aveena’s face to soothe the natural savagery of the frost giants. Even though they were technically family, that didn’t mean they wouldn’t sign her death warrant in a heartbeat. The Fae didn’t think like humans.

Titania was unquestionably beautiful, some would say Mab or the queen’s equal, depending on that creature’s tastes. Her hair was the warm auburn of an early fall day, and her eyes matched Aveena’s own, cold, silver hue. While Seelie, the Lady of Autumn was a creature driven by change. Just like the season she represented, she encompassed both life and death; the ending of something wonderful, and the beginning of something cold, deadly, but equally beautiful. That carried over into her personality, and while she looked like a middle-aged, vivacious warrior woman, everyone knew to be wary around her. Human psychologists would diagnose her with bipolar disorder, but her mood swings were the balancing act of the powerful natural forces she held dominion over.

“I hope I caught her on a good day,” Aveena gulped as she tried to read anything off her grandmother’s face. She got jack shit.

Her grandfather was something different. The Master of the Hunt was a hulking man, the next best thing to Aveena’s mother in the room. His shoulders were broad and powerful, a mighty sword was strapped to his back, and an impressive rack of antlers adorned his head. These weren’t the antlers of some helpless creature to be chased down by hounds or wolves. These were meant for stabbing, tearing, and rending his prey to pieces. Unlike the other men, his face was clean-shaven, showing off his strong chin, while his salt-and-pepper hair was tied in a ponytail with a small bit of leather.

He was an imposing figure, and many would say second in power only to the queen herself, but his most unique feature was that he was uncharacteristically kind for a Fae. He was absolutely deadly on a battlefield, but Oberon was equally known for his ability to forgive and forget. Sometimes to his own detriment. He gave Aveena a broad smile as their eyes met for a brief moment.

“His vote will cancel out Nimue’s,” she reasoned, but that just brought her back to square one.

However, the rest of The Nine voted, she knew everything boiled down to the being at the center of the dais; on a throne that sat a little higher than the rest. Queen Maeve was not what most would expect. An entity as old as time itself, a living God, Ruler of the Sidhe, The Mother, Mistress of Seasons, Queen of Summer; the list of titles went on and on, and invoked the epitome of regality. When Aveena finally laid eyes on the ruler of all Fae, she was speechless, and not in the way you’d think.

“One of these things is not like the others.”

The queen looked sixteen, at most, and was dressed like she was going through a grunge rock phase. She wore torn black jeans, Dr. Martens boots, and had one leg swung over the edge of her throne. If she’d been wearing a skirt, anyone standing in front of her would have had a shot straight down Main Street. So, thank the gods for skinny jeans. Her frame was thin, maybe five and a half feet tall, and her baggy t-shirt kept falling off one shoulder as she took a file to nails that would give a nun a stroke. Her hair was shoulder-length, parted perfectly down the middle, with one half dyed bubble gum pink, and the other traffic-cone orange. She didn’t wear a crown or tiara, and she didn’t need one. The effortless power that radiated off her drove Aveena to her knees. Although, she tried to make it look like a show of respect. Not weakness.

From the look on The Nine’s faces, she didn’t succeed.

“My Queen,” Ymira stood, “I bring before you a prisoner.”

Maeve didn’t look up at first. She was going to town on her pinky finger with a zealousness that would make a Templar look timid. She brought it up to her eye, studied it, and blew on it. Remains rained down on the Green Maiden, but if she found it insulting, she kept her trap shut. The Fae’s tongue slithered out and gathered up the detritus to pull back into her gullet. When Maeve finally looked up, her eyebrows climbed into her hairline.

“My day just got a lot more interesting,” she spun to plant her boots on the ground and leaned forward to look at Aveena.

Maeve’s eyes were completely white, with a slight glow, and they bore into Aveena’s soul with ease. She didn’t even try to stop the queen. If she had, her very essence would be torn to shreds.

A heartbeat, and Maeve knew everything she needed to know about the situation. She watched the events play out from Aveena’s memories. She saw how Aveena recruited Chloe to assassinate Cam for the slight against her. Then, there was Chloe’s untimely death, and the enlistment of Ser Fredrick to right that wrong. The queen got a play-by-play of Ser Fredrick’s defeat and Aveena’s plans to capture Cam in Las Vegas and New York. The queen even felt Aveena’s savage joy when she brought down the bane of her existence with a single punch.

Then, she saw it all go to shit. Maeve saw what happened in the throne room. She saw the Trickster take apart Ymira’s guards, and both men escaped the Lady of Winter’s clutches. Weeks of memories, emotions, frustrations, and joys were taken by the Fae queen with a single drop of her power.

Maeve smiled like she’d just eaten a spoonful of mint chocolate chip ice cream, and laughed. The high-pitched ring of her voice rebounded off the walls and made everyone jump. She laughed, and laughed, and laughed. She slapped her knee as tears leaked from her eyes, and she brushed her multi-colored hair out of her face.

“Oh my,” for a moment, her accent sounded like a woman from the Antebellum South as she fanned herself. She smiled, and the peals of delight gradually faded from the hall. “I really needed that.”

“My Queen,” Ymira pressed forward. The Lady of Winter was a stubborn and blunt instrument.

In other words, she was a fucking tool.

“She brought an Aesir into my House. She violated your edicts. I did not bring her before you as a joke. I brought her to be punished. She was my heir, my daughter. I bore her in my womb, but she has erred, and I demand justice for my House.” There was emotion, a tinge of hurt in Ymira’s voice, which helped sell it.

“Crafty bitch,” Aveena had to admit.

The Lady of Winter didn’t get emotional, but she’d pulled out all the stops to get rid of Aveena. Ymira saw her daughter as an embarrassment, a weakness that needed to be dealt with. The Lady of Winter was a hammer. Aveena, the nail. To her mother, there was only one course of action. It sure as shit wasn’t to kiss and make up.

Maeve tapped her chin for a second, which stretched into two, and then three. From the looks on The Nine’s faces, this wasn’t standard protocol. That made sense. You couldn’t run an entire realm for eons and eons if you couldn’t make the tough calls. It took more than power to rule. It took decisiveness, especially in cases you were personally attached to. If you wanted to get technical about it, the Queen was Aveena’s great-grandmother. All of The Nine were closely related to the literal god, which was why they had so much power: they got it straight from the source.

In contrast to the others, Puck and Ymira were one step further removed from Maeve, and thus, individually weaker without the additional powers the mantle of their titles conferred upon them.

Any human who looked at it would find it a little incestuous. Ymira was Maeve’s granddaughter, but the Lady of Winter had slept with another one of the queen’s grandchildren, a son of Oberon and Titania, to create Aveena. What humans would never understand was that they were all different subspecies within the greater Fae; so, it was less icky. Human society just didn’t have an equivalent, and since most Fae farted for longer than most human lives, they really didn’t give a shit what the hairless apes thought.

Still, this was a family matter that directly affected one of the nine realms of the Fae. In the past, Maeve’s rulings were quick, concise, and brutal. She was not known for her kindness, and she didn’t give second chances.

Theoretically, Fae lived forever. By that logic, all the members of The Nine should be her direct children. If two were her grandchildren, that meant something had happened to the original Lady of Winter and Satyr Prince.

In the beginning, all of The Nine were supposed to be evenly matched against their siblings. It created balance among the realms. Over time, things changed. Members of The Nine gathered their own power, joined forces, engaged in feuds, double-crossed one another; whatever tickled their fancy. Now, power ebbed and flowed in an ever-changing, chaotic mess. Still, the members were serious threats to one another, and it was never a good idea to challenge a serious threat over something as stupid as land, resources, or a pinch more magic. That only left one real check and balance against the power of the lords and ladies of the Fae high court.

Even Aveena could do that math. She gulped as dread filled her gut. If Maeve was willing to kill her own children who broke her rules, what was to stop her from dealing with one pesky little great-grandchild?

Three seconds stretched into five as Maeve tapped her finger against her chin. “Lady Winter, what do you think?”

“Kill her,” Nimue interrupted, her eyes practically shining with glee. “You shut the way for a reason. If this one reopened it, then we are all at risk.”

“I agree,” it clearly pained Ymira to side with her enemy.

“Nonsense,” Oberon’s deep, booming voice overpowered the ladies. “How was she to know what she was doing? Lady Winter failed to teach her children the dangers surrounding us. Do we fault the child who eats the sweet, or the parent who left it out on the table in the first place?”

“You look like you’ve eaten a few sweets lately, Master Hunt?” Mab’s sultry voice dripped with enough sexuality that she might even be able to give the succubus bitches a run for their money.

“What is this nonsense about sweets?” Titania looked from Oberon to Mab, suspicion in her eyes.

“Shit, it’s one of those days.” Sometimes, the Autumn Lady could be a bit paranoid about her man.

Aveena couldn’t blame her with women like Mab stalking the halls of Maeve’s palace. Fae weren’t renowned for their monogamy, but if Titania was having a bad day, then she would take that out on Aveena. Things weren’t looking good.

“Enough,” Maeve’s voice silenced The Nine. “Vote already. All in favor of killing Aveena, formerly of House Foxbelle?”

Ymira, Mab, Nimue, and the Erlking’s hands went up. Titania looked like she was about to vote in favor, but a whisper from Oberon stopped her.

“All against?” A smile formed on the edge of Maeve’s thin lips.

Oberon, and this time Titania’s, hands both went up. They were joined by the Satyr Prince and Green Maiden. Aveena didn’t know what made them vote in favor of keeping her head on her shoulders, but she owed them a huge debt.

“Four to four,” Aveena gulped, and turned her attention to her queen.

“Up to me again, I see,” Maeve huffed, but everyone could see she was loving it. She put out her thumb, like the human emperors back in ancient Rome. She tilted it back and forth, making little noises as she did for her own amusement. Then, she dipped it all the way down . . . before reversing and giving Aveena a thumbs up.

“Congratulations, you get to live another day, Aveena No Name, but Lady Winter’s words are final. You are banished from her lands, removed from her bloodline, and all rights and privileges of your noble birth are voided. I’d find somewhere safe to be, and I’d find it quick.”

Maeve’s eyes glimmered, but Aveena couldn’t tell if it was compassion or malice. Either way, she didn’t care. She turned on her heel and ran. Her rags split on her first stride, baring her ass to the most powerful Fae in existence; again, she didn’t care. She needed to be somewhere else yesterday. Her life literally depended on it.

***

Maeve watched as the young frost giant fled, and the rest of The Nine dispersed for lunch. Close votes always made tempers rise, and hungers peak. The palace had a fine collection of delicacies; anything and everything was available. A tickle in the back of her mind told her half of the court stuck around; likely to understand why the hell she’d offered clemency to the girl.

“My Queen . . .” Ymira started, but Maeve held up a hand.

Her granddaughter wasn’t the sharpest blade in the armory. Give her an army and tell her to kill the enemy, and she was a genius, but she didn’t have the tact for political maneuvering. Maeve liked it that way. The former Lady Winter had been a traitorous cunt, and ironically, had been killed because of her own dealings with the Aesir.

“Seems to run in their blood.” Maeve birthed the frost giants to be the perfect soldiers, but apparently, she’d missed the mark.

People liked to bitch up a storm, but the truth was, creation was hard work, and even gods didn’t always get it right. She gave a mental shrug and looked over her shoulder at Ymira and Nimue. She liked to foster competition between the two, but their little scuffles were growing too costly for both their realms. “A little teamwork is just what the goddess ordered.”

Erlking just looked confused about why Maeve let an upstart get away with violating an edict. Behind the rest, Mab just looked hungry. Of all her children, Maeve was most interested in whatever Mab was plotting in that dark mind of hers.

“I made her too well,” she shirked off the sensation that Mab was going to stick a knife in her back, and smiled at her children.

“Do you honestly think I’d let Aveena get away with what she did?” A wicked grin split her face, which was quickly mirrored by her children. “It makes me sad that you think I’ve gone soft,” she put a little steel in her tone, and the lords and ladies took a step back.

“I just think it’s been too long since we had a little fun,” Maeve shrugged nonchalantly. “Give the little bitch a day . . . and then call the Wild Hunt.”

Of all the smiles around her, the Erlking’s was the biggest.

***

“A ham sandwich . . . again. For the love of god, could she make me something else?” The man seated behind two inches of plexiglass reinforced by the strongest wards known to man got out his brown bag lunch and upended it on the desk in front of him.

Technically, he wasn’t supposed to eat on shift. He should call someone to relieve him, but that would take ten minutes, and all travel through the inter-realm portal with the Fae had ended months ago. Whatever was going on, the Fae didn’t feel like talking, so the man spent eight hours a day staring at a swirling multi-colored vortex. Pretty soon, he’d have to go on disability from the debilitating migraines it gave him.

The man had been working in Ireland for the last two years on the massive UN complex that supported the portal. He knew all of the security measures by heart. Nearby, two full echelon teams were stationed as a quick reaction force. With them, a full brigade; three thousand human combat troops, could be mobilized inside thirty minutes. If that failed, every mage in Dublin would be there in an hour, and every mage in the UK within the day. That was just the start.

Most people forgot about the large, thermobaric warheads scattered around the complex, and surrounded by enough cold iron to make them the world’s largest claymore mines. If he believed the scuttlebutt, there were even rumors that a nuke was buried in the basement if they lost containment. No one knew what a nuke would do against Fae, and everyone hoped they didn’t have to find out.

What all of that meant was Mr. Ham Sandwich felt completely safe digging into his meaty meal with a potential invasion route less than fifty feet from his balls. Or . . . he felt safe until something flew out of the portal and slid across the white linoleum until it smashed into the drywall.

“What the fuck?” the man yelled.

To his credit, his training took over. He flipped off the clear lid and hit the red alarm button that would put the building on lockdown and mobilize the echelon teams. The involuntary contraction of his muscles also caused him to grip his sandwich hard enough to spurt Dijon mustard all down his front.

“Son of a bitch,” he growled as he dropped his sandwich and grabbed a shotgun secured under his desk. He slammed a cold-iron round into the chamber and used his workstation as cover from the unknown threat.

That’s how the echelon team found him: spicy, yellow mustard splattered across his uniform as he covered a very pale, very naked young woman. At least his scarlet blush went well with mustard yellow.

The team secured the gate as the commander relieved the guard. “Ma’am,” he helped prop her up against the cracked drywall and offered her a bottle of water. “Who are you, and why are you here?”

“My name is Aveena Fo . . .,” Aveena stopped herself, “just Aveena, and I’m requesting asylum.”

“Asylum?” Behind his armored helmet, the commander’s eyes widened. “You know you can’t just come here and ask for asylum. You need to have a qualifying circumstance.”

Aveena laughed, which turned into a wince. Her leg was broken, and blood matted her hair. A headwound that bled freely a moment ago was just beginning to heal, and if she didn’t have a concussion, then she’d freely walk right back through the portal and into the hell she’d left behind. She looked up at the commander, silver blood dripping off her chin.

“Ma’am?” The commander’s voice was tinged with concern.

“Oh, I have a good reason,” Aveena’s cold eyes pierced the man’s visor with their intensity. “My mother and all her friends are trying to kill me.”


Chapter 5

The searing glare of light through my eyelids woke me up. I groaned, tried to roll over, but my neck seized up tighter than a nun’s legs in the face of temptation. I picked the lesser of two evils, continued to roll, but even after all the effort, half my face remained subjected to the sun’s strobing effect on my addled brain.

“Whoever said going to sleep with a concussion could kill you can suck it,” I tried to move, but every part of me hurt. I thought my Fae powers would have done something to heal me during the night, but it seemed like even they had their limits.

Cautiously, I cracked an eye open . . . “Oh, shit on a stick,” my groan turned into a cry that I strangled with manliness as I looked at my surroundings.

First, the glare didn’t belong to the sun; it belonged to a pair of neon titties bouncing up and down to lure people in like moths to the flame. Second, it was still night; and third, a quick look at the clock told me I’d only been out for about ten minutes.

“This sucks,” I mumbled as I looked around.

“Shit, no . . . no . . . no . . .” Butters sat in the driver’s seat, smacking the steering wheel like it owed her money. “Don’t die on me now!”

I looked out the front windshield and saw what she meant. The Camry’s valiant effort in our escape from Duke Tentacle came at a cost. Smoke streamed out of the grill and puffed through the bullet holes in the hood. Even in Tijuana, that wasn’t something you saw every day. Even though I wasn’t a car guy, I knew the wheezing, grinding, and rattling under my feet couldn’t be good.

Sure enough, Butters had barely pulled to the side of the road when the Toyota gave a mighty cough of exhaust and fell silent. We sat in silence for a minute, but Butters never let go of the steering wheel. She just stared straight ahead, like she couldn’t believe what happened.

She wasn’t the only one taking a second to get their shit together. I’d played battering ram one too many times tonight, and my concussed brain wasn’t being very cooperative. By the time I focused enough on my surroundings, I knew we were in trouble.

We’d escaped the motel on the outskirts of the city, but traded it for a crowded thoroughfare right smack dab in greater Tijuana. I didn’t know enough about the city to tell if that was a good or bad thing. Normally, if I was being hunted, I’d want to find a populated area and blend in with the crowd. It was the whole herd mentality thing. However, it all depended on the Tikal’s capabilities.

If this was Vegas, and I was looking for someone, I’d have the cabal’s considerable assets on high alert. I knew Venus had people in the casino security forces, the cops, and the local feds under her spell. They could bring a lot of resources to bear, especially if the target was a criminal. Venus got her person, and the law got its crook. It was a win-win.

I also knew she had bellboys on the payroll, meter maids, cocktail waitresses, and if the person running was naïve enough to think the original succubus didn’t have the prostitutes that prowled the fringes of the strip reporting on all the Johns they serviced, well . . . they might as well turn themselves in. It was preferable to having a cracked-out nightwalker hold you hostage with a rusty razor blade to the balls until the cabal’s imps showed up.

So, I flipped the script. “If I were Tikal, what would I do?” I let the thought simmer, and felt my paranoia spike.

I could feel every eye on me. The street was crowded with locals on their way home from dinner, tourists bar hopping, and businesses trying to make a buck. Any of them could be working for the Duke. Of course, me sitting in a car with my cock hanging out, plus three co-eds, might have something to do with all the attention. 

“All they’d need to say is keep an eye out for a gringo with no pants,” I gulped, and used my hands to cover my junk.

“We need to move,” I muttered to myself as I kept one eye on the crowd and turned the other on Butters.

I opened my mouth to repeat myself, but stopped.

Butters was about two shades too pale, her hands trembled, and tears leaked down her face. “I killed him,” she whispered. “I killed him . . . I killed him . . .” she repeated over and over again.

I wanted to scream at her to suck it the fuck up and get out of the car. The last thing I needed was some guy disguised as a florist sticking a nine-millimeter through the window and popping me in the dome. It might not kill me, but I was getting tired of getting hit in the head.

I tried to push the scenario to the back of my head. Maybe I’d seen one too many movies, but Butter’s wasn’t the only one freaking the fuck out. The difference was, I’d been through a scrape or two in the past few months, and I knew how to handle it. Shock wasn’t something to ignore, and screaming at her would only make it worse.

“The first kill is always the worst,” I was just lucky mine had been a homicidal, nympho water Fae.

I took a deep breath and gritted my teeth as I turned to look at her. “Butters,” I said in a steady, calm voice. I didn’t want to spook her.

“I killed him,” she kept muttering and stared straight ahead.

“Butters,” I felt my irritation grow, but didn’t snap.

“I killed him.”

“Butters,” I reached out, like a person would when facing an abused, cornered animal, and lightly touched her hand.

She reacted just like I knew she would. She flinched away from me like I’d scalded her and summoned her fire. A small sun appeared in the air between us, and the temperature in the car went up fifty degrees. Skella was still high as a fucking kite, and Night was unconscious from burnout; so, the only person about to suffer from a case of next-level dehydration was me.

“Sandra,” I remembered her first name, “it’s okay,” I reassured her with my best smile.

For a few seconds, she looked like she was going to bolt. I fixed the smile in place and waited for her rational mind to regain control. Gradually, the temperature in the confined space lessened, and the ball of fire winked out.

“Cam!” she wailed. Some women are dainty and cute when they cry. Like the rest of her, there was nothing cute or dainty about Butters. I could feel snot on my skin as she hugged me for dear life, like a life raft in a storm.

“It’s okay,” I did my best to soothe her. It wasn’t my forte, but a few minutes of back patting and hair petting, and she wasn’t a slobbering wreck anymore.

“I . . . I killed him.”

I was getting tired of the obvious statement, but I let her continue.

“One second, he was a living, breathing person; a father, brother, son. The next, I’d literally melted his heart,” the waterworks looked like they were about to start up again, so I got ahead of them.

“Butters,” I placed my hands on either side of her face and focused her attention on me. “The man had a machine gun trained on you, me, and Night. If you hadn’t done what you did, we’d all be dead. You bought us the time we needed to escape. You took one life, but you saved four. The cosmic scales are in your favor.”

It was a solid argument, and it worked, but that didn’t stop another round of crying while she came to grips with it. Taking a life changes someone. I’d been so focused on training and staying alive that I’d barely thought about killing Chloe. Sure, she’d just thrown me out of a window, so there was no doubt in my mind she was trying to end me. The machine gunner hadn’t been shooting at us. He would have been a few seconds later if Butters hadn’t acted, but she would always have that nagging doubt in her mind that maybe the man wasn’t trying to kill her. Also, I was a bit of an asshole, and Butters was a good person, so it hit her harder than me.

Throughout all of this, my shoulder throbbed in pain, and after a time, I couldn’t take it anymore. I hissed as she squeezed harder, and she finally realized what she was doing to me. 

“Oh, gods,” she let go of me. “I’m so sorry. You’re . . .”

If I’d known the secret to making Butters forget about her own issues was to have someone else in need of her motherly attention, I would have started whining earlier.

“I’ll be fine,” I pushed the pain back down. By now, we were old friends. “What we need to do is find somewhere to lie low.”

“Lie low . . . yeah,” as she leaned away from me, she used the back of her hand to wipe away the tears.

She took a second to compose herself, and when she looked back at me, I saw the same Butters who’d been willing to guard the door while we tried to escape through the bathroom window. I gave her a genuine smile. Not to make her feel better, but because I was glad to have this Butters back. This Butters was a badass.

“What should we do?” she asked, like I had all the answers.

“We need to get off the street. They’ll be looking for a shot-up Camry,” I looked around at the surrounding buildings and spotted a hotel a block away.

It was an improvement from our previous digs, but anything was upscale from that petri dish. We were going from a Motel Six to a Red Roof Inn. Either way, four walls and a solid door between us and things with claws and tentacles was what we needed.

“I also need pants,” my hands still covered my junk, and I couldn’t get out of the car like this.

“On it,” and just like that, Butters jumped out of the car and hustled off.

If I didn’t know her better, I’d be worried she was abandoning me, but she wasn’t the type to turn her back on her friends.

“A selfish bitch, a drug smuggler, and a guy she hit with her car.” I didn’t have the right to judge her choice of company, but anyone would agree with me that, at best, we were a bunch of cautionary tales.

When five minutes turned into ten, and then fifteen, my paranoia started to get the best of me. I was busy debating how far I’d get on foot before some abuela called the cops on the naked gringo when the driver's side door popped open. I let out what I thought was a very manly yelp as Butters reentered the car. In one hand, she had a plastic bag filled with goodies, and in the other was a magnetic key.

“We’re room one-fifteen,” she informed. “It’s in the back with a direct shot into an adjacent alley. That’ll take us out to a busy street, and from there, we can lose anyone chasing us in the crowd. There’s a bus stop and a train station within five blocks, so we’ve got options.”

It took me a second to realize my mouth was hanging open. Not only had she gotten us a room, but she even had an escape plan. Personally, I hadn’t thought much past getting pants.

“That’s hot,” I couldn’t help myself.

If Dani, Xamira, and Lilith weren’t proof enough, I seemed to have a thing for strong women.

Judging by the redness in Butter’s cheeks, she could see my dick reacting to this newfound attraction. 

“Pants,” she blurted, practically throwing the bag at me, and turning away to look pointedly out at the city’s nightlife.

I grabbed the bag and hurried to comply. The pants weren’t Under Armor’s latest and greatest. In fact, they chafed my shaft just slipping them on, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. They were also meant to be mementos for fat, American tourists. They were covered in mariachis in sombreros playing guitar. If I wasn’t careful, someone was going to call the cultural-sensitivity police on me.

Once I’d slipped them over my half chub, I had about three inches of extra space in the waist. All the fighting and running for my life kept me in excellent shape. There wasn’t a belt, and the drawstring looked like it would snap if I tried to tighten it. 

“You grab Night, and I’ll grab Skella,” Butters commanded as she hopped back out of the car and opened the back.

As the mighty buyer-of-pants, I had no choice but to listen. As we headed for the hotel, I was pretty sure I could have walked naked through this crowd and gotten less attention. Eyes followed our progression. An amazon woman with a possible model thrown over one shoulder, and a shirtless guy carrying an unconscious girl, who was having trouble keeping his pants on, wasn’t exactly a common sight. Even in Tijuana. It would be on Facebook Live in a second back in the States. Here . . . I hoped there wasn’t a Tikal strike team monitoring Instagram. 

I sighed in relief when we reached the hotel and locked the door behind us. Our new hideout wasn’t much better than the old one. The layout was nearly identical: a main bedroom with a small, attached bath; except we’d traded a queen bed for two twins. There wasn’t a damp, moldy smell permeating everything, and the bathroom looked like it had been cleaned since the last occupant. We were moving up in the world.

I cringed when I saw the small ventilation window above the toilet. I wouldn’t be able to look at a window like that ever again without envisioning Skella, complete with slimy tentacle wrapped around her neck, being unceremoniously yanked off her feet through the opening. The skinny girl was lucky her neck hadn’t been snapped like a twig. With a shudder, I walked back into the main room and made sure to draw the shades across the window that showed the parking lot and the aforementioned alley. As far as escape routes went, it would do in a pinch. All in all, it wasn’t half bad.

We deposited Night and Skella on the same bed. Neither was in a position to complain about it. Part of me wanted to arrange them in a compromising position so they freaked out when they woke up. That made me smile, almost as much as the thought of sharing the other bed with Butters.

With our charges safe and sound, we stood there awkwardly for several seconds. “So, what now?” she asked.

After seeing her in action, she should be the one making the plans. I was fresh out of good ideas, but the way she was looking at me said she was one “I don’t know” away from freaking the fuck out; so, I said the first thing that came to mind.

“Sleep,” I sighed.

“Sleep?” she glanced at the bed before looking back at me.

“I don’t know how long burnout lasts, but Night needs to recover,” I pointed at the girl who was already drooling on the comforter.

“It could be an hour, a day, or a week,” Butters shrugged. “She’s not a particularly strong Caeli mage. The strongest thing she’s had to face in class are baseballs being chucked at her shield.”

Talking it out seemed to help put Butters at ease, so I went with it. “What class?” I grabbed the chair and motioned for her to take the edge of the bed.

“We take a women’s self-defense class,” she looked embarrassed, but I thought that was pretty damn smart.

“They teach you to handle pissed off Nosferatu?” I joked.

She chuckled. “No. It’s meant for creeps sneaking up behind you in a dark alley. Maybe a shifter that gets a little too drunk and starts thinking more with his animal side. Perhaps a rogue Fae that’s trying to trick his way into your bed. You know . . . college campus stuff.”

I nodded like I did know. “Well, if I’m ever stopping by UCSD, sign me up. Your sensei sure as shit knows what he’s doing.”

“She definitely does,” Butters replied, and I held up my hands in surrender for my assumption.

The conversation trailed off, and I felt my body relaxing into the chair. There wasn’t much of a cushion to speak of, but when you’re tired, you’re tired; everything feels like a Tempur-Pedic mattress.

My eyes had just started to close when Butters let out a small cough. I snapped back awake and focused on the formidable woman. She looked unsure of herself, but I could tell by the look in her eye that this had nothing to do with killing the cartel gunman. This had everything to do with me.

“Cam?” she tentatively began. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” I sat back up in the chair, waiting for the questions I knew were coming.

“When we were fighting for our lives, I know a bullet got through Night’s shield and hit you, but you didn’t bleed. We needed to be unseen, and that fog came out of nowhere. We needed a distraction, and the next thing I know, the jeep is upside down, and you’re running to the car with Skella. There’s no way you’re human,” the way she said it was more of a question than a statement. Like she wanted me to be normal.

“Sorry, no,” I could have tried to lie to her, but I stood by my earlier impression. Due to her appearance, she had a sixth sense for bullshit.

“Changeling?” she asked, a hint of hope in her tone.

I knew why she was hopeful. Changelings were at least half-human, and if she was crushing on me like I knew she was, that wouldn’t make things too weird.

I chose my words carefully. “I never knew my dad, and my mom died when I was young. I started showing signs of these gifts a few months ago. I don’t really understand what I am, but I guess a changeling is as good a definition as anything.” None of what I said was untrue.

“Plus, I don’t know what the hell a half-Aesir is called.”

“Okay,” she breathed a sigh of relief and relaxed a bit. “That brings me to my next question: your magic?”

“It’s called glamour,” I began.

“No,” she shook her head and cut me off. “Your magic,” she reiterated.

“I don’t . . .”

“Yes, Cam, you do,” her affectionate tone took on an edge. Like a mother scolding her child when they’d pooped in the tub. “I took a Fae 101 class freshman year. We had a guest speaker who came and talked to us. All the mages were invited to an after-hours social so we could learn the difference between Faerie and human magic. You remember when I touched your hand back at the other hotel. We both felt each other’s magic. I didn’t feel that with the Fae.”

“So, I get Fae gifts from one side and human magic from another?” I ventured. I knew it wasn’t true, but I was taking a shot in the dark just as much as she was.

“I don’t know,” she shrugged. “I didn’t even think mixing human and Fae gifts was possible. All the research done on changelings says their Fae genes override their human ones. They get the Fae gifts, even if their mom or dad was a human mage,” she turned to me, and there was a glint in her eye I hadn’t seen before. “You could literally be the first person to have your human half in harmony with your Fae half. It would be . . .” she trailed off thinking about the possibilities.

I envied her a little in that moment. She was busy thinking about the future. She had no idea how deep a pile of shit we were in. We’d be lucky to get out of this alive, but it felt cruel to crush her with that realization.

“I’ll tell you what. When we get out of here, I’ll be your guinea pig. Test me all you want, and let’s blow this mystery wide open,” I smiled, and she blushed. “Are you a biology major or something?”

“A duel with sports medicine,” she replied. “I don’t know if I want to be a doctor or work with professional athletes.”

“If you ask me, you could be a professional athlete,” I said before I could rein it in.

She blushed a vibrant red and laughed while she unconsciously smoothed her pants. “If you want, I can teach you some magic?” I could tell she wanted to keep the conversation going. She was building up her courage to make a move, and that was fine by me.

“Since I have no idea what I’m doing, I’ll take any help I can get. Plus, it seemed like fire worked fairly well against the Nosferatu.”

“It’s a good weapon against them, but they heal fast,” she informed. “And unlike regular vampires, they aren’t hampered as much by the sun. Their flesh masks help filter the light and make it so they can walk around in the day. They still prefer not to. If they get hit hard enough to drop their mask, and they’re in the open sunlight, it’s going to mess them up.”

“Good to know,” I mused.

If I could learn to do what Butters did and add human torch to my resume, that would be sweet. Some seriously powerful people hated my guts, and I’d take every advantage I could get.

“Take a seat on the ground, cross-legged, and try to control your breathing. My teacher always told me to find my center and imagine a candle. Being an Ignis mage, I guess it’s a good visual. It’s going to take some time to find your center in the first place, and even longer to be able to call upon the flame at will,” she cautioned me. “I’ve been taking lessons since my magic manifested at twelve. It’ll take you years, maybe longer. It’s easier for a kid to learn than adults; we just naturally have a lot more going on up here, so don’t get frustrated,” she poked her temple for emphasis.

“Gotcha,” I slid down to the floor and closed my eyes. Little did she know, I had plenty of practice finding my center.

“All of the elemental mages practice evocation. Evocation is the branch of magic where you’re able to do something instinctually. Theurgy uses circles and rituals to reach a desired outcome, but evocation isn’t something that can be taught like that. We have an affinity with what we can summon on instinct alone,” she explained, her voice on the outskirts of my mind as I tried to bring up the mental image of a candle.

Of course, things weren’t as easy as I thought they would be. I felt myself slip into the zone where my extra sight activated. Even with my eyes closed, I could see what Butters was going to do a few seconds into the future.

“Oh, come on,” I mentally groaned.

I thought maybe, just maybe, I’d be able to bundle these powers. Being able to sense where my enemy was going to be and respond with an avalanche of flame would have been epic, but of course, the universe hated me.

“Technically, a mage that specializes in evocation can do theurgy magic as well, but it’s much more difficult for us. It’s like swimming against the current. Our mind and body are naturally attuned to do things a certain way, but with enough training and concentration, we can do some rituals,” she continued, as I pulled myself out of the zone and tried again.

“Get in the hole. Go home. Are you too good for your home? Answer me!” My concentration shattered as Happy Gilmore started to play on a mental rerun through my head.

“The magic comes from the core of our being. I don’t know what the other elementals experience, but the heat that creates the fire feels like it comes from our very souls,” she sounded like she was talking about pure bliss. “But, you need to be careful. The magic comes from an internal reservoir of power. Some people have a deep pool to pull from; for others, it’s shallow. If you pull too much, you’ll burn out, and if you really are pulling power from your very soul . . .” I felt her shiver through my sight. “I don’t know if that’s how it works for other mages, but every Ignis master I’ve ever talked to has told me to never burn out.”

“Don’t let magic cook my soul, check,” I tried to focus, but Adam Sandler had control of my brain now.

With a grunt I opened my eyes, and Butters had a knowing smile etched on her face.

“It’s harder than it sounds, but you’ll get there,” she reached out and put her hand on my knee, finally making her move, and that’s when Skella let out a pathetic whimper.

“Oh, come on!” I gave whatever god was fucking with me the finger as Butter’s head snapped around to her friend. Her eyes looked back at me, clouded with indecision.

“Help your friend,” I gave her a tired smile. “I’ll keep watch. Then we’ll switch. Skella and Night need more rest than we do.”

“Yeah,” her hand lingered on my thigh for a moment before she withdrew it and went to check on the skinny blonde.

“Just my luck,” I sighed and settled back into the chair to watch the door.

With no more distractions, fatigue started to hit me harder. My shoulder felt like someone had shoved several knives into it, and I still ached from getting smacked down by a car. Hell, there was probably lingering trauma from the Trickster chucking me from realm to realm that I wasn’t addressing. All that meant was I was a shitty choice to be on guard duty, but I persevered.  I wasn’t going to let something as simple as exhaustion get us all killed. I could do this. Every time my eyelids grew heavy, I sat up and slapped myself in the face. Every time I . . .

My eyes flew open at the click of the door’s lock engaging. I rocketed to my feet and groaned as my shoulder flared in agony. It was better than it had been, but it was still out of its socket.

“Stupid,” I chided myself. My Fae gifts allowed me to heal injuries, but with stuff like broken bones or dislocated shoulders, they needed to be set, or they healed wrong.

I pushed down the pain and studied my surroundings. Skella was still asleep on the bed, but Night and Butters were nowhere to be seen. The rumbling of old pipes and the splash of water hitting tile told me someone was in the shower. I didn’t see any sign of a struggle, so I assumed no one had been kidnapped. The click of the door wasn’t someone sneaking in; it was someone sneaking out.

“Okay, first things first,” I grit my teeth and moved to a ninety-degree bend in the wall. “Let’s Lethal Weapon this.”

I braced myself mentally and physically before pulling a Mel Gibson and throwing my shoulder into the wall. Thankfully, my strength didn’t bring down the structural support beam. Instead, it felt like someone had stabbed a white-hot poker into my shoulder. I choked off a screaming sob and just rested my head against the wall for a second. Once stars stopped dancing in my vision, I experimentally rolled my shoulder. It still hurt like a motherfucker, but I had a greater range of motion.

Exhaustion swept over me, followed by a smile, as I collapsed back into the chair. “You ain’t so tough, Riggs.” I concentrated on my breathing and the sounds of the shower until the pain faded to a dull ache. Now that my shoulder was set, my Fae gifts took over. I’d be good as new in twenty minutes.

Now that I wasn’t worried about getting ambushed while I could only use one arm, I spotted the piece of paper on the table. Part of me expected it to be a ransom note, but it was scrawled in surprisingly feminine script.

“Out to grab breakfast, B,” I read.

I glanced at the drawn shades and saw light flowing in at the edges. It wasn’t the neon, techno light of the city at night, but the cool golden light of the morning sun. Even if the Nosferatu could hunt us during the day, the sun still provided us options. With my shoulder healing and Butter’s fire, we might just survive the next few hours.

“Plus . . .” I heard the shower turn off.

I wasn’t sure what Night could bring to the table so soon after her stress-induced burnout, but anything was better than nothing. Even that blocking-our-scent trick might give us a few crucial seconds to distract the Nosferatu and run. I was willing to take anything at this point.

My thoughts turned to breakfast. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a decent meal, and I was still a growing boy. I had a healthy metabolism, and this whole running-for-my-life thing gave me the munchies. I was salivating over the image of a breakfast burrito when Night opened the door. I suddenly felt myself salivating over something else.

She must have been in there a while because steam curled around her, highlighting her in the doorway, before rolling out in waves. Her jet-black hair hung in wet clumps that she was busy toweling dry. I don’t know if she expected me to be awake yet, because all she was wearing was a t-shirt and panties. Since it was Night, of course, they were black and lacey.

My eyes focused on her shirt. When I’d first met her, it was covered in a leather jacket, so I couldn’t read the witty quote someone like her was bound to have emblazoned on her chest. I felt my eyes bulge, and my pants tighten as I gulped and read “Daddy’s Little Slut” stenciled between her breasts. Breasts that were currently uninhibited by a bra. I’d seen the movie and jerked off to Margot Robbie in that same shirt, but there was something different about having a flesh-and-blood woman wearing it in front of you. Even better, her barbell nipple piercings gave the shirt some extra boing.

At some point while I was staring, she looked up and saw me. Eventually, I lifted my eyes to meet hers. I did my best to adjust my shorts without her noticing. The little smile pulling at the corner of her lips showed me my epic failure. While her chest was an undeniable turn-on, her face was thinner than I remembered. The dark circles under her eyes were more pronounced, and while her face was still pretty, it looked like she was hungover, had a bad night's sleep, was just getting over being sick, or all of the above. None of that stopped her as she dropped the towel and strutted toward me.

It was definitely a strut; hips don’t naturally move like that. As she passed, her fingertips caressed the back of the chair, my shoulder, and down my arm. I felt a shudder go down my spine and straight into my dick as I tried to keep myself under control.

“Good, you’re up.”

“Glad you’re feeling better,” we both said at the same time. That just made her smile bigger.

“I talked with Butters,” she continued, now standing directly in front of me. “She told me what happened.”

“What about it?” I tried to work some saliva into my mouth and let out a rough cough.

“She told me you saved our lives. Once that bullet knocked me on my ass, you dove on top of us to protect us. Then, you rushed the cartel guys, flipped over a jeep, and rescued Skella,” she moved forward until our legs were touching. Her nipples looked like they were about to tear through her shirt like a pair of angry wolverines.

“Well, that’s not exactly . . .” I started.

Night didn’t wait. She stuck one of her pale legs between mine and forced them open. I was pitching a tent now, but there was nothing I could do about that. My eyes stayed focused on her face, as if I held her eyes, she wouldn’t notice my raging hard-on.

“Butters likes you, you know,” she deadpanned.

I did know. What I didn’t know was why Night was telling me this.

“I like Butters. She’s a good friend. She always puts herself before others, even if we don’t deserve it.” Her eyes grew distant, like she was remembering something, before they snapped back to the present. “Her problem is that she’s always been too slow to get what she wants. Too slow to give her opinion. Too slow to ask a guy out, and too willing to go along with what others want. It’s a blessing and a curse, but I think you’d be good for her.”

As Night spoke, she leaned forward until we were eye-to-eye, and one downward look showed me a whole lot of titty. One thing was certain. Her actions didn’t match her words.

“Too bad for Butters, I’m a greedy bitch,” her tone dropped into the sultry register that all males recognize, and that makes us go crazy. “Do you want to punish me for being a bad girl?”

“Oh, gods below,” uncertainty warred with a flood of desire.

If I was a better man, I would have considered how all this would affect shy, dependable Butters, but just like Night said, the big hottie with a body was just too slow. I reached up and grabbed a handful of Night’s tits. In response, she arched her back and let out a little sigh, which turned to a groan when I gave her nipples a good pinch.

“Yes,” she moaned, her hands moving to my shorts. That was the one good thing about them being too big. They came off really easily.

One good tug and they were on the floor, with my cock pointing up at exactly what it wanted. Night looked down and smiled, which was always a good thing. Every guy got a little ego boost when the girl he was about to bone approved of his junk.

I gave her tits one last squeeze and leaned back in the chair. “I showed you mine, now you show me yours,” was my brilliant line . . . but it worked.

Night gave me a wicked smile, took a step back, and started pulling off her shirt. Unlike most of my past dalliances, she was not a supernatural creature. Sure, she was a mage, but she didn’t possess preternatural strength, speed, and durability. Those attributes usually sculpted a body that just wouldn’t quit, and that was only if they weren’t already a fucking sex goddess to begin with. Still, she was a college co-ed, and there was a reason that was a porn category all its own.

Her belly wasn’t flat, taut muscle. In fact, if she didn’t watch it, a few more years of a strict pizza and beer diet would leave her with a roll of fat around her waist. Right now, her youthful metabolism was keeping bad choices at bay, but it wouldn’t last forever. All of that meant jack shit as her shirt cleared her naval, and a small crystal caught the light.

“Of course, her belly button is pierced,” I was transfixed on the gem hanging from a small chain clasped to the piercing. My cock gave a pulse of approval.

It turned my eyes upward just as the shirt reached the bottom of her breasts. Night didn’t have monstrous tits like Butters or Dani, but they looked like solid C cups, and her shirt was tight in all the right ways. It caught on her breasts and took a moment of effort to get free.

“Wait for it . . . and . . . boom, titty drop,” I gave an involuntary groan as her boobs bounced.

With a grin, her shirt cleared her head, and she stood in front of me in nothing but her black panties. Despite her bravado, she suddenly looked unsure.

“How are you going to punish me?” she asked coyly, twirling a lock of her hair and covering her nipples with an arm like she was embarrassed.

I’d never roleplayed with anyone before, but I instantly loved it. “Bad girls get on their knees and beg for forgiveness,” I answered, half expecting her to laugh in my face.

She didn’t. She got down on her knees, between my legs, and looked up at me. So, I did what any guy caught up in the moment would do. I tapped the tip of my dick to her face. I saw a spark of something in her eyes. I don’t know if it was anger or desire, but she opened her mouth at the unspoken command. Like slipping a key into the ignition, my cock slipped between her lips.

Simultaneously, she took hold of my shaft and gave it a gentle tug. My hips involuntarily thrust forward as another groan escaped me. I really needed this after what I’d been through.

I still wasn’t sure how long I’d been gone. It could have been a few days of torture at Castle Iceberg, or much longer. There was no way to know until I figured out what the date was. Most people would just pop open their cell and check, but I didn’t have that luxury. I got dumped naked in the desert, and currently, I had more pressing issues. Like the hottie sucking on my rod like she wanted to see how many licks it took to coax out the creamy center of my Tootsie Pop.  

Judging by the intense sensation running through me, like someone had tasered me with desire, it had been way too long since I got my dick wet. Night continued to stroke the majority of my shaft while focusing on my tip with her tongue. I closed my eyes, leaned back, and let the pleasure wash over me. That lasted about ten seconds before she started to force more of my cock down her throat.

“Oh, gods above,” I bolted up as I nearly blew my load then and there.

Something cold brushed against the sensitive underside of my tip. I moaned and grasped her head so she kept doing whatever she was doing that felt so fucking incredible. I could tell she was grinning as she continued to blow me.

“Of course, her tongue is pierced,” I didn’t lean back again. Instead, I slowly pushed her head down.

The sensation as her tongue piercing traced a line from my tip towards my balls was glorious. As I pushed my dick farther into her mouth, she started to cough and choke. I tended to forget my own size and girth. I spent a lot of time around shifters with big dicks. When the average guy was sporting a footlong in my world, it was easy to forget I was above average for the normal college coed.

I desperately wanted to push her head down until her chin tickled my balls, but I wasn’t into the whole punishment thing as much as she was. I released her face about three-quarters of the way down my dick, but surprisingly, she kept on going. She coughed some more, sounded like she was going to puke, but she pushed on until her lips formed a seal at the base of my shaft. She held it for a few seconds and made humming sounds that curled my toenails before slowly backing off.

I was breathing hard as her tongue piercing slid back up my length. She kept my tip in her mouth and looked up at me. I could see tear lines on her face after her eye-watering display. Apparently, she’d seen fit to put on some mascara after her shower, and that was running. It made her look like . . . well . . . daddy’s little slut.

I couldn’t take it anymore. “Stand up,” I commanded.

She hesitated, but I gave her a stern glare. She popped my dick out of her mouth, which I instantly regretted, but she followed my command. She still played the act of an unsure little lamb, and I had to admit it was driving me crazy.

“Take off your panties,” I ordered.

Excitement broke through her act, and to hide it, she turned her back to me. Slowly, she slipped her thumbs under the waistline and started to shimmy the black, lace garment toward the ground. She bent over while she did it. I got the million-dollar view of her ass, which was holding up great to the stressors of college, and her soaked pussy. If my own throbbing dick was any indication, we were both ready to rock and roll.

She kicked her panties off and looked over her shoulder with that fake vulnerability that made me want to roleplay with everyone I would ever fuck. She stood there, waiting for my next command, and I shot a glance over my own shoulder at Skella.

“Is she going to wake up?” I asked.

“I hope so,” the gleam in Night’s eyes did it for me.

“Take a few steps back and have a seat,” I commanded, spreading my legs so I would be the chair.

Her hips swayed as she took a few steps back. Her hands came back to pull her cheeks apart so I could help guide her down. My hands grasped her hips, sampling her exquisite, pale flesh, and steered her onto my cock. Another unexpected jolt hit my dick as she slid down onto me; so, I reached around with my finger and gently probed her pierced clit.

Her audible intake of breath was coupled with her slamming my full length into her. Her legs shook, and her walls clenched my cock as her first orgasm hit her.

“Already,” I teased as her body slowly began to relax.

“Just shut up and fuck me,” she ordered. Apparently, the time for roleplay had passed.

She placed her hands on my legs for balance and support, lifted her ass up a little, and I started to drill her.

The slap slap slap of me hammering her pussy carried through the room. I was sure the neighbors heard it, and if they didn’t, they sure as shit heard Night. She mixed colorful language, animal sounds, and demands for punishment together in an erotic sonnet that had my libido running out of control.

“Oh shit . . . oh shit, punish my pussy. I’m such a bad girl. I deserve this. I deserve it so fucking much,” she groaned as I continued to hammer away.

Faster than I wanted to admit, I could feel myself near the edge. It was the surest way, aside from a clock, to know that I’d been gone a while. I used to have pretty good endurance, and now, I was about to blow my load after barely five minutes.

Thinking about things to make it last longer didn’t help as Night continued to demand punishment. She might be a moonlighting drug smuggler, but hot damned if she didn’t fuck like a champion.

“I’m gonna blow,” I warned as I felt my own desire begin to crescendo.

I’m not sure if she heard me or not, but she kept on slamming her ass back into me. In fact, she started to add a little grind to the end of the motion.

“I’m gonna cum,” I said louder.

“It’s okay. I’m on the pill,” she replied, firmly planting herself in my lap and grinding around.

Normally, that would be enough for me to let loose, but I wasn’t your average joe. I was half human, half Aesir, with a dash of Fae power, and confirmed supernatural jizz. There was no way I was blowing my load inside a normal girl.

I grabbed Night by the hips, as my Fae powers flooded through me, and lifted her off my dick. She squeaked at the sudden empty space inside her as I plopped her on the floor. Her eyes were wide as she looked up to me. I’d already gotten to my feet, grabbed my dick, and was furiously jerking it. I released my Fae gifts because a cumshot on Fae mode might pack the punch of a twelve-gauge shotgun.

“Open your mouth,” I commanded to snap her out of the sudden change of roles.

It took her a second, but she was ready to receive me. “Bad girls swallow it all. Every last drop.”

The grin that split her face was downright sexy, and it drove me over the edge. I was so busy jerking my shaft that I didn’t hear the door bolt unlock.

“Okay, it was tough, but I found some huevos divorciados, chilaquiles, and for those not willing to try anything outside the box, an Americanized breakfast burrito. What are you guys . . .?” Butters froze, and I was surprised she didn’t drop the bag.

There I was, standing with my rock-hard cock in my hand; Night kneeling in front of me, fingering herself, while the whole room smelled like sex. Even worse, she was just in time for the finale.

My eyes snapped to Butters when she started speaking, and I watched her pupils go wide in surprise, followed by anger, and even a little bit of jealousy. All that happened in the last second of my last few jerks.

“Fuck,” I groaned, unable to tear my gaze from Butters as I came.

I went off like a shotgun, without the blowing Night’s brains all over the place part. What I did do was blast her full in the forehead with a thick ribbon of cum. My eyes were still locked on Butters, and my next explosion went high. Some clung to Night’s hair, but most of it cleared her and splashed down on the carpet between the two women. I’m not sure if my aim would improve at all, and Night didn’t give me the chance. She slammed my dick into her mouth and greedily gulped down my spunk.

My legs shook with the effort, and I instinctually grabbed Night’s head and thrust weakly into her mouth. Butters just stood there and watched the money shot, blushing the most brilliant shade of scarlet I’d ever seen.

At some point, Night pulled me out of her, stood, licked her lips, and said, “Thanks for punishing me like the bad girl I am.” Then, to add insult to injury, she swayed over to Butters, grabbed a breakfast burrito, and took it with her into the bathroom.

That left me alone in the room with Butters, my flaccid saliva and cream-covered dick still seeping blobs of cum onto the carpet. Can anyone say awkward? A picture of this situation should be illustrated next to the word in the dictionary.

“Shit,” I tried to think of a way out of this. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt Butters, but something told me it was too late for that. “Now what?”


Chapter 6

“Hit me,” Special Agent Vernon Duds, of the UN’s Response Division of the WRA, smacked the glass face down on the counter with a powerful belch.

Everything about the man screamed powerful. He was closer to seven feet tall than six, weighed close to three hundred pounds, and most of that was muscle. He had to hunch over and turn sideways to get through the door of this joint. The small dive bar in a back alley of a sketchy New York City neighborhood was the last place anyone would expect a UN agent to spend his lunch break.

This particular bar had been around for a long time; some say it even dated back to when the Dutch settled the island. A time when the average height of a man wasn’t much over five feet would explain why a man of Vernon’s size could cover the entire length of the bar in a dozen paces; that, or because rent in this city was fucking ridiculous and the owner wanted as small a taxable footprint as possible. Either way, it explained why Vernon felt like he was stuck in an economy class middle seat on a Southwest flight from Sacramento to Phoenix. The place was basically a hole in the ground.

“I said hit me,” he tapped his fingers on the bar. His words were only slightly slurred.

To get a shifter drunk meant they were serving some potent shit, which was the other reason this place was a hole in the ground. You couldn’t legally make your own moonshine and sell it to a supernatural client base without the proper licensing. One look at this place, and a rookie cop knew it didn’t have it.

“Not my jurisdiction. Not my problem,” was Vernon’s view on it, as long as they kept his glass full and his thoughts occupied.

Things had not been going well for the UN agent over the last several months. His fall from grace had been more like a fall down Everest, where he took every sharp and jagged edge up the ass on the way down. Ever since Cameron Dupree entered his life, everything had turned upside down; good and bad. He’d seen a bunch of kids roasted like marshmallows over a fire, chased Dupree across the country, only to catch him and bring an even bigger shitstorm down on the UN. The scientists were still trying to figure out what the fuck happened, but Vernon’s actions during the incident were under review.

His boss’s bosses found it suspicious as hell when the prime suspect in ripping open the top floors of the HQ, like it was a can of tuna, was driven out of the building by one of their own agents. It was even more suspicious that said agent just happened to lose the suspect when attacked by a mystery person who bystanders said was probably some cosplayer. Add to that his obsessive behavior over the St. Vincent’s investigation, and the revelation that he was fucking one of the Response Division’s newest recruits, and it was an understatement to say that his life had been under a microscope since Dupree’s sudden disappearance.

Like any healthy member of the law enforcement community, he tried to drown his sorrows in booze, but only on the days and weeks while Becky was away at training. He’d finally worn her down and gotten her to sign up for the Response Division. Since they were always hurting for supernaturals to fill their ranks, getting her in was a breeze. Of course, instead of being assigned to the upstate New York training center, where they could visit each other on the weekends, she’d ended up in southern Georgia. That was not a coincidence.

That led to him barging into the Director’s office, trying to chew her ass out, getting his ass chewed out instead, and then being given every shit job she could think of until she felt he’d been justly punished. If only that meant being sent to Washington State to track down the latest Bigfoot sighting. Sasquatches were an overall peaceful race, and they made a mean hamburger. Sometimes the meat was human, and they needed a shifter to go in and tell them to knock it off, but otherwise it was a good time on the government’s dime.

Since he’d really pissed off the boss and made her look bad on top of that, she opted instead for slowly sucking his soul out through his eyeballs in the complete and utter isolation of a cubicle buried deep in the bowels of the HQ building. She’d tasked him with proofing, filing, and following up on requisition forms for other agents and teams in the field. It was torture. He got to see and understand everything that was going on, but wasn’t able to do shit about it. It was without a doubt the meanest thing Evelyn Winters had ever done to him, and that included moving his girlfriend half a dozen states away. Add all that together, and it was no surprise he was day drinking and trying to get his buzz on at one in the afternoon . . . and then some.

“Hit me, you little bitch. I said . . .” he didn’t get any farther before a meaty fist smacked into his jaw, snapping his head back so it rebounded off the reinforced bar.

You could tell it was reinforced because it didn’t shatter when Vernon’s thick skull slammed into it. For a second, he tasted blood and saw a few stars in his eyes. Then he laughed. The other shifter who’d just slugged him looked pleased until he heard that laugh. It was one thing to punch a drunk in a bar, but it was something entirely different to punch a crazy man.

“Hit me,” Vernon turned back to the bartender, who was standing about as far away from the warring shifters as possible.

In a smooth, practiced motion, the old man filled a shot glass with moonshine and slid it down the bar to Vernon. He caught it and threw it back, savoring the burn as the cut in his mouth healed, and his vision cleared.

“Whooo!” Vernon screamed, making half the people in the bar jump. “That’ll put some lead in your pencil!” He smacked the glass down, this time shattering it, and slowly got to his feet.

The other shifter was no pushover, and pride wasn’t going to let the man back down. His face was already starting to elongate. He was a horse shifter of some sort, and while most people thought of the predatory shifters as the top dogs, Chris Reeve could tell you horses were just as capable of kicking your ass as a wolf, bear, or mountain lion.

Vernon cracked his neck to either side, gave the horseman a sinister smile, and started to raise his fists. He was literally about to kick ass. So, of course that was when his phone rang. It was the incessant blaring and flashing of a priority call.

“What now?” he growled. His blood was up, and he was about to get his first good fight in months. The hunter in him wanted to beat something to death. “Did someone get a boo boo, and I need to fix their papercut while filling out a workers' comp request?”

Still, if he wanted to get back into the field, back to doing what he did best, he needed to play the game, and that meant answering his phone when anyone called. He held up a finger to the other shifter and popped the sleek device out of his pocket.

“Agent Dud,” he tried not to snarl into the receiver.

“Vernon, head to the airport . . . now,” it was the Director’s voice on the line, with her usual no-nonsense tone. “We’ve got a defector that we need to debrief.”

“Defector?” Vernon sighed despite himself and ignored the damage it would do to his career. “Don’t we have agents along the demilitarized zone. There are only so many ways the defectors from the North can say their despot is building a zombie army to overrun the South,” he replied.

“You’re heading to Ireland,” she snapped back, clearly not wanting to spend an hour convincing her agent to do his job.

“Ireland?” Now he was interested.

“Yes, I’m glad we’re doing something more acceptable to you, Agent Dud. We’ve got a Fae that came over, and she can give us a motherload of intel on what we might face in the event of an invasion. She asked for you personally, so stop farting around in that fucking bar and get to JFK.”

The line went dead, and he looked down at the phone in surprise. He’d warded himself against a tracking spell and turned off the location services on his phone, so he had no idea how she knew where he was. The bigger question was, who the hell would ask for him personally in Ireland? Whatever the answer was, he was going to find out. He was heading back into the field, and his gut said that was a good thing. It might get him in trouble from time to time, but it had never steered him wrong.

***

It was unnerving to have nothing to work with. All Aveena had on her side was her pride and the information in her head. Even together, it wasn’t much, but it told her just how much the humans didn’t know that they’d bent over backward to meet her demands.

“Always negotiate from a position of strength,” her mother advised.

Aveena now hated her with a passion of a thousand suns, and if she ever had the chance, she would cut the tall, blue bitch’s throat and usurp the mantle of the Lady of Winter. She had about as much chance at beating her mother in a fight as a human did at besting her, so that would forever remain a fantasy. Still, the advice was solid.

She started with a power move. She asked for the only UN agent she knew by name to be her debriefer. The last time she checked he was in New York, so it would force the humans to fly him across an ocean, giving her time to determine which information she was willing to divulge to the human authorities.

It was likely the information would be obsolete the moment it left her mouth, but the weaklings didn’t know that. Her mother, much less the Queen, would have contingencies in place for a traitor escaping to the mortal realm. It had happened before.

“Traitor,” the word still sent a flash of rage through her. She felt the metal chair begin to warp beneath her fingertips from the anger boiling inside her, so she bit her tongue to distract herself. She tasted blood, but it did little to ease her frustrations.

She’d been thrown to the dogs because her mother had not been able, or willing, to admit her failure. That one of The Nine would throw their own child under the bus to save face with the Queen was . . . was . . . something she should have seen coming.

“Stupid,” her anger faded.

Shit rolled downhill. It was the Fae way. Her mother needed a scapegoat high enough in her court to hoist the blame on, and Aveena had walked right into the trap. She was so worried about her place in the succession that she missed that success would have gotten her killed just as easily as failure. She should have learned everything about Cam as possible. Weak humans couldn’t defeat a knight of the Winter Court. A weak human couldn’t survive the bleeding grounds transfer of power, and a weak human sure as shit couldn’t outrun and evade a Fae noble for the better part of two weeks. She should have read the signs, done her research, and not been so consumed by her anger that she missed the obvious.

Cameron Dupree was a dangerous enemy, and she’d underestimated him at every turn. “Never again,” she promised herself, as her path forward solidified.

Her motivations for what came next were clear. First, survival. The Wild Hunt was chasing her. As far as she knew, no one had survived the Hunt’s wrath for long. Second, and she couldn’t help but feel a little thrill go through her, was revenge.

Cam needed to pay for what he’d done. Not for the death of her mother’s royal guards. Not for the death of Chloe or Ser Fredrick. He needed to pay because of what he’d done to her on multiple levels. Unlike last time, she wouldn’t come at him head-on and ram power down his throat. That approach had failed twice, and only the insane continued the same plan of action when it always resulted in failure. She needed a different approach. Something that the boy and his defenders wouldn’t notice.

“Not a boy, a man,” she chided herself for slipping back into her old thinking and underestimating him again, even in her own thoughts.

She had ideas, but she pushed them to the back of her mind as she felt her senses tingle. She’d spread her awareness to cover everything around the little interrogation room the Echelon team had stored her in. They were trying to make her feel at home. The spread on a side table looked like something you’d see at an embassy diplomatic function, but she hadn’t touched it.

This was a chess game. She’d made the opening move, showing her power and testing how badly they wanted the information she had. So far, everything pointed to her having the upper hand. Of course, that was just what a skilled opponent would want her to think.

She smiled sweetly as the door opened and a large man stepped in. “Good to see you again, Agent Dud. I’m Aveena Fox . . .” she stopped herself. “Apologies,” she attempted to collect herself, to further sell the façade she was wearing just as much as the leggy, blonde glamour. “I should be addressed as Aveena Wildfae.”

The man’s face scrunched up in confusion as he looked down at the folder he was holding. He was not a skilled player of the game.

“Not Foxbelle?” he asked as he took a seat across from her.

“Not anymore,” she replied, making sure to cross her arms defensively across her chest. “I was banished from my mother’s house, but given clemency by the Queen, only to have the Wild Hunt chase me from my home realm. All those not aligned to a house are wild Fae, thus the appropriate surname.”

“Hmm,” the man just nodded and scribbled something down on the paperwork. “And you are seeking asylum?”

“I am,” she nodded fervently. “I understand you grant asylum to people who are persecuted politically in their own nations. You could consider this the same. If I were to return to the Faerie Realm, I’d be instantly caught and executed.”

That got the agent’s attention. “Why?” he asked simply.

She replied just the same. “I am paying for someone else’s mistake, and my own shortsightedness. I will give you more information if my asylum is granted.”

“That’s not how this works,” the man replied, and Aveena had to stop herself from rolling her eyes. “You give us what we want, and we’ll determine if you meet the asylum requirements.”

“I scratch your back and you scratch mine,” she gave Agent Dud a smile that would have most men scrambling over the table to tear her clothes off. To the wolf’s credit, he just gulped and looked away.

“You could say that.”

She thought about what she knew that the humans might value, and landed upon something immediately. It would cost her, and her people, nothing, but mean everything to the hairless apes.

“Very well,” she turned her defensive posture into a confident lean back. She almost threw her feet up onto the table. Almost. “I have something I can give you to show my willingness to cooperate. The two twenty megaton thermonuclear warheads your agency has placed here as a first strike capability are utterly worthless.”

The man tried to sit completely still, but he failed to stop the slight cock of his head that revealed the flesh-colored earpiece. Someone was talking to him, the people who were really playing the game.

“Go on,” he stated slowly.

“This portal is connected to the heart of the Queen’s territory. It’s not exactly a novel idea to shove powerful explosives through a door and try to seal it. It is your own tactical doctrine for urban operations. Albeit, these are nukes and not grenades you’re lobbing through the door. However, you’ve missed the mark rather severely. You don’t really realize who you’re dealing with. Queen Maeve created the Faerie realm. She is a living embodiment of power. Your laws of physics and theories of the universe are more malleable than you think. If you push those weapons through the portal, depending on her mood, she will dismiss them into nothingness with a wave of a hand, or just send them back . . . with a few tweaks so you can’t stop the countdown.”

She looked down her nose at the wolf and let a little of her power leak into the room. Just a glimpse, not anything spectacular. To his credit, again, the man didn’t flinch. He had a spine. She’d seen it before in soldiers. They didn’t fear death, but the show wasn’t for him. His superiors were undoubtedly monitoring the room with mundane and magical equipment. She’d just shown them a sliver of what a normal noble Fae was capable of. If they took that and multiplied it by orders of magnitude, they still wouldn’t be close to a fraction of Maeve’s power.

“You could say I just saved thousands, if not millions of lives, Agent Dud. I’m not sure what the population of Dublin is nowadays, but them all being saved from sudden incineration by forty megatons of enriched plutonium earns me a little acceptance stamp into your realm,” she returned her face to the sweet smile she’d begun with.

She wasn’t playing by anyone’s rules but her own, and it was so incredibly freeing. She even thought about changing up her look, but dismissed the thought. When she came for Cam, she wanted him to know just who had arranged his downfall.

“You’ve got my attention,” the agent said. “We’ll get the paperwork started, but we need more. Troop strengths, enemy disposition, attack vectors, and standard operating procedures if you have them.”

“Very well,” Aveena continued to smile. “We’ll talk more once the paperwork is completed.” In a power move as old as time, she got to her feet, bid him good day, and left the room.

“Your move, humans,” a single step, and she was back in the accommodations she’d been given.

If she wanted, she’d be long gone from this place. The wards the mages had layered around the complex were designed to keep people out, not in. That might change, but she would be out of here before they figured it out.

***

“Boss, it’s me. Don’t shoot me with your sex pistol or anything.”

Venus had been lost in thought, looking over the second quarter earnings and loss statements. It wasn’t a panty dropper by any stretch of the imagination, but there was something thrilling about seeing how much money was moving around in the vast organization she’d built from the ground up. There was more than one way to get stimulated.

Dani walked into the room, arms raised, and smirking.

“Is that what Dameon calls it? His sex pistol,” she raised an eyebrow at the dwarf.

Dani’s on-again, off-again relationship with the werewolf leader of the local Fang and Claw biker gang chapter was well known, but one deep breath from the queen of all succubae, and she could tell it had been off-again for a long time. That didn’t matter for the subject of this conversation. Without exception, every man she’d known in the last century had a nickname for their member.

“Nah, he yells ‘Welcome to the Thunderdome’,” she replied with a grin, while making a jerk-off motion with her hand.

Dani was an essential member of her organization. Venus knew she was irreplaceable as an armorer, fighter, friend, and bodyguard to Lilith; she just hoped that one day the dwarf learned a little class. To rise beyond her current station, Dani needed to have tact and finesse. Walking into the CEO’s office with a dick joke locked and loaded wasn’t how you advanced your career.

“Can I help you?” Venus steepled her hands and waited for the request. Dani was one of the few people with access to the inner sanctum and standing orders to enter if needed.

“Lilith found Cam,” the dwarf got right to the point.

A mix of emotions flooded through Venus. First was frustration. She’d had her people working around the clock to find out what happened to Cameron. She had lawsuits pending against the UN for their treatment and loss of him, and she hated the hit her reputation had taken when one of her people had been violently snatched up in the middle of Manhattan. Months of money and effort had revealed nothing. Today, Dani just walked into her office and said he’d been found. It irked her that she hadn’t been able to manipulate her daughter and Cameron to transfer his contract to her. Primarily, because if he was in her harem, this never would have happened.

The second emotion was relief because now that he was back, she could recoup any losses on deals she might be able to back out of. It also allowed her to stop petitioning the Fae. Her constant summons were starting to look pathetic.

Still, she couldn’t stop the third emotion, suspicion, from rearing its head. She knew what Cameron was. She knew the Aesir blood that flowed through his veins, and the great possibilities that represented. She knew she needed to be cautious. He was smart, dangerous, and the Fae would never just let him go. She’d already completed her initial plan concerning him, but there were still many more possibilities.

She got to her feet and placed a hand behind her back for support. It was instinctual, but completely unneeded. Despite all the magical tampering she’d attempted over the millennia, a pregnancy for her still took nine months to complete. She was only nearing the end of the first trimester, but she was already showing. Even more so, she was feeling this little one. She always did when they were going to be powerful.

That made her smile as she gave her stomach a rub, which more than anything else made Dani uncomfortable. The dwarf was willing to let half a biker gang of shifters run a train on her, but confront her with pregnancy, and she’d cry uncle. Just another aspect of the mystery that was Dani.

“Where is he?” She flicked her hand, and the screens around them came to life. She hit touchscreens to bring up the resources she had in play all across the world. If the feds ever got access to this data, they’d toss her into a deep, dark pit and throw away the key.

“Um . . . she’s not one hundred percent sure. She said South,” Dani shrugged.

“That doesn’t help,” Venus set her jaw and looked over her assets. “South is Tikal territory.”

“Maybe not that far south,” she heard the hope in Dani’s voice as the dwarf indicated sections of the map.

“We’ve got a heavy border presence, and might be able to make a quick incursion if he’s close,” Dani started to gesture at possibilities.

“I won’t reignite a war. Not even for Cameron,” Venus stated.

She had plans for the man, but she had to weigh the costs and benefits in a situation like this. He’d already served his core purpose. Anything more would be preferable, but it wasn’t necessary. Was it preferable to get him back or lose dozens of lives and millions of dollars before she got the Tikals back to the table for peace talks? That didn’t even take into account the resources it would take to rescue him from Tikal territory in the first place. With a heavy sigh, she had to admit that like everyone, he’d already become expendable.

“I’m not saying start back up with the Tikals, but I could do some recon,” Dani suggested, but Venus held up her hand to stop her.

Dani was too essential to send into Mexico on what might be a wild goose chase.

“We’ll table this conversation. When my daughter is released, we can sit down and come up with a more actionable plan. I’m not prepared to go off halfcocked, lose people, and reignite a war that is just starting to cool.”

“But this is Cam,” the dwarf came precariously close to whining.

“I understand that, but . . .”

There was a sudden inhalation of breath, and it looked like some invisible string had been wrapped around Dani’s throat. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she stood on her tiptoes while her whole body convulsed. Despite the violent shakes, she stayed on her feet. When she let out her breath and settled back onto the ground, she was different. Her back was straight as a board, with none of the cocky swagger she wore like a badge of honor. Her face was calm, serene, and didn’t look like it was about to tell a joke that would get her sent to HR for sexual harassment training.

She might still look like Dani Underwood, but she wasn’t, and that was confirmed by the two black orbs that opened to stare back at Venus.

“You look well,” Dani opened her mouth, but it wasn’t her voice that came out. It was accented, crisp, and familiar. “What do I address you by now?”

“I’ve been going by Venus for over two thousand years,” Venus shot back, her mind whirling to figure out why she was here. Why now? “Almost as long since I last saw you, Nyx.”

Not-Dani Nyx gave a smile. “It has been a while,” she didn’t wait for an invitation before she pulled out a chair and took a seat.

“Please,” Venus ground her teeth. “What’s up, Sis?”

From a biological standpoint, Nyx and Venus were not blood relatives, but some things were deeper than blood. Being worshiped by entire civilizations as gods tended to form bonds between beings, especially when some of those gods started mysteriously dying off.

Venus knew for a fact that Nyx had offed Hephaestus, but the Hellenic god of the forge was actually an iron-kissed Fae, not a supernatural of their realm. Venus knew this because she’d asked Nyx to do it. Venus was tired of the whole Aphrodite – one of her previous identities – and Hephaestus love story. The Fae was as ugly as described, and mass belief in things helped shape reality, even hers. She found herself being drawn to the Fae, sharing his bed, even loving him. For fucks sake, his cock naturally had warts on it! She couldn’t have that. She couldn’t let something exercise that type of power over her. So, she did something about it.

Likewise, Venus had dealt with Zeus on Nyx’s behalf. The old horndog tried to fuck her every chance he got, and anything else with a hole for that matter. It didn’t matter to the thunderbird shifter; man, woman, beast, he’d fuck anything. It had been comparatively easy to slay him. She just needed a reason, and her Strangers on a Train deal with Nyx was just the excuse. Murderous oaths sworn in blood and magic created one hell of a connection, and for lack of a better term, Nyx was the closest thing to a sister the succubus had.

“I’m keeping watch, as always,” Nyx sounded bored, but she couldn’t escape what she was.

Nyx was once revered as the goddess of night, but like most of the ancient deities, the myths didn’t live up to reality. She was a wraith. The first wraith as far as Venus knew. Nyx was old with a capital O, older than Venus, and from a time before everything was purely flesh and blood. Nyx wasn’t fully corporeal like a shifter, vamp, or succubus, but to say a wraith was a ghost wasn’t completely accurate. Their reality was different than other supernaturals.

Nyx could manifest physically as an incredibly beautiful woman. Beautiful enough to make Venus jealous. Such a manifestation took a combination of will and power that weakened her physical form. It was nowhere as weak as a human, and definitely stronger than most Fae, but it could be killed, and a creature as old as Nyx didn’t put herself in a position to be threatened.

The old wraith preferred what she was doing with Dani. A forced possession. Even strong minds couldn’t stand up to the sheer force of will that an ancient entity brought with it into the mental octagon. Right now, Dani was beaten, bruised, and locked away in a corner of her own mind. The dwarf would get over it . . . maybe, it all depended on her resilience.

When forcing a possession, Nyx was able to harness the powers of her vessel’s physical body on top of her own part-spirit intangibility. She could fight as Dani, make Dani take all the hits, even sacrifice the dwarf; all while Nyx escaped virtually unharmed. It made the old god incredibly powerful, versatile, and near-impossible to kill, which was why she’d lived when others had died in ancient struggles, feuds, and more than one apocalyptic bloodbath.

However, Nyx’s reality came with a downside. A portion of her being was always confined to the spirit realm. It wasn’t the Land of the Wild Hunt the Fae used. Although, as far as Venus knew, Nyx had access to that space as well. The spirit realm was a thin borderland that encircled the mortal realm. It housed Nyx, her children, and the spirits of the restless dead who’d failed, or had no desire, to pass on to what came next.

The spirit realm wasn’t a realm as much as a thin bubble of energy around the mortal realm that other realms butted up against. Most realms only had one realm adjacent to theirs, but some had multiples. As far as Venus knew – and she’d done a lot of research on this topic – the mortal realm had no fewer than five realms that butted up against it. It was the largest confluence point that anyone in this section of the inter-realms knew of.

Two were closer than others; literally shoved against the mortal realm with only the thin sliver of the spirit realm separating the two. That made them easy to access and malleable to the collective wills of the other.

It sounded crazy that three separate and distinct realms were so close that they could influence each other. Venus had her suspicions, and the evidence pointed to these two realms actually having spun off of the mortal realm in some type of cosmic baby-making that even she didn’t understand. Thinking about it gave her a migraine, so she didn’t spend a lot of time on the subject.  

Places like the Faerie Realm were farther away. Their connection was more of a tether or chain than bumping uglies. Still, as the Fae had adeptly shown, travel between those connections was frequent, but often one-sided, depending on the cosmic frequency of the realms.

While it was fascinating stuff, humans could live their entire lives without gaining the knowledge in Venus’s head. Ultimately, it didn’t matter. Nyx’s curse was to walk that border between realms as a sentry, or an early warning system. When something was coming, the ancient goddess and her children usually knew before anyone else, which was why Venus wasn’t keen to throw her a party and catch up on the last two thousand years of gossip.

“Keeping watch, you say,” Venus replied conversationally, requesting nothing, and giving nothing in return.

Nyx’s face grew hard. “You’re putting this realm in danger, Venus.” Dani’s black eyes stared at Venus’s protruding belly. “I understand your plan, but I don’t think it will succeed.”

“You know nothing,” Venus snapped back, power flexing in the air around her.

It was instinct, and Nyx brushed it off; the posturing between them was pointless. Both knew what the other was capable of and were able to counter it. When you asked an ancient power to kill another ancient power on your behalf, you'd better make damn sure you could avoid getting stabbed in the back. Neither Venus nor Nyx was stupid, and they’d learned to defend themselves if necessary.

“I know more than you believe,” Dani’s body gave a very sexual shudder as Nyx drew in a breath. “I had one of my disciples taste him, Rhea,” Nyx slipped, and called Venus by the first name she’d ever bestowed upon herself.

Venus snarled and had to control herself not to lash out. When she’d been Rhea, she’d been different, naïve, and devoted to different goals. The cost of all of that had been to watch her first children die when she was too weak to defend them.

“Never again,” she’d told herself.

Rhea had died long ago, before man ventured forth from caves, and it was a low blow to bring her up again. Despite the intentional, or unintentional – it really didn’t matter – slip, Venus regained her composure. It didn’t matter if Nyx had uncovered everything she was trying to do. The wraith was powerless to stop it.

“He is exquisite,” Nyx continued, “and also in danger. His enemies draw near.”

“He is capable of defending himself,” Venus replied reflexively. She couldn’t show any more weakness.

“If you say so,” Dani shrugged. “But if you fail to act, I’ll take that as permission,” Nyx gave one last smile.

Dani's chin dropped to her chest, and her body went into another set of violent convulsions. Venus waited for them to pass, thinking fast.

“Wha . . . what the shit was that!” Dani came back to herself, jumped out of the chair, and searched for a weapon on her belt that wasn’t there.

“Never mind that,” Venus brushed it aside. “I’ve changed my mind.”

“What . . . mind . . . changed . . .” Dani’s eyes were scanning the room for threats while trying very hard to escape her sockets.

“I want you to put together a team; a small, but trusted team. We can’t move into Tikal territory until we know Cameron’s location, but we can pre-position resources to make the extraction as painless as possible,” she waved her hand in a clear symbol of dismissal.

“Y . . . yeah,” Dani shook her head and headed for the door.

Venus could practically see the thoughts on the young dwarf’s face. “Did that really just happen? Did I just pass out? Did somebody slip something into my morning coffee?” Dani looked back and gave Venus a look. “Did she just pull some sex juju on me and munch on my rug?”

All of it was Dani’s brain attempting to come to grips with the mental violation that had happened. If Venus was being honest, the best way to deal with it was to ignore it. The human, and even supernatural, mind was quite adept at explaining away something weird. How else had the supernatural community been able to remain hidden for so long? Answer . . . most humans chose to believe the weirdness around them was something completely explainable.

When a young woman wound up exsanguinated in a ditch, it was a serial killer who bled his victims out, kept the blood as a trophy, and dumped the body. When cults committed mass suicide, or fought federal authorities with rakes and shovels while the feds were armed with automatic weapons, everyone dismissed them as bible-thumping wackos. No one considered the mental invasion and reprogramming of an Anima mage.

If there was a single way that humans impressed Venus, it was their ability to delude themselves. Even after the Revelation, they clung to normal explanations rather than consider the alternative. They’d rather live in their comfortable little world than admit something big, bad, and ugly was about to pop their well-constructed view of reality. Of course, supernaturals were susceptible to the same thought process, especially the young ones.

“Am I the pot calling the kettle black?” Venus wondered as Dani shut the door behind her.

A very reliable someone had just popped by to say that Venus was doing something stupid that wasn’t going to work out. “But I’m not some decades-old human with no concept of what really makes the world go round,” she answered her own question.

She was an immortal being, the first succubus, with eons of experience under her belt. She ran an international conglomerate that battled with human authorities, supernatural power structures, and multinational corporations. In those fights, she almost always came out on top. She was feared, respected, loved, and hated; you name it, and she’d done it. A warning from anyone, even an older sister, was to be taken with a grain of salt. After all, she wasn’t the only one with plans for this realm.


Chapter 7

The tiles had a level of grime on them that you just couldn’t get clean. It didn’t matter that hundreds of people showered here a day. All the soap and shampoo in the world couldn’t clean the thousands of dirty feet that trudged through this place. She didn’t even want to think about the types of other fluids that had been on this floor. 

Lilith leaned against a wall and took a deep breath, saying a silent prayer that the prison issued flip-flops. Shower time had become her least favorite time, but it wasn’t something you could skip. Unlike some places, Victorville had a pretty good reputation. They didn’t let people wallow in their own filth like some county jails on cable television. Their prisoners got three hots, a cot, and a warm shower every day.

“Group B, two-minute warning.” The guard was dressed like all the others, but her eyes were more alert.

After all, everyone knew what happened when you dropped the soap in the shower. Lilith could say from experience, having done just that on multiple occasions, that no one snuck up and stuck something up her ass. Not only because she would snap it off and shove it down the offender’s throat, but because it was an all-girls shower time. That might sound like the beginning of an award-winning porn, but it wasn’t. It was mostly people avoiding eye contact and trying to get clean as quickly as possible. If anything, you might get some bean flicking when someone distracted the guard, but that was about it.

Most people would think a half-starved succubus would love shower time. People like, say, her mother, would find it an excellent opportunity to drink in the sexual frustration in the room. One cock of the hip. A raised eyebrow, or slowly running a soap-covered hand up her thigh, could produce an outpouring of lust from people who hadn’t seen a dick in gods knew how long. It was a potential smorgasbord.

Not for Lilith. Sure, if two other prisoners were eye fucking the shit out of each other, she’d take in the excess lust in the air. Normally, there was an element of distance involved in that type of feeding, so she had to be close. The guards didn’t like it when a prisoner left their little nook, so the chance of getting a free snack was limited unless the eye fucking was happening right next to her.

The reason Lilith was starting to detest shower time was her body. It seems like a stupid reason. After all, she was a literal sex machine. She’d never been body-conscious a day in her life. She’d walk down the Vegas strip naked as the day she was born if she was able to. But that was old Lilith. That was a healthy and vibrant young succubus who had all the high-school dick she could eat, not the creature wasting away in Victorville.

“It’s all your fault,” her mind told her. “All you have to do is take a little dick, any dick, or even some pussy. Maybe that guard over there. Can you imagine her dripping wet, our slits sliding against each other’s . . .?” She shivered in ecstasy at the thought.

The impossibility of it didn’t seem to stop the fantasy. If she came within three feet of that guard, she’d take a magic baton up the ass, and she wouldn’t be getting out early for good behavior. The last thing on earth she wanted to do was spend a full six months starving here, so she shut down her overactive imagination before it got her into trouble.

All this could have been avoided if she had just eaten the men her mother provided. At this point, that wasn’t even an option. Not only because of what she had with Cam, but because of what a feeding in her current state would do to the poor bastard. She was so hungry that she might go too far.

PR for the cabal, and the succubus race in general, had been working hard since supernaturals came out of the closet to laugh off the rumor that a succubus could suck a man’s life out through his dick.

“That’s absurd,” Venus was on record in front of Congress denying the ability.

The truth was, a succubus with proper training could do any number of things to the natural power, chi, life essence, or whatever you wanted to call the energy that flowed through the human body. If Lilith were to give in to the hunger burning inside her, she might just fuck a guy dry, and not in a good way. He’d be a lifeless sack of meat and bones when she was done with him. In fact, the only person who might survive her next true feeding was Cam.

That made her laugh, and caused the nearest women to shuffle away from her. They could tell she was losing her shit, but what else was new?

“Lock it up, Prisoner 9839,” the guard snapped out Lilith’s number. They didn’t have names in here. It was part of the way the system broke them down and punished them for their crimes.

On the surface, it didn’t seem like much, but a person’s name had power. It was who they were. It connected them to family, friends, and the world at large. Stripping that away was surprisingly debilitating. Lilith was only in here for a few months, but people who had harsher sentences would start to think of themselves as nothing but a number. That was some psychological punishment if she’d ever seen it.

“Okay, Group B, let’s go,” the guard snapped and started waving people into the steam-filled room.

Prison showers were not regular showers, and they sure as shit were nothing like the showers back in Caesar’s penthouse, or the spa in Reno. A dozen showerheads lined each wall, and six metal poles were interspaced throughout the room; each complete with four more heads. The goal was one of the wall showers. It offered a modicum of privacy, but it all depended on where you were in line. Prisoners couldn’t just run and grab whatever shower they wanted. They filed into the room in an orderly fashion and occupied the next available shower.

Today was a good day. You wanted to be in the first dozen or last dozen so you could get one of the wall showers. Lilith hit the jackpot and found herself at the wall shower at the far corner of the room. It offered the most privacy from the guard and other prisoners. With her current body issues, this was the best-case scenario.

She placed her towel on the hook, took off her orange jumpsuit, and turned on the water. Surprisingly, the water pressure was excellent. In prison, you’d think it would be like a geriatric dude with an inflamed prostate trying to take a piss. Instead, her stream of near-scalding water smashed into her, and she felt the relief course through her aching body as the room slowly started to fill back up with steam.

“Good,” she didn’t want people to see her like this.

Holding out for her man was taking its toll. Her eyes had sunken so much that she looked like she had perpetual black eyes. Her cheekbones were so sharp she could probably cut into a T-bone with her face. Her nature would not allow her tits or ass to sag. That would come last. Instead, she could see and feel her ribs as she ran the soap down her sides.

She was still hot. A solid nine or ten on the human-fuckability scale, but any supernatural worthy of the name could tell she was hurting. That was the reason for her body issues and growing dislike of shower time. Venus had one thing right; it was bad to come off as weak. Victorville was full of predators. They came in all shapes and sizes, but they were all here because they’d flipped the bird at the system and gone outside societal norms. None of them had gotten away with it, which spoke to the power of the system, but that only made some more determined. Not everyone was in here for just a few months.

Predators looked for the weak link, and at the moment, that was Lilith. Despite that, and her own instincts screaming for her to keep her back to the wall, and her head on a swivel, she put her face under the torrent of water and closed her eyes. She didn’t envision a sultry shower scene with dream Cam where he did stick something up her ass when she dropped the soap. She didn’t test the bond to try and find where the real Cam was for the billionth time, and she sure as shit didn’t think about why her mother had been yelling at her when she stormed out weeks ago. Right now, she welcomed peaceful nothingness. She didn’t want to think about anyone or anything. She just wanted the feel of the warm water working its way down her body. She was living completely in the moment. So, of course, it cost her.

She totally missed the guard rushing the rest of the prisoners out. Group B was the last group of the day, so no one was coming in after them. If you thought it was weird for a guard to not chew out a prisoner for failing to follow orders, you’d be right. The only explanation was that they wanted the prisoner alone and isolated.

Basically, everything in a prison is watched through physical or magical means. The only exceptions, by law, are the prisoners’ cells, because they sleep and shit there, and the showers. Prisoners don’t have much privacy, but one too many leaked prison shower scenes on the internet changed things in D.C. back in the '90s.

When Lilith opened her eyes and saw nothing but steam surrounding her, she’d gladly take some teenage human beating off to her in his parents’ basement over what was about to happen.

“Venitas,” someone growled through the steam.

“I’ve waited weeks for this, you little bitch,” a second voice echoed from the opposite side of the room.

If Lilith was being honest with herself, she’d expected this on day one. The Venetian cabal had its fair share of enemies, and those enemies tended to end up in prison. It was the same as with various human gangs, and she knew her mother had paid the appropriate people the appropriate sums for protection. Still, nothing was airtight in this world.

Apparently, someone had paid off the guard. It was harder to pay off corrections officers than Hollywood made it seem. When bad shit happened to someone, there was an investigation, no matter how bad that prisoner was. Just look at that fucking pedo Epstein. Gods only know how much money was spent looking into that piece of shit’s death.

If a guard got paid off, there was always a paper trail. Fifty grand might look good up front to just look the other way, but when the forensic accountants tracked down the money and nailed the asshole. Well, they became the one who was getting shower fucked in the ass. So, the guard leaving with the rest of Lilith’s shower group came as a bit of a surprise, but not the attack.

It just would have been better if it had happened on day one. She still had more power then. She wasn’t starved, and she was a lot more observant of her surroundings. All of those shortcomings made the fist that came out of the steam, and slammed into her gaunt face, that much more surprising.

It was not a human fist. She felt her jaw pop as something broke, and her head smashed into the tile wall. A normal human’s head would rebound off the tile, maybe leaving a smear of blood. Not Lilith’s. Force, velocity, and other little symbols in a physics equation calculated that her head went through the tiles and stayed there. She coughed as she inhaled drywall and insulation. Again, not what a person really expected to contend with in a shower brawl.

She didn’t have to endure it long. Someone grabbed her legs and yanked her out, before spinning her in a circle and letting her fly. She was airborne for a moment before the wind got knocked out of her. She hit the other wall . . . hard, but kept on going. Her shoulder screamed in pain, followed by her ribs, hip, and thigh as she carved a path across the shower room, leaving a fatal scar in her wake. Her momentum kept her going until she hit the last showerhead before the exit. She took it on her already bruised face, and it basically clotheslined her. She flopped to the ground with a moan.

Training told her to get off her ass, and her body instinctually tried to haul her to her feet to face the threat. Some things weren’t working correctly, so she stumbled. The stumble meant she took the kick in the shoulder instead of the chin. It might have even saved her life. Still, one second she was on one side of the room, and the next, the other. It was the worst game of pinball ever.

“Get up!” she screamed at herself as two silhouettes advanced out of the steam.

Two women appeared and sauntered cockily toward her. Water droplets gleamed on their naked flesh.

“Of course they’re naked,” her oversized libido took over her rational mind for a second, and all she could focus on was their thigh gaps.

The woman closest to Lilith used both hands to pull back her soaked hair, which was plastered to her head like a dark curtain. She made the girl from The Ring look like Abby Cadabby. 

Lilith vaguely recognized them. They’d been in a threat assessment packet the cabal had put together when they learned she was being transferred to Victorville. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember names, but that might be because she was seeing six of them right now. It was probably better to figure out which one of them was the real one before yelling, “Fuck you, Bridget!” Neither’s name was Bridget, by the way.

Lilith tried to get to her feet, but her legs wouldn’t support her weight. She didn’t stand a chance when the ring girl grabbed her by the scalp and lifted her off the ground. They were about the same height, so it just showed off the tan woman’s supernatural strength.

“Look at that titty bounce,” her libido didn’t give a shit that she was getting her ass kicked. This was the most action she’d gotten in weeks.

“Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for this?” ring girl opened her mouth, and then kept opening it far past what was biologically possible. Her maw gaped as her flesh mask pulled away, and a thick tongue slithered out.

It didn’t touch Lilith. If it had, she’d be royally fucked. For whatever reason, the Nosferatu wasn’t licking her into a drunken stupor.

“A couple of days?” Lilith answered, her words slurred from the concussion and broken jaw.

A horrible aching feeling gnawed at her gut. Her body was trying to pull power that didn’t exist to heal her injuries. All it led to was more pain. “What else is new?” she spat a glob of blood in the second attacker’s face as she approached.

This woman was big. She had half a foot on Lilith and looked like she spent way too much time in a gym. Instead of recoiling at the bloody loogie, the woman’s normal-sized tongue flicked out and gulped down the blood. It was disgusting, but Lilith didn’t even have time to gag before the second woman slammed her fist into Lilith’s gut. That helped with the gnawing, power-drawing pain by redirecting her focus to her newly fractured ribs.

Ring girl couldn’t stop the momentum of the punch while holding Lilith by the scalp, so her spine smashed into the wall. It shattered more tile and maybe even a few vertebrae.

“We’ve been waiting for this since your miserable ass showed up here. They told us to wait. That there was peace, and attacking you would hurt profits. Then, you and your pathetic cabal of interlopers send someone into our territory. Gods, I knew you were stupid, but not this stupid,” the Nosferatu’s tongue continued to wind around Lilith like she was about to star in her own tentacle porn feature.

“I’m happy we didn’t disappoint.” Lilith’s vision was narrowing, and she was dangerously close to backing out. “So, how’s this going to play out?” She wasn’t feeling the pants-shitting terror she knew she should be. 

“We slit your throat and leave you to bleed out on the floor,” the second woman stated, her hand slowly changing into a pair of claws.

“Shifter, great,” Lilith was so out of it, survival was the least of her worries. She couldn’t even lift her arms at the moment, and she wasn’t sure if it was just exhaustion or paralysis.

“Just don’t mess up my hair,” she laughed/hacked.

The shifter smiled wide enough that Lilith could see her bloodstained teeth. “Don’t worry, Chica, I’ll make sure your corpse is all nice and pretty.”

“Good, we’re on the same page,” Lilith closed her eyes and waited for the end.

Her feelings for Cam, her friends, her family, and her own survival were very far down the list from just wanting to slip into oblivion. She was just so tired and drained. When Venus heard about this, she’d be pissed. Sure, her daughter had been killed, or damn-near killed, but what would irk the matriarch the most was an extremely poor showing from someone of Lilith’s caliber. She was supposed to be a badass, and she let herself get jumped in the shower by a couple of Tikal thugs that got pinched for possession with intent to distribute; that’s just sad.

She felt the cool sensation of claws against her throat when the most surprising thing happened. She felt warmth blossom in the center of her chest, like someone had just poured a warm cup of soup down there.

“What?” she opened her eyes, and the shifter loved that.

Lilith could see that the other woman’s nipples were hard enough to cut glass. The big gal loved it. She got off on her victims seeing that she was the reaper about to deliver them to death’s doorstep.

Lilith completely ignored her and focused on the sensation growing inside her. At the moment, it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever experienced. She felt her legs start to twitch as strength returned to them. Her head cleared, her jaw snapped back into place, and, if she could see it, the bruising on her shoulder faded back to her normal sun-kissed tan. Hell, her stomach and face filled back in a little, and she could have sworn her tits gave a jiggle of approval.

What she was feeling was power. Power was seeping into her from somewhere. At first, she thought it was the sadistic arousal of the two other supernaturals trying to make an example out of her, but that wasn’t it. It wasn’t something she was drinking in from the surrounding environment. This had a different feel to it. It was something she’d heard about, but never experienced.

Bonds between a succubus and her harem were interesting bits of magic. It allowed the communication of feelings, emotions, and general location, but it was capable of so much more. She covered it in her childhood studies, but there was no real way to describe what really happened when a succubus and a man were more than just fuck buddies. Most harems were nothing more than contracts. Some hot piece of ass signed on for five years, made good money, and then went their merry way. That was the norm; even the expectation. When you lived forever, sometimes it was best to not get too attached.

What she had with Cam sure as shit wasn’t that, and this proved it. The bond could be a power conduit through an entire harem, but it went deeper than a simple signed contract and cool tattoo. There had to be real emotions there. It required a real desire to earnestly want the best for the other person. The bond just magnified that feeling until those people could share on a deeper level. 

She started to cry, and that brought her another second to accumulate the new power flowing through her veins. Not only because she now stood a fighting chance against these bitches, but also because of what it meant for her future with Cam. There were so many new possibilities.

“Survive now, think about threeways later,” she told herself, as the shifter smiled back at her.

The bigger woman had the wrong idea about what was going on. Once Lilith put all the pieces together, one thing was obvious: Cam was fucking. She didn’t know who, where, or how. She wished she did for her fingerbanging session tonight, because that was happening no matter what these two assholes thought. Not knowing who her man was fucking was a little disconcerting, but she’d let it slide. It was literally going to save her life.

The shifter finally noticed something wasn’t going as planned when her claws didn’t pass through Lilith’s flesh, windpipe, and carotid. The shifter expected to bathe in Lilith’s blood. Instead, she heard a scrape like steel on steel.

“Fuck her good and hard, Cam.” Lilith turned her attention away from the power inside her and toward the shifter.

Her smile warped to something bordering on deranged, showing her fellow predator that her teeth were bigger and sharper. “Sorry, I guess you’ll have to wait a bit longer,” moving too fast for the shifter to dodge, she front-kicked her right in the pussy.

The woman didn’t even have time to scream as her feet went out from under her on the damp floor, and she faceplanted with a hideous crunch. That was going to leave a mark. Not to mention someone would need to vacuum up her teeth.

It was satisfying as hell to see the shifter go down, but it was also a tactical error. Shifters could be mean and dangerous, but with her power boost, they weren’t a match for her one-on-one. The Nosferatu was another story. Ring girl’s tongue wrapped around Lilith like a python, and her saliva hit Lilith’s still-recovering body.

From one second to the next, she was drowning in ecstasy. All the fight went out of her. She heard herself sigh in complete content, even though her mind ordered her to elbow the Nosferatu in the throat.

“Stupid girl,” the Nosferatu’s words were hard to decipher with her tongue currently acting out a scene from Fifty Shades of Grey, but Lilith got the gist.

The other woman dropped the hold she had on Lilith’s scalp, and her tongue rode the succubus to the floor. She straddled Lilith, literally dripping with excitement, as she started to hammer fist the succubus in the face. Lilith’s new well of power resisted the attempts, but it was costing her. Nosferatu weren’t as strong or fast as a succubus, but Lilith had broken the golden rule of this type of fight. Don’t let them touch you.

“Too late,” she frantically fought back the euphoria addling her brain as she looked for options.

She had nothing, and under the steady pounding, her face had slowly started to give way. First to go were her cheekbones. She felt them crack one after the other. With them went the eyes. The swelling and bruising soon blocked out her vision. Next was her nose being smashed flat. Thanks to their positioning, the Nosferatu wasn’t able to shove her nose up into her brainstem. That could have killed her; so, she guessed she should be thankful she now knew what nose tasted like in the back of her throat.

“Hello! Someone! Anyone! You’re missing three prisoners from Group B!” Her only hope was that the other guards finally realized something was up.

After shower time, everyone went back to their cells, and there was a count. If the count was off, the whole place locked down. The shower room was the first place they’d check, so there was only so much time the bought-off guard could buy the Tikals.

There was no screeching alarm yet, so all she needed to do was hold on long enough for someone to get their head out of their ass. As the Nosferatu continued to methodically turn her face into raw hamburger meat, she wasn’t sure she could hold on. It was already really hard to breathe.

The universe came through again. It must be her lucky day. All of a sudden, there was an explosion of power inside her. She instinctively knew Cam had blown his sweet, hot load all over, or inside, some lucky girl.

She’d worry about that later. Right now, she channeled as much power as she could into breaking the tongue’s hold on her. The power fought back the saliva’s narcotic properties for several critical seconds. In those seconds, she was able to break her right arm free, and with it, she socked the tentacle-tongued bitch right in the kisser.

She knew her hit landed, but not how well it was placed. She was going on gut feeling alone. The rain of fists stopped manhandling her skull, so that was a good sign. The rest of the tongue slackened, which was another plus. The only problem was that it was still in contact with her skin. The water on the floor started to dilute the effects a little, but with her power focused on repairing damage, she had no more defense against the narcotic bliss.

Her eyes would have rolled back into her head if the swelling didn’t make her look like some goggle-wearing, steampunk heroine. However, her ears worked just fine, so she caught the wailing of the prison alarm start to blare.

“Good enough,” she sighed, and let the drug take her. “Thanks for the second-hand fuck, Cam. I’ll catch you on the flip side.”

Darkness took her, but she had a grin on her mangled face.


Chapter 8

Can anyone say awkward?

There was nothing but tension in the room as Night shut the bathroom door behind her. Butters was still holding breakfast, looking completely shell-shocked. The only one to escape the situation was Skella, and that was because she’d gone a round of autoerotic asphyxiation with a Nosferatu. If given the chance, I might go a round with the monsters rather than stand here with my dick literally in my hand.

Despite the cringe-worthy situation, I’d been through worse. I wasn’t even sure if this cracked my top three. Let’s recap. Number three. I’d been fourteen and alone in the house while foster mom and pops went to the market. Like all fourteen-year-old boys, I was in the exploring-my-hormone-ravaged-body phase. I had a computer and Wi-Fi access, so it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what happened next. Normally, that’s not embarrassing. Who hasn’t auditioned the finger puppets while their parents were away? What makes this number three on my all-time awkwardness list was when my foster mom came back and walked in on me.

Situationally, me fucking Night and then cumming on her in front of Butters was probably more awkward; however, there’s something to be said about the first time you get walked in on. People remember it just as much as the first time they got their dick wet. Sure, people get caught jerking off, that’s a given, but that first time can really scar you.

It was worse for me because they weren’t my biological parents, but on the bright side, I didn’t bust my nut all over my foster mom. Still, the awkwardness of what happened next scored a close second.

After catching me drilling for oil, my foster mom sat down on the bed and told me it was all right. She said it was part of growing up and that it was perfectly normal and natural. That was really fucking awkward. I would have preferred it if she screamed at me and told me that if I did it again, I was going to go blind.

I’m not sure where that saying came from, but after watching plenty of porn, I can say for a fact that taking a load to the face doesn’t blind a person. If it did, every female pornstar would have a seeing-eye dog. They all underwent an impromptu, spunk-filled LASIK at some point in their career.

So, getting caught jerking off by my foster mom and having a little birds and the bees conversation was my number three. Numbers one and two were much more recent. That was just my life right now. I’d put number two at having to jerk it in a moving car while gunfire ripped through the air all around me. Looking back on it, I should have received some kind of medal for jerking to completion on that one. Number two was equal parts terror, shame, and being sexually compromised. That was the primary reason my Mexican hotel quickie didn’t crack the top spots. I wasn’t currently fearing for my life.

That brought me to number one. Just like the highway-masturbation shootout, it had an extra helping of ‘oh, shit’. My most awkward moment started with me sprinting for my life, buck-ass naked, down the dormitory stairwell. I’d flashed a couple of sophomores before getting hip checked out a second-story window. There is nothing more awkward than lying bloodied and beaten on a sidewalk while a nympho water Fae tries to assassinate you. The only thing that could make it more awkward was if I killed her . . . oh, wait, I did. I’m just glad I passed out after the cold iron blade dissolved her into nothingness. I don’t even want to know how people got my naked ass to the infirmary.

Don’t get me wrong, the situation I was in was plenty awkward; definitely top five, but I’d been in worse. That still didn’t mean I knew what to do. Neither did Butters. She snapped her mouth closed, turned away from me, and laid out the breakfast options on the table. Then, she went across the room and sat down on the bed next to Skella. Neither of us moved for a while. Butters because she seemed to be lost in thought, and me because my dick was still hanging out and I didn’t feel like walking around the room hanging brain. I’d already hurt her enough. There was no need for me to make the situation worse.

“Hurry the fuck up,” I shot a glare at the bathroom door. I didn’t know how long it took to wash cum out of your hair, but I doubt it took twenty minutes.

I made it ten more minutes before I thought the silence was going to suffocate me. I don’t think Butters was giving me the silent treatment; she was too nice for that, but that didn’t stop the shame from snowballing.

“I . . .” was as far as I got.

“It’s nothing,” she shot back so fast it was obvious that this was something. “We need to make sure that Skella gets better, and we get out of this alive.” There was no room for argument in her tone.

“Yeah, okay,” I nodded my head.

I knew what she was doing. She was falling back on something familiar to distract herself from the uncomfortable situation. In the long term, just ignoring shit wasn’t a good plan, but we did need to live for this to become a long-term anything.

Above all, I didn’t blame her. Hell, I’d done the same thing. Back when I stepped through a dragon portal, puked all over some expensive tile, and saw how deep the cabal’s wallet really was, I might have taken it out on Lilith. Faced with the fact I might have been lowballed, I’d lashed out and told Lilith she owed me cold, hard cash by getting through my second most awkward moment. She grew a little distant because of that, and ended up signing off on Marcella taking me for a test drive. Since that test drive almost ended with a big, black dildo up my ass, I’d taken a little time for self-reflection and deconstructed what led to that clusterfuck. So, now, I saw the same thing playing out in a different time and place.

“I . . .” I knew it was important to try and make it right; preferably before we ended up in another life-or-death struggle, but the universe had other ideas.

The bathroom door opened, and Night emerged in another wave of steam. “It’s all yours,” she said to no one in particular.

Butters didn’t move. She didn’t even look at Night, so I took that as my cue to get cleaned up. I made sure to shut the door behind me to trap as much of the humidity as possible. The second the door closed, I heard hushed voices arguing. I could have focused my senses and listened in, but something told me that was a bad idea.

Instead, I started up the shower and cleaned myself off, all while wondering why I’d sabotaged myself like that. Why had I put myself in such a shitty position? It didn’t take me long to figure it out. It wasn’t theoretical physics. I was horny. Plain and simple. I’d been through one hell of a fight, been battered pretty good, nearly died, and that was only after getting back from my stay at Spa Winter.

Hell, we could die at any moment if someone busted into the hotel when we weren’t prepared. That made me randy, so sue me. If it had been Butters there instead of Night, she would have been the one with the facial. It was that simple to me, but I could never tell either woman that. They’d just call me a pig, a neanderthal caveman, and they’d be right, but there was a reason those evolutionary traits got passed down.

That thought process made me think about what evolutionary traits got passed down on the Aesir side of my DNA helix, and that’s when the arguing stopped. I shut down the hot spray, toweled off, and put my pants back on. I was feeling better, definitely not one hundred percent, but good enough that I didn’t actively hurt. That gave us options.

When I emerged, Night and Butters were sitting on opposite beds chowing down on breakfast. They didn’t look all chummy, but the identical look they gave me spoke volumes.

“Oh, sure, it’s all my fault.” That’s what their look told me. “Fuck it,” I growled. Butters was right. We needed to focus on getting out of here alive.

“We need to focus on our next move,” I acted like the morning’s shitshow never happened.

“We can take the car and head for the border before sunset. If we can cross back into the States, we’ll have a lot better chance,” Butters offered.

“No,” I shot her down a little harder than intended. “I mean, there is no way they aren’t watching the border. We’d walk right into a trap.”

The border shootout scene from Sicario played out in my mind. As long as the Tikals hit us on the Mexican side, there was nothing the US border agents could do. It wasn’t like they knew a couple of American citizens were under attack anyway. The whole idea of getting cornered in traffic, around a bunch of vanilla humans, when magic and bullets started flying, didn’t sound like a good plan to me.

“We could use a coyote?” Night suggested. “For a couple hundred bucks, they’ll get us across the border, and if we get caught, we have our passports.”

Correction, they had their passports. For all I knew, I still had a warrant out for my arrest. Marcella and the cabal’s lawyers might have cleared things up regarding the St. Vincent’s issue and my registration, but disappearing from UN custody after something ripped a giant hole in their HQ didn’t bode well for my current legal status. The girls might go free, but I’d be stuck in a warded cell.

“Let’s call that Plan B,” I replied. I could live with a little time in solitary if the girls got out all right.

“What’s your plan?” Butters looked at me for the first time, and I saw the resolve in her eyes. This was the Butters who went to bat for her friends. She wanted to get the hell out of here just as much as I did.

“Does anyone have a phone?” I asked.

“Why?” Night raised an eyebrow.

I thought, for someone I’d just boned, she’d be willing to throw a little trust my way.

“I might know some people who can help,” I kept it vague.

To go up against the Tikal Cabal, we needed resources. Not the type of resources a bunch of coeds had at their disposal, even if we sold the drugs Night had hidden in her bra. We needed my own cabal to balance the scales.

Both women just looked at me for a second. Apparently, Night was only willing to throw one thing my way today. It was Butters who pulled a sleek phone out of her pocket and handed it to me.

“Thank you,” I tried to convey more than just my gratitude in those two words. I could tell she got it, and she quickly looked away.

She’d already input her pin, so it was open to her home screen. The first thing I saw told me just how out of touch I was with the world.

“It’s almost May,” I involuntarily groaned. My little vaycay to faerieland had eaten away months of my life.

My entire existence had changed in the span of a few weeks. After a few months . . . I didn’t want to think about it. I opened the dial pad and froze. It hit me just then that I didn’t know anyone’s number. Anyone born before nineteen ninety would sit there and shake their head at me. Kids used to have to memorize their home phone numbers, the numbers of their closest friends, or use a phonebook. There was no speed dial, saved contacts, or the internet to look up someone’s digits. Technology was great, but it utterly failed me here.

“Shit,” I did the only thing I could think of. I googled Caesars and got the front desk number. I put on a front like I knew what I was doing as I placed the call.

“Caesars Palace, how may I help you?” a bright, cheery voice answered. I imagined a perky redhead on the other end of the call. 

“Hello, can you please patch me through to Ms. Venus Venitas?” I asked politely. There was silence on the other end. “Uh, hello, anyone there?” I asked after several seconds of nothing.

“I’m sorry, sir. We have no one under that name staying with us,” the voice remained cheery, with an undertone of caution.

My frustration started to rise, but I took a calming breath. I could understand where she was coming from. Venus was the Don Corleone of Vegas, except way sexier. She ran one of the most dangerous cabals in the world. Of course the front desk wasn’t going to have a direct line to her.

“How about Dani Underwood?” I tried again.

More silence. “Sorry, sir. Do you perhaps have the wrong number?”

I bit back the snap I almost let loose, and looked over to give Butters and Night a reassuring smile. “I’m confident this is the right place,” I kept my voice polite, but it was strained. “I’m sure Xamira Venitas is there.”

There was a huff on the other end. “Sir, we have no record of any of the people you are asking for, and this is beginning to sound like some sort of scam.”

“It’s not a scam,” I snapped, clenching the phone hard enough that the plastic case let out a squeal of protest. “I know they’re there. I just need to get to them. Peter!” I exclaimed suddenly.

“We have thirty-two Peters as current guests, sir,” something in the girl’s voice told me she was mocking me. “Can you narrow that down for me?”

“Peter. Venus’s First. The unicorn!” I yelled despite myself. It had been a long morning, and I was taking it out on the receptionist. 

“Unicorn,” she tried to hide it, but I heard the chuckle. “Peter the unicorn?”

“No, Charlie the unicorn . . . of course Peter the fucking unicorn!” I screamed and resisted the urge to throw the phone through the wall.

If I was thinking straight, I might wonder why I was getting so worked up about something as stupid as being unable to connect with my friends. If I wasn’t so angry, I might wonder how I’d gone from zero to a hundred faster than a Ferrari. Unfortunately, self-examination was way down the list, behind eating breakfast, and way after keeping my head attached to my shoulders.

“Sir, if you do not lower your voice, I will be forced to call the police.” The receptionist’s voice got very stern.

“Please, please call the police. Tell them to drive their asses down to Mexico and come pick me up. I’m begging you,” I laid it on thick, and I heard a click.

I was breathing hard, rage rampaging through me. “Did she just hang up on me?” I seethed.  “When I get back there, I swear to the gods I’m going to find her and fire her ass.” I finally realized I was being a complete asshole, but, dire situation, remember. I felt like I was warranted.

Then I heard another series of clicks. “What the hell?” It sounded like someone was dialing an old rotary phone.

“Cam?” a familiar voice finally asked. “Cam, is that you?”

Of course, Xamira, the resident cyber security specialist/hacker would be keeping an eye on the phone lines.

“Yes, Xamira, thank the gods!” I exhaled and gave Butter and Night a thumbs-up. They both looked at me like I was a crazy person, but I didn’t care.

“Cam, where the hell have you been? We’ve been looking all over for you for months. No one anywhere has heard a peep from you. What happened? What did you do? Where . . .?”

“Xamira, calm down. I don’t have much time.” We both knew the UN was definitely tapping the lines, and I had no idea if this was secure. The UN wasn’t even my worst problem. If the Tikals decrypted this signal, we were fucked.

“I’m in Mexico, somewhere in Tijuana. I don’t know where. I’ve got some people with me I need to get to safety, and some bad people trying to catch me,” I relayed.

“Tijuana, most of the city is Tikal territory,” she stated.

“No shit,” I couldn’t stop myself, but it let her know how serious the situation was. “I need a way out, or at least somewhere to lay low until help arrives. Somewhere secure.”

I’d only been to one other cabal safehouse, but it had a fucking dragon living in it. If they had a place even half as fortified, somewhere nearby, the girls and I were basically home free.

“Okay, let me look something up,” her end of the line started clicking again as she ran whatever cybersecurity magic she needed to keep everyone from honing in on my position.

I felt a little bit like Jason Bourne. “More like James Bond. Bourne doesn’t fuck in his movies. Does he?”

Digging through four Bourne films occupied my attention until Xamira came back on the line. “Get here,” she rattled off an address. “I’ll let them know you’re coming.”

“Thanks, Xamira, you’re the best. I . . .”

“We can’t stay on the line. I’ll see you when you get home,” she hung up.

“Home,” it was a foreign concept, but if I had one, Vegas was the closest thing.

I turned to face Butters and Night with a smile on my face, but they were already getting their shit together. The best news though, was Skella sitting up under her own power. Her eyes were hooded, and she looked like she was about to fall asleep at a moment’s notice, but what little concentration she could muster was aimed directly at me. She was looking at me like I was crazy.

“Venitas . . .” she slurred. “That’s a cabal,” that stopped the other women in their tracks.

Leave it to Skella to ruin everything. “Well,” I started, before a hammerfist of solid air hit me in the chin.

Without any Fae power or my sight activating, I went down hard. When I shook the cobwebs from my brain, Butters was straddling me, with a ball of fire glowing in her hand. She looked incredibly sexy and intimidating. I couldn’t help but get some half chub. Maybe I needed to see a therapist about what turned me on. 

“Did. You. Do. This. To. Us.” Butter’s voice was harsh, and if anything, that hit me harder than the magical punch.

“Of course not,” I shot back, massaging my jaw. “You hit me with your car, and they’re after Night for her failed mule run. This has nothing to do with me.”

“I don’t believe you,” Night stated.

“You believe me enough to want me to cum inside you, but not enough to go to a safe house that might save your life,” I kept the thought to myself. It wasn’t going to help.

“Butters,” I made sure my voice was soft, but firm. “Look at me. Look me in the eyes. I. Had. Nothing. To. Do. With. This,” I met her stern glare unflinchingly. “This is all just a shitty coincidence, and since we’re already ankle deep in this shit because of her,” I pointed at Night, “I’m just doing whatever I can to get us all out of here alive.”

It was completely sincere, and it turned out I was right; Butters did have a nose for bullshit. A second later, she extinguished the ball, reached out, and gave me a hand up. Night frowned, and Skella continued to look a few cards short of a full deck.

“We go to the safehouse,” Butters stated.

“That’s it?” Night crossed her arms in defiance. “He tells you he’s not the problem, and you believe him. By the Dark Lady, Butters, just because you’re pissed I fucked him doesn’t mean . . .” Night abruptly stopped when Butters rounded on her.

I didn’t see whatever was in her eyes, but Night went a few shades paler than usual.

“I didn’t say I trust him, but we are in this shit because of you, Mia.” Being called by her given name was apparently a big slap in the face. Night flinched as the blow landed. “You hit him with the car. You tried to run drugs. You got us mixed up in all this. He might not be on the up-and-up, but the situation, here and now, is your fault.”

I wanted to cheer, but Skella was watching me closely, and the paranoid side of me thought this whole thing might be a setup to see how I reacted. That’s just how I thought nowadays. Thirty minutes ago, I was fucking one of them, and now, I was worried about them stabbing me in the back.

“Fine,” Night huffed as she backed down. 

Crisis averted, we got ready to head out. Night stayed well away from all of us, as Butters helped Skella to her feet and worked the smaller woman’s arm around her shoulder. Night gave me one last look and went to open the door.

“Wait!” I yelled.

“Doesn’t this girl ever learn?”

“We don’t know what’s out there. Last time we opened the door, we had a machine gun pointed at us. We need to be smart about this.”

“What do you suggest, smarty pants?” Night challenged.

“This,” I gave her a smug grin, reached deep into my chest, and pulled on my Fae fire.

All they probably felt was a tingle as I worked some magic. I was strong enough now to get a fixed glamour over all of us. It wasn’t going to stand up to a hit from a newborn baby, but it would confuse anyone looking for a bunch of coed gringos.

“There,” I pointed to the mirror.

“Hoy shit,” Night’s jaw dropped when she looked at the old lady staring back at her.

I looked like my foster mom, and the three girls resembled three older women from her gardening club. It was hard to make a random glamour. It was much easier to work with something from memory. Either way, I doubted any Tikal spotters knew about my foster mom from Upstate New York, or the biddies she grew flowers with.

“Now we can go,” I smiled smugly.

My glamour didn’t hide how impressed Butters looked. Maybe it was because I’d shrunk her a good foot, or because Skella didn’t look like a recovering meth addict anymore. Also, it could simply be that her face finally had some normal proportions to it. She’d been dealt a shitty hand in life, and for the first time, she saw what might have been. Even if I’d added forty years to it.

I opened the door and was the first out. I figured with my Fae gifts, I could take a bullet if a sniper was watching from some nearby clocktower. When I didn’t take a round to the dome, I hobbled out into the parking lot and looked around like I imagined a confused tourist would.

“We can’t go back to the car,” I could see the vehicle parked down the street, and the dangerous-looking men standing around it.

“Shit, they found it,” I looked around carefully. If they’d found the car, then they’d have eyes on everywhere someone could stay within a few blocks. Someone definitely had eyes on this place.

I spotted him on my third scan: middle-aged, forgettable, pretending to read a paper while leaning against the wall of a shop next to the hotel. Anyone leaving onto the main street would need to walk right past him.

“And that’s exactly what we’re going to do,” I stopped a grin from forming.

When people were spotted by someone they were hiding from, the natural reaction was to run away. Maybe, if someone was smart, they’d turn around and walk away at a regular pace. A spotter would never expect their target to walk right up to them; at least, I hoped they wouldn’t. It had the downside of abandoning any sense of anonymity a crowd might offer. If his boss asked what happened on his shift, he would say that four grannies talked to him. That could bring with it some suspicion, especially if they shook down the hotel clerk for information. The hope was that me and the girls were long gone by then.

“Excuse me, young man,” I did my best Betty White impression. “Can you tell us how to get to the . . .” I intentionally butchered the name of the place that housed the city’s botanical gardens.

The guy looked annoyed, but whoever had raised him had clearly instilled the ideal of respecting your elders. He gruffly answered me and then even waved down a cab for us.

“Gracias,” I gave the man a grandmotherly smile, and hopped in the little yellow vehicle with the girls. They’d been smart and remained silent during the whole exchange.

The doors secure, I gave the cabbie the address of the cabal's safehouse. I wasn’t sure if we had any money, but hopefully someone at the place would spot us.

The cabbie took off, zipping through the morning traffic in a way that ignored all traffic laws I knew of in the States. I found myself hanging onto the Dear Jesus bar above my head as we nearly sideswiped three different cars. For a few minutes, I thought the guy was using magic to avoid the collisions because his radio was blaring and he was speaking to us in rapid-fire Spanish the whole way. I was fluent in the language, but I only caught about every third word.

As we drove, we started to get away from the tourist areas and into Tijuana proper. That was a good and bad thing. There were definitely bad parts of town, where the Tikal and cartel influence would be heavier. Things would be nearly as bad there for four elderly women as it would for our real persons.

There were also good places, government and business districts, upscale neighborhoods, and everything that a city’s elite required. I’ll admit, my idea of Tijuana is biased. All I thought about was Girls Gone Wild, drunken parties, and donkey shows. The city was obviously more than that, and the cabbie pulled up to an address that would have looked somewhat normal in midtown America, which made it perfect for a cabal safehouse.

It wasn’t too close to the heavily patrolled government and business districts. This allowed some autonomy for the undoubtedly illicit activities that occurred. It was also far enough away from the seedier areas so as not to attract attention from that crowd. It was actually in the corner of a crowded shopping mall. It was the dominant building in the little strip, and important enough that it earned its own walled-in parking lot. In the States, that would raise a few eyebrows, but there were plenty of walls around here, so it was nothing new.

The cabbie jabbed his hand back toward us, demanding payment, and Butters came through for us again. She handed over some crinkled bills. We were barely out of the car before it shot away to find its next fare. Leaving us all standing in front of a gate with a buzzer.

“Soluciones de Salud Ejecutivas,” I read the sign. “Executive health solutions,” I translated.

“It’s . . . a gym,” Butters sounded confused.

“It’s safety,” I corrected, and pressed the buzzer. Someone clicked the other end but didn’t say anything. “Hello, this is Cameron Dupree. I’m . . .” I didn’t get to finish before the gate started to open.

It wasn’t a real gate, not much more than a piece of aluminum on tracks, but it offered cover for all the vehicles inside.

“Whoa,” there were some seriously ritzy cars in the enclosed parking lot. Like most things with the cabal, this place wasn’t what it seemed.

The front door and windows of the gym were tinted and had a big logo in the middle, which was surrounded by motivational slogans. On the surface, everything said health club; except I was pretty sure there were multiple panes of bulletproof glass. I could feel the wards inlaid into the middle panes, and the heavy front door looked like it could go a round with a tank and hold its own. Despite that, it silently glided open when we approached.

The inside matched the car's outside. Everything was expensive, polished to a gleam, welcoming, and above all, clean. A tan-skinned woman stood at the welcome desk, with a big, gleaming smile, and a pair of tits that were nearly falling out of her too-small tank top. That smile didn’t even falter when I dropped the glamour, and four biddies became four worse-from-wear kids.

The lack of surprise and the tingle in my nether regions told me she was a supernatural. “I’ll put my money on imp.” The cabal’s foot soldiers would definitely have a presence at a safehouse.

Now that we were deeper inside, I got a good look at the interior beyond the welcome desk. Workout equipment, free weights, treadmills, ellipticals, and all other manner of exercise equipment were precisely placed around a wide-open space. In that open space, a handful of clients, mostly in their forties and fifties, were working out with the assistance of a trainer. Most of the clients were men, but there was a woman or two. In contrast, all of the trainers were at most in their mid-twenties, in incredible shape, and wearing skimpy workout clothing that emphasized that. Hell, you could even see the outline of a male trainer’s dick who was helping out an older woman on a bench press. It didn’t escape my attention that he was practically poking her in the forehead with his trouser snake, and she seemed to be enjoying it.

“This isn’t a gym,” I whispered to Butters. “This is a brothel.”

A high-end, health-conscious brothel. After seeing the spa back in Reno, this was right up the cabal’s alley. No sooner had I thought that than a man approached us. He was dressed similarly to his employees, but there was an aura of more around him. He was definitely a supernatural, and definitely more powerful than the imp silently guarding the welcome desk.

He was all bulky, chiseled muscle, broad shoulders, narrow waist, and of course, a huge cock. The guy should have been competing in the Mr. Universe competition, or doing porn, not working an upscale whorehouse in Tijuana.

“Thank you, Ariana, darling,” he stated in slightly accented English, and dismissed her with a wave.

Ariana gave us a final once-over and winked at me before strutting back to help a client. “Definitely an imp with a hint of succubus,” my eyes followed her ass for a moment too long before they snapped back to the dude in charge.

“How may I help you?” The big guy didn’t sound happy, but I wouldn’t be in his situation. Four random people showing up at your place never led to good things.

“My name is Cameron Dupree. This is Butters, Night, and Skella. Xamira told us you could help us and directed us here. She should have called.”

“Cameron Dupree,” the man sounded like he was tasting my name on his lips. There was a flex, and power flooded out from him.

I practically heard the women sigh behind me like a bunch of schoolgirls, in a John Hughes rom-com, when the high school football star walked past them.

“Incubus,” I clarified my earlier guess.

“That’s me,” I gave him my best smile.

“You’re that child that got my nephew killed,” the man’s gorgeous face twisted with hate, as he took a step toward me.

“Uh oh,” I gulped.


Chapter 9

“Oh shit,” I backpedaled as big, tall, and handsome advanced on me.

Butters and Night had my back in the last fight. One tried to block bullets from tearing us to pieces, while the other fired a lance of flame that incinerated a dude’s heart. I should have known not to expect the same help in the face of an incubus. After all, they were still human women. I could practically hear them soaking through their panties as he approached.

I backed up through them, literally having to push them aside. A half-second later, when Mister Hot-Stuff arrived, they parted like the Red Sea.

“Oh, come on,” all three women leaned in to smell him as he passed. “Focus!” I snapped at myself.

He’d said nephew, so that could only mean Xander. Despite being around the imp for several months, I didn’t know much about Xamira’s half-brother. We’d only had a few conversations, and never really spent any time alone. His job had been to take over for Dani and guard Lilith while the dwarf taught me how to fight. My most vivid memory of him was right after going balls deep in his sister.

I was lying on the floor of the gym, covered in my own cum, and in shock that Xamira had ravaged my dick to the point it looked wrong. Lilith had just smacked Xamira across the room for fucking her First, and Xander watched the whole thing with a sad sigh. I remembered meeting his eyes for a brief second, and him just shaking his head at me. That was the depth of our communication. The other times had been conversations about the weather and good spots for takeout.

All of that flashed through my head as the incubus made a grab for me. This might be a safehouse, and this dude might technically be Lilith’s older brother, but I wasn’t going to let anyone push me around. Anger flared inside me as I twisted and slapped his hand aside. There was a crack like a gunshot that seemed to break the spell he was laying on everyone. I also saw surprise and a flash of anger in his eyes.

“Yeah, that’s right,” my face split into a fuck-you smile. “You thought I was just going to lie down and take it,” I gave a mental laugh, and danced like a boxer taunting his opponent. “If you want me, you’re gonna have to put in some effort, asshole.”

There was only one little problem with my current plan: I knew jackshit about incubi. They were the male version of a succubus; everyone knew that. Aside from that, I drew a blank, but I could make some assumptions. First, he’d be fast and strong. That was a given. Lilith said she could work a little magic, but I’d never really seen anything other than her Fae gifts. Xamira had hit me with a horny haymaker back in the gym, but I wasn’t sure if the guy could hit me with his sex juju the same way.

I shuddered, because that was a big if. It would be more than a little embarrassing to fall to my knees in front of the big guy, while his magic told me I absolutely wanted, no, needed to suck his dick. Talk about awkward. Even if he could do it, I doubted he would. This guy was a child of Venus herself. He could be centuries old, and that kind of power lent itself to strength and speed that would be hard to match. Why magic someone who’d pissed you off when you could have the satisfaction of beating him to death with your bare hands?

“I’m still gonna make this asshole know he’s been in a fight,” I promised myself.

I didn’t know where Ser Fredrick fell on the power scale, or how old he was, but I’d stolen a chunk of his power; that had to be worth something. Peter the Pegasus had shown me the hard way that I still wasn’t a heavyweight supernatural during our little rumble in the subterranean jungle back before Christmas. I also knew I wasn’t a lightweight.

“But . . .”

I remember the power that flooded through me back in the Winter Palace. I remembered the fire and lightning surging unlike anything I’d ever experienced when the Trickster’s double tossed me that weapon. It had unlocked some deep, dark part of me. If I could only get that back.

I’d gone toe-to-toe with Aveena, a noble fucking Fae, and I was sure I could have beaten her if she wasn’t such a tricky bitch. If I had that power at my fingertips, I was positive I could wipe the floor with this smug son-of-a-bitch. Venus’s kid or not, under the right circumstances, I could throw down.

I could see the incubus considering his options as he pushed past the girls. Night tried to grab his ass, but missed. Butters just stared, slack-jawed, and Skella probably looked the best she had all day lusting after him.

“Come at me, bro!”

Of course, to even try to call my Aesir power, which I wasn’t even sure I could conjure in the first place, I’d have to drop my Fae gifts. If I did that, a slap from this guy would snap my spine and twist my head one hundred and eighty degrees like that girl in the Exorcist.

That was a risk I wasn’t willing to take. So, I planted my feet, raised my fists, and prepared to defend myself.

“I’ll just have to adapt and overcome,” I fell back on the Marine catchphrase . . . or was it the Army’s . . . fuck if I knew, or cared.

I stood there ready, poised to counter whatever the beautiful man threw at me. Even ready for the strike, his fist moved in a blur so fast I barely even tracked it, much less dodged it.

“Thomas?” a voice interrupted the fight. The incubus’s fist was a hair from smashing my nose into my brain.

A drop of pee might have escaped me at how close I’d come to getting hammered.

“Thomas? What’s going on?” the voice asked again, and a woman appeared in the welcome area.

My guess was that she was in her early fifties, but she told people she was in her thirties. She probably had as much plastic in her as natural flesh, but whoever did the work did it well. She was also one of the people who was definitely here for a different type of cardio. I could tell because no one wore makeup and diamond earrings to the gym unless they had something else on their mind.

Ms. Botox had probably just saved my life, or at least saved me from some expensive dental work. I made a mental note to thank her for avoiding the sudden spike in my insurance premium, but something about her grated on my nerves. It was probably her nasally voice, or that she pronounced Thomas as Toe-mas. It reeked of trying too hard to be part of the rich and famous crowd. Hell, she might be the Mexican Melinda Gates. I didn’t know her one bit. Who was I to throw stones?

“Gloria,” Thomas shut his eyes and took a deep breath. When he opened them, the rage was gone, replaced by a smile that made me a little weak in the knees.

He turned his back to me, like I wasn’t even a threat, and walked over to the woman. The pout Gloria had worn evaporated when she saw his smile. “Belle â me,” he replied, and the woman was putty in his hands.

I shook off the pulse of power that accompanied the words, rearranged my shorts, and was about to figure out my next move when . . . crack. I dove to the ground, expecting shards of glass to rain down around me. A full half-second later, I heard the boom of the gun. I couldn't care less about the disconnect between the crack and boom from where I was huddled on the ground with my arms protecting my head.  

It was mildly embarrassing for me that nothing happened. The glass didn’t shatter, and a bullet didn’t plow into the receptionist’s desk, but everyone’s eyes were locked on the window I’d been standing in front of a moment before. On the bright side, the cacophony was enough to break Thomas’s spell on my women. Butters and Night visibly shook off his power, while Skella wobbled on her feet and had to be propped up by Butters.

I looked over my shoulder as I slowly got to my feet, and saw a ward glowing gold against the midday sun, along with a giant hole in the glass, and spiderweb cracks going about a foot in every direction. I’m not an expert on guns, but that was a big fucking hole. Did guns even make bullets that big?

“Ariana,” Thomas said calmly as he put a hand on Gloria’s forearm. I saw the full body shudder, her cheeks flush, and the slight intake of breath as he worked his incubus magic on Ms. Botox.

“Never let them touch you,” I observed.

If Thomas could have thrown power at me, he would have. He was that pissed over Xander’s demise. That rationale told me that succubae and incubi likely didn’t have ranged attacks, unless they had a little something extra in them. Lilith could throw fire thanks to her Fae daddy and a little glamour, but I’d bet my pearly whites Thomas didn’t have those same abilities. He seemed like a pureblooded sex creature. That meant I stood a chance against him as long as I could stay out of reach.

There was an itch in the back of my mind, like I knew something, but couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Whatever it was, it told me that if Thomas had gotten his hands on me, that was game, set, match. Whether it was my gut, intuition, or experience, I filed that little tidbit away for any future altercations.

“Gentleman and ladies,” Ariana’s voice sent a fog through my mind. If it was a lipstick color, it would have been called sex kitten. “Please follow me.”

“Focus,” I shook the effects off, but I could feel blue balls coming on strong. Today was going to be a long day.

Butters, Night, and Skella started to move along with the rest of the group, but I grabbed them. Trying to separate me from my allies was the first thing I’d do if I wanted to take me down. It hadn’t escaped my notice that the hole in the glass was lined up directly with where I’d been standing. It would have rearranged my face so the back of my head became the front.

“Ugh,” that was an ugly mental picture.

I don’t know if Thomas knew that whoever was shooting had shot at me, but until I was confident I wasn’t fighting two enemies instead of one, I wanted all my allies close.

“Gods,” Butters moaned as she ran her hand down her neck and over her chest. “That’s . . .” she shook her head, trying to dislodge the foreign influence, and my approval of her rose a few notches.

It was always easier to give in, but Butters was a fighter. Snapping out of it also helped me stop Skella and Night, who didn’t possess the same intestinal fortitude. Slowly, the members/Johns disappeared into the back of the building, and the staff began to congregate in the welcome section. Last to arrive was Thomas, and although he gave me the stink eye, his focus was on his people and the bullet that had smashed through several layers of ballistic glass before being stopped by magic.

“Barrett, fifty caliber, close range,” he walked right up to the glass and pressed his hand to the ward. It glowed again, and I could see him putting power back into it. It was kind of like watching someone fill up a water bottle at the water fountain, except the person was the fountain. The brief glimpse of power showed me Thomas had a lot to give. His magical pool was pretty deep. That meant old, which translated to me being fucked if things went sideways. As if him nearly pulverizing me before wasn’t enough of a hint.

The brief glimpse into the mechanics of the underlying forces of creation and the universe made my head hurt, but I felt Butter’s comforting hand on my shoulder. I could tell she sensed what was happening.

“It gets easier,” she whispered, and I hoped she was right. 

“Fifty caliber? I thought that was only for military-grade machine guns,” I couldn’t help but speak up.

Allowing Thomas to take charge made him the boss, and I instinctively didn’t like that. I’m not sure why. He was certainly older, definitely stronger, and more than likely smarter, but something in me told me I couldn’t back down. Of course, when you speak with authority on a subject you know nothing about, you look like a dumbass. Everyone turned to look at me, even Butters.

“Cam, have you never played Call of Duty?” she asked.

I hadn’t. I was too busy making money. I remained silent and stubborn, crossing my arms and engaging in a staring contest with Thomas.

“It’s an extremely powerful sniper rifle,” he explained. “It can kill targets for several kilometers.”

“Kilometers?” I asked.

“Americans,” he sighed. “Someone could have taken that shot from a mile and a half away and still punched a hole in you. My guess is that this was fired from a couple of hundred yards at most, and probably used a depleted-uranium round. It would need that kind of oomph to punch through the glass and activate the ward.” He stepped away from the fully-charged ward as it faded into invisibility. “

I already knew that, but I didn’t like having my suspicions confirmed.

“The real question, Mr. Dupree, is who the hell have you pissed off enough for them to take a shot at you in my establishment?”

His stare was intense, so I shifted his attention off me. “Butters, do you want to take this one?”

The woman blushed scarlet, but she sucked it up and laid it out for the incubus. He shot a glare at Night, and all her bravado vanished as she curled up defensively. He followed that up with a concerned look at Skella and some unspoken gesture to Ariana. The imp disappeared and reappeared with a vial of something.

“This is an antidote to Nosferatu saliva,” Thomas explained as he tipped it into Skella’s mouth. A full body convulsion went through her, and I wasn’t sure if it was the antivenom or his fingers on her chin. “It’ll take a minute to take effect.”

Sure enough, a couple of minutes later, Skella was back in all her throw-people-under-the-bus glory. “I am not a part of this . . . I am getting out of here . . . call me a cab or I’m calling the police.”

“I would recommend . . .” She even cut Thomas off.

I could see the fear in her eyes, and fear was a hell of a motivator; sometimes better than sex.

“Very well,” he reached behind the desk for a phone, held it up, and froze. There was no dial tone. “Cell phone,” he commanded.

Phones came out, but all of them had no signal.

“That’s not good,” I gulped.

“Ariana,” he nodded his head toward the back, before walking to the front door.

He flipped up a hidden panel on the wall, opened up a protective, plastic sleeve, and pressed a button. There was a loud thunk from the direction of the door, and I felt a spike of claustrophobia. I was trapped in here with an apex sexual predator. In addition to locking the door, steel curtains began to fall in front of the windows. It added another layer of protection and also obscured the inside from view.

“Smart,” no one would be able to take a shot at me again without getting inside first.

“Dupree,” Thomas curled his finger in a “come here” gesture and set off toward the back.

I wasn’t sensing any of the rage he’d been giving off like a bonfire earlier, and I hoped this was an enemy-of-my-enemy situation. Plus, my pride told me to follow him to tell him I wasn’t afraid to be alone with him in his territory.

“Territory?” That was a weird but completely accurate way to think of the brothel.

“Watch them,” I told Butters. She nodded and steered Night and Skella to chairs in the welcome section.

I did my best to strut after Thomas. Fake it until you make it applied just as well in this situation as in any others I could think of. I needed to be confident. You didn’t show other predators weakness, and I was keenly aware that Thomas was a predator. As were the two imps that fell in behind me.

A long hallway stretched along the length of the gym, past standard-looking locker rooms, and more private miscellaneous rooms. One of the room’s doors was open, and I saw what amounted to a massage table, a table with various scented oils, and a box of condoms. My brain itched again at something just beyond my reach, but I ignored it. More important things and all.

Of course, Thomas and company couldn’t just fuck their clients out on the gym floor. The old dudes – who were probably big-time business guys, government representatives, and maybe even some cartel bigwigs – couldn’t just fuck their tight-ass trainers out in the open. Where was the fun in that? Unless you were into that kind of thing.

My brain responded with a vivid fantasy of Butters, naked, and bent over the squat press. Her hands were on the racked bar for support, while her more important rack swung back and forth as I pounded into her. My hands gripped her muscular hips, I slapped her well-toned ass, and reached around to grab her . . .

“Gods, get a hold of yourself, man!” I shook my head violently back and forth to dispel the image.

Both the imps were looking at me like I was a medium-rare filet mignon. Even Thomas had turned his head and raised an eyebrow.

“Whatever the fuck you’re doing, stop!” I gave him a warning.

“I have cast no such spell on you,” he answered calmly, completely ignoring my threat.

I wanted to tell him off, but we reached our destination and stepped inside a room that looked more like the bridge of the starship Enterprise than a brothel’s storage room.

“Well, shit,” I whistled, as the imps walked past me to join Ariana, who was busy manipulating toggles at a station.

My gaze shifted around the room. I didn’t know what half the shit was. Most of it looked like tech, but there were definitely some inlaid circles pulsing with magical feedback. What I did recognize was surveillance video from two dozen cameras placed throughout the gym, strip mall, and even the neighborhood surrounding us. It gave us three-hundred-and-sixty-degree coverage for a few blocks in every direction. It was one hell of a security station, and that didn’t even cover the small armory of assault rifles locked against the back wall, or the fact that the door we’d just come through was made of steel and about two inches thick.

“Dupree, be known to my daughters: Ariana, Ivanna, and Lucia,” Thomas made the introductions.

“Um . . . hey,” I lamely waved back.

All three of the imps were what you’d expect from half succubae; playmate of the year good looks, dripping sex, with an undertone of lethality that someone could see if they knew what to look for. I’d try to remember names, but if I needed to identify them in a pinch, Ariana was the brunette, Ivanna was blonde, and Lucia had dark black curls.

“This is a family business . . . awkward,” I gulped.

I mean, if my three daughters were whores fucking rich, privileged men, and women, and I was their pimp, that was just a recipe for dysfunction.

“Supernatural sex creatures,” I reminded myself, and followed in Thomas’s wake to where they’d clustered around the monitors.

What I saw was not good. The strip mall hadn’t exactly been packed when we arrived, but the few people who had been shopping were being hurried out of stores by armed men. There was a lot of shouting, waving, and people getting the hell out of dodge. It took less than five minutes before everything was cleared out and the other shops were boarded up. They knew the drill in this town.

Over the next ten minutes, truck after truck of people showed up. They rode in like desperados in the back of pickups; all armed in the clear light of day, and didn’t give two shits who knew it. They formed a rough perimeter around the brothel and just seemed to sit there waiting for someone to tell them what to do.

I stopped counting at fifty goons. I was pretty sure we could take them together, but it was going to be a bloody mess.

“The peace didn’t last long,” Thomas sighed, more exasperated than afraid, which was how I absolutely knew we could take these yahoos.

Three mages, an incubus, three imps, and a half-Aesir, half-Fae, half-mage, half whatever the fuck I was . . . no problemo. Then, Ariana hissed. She sounded like a pissed off cobra, and I followed her eyes to the latest car to arrive. This wasn’t some beat-up truck. This was a luxury sedan, and out of the driver’s seat hopped . . .

“Claws,” I cursed.

Everyone turned to look at me. “We’ve met,” I pointed at the monitor. “I sort of dropkicked her skinny ass last night.”

That earned me a look of respect from Thomas, and another look from his daughters that told me if I wasn’t careful, they’d eat me alive, and I’d love it.

“Isabella Fontaine,” Thomas informed. “A shifter from a long, distinguished line of werewolves native to this area.”

“What the hell is she doing being the local crack whore to Duke What’s His Face?” I asked.

“She’s addicted to their saliva,” Ariana supplied.

“She is Santiago’s chosen plaything,” Ivanna confirmed

“She killed our sister,” Lucia whispered, and everyone went silent.

“She also murdered most of her own family. Tore out their throats in the night, and burned the rest alive,” Thomas supplied. “She might not look like much, but she is a skilled, dangerous enforcer. You got lucky, Dupree.”

I preferred to call it skill, but I nodded anyway. “Don’t get mad, get even,” I looked back at the monitors.

The imp sisters looked at me again, and they probably would have fucked me six ways to Sunday if Daddy wasn’t sitting there.

“So, what do we do now?” I turned to Thomas.

Whatever part of me had said the incubus was a threat had subsided. I still didn’t like him, but now I saw him as an ally. We had an enemy in common, it was his territory, and he knew the terrain. So, it was only wise to follow his lead.

“I’ll get on the sat phone and call my mother. Ariana, Ivanna, get our guests armed and ready. Lucia, stay with our clients and make sure no harm comes to them,” Thomas gave out orders, and the imps responded in a blur as he turned back to face me. “Now, we fight.”

I couldn’t help but give him a wolfish smile and nod. “Now, we kill them all.”


Chapter 10

There was something incredibly sexy about watching a woman load a gun, and it had nothing to do with holding the power of life and death in her hands. Every man knew they already held the power of life and death between their legs. My eyes were locked on Ariana as Thomas’s most well-endowed daughter pulled an assault rifle from a locked rack and started locking and loading.

Her arms rippled with lean muscle as she hefted the gun to her shoulder and sighted the weapon. A red dot appeared on a target on the far wall, and when she moved the rifle, the dot moved with it. She repositioned the rifle, and her stomach tightened in response, highlighting her abs and the V that pointed from her hips down to her crotch. She grabbed a preloaded magazine from a stack and slammed it into the well at the bottom of the rifle, causing her tits to bounce delightfully.

“Holy gun porn, Batman,” my jaw dropped as I watched her. The thought was closely followed by, “Gods, man, get your shit together. We’re literally under siege and you're too busy ogling the girl to . . .”

“Catch,” she stated as she threw the loaded rifle at me.

I didn’t know much about guns, but I assumed it was common sense not to throw them around like a death-dealing frisbee. I was so busy thinking with my dick that I bobbled the catch. Fae gifts didn’t mean much if I wasn’t paying attention. I winced as the rifle smacked into me before I settled it in what I thought was the appropriate position.

“So, where are we going?” I asked as I pivoted around and . . .

“Whoa!” Ivanna grabbed the barrel and jerked it up as I faced her. I didn’t miss how the sudden motion played havoc with her sports bra.

She glared at me in response. “You don’t point this at anyone unless you intend to kill them,” she commanded.

“Yeah, duh,” I acted like I knew that, but it didn’t fool anyone.

“Do you even know how to use that?” Ariana asked as she went through the rapid loading of two more rifles, donned a tactical vest, and started stuffing spare magazines into pouches.

I took the hint and walked over to put on my own vest. “Sure,” I smiled confidently. “You point this end at the bad guys and pull the trigger when the red dot is on them.”

Four sets of eyes turned on me, wide with shock, a few jaws dropped, and not in a good way. “Seriously?” I didn’t see who asked it.

They clearly weren’t impressed with my answer. I scowled at them defiantly. “How hard can it be?”

“Take him,” Thomas sighed, and ignored his daughter’s hard looks. “Just make sure he doesn’t kill anyone we don’t want dead,” he said in a whisper that I probably wasn’t supposed to hear.

“Give me a break,” I growled. “I only got a week’s worth of training at Caesars. Sorry if I didn’t get the US Army’s abridged infantry tactics course.”

I didn’t have time to open my mouth and bitch. Ariana and Ivanna were already decked out in their gear, gear that would have men all over the country lining up at the recruiter’s office to be all they could be. I grabbed my vest in one hand, a bunch of clips in the other, and followed them toward a staircase at the very back of the building.

We all took the stairs three at a time and burst onto the roof. It was flat, black, and sweltering under the sun. Heavy AC units and other industrial equipment were scattered around the space, but other than that, it was just like any other roof in the country. The one plus I could see was the three-foot rise at the edge; likely, a great way to keep people from falling off the roof. In our case, the half-foot-thick stone would be an excellent way to stop inbound bullets.

I really wished I could go a day without someone, or something, trying to kill me, but today didn’t look like my lucky day. The two imps jogged over to the edge facing the strip mall’s parking lot and dropped into a crouch as they peered over the edge. Careful to stay behind cover, they started laying out their extra magazines so they were easy to reach.

“Where do you want me?” I asked, as I knelt beside them.

“My sister and I will be the main fighting force,” Ariana – she had to be the oldest, she definitely had an oldest sibling vibe going on – replied as she pulled an earpiece from her vest and stuck it in her ear.

“Coms check,” she stated.

I saw Ivanna do the same thing, and quickly pulled out my own earbud. I rammed it roughly into my ear. The worst thing that could happen was it falling out at an inopportune moment. I shouldn’t have worried. Once in my ear, the bud expanded like a foam balloon until it was nice and snug.

“Dupree, do you read me?” Thomas’s voice echoed.

“Ten-four, roger-roger, I read you five-by-five,” I replied with a grin. Both imps rolled their eyes and turned their attention back to the parking lot.

“Dupree, I’ll direct you to where we need the extra firepower based on what I see on the cameras. Do you understand?”

In my experience, Thomas had always been serious, but now there was a bit extra in his tone.

“Sure thing,” I replied.

The incubus giving me orders still grated on me, but it had dawned on me that I knew jackshit about this type of warfare. When things got down to hand-to-hand, then I’d do whatever the fuck I wanted.

“I’m going to orient you to the battlefield,” Thomas continued. “The parking lot is our north, and I take it you’re smart enough to figure out the rest.” His voice was practically drowning in sarcasm. “I will yell cardinal directions to alert you to enemy movements. Clear?”

“Crystal,” I shot back.

“Can I shoot something now?” The thought, and the excitement behind it, came out of nowhere.

I shook my head, took a few deep breaths, and found my center. I might have to wait hours before the enemy tried anything. If I were them, I’d hit us at night. Not in the middle of the afternoon. Even with the businesses cleared out, there were too many people to get away with a battle this large only a few miles from the heart of the city. Not even Tijuana was that bad.

Surprisingly, I didn’t have to wait long.

“Dupree, check south,” Thomas ordered.

I hustled over in a duck walk to avoid raising my profile above the half wall. I might not be good at this type of fighting, but I was pretty good at avoiding getting shot in the ass. I hurried to the center of the south wall and quickly popped my head up. Unlike the parking lot, it was virtually empty. A fence, topped with barbed wire, separated the gym’s outer wall from the street. A few foot soldiers were loitering around, but none were looking at me. Their job wasn’t to shoot. It was to keep us trapped inside and keep unwanted people out.

I ducked back down after a few seconds of looking. “I don’t see anything,” I radioed back.

“Look again in three, two, one,” the incubus counted down.

I popped up at one and saw what was coming. It was a pickup truck like any of the dozens of models that had delivered troops to the parking lot. However, this one was empty, and I felt a twinge coming from it.

“Magic pickup,” I replied back, and slowly set my gun on top of the half wall. “Want me to pump it full of lead?”

I had visions of the car driving into the side of the gym and exploding. Humans normally didn’t have the strength, speed, or magic of supernaturals, but they had plenty of ways to make things go boom. They made that abundantly clear anytime they fought a war.

“No.” I could hear his exasperation on the other end, but I had so many more military movie cliches locked and loaded. “Just observe and report.”

The truck loitered at the corner for a second, where the driver talked with one of the goons, before making a turn. It drove along the southern length of the complex before turning up the east side.

“Coming your way,” I told the imps, turned to join them, and stopped. “Wait . . .”

I’d almost missed it because it blended with the roadway, but the back of the pickup was dumping something black on the asphalt. If it wasn’t for the splash kicked up against the back of the red truck, I never would have noticed.

“It’s dumping something on the ground,” I relayed to anyone who could figure it out.

Having lived in the salt belt of upstate New York, I had plenty of experience in watching trucks dump stuff on roads. Every time it snowed, plows would come by spewing sand and salt. This wasn’t that. Whatever they were dumping was giving me the magical tingles.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” The car had already disappeared up along the east side of the building.

Apparently, Thomas had the same feeling. “Kill it.”

The imps fired in concert, so close together I only heard one crack. I didn’t see what happened, but I heard the result. There was a screech of tires, a crunch of compressed metal, and then the air filled with gunfire.

“Motherfucker!” Ariana yelled as chips of the wall started flying all over the place. “Shift!” she screamed over the gunfire.

The sisters slid down the wall with a dancer’s grace while I figured out what the hell to do. I know what my mind screamed at me to do: “Shoot someone!”

I popped up along the south wall and sighted on the goons. It was not a target-rich environment, so I aimed at the one who’d talked to the truck’s driver. He had to be important, right? The little red dot appeared on him, but if it wasn’t for my Fae gifts, I never would have been able to see it. 

“Gotcha,” I pulled the trigger when I had it lined up with his chest.

The rifle bucking in my hands surprised me, but not as much as the back of the goon’s head exploding, and showering the adobe sidewall of a convenience store with his brains.

“Ha!” I thrust my fist in the air. “I got him,” I turned to yell to the imps. I decided not to mention that I missed where I’d aimed by about a foot and a half. “I killed some dude that . . .”

I heard the zip of the first round flying past my head, followed by pain. I wasn’t hit, and even if I was, it likely wouldn’t penetrate my troll-empowered skin. However, I was surprised, and it knocked me on my ass when the second round broke off a piece of the stone wall and smashed it into my face just below my eye.

I nearly dropped my rifle over the side of the building, but the stock was heavier than the barrel, so it tipped back and clattered to the roof. I just sat there for a moment in shock as more bullets chewed up the side of the gym, trying to avenge the goon.

“You good, Dupree?” Ariana asked. The sisters had posted up at either edge of the north wall and were popping up occasionally to get a shot at the truck.

“Yeah, tally hoe,” I shook off the hit.

“Good. Now get your ass over here,” she snapped. “We slowed it down, but that truck isn’t down yet.”

I scrambled back across the roof to the north wall and took a position midway between the two women. The occasional shot was still coming our way, but nothing as serious as before.

“The truck is halfway up the street, with its front up the ass of some poor Prius. The driver is dead, but it’s still operable. It’s a bad angle to kill the engine, so we just need to kill replacement drivers until they give up,” Ivanna informed.

She spun smoothly, went up on a knee, aimed, fired, and returned to cover in a blur. From below, I heard a man scream in pain, and the rate of fire coming back at us increase.

“They’re fucking amateurs,” Ariana stated, but her face was split in a wide grin. She was loving this, and I realized that my expression echoed hers.

“Hot damn if ranged combat isn’t a party. My turn,” I tried to emulate Ivanna . . . but . . . I figure you can guess how that turned out.

I pivoted and brought up my weapon quick enough, but it took me a half-second to find the truck, and another half-second to realize no one was running toward it. I scanned for a target, but everyone down below was doing the same thing we were up here: putting cover and concealment between them and bullets.

I spent a second longer than I should have up and looking for something to shoot. There was a snap, and then pain. A lot more than when the chip of wall had sucker punched me in the face. It knocked me flat on my back, and I groaned as I ran my fingers across my chest. There was a nice, small hole in the vest, and I pulled a flattened bullet from where it had nestled into my skin.

“Ow. That’s gonna leave a mark.” It would stop hurting in a few minutes, and the bruise would fade within an hour, but it royally pissed me off. I mean . . . I was Aveena-level pissed. 

“Who the fuck do these little shits think they are? They think they could shoot at me? They think they can fight me? I’ll show these little jerkoffs what it means to take on Cameron Dupree,” I nearly lost my shit.

I wanted to jump over the side, leap the wall protecting the gym, and go full Hulk on these assholes. Something deep down inside me pushed me to do it, begged me, and whispered in my ear that I could not be defeated.

“Hey,” Ariana’s face appeared above mine, and her cute, button nose shifted my thoughts in a different direction.

She must have seen something in my eyes. “Down, tiger. Maybe if we get out of this alive, but from what I hear, you’re pretty expensive.”

The same part of me that warred between ripping people to shreds or ripping off the imp’s clothes, purred in satisfaction at the compliment. Then, I shook my head and got my shit together.

“What is wrong with me?”

I could understand the occasional surge of lust. After all, I was a succubus’s First; it kind of came with the job description. I couldn’t afford to do stupid shit in the middle of a fight. Lilith couldn’t afford that, and Butters and company downstairs sure as shit couldn’t pay for my mistakes. I needed to get my head in the fucking game.

Ivanna spun and opened fire again. A quick three-round burst echoed from her rifle, but this time, she dove away from her position. A second later, a loud boom echoed through the sky, and a giant hole blasted through the wall where the blonde imp had been a moment before.

“Please tell me you saw where that was coming from?” Ariana asked over the radio as she dragged me away from where I’d been shot.

“Negative,” Thomas sounded just as frustrated as his daughter looked. “He must have repositioned farther away. Can you shoot a back azimuth?”

Ariana looked to her sister. “Sorry,” the blonde shook her head. “I was busy trying to keep all the important squishy bits inside my body.”

I didn’t know the specifics, but I could tell we weren’t going to get the guy with the big gun. Then, I heard the truck rumble.

“Shit,” I tried to get up, but the brunette imp pushed me back down and shook her head.

When I’d last looked at the street, I saw the sisters had taken down a half dozen wannabe heroes, but it wasn’t worth one of us to stop the truck. There was some definite structural damage to the vehicle, but not enough. I heard it groan as it started moving, and I followed it with my ears as it finished its eastward movement, turned north, and then headed down the west side back towards us.

“They’re going in a circle.” I didn’t get it.

“They’re going in a circle,” Ariana’s beautiful face paled a shade. “Daddy . . .”

“I know,” Thomas replied before they could get started. “I got the call out. Your grandmother knows what’s going on. Hopefully, we’ll get the backup we deserve.”       

“Wait. What is . . .” I felt the answer before I finished.

The car was heading back along the south wall when it completed the rough circle it had been drawing with whatever it was dumping out the back. I felt the air shudder around us, and my ears popped. The hair on my arms stood up, and the tingling sensation of magic I’d been feeling increased tenfold. It only lasted for a second, but when it finished washing over me, I felt like I was suddenly indoors. I looked around, expecting to see four walls, but it was still the cloudless blue sky of midafternoon.

“They drew a circle,” Ariana answered. “Just like they use in some theurgy ceremonies. You draw a circle and empower it with magic to create a barrier. It helps focus energy, willpower, and everything else a mage needs to do more complex spellwork.

“So why . . . oh,” I got it.

“With us enclosed in a circle, they can work serious magic on us, cut us off from communications, magical and mundane, and most important of all, keep the sounds of battle from reaching the authorities.” The imp was trying to hide it, but I saw the flash of worry cross her face.

“They have to have heard it already,” I pointed around the roof, where dozens of shell casings were still smoking.

“Maybe. Maybe not. It’s not as if there aren’t gunfights in this city every day,” Ivanna lay prone on the ground not far from us, and started to army crawl back toward the door to the stairs. “And even if they did, both the cabal and cartel have enough people on their payroll to keep the cops away. Coupled with no more gunfire, and we’re on our own.”

I tried my best not to watch her ass flex her short shorts to the limits of their endurance, but it was literally impossible.

“What do we do now?” I unconsciously licked my lips.

“We get downstairs and fortify the shit out of this place,” Ariana answered, as she dropped to her knees and elbows, and started to follow her sister. “This was just the opening move to isolate us. Next, they’ll probe us to see our strengths and weaknesses, and after that, they’ll hit us in earnest; most likely after nightfall when the Duke will come out and play.”

“And we just sit here and wait?” I vented, as I followed, not even trying to avert my eyes anymore. “How do you know all of this? How do you know they won’t do something different?”

“It’s standard military procedure, and the Tikals have been using the same tactics against us since the thirties. It works. You don’t fix what isn’t broken.”

I knew the sentiment well enough, and it kept me distracted from the fact that Ariana was probably the next best thing to ninety years old. If I combined the view of her ass with her half-succubus genes and centuries worth of experience between the sheets, I was in trouble.

I had a real problem, and I wasn’t talking about the siege. It hadn’t escaped my notice that I’d been a giant fuckup during the fight: celebrating a kill, lacking situational awareness, and getting shot as a result. If I were human, I’d be dead right now.

“Good thing I’m not . . . whoa,” it had turned into a trend today that my own mind caught me by surprise.

I was pretty sure this was the first time I considered myself supernatural. Not confused, or half-and-half, but fully in the ranks of the magical creatures that roamed the world.

“What a day.”

There’s a first time for everything.

***

The door opened, and he entered. Aveena didn’t look up from her plate even though her brain screamed a warning. Something was definitely wrong.

“Shit,” she didn’t react. “So close.”

Everything had been going so well with her UN negotiations that she’d hoped against hope she could get through this without the hairless monkeys fucking her. She held back a sigh and continued cutting into her steak.

There was a great pub in the town that had sprung up around the complex that housed the rift where she was being held during her asylum proceedings. Agent Dud, and everyone else she’d talked to, had been emphatic that she wasn’t being kept here, but that was bullshit. She hadn’t tried it, but if she did try to walk out, she’d put her money on some type of fisticuffs.

She’d executed her latest power play by having the UN spring for dinner. You could always tell how effective you were being if the other party gave in to the little things. She practically had Vernon and the other agents bending over backward for her.

“That’s always the case until it isn’t,” she worked the frustration out of her jaw by chewing.

The man who entered wasn’t Vernon. She didn’t know who he was, but she could tell by how the newcomer walked into the room. Vernon’s gait was part cocky stride, part stalk. She could always tell how close the beast was to the surface depending on which way his gait leaned. The new guy took brisk steps, covering only half the distance the big shifter could.

She guessed he was small, probably a bureaucrat of some kind, and likely just as clueless about the situation as they wanted her to be. It was a smart play, but no matter how devious humans tried to be, they couldn’t hold a candle to the Fae.

Hot anger flashed through her for a moment before she could regain control. She was getting fucked left and right: the humans, the queen, her own mother; she might as well be a whore by now. The thought made her laugh, and the newcomer stopped.

“Ms. Aveena?” he asked, his voice squeaking a little at the end.

“Please,” she gestured for the man to take a seat, finally looking up at him.

If there was one word to describe the newcomer, it was soft. He was of medium height, above average weight, with an impressive set of glasses, and a suit that was trying to look expensive while still being reasonably affordable. She stood by her initial assessment, middle-manager bureaucrat.

“Yes, thank you,” he pushed up his glasses and sat. “We just have a few final things to sign before the paperwork is finalized, and, of course, if you have anything else to share, it’ll be greatly appreciated,” he smiled nervously.

“Maybe he has an idea what is going on after all. Or, he realized something just doesn’t smell right.”

She looked down at the paper forms in front of her. The UN couldn’t possibly be broadcasting ill intentions more than that. It might not look like a threat, but Aveena knew the organization had gone paperless years ago. You only printed out important documents after the fact. Everything was signed electronically, so there was a record in the system. It was too easy to simply lose or misplace paper documents.

“Sure,” she smiled. The man flinched; she’d subtly shifted her glamour to give herself pointier teeth.

If they were going to fuck her, then she could swing around her huge, metaphorical, magical dick as well. She could . . . a lightbulb went off in her head. “Eureka!”

“I do have one more bit of information I forgot to mention.”

The man practically froze as he organized the forms between them. “Really?” he sounded surprised.

“Of course. I want to be an asset to my new realm,” her tone dripped with irony, but the paper-pusher didn’t pick it up.

He picked up a pen and removed a pad of paper from the mountain of documentation. “What is this new information?”

“Cameron Dupree.”

It was a sign of just how out of the loop the guy was that he didn’t know who she was talking about. That, or he was the best actor she’d ever seen. Her paranoia spiked for a moment, and she reached out with her senses. The man had no cold iron on him or scent of magic. He was a mundane human, but that’s what Cam had been before this shitshow got rolling. She leaned back in her chair, away from her steak dinner, to give herself a little more room to move if needed. 

“Is that one or two Es?”

“Two,” she replied calmly, but put some urgency in her tone. “You have to tell your superiors he’s back. He’s a menace. A danger to us all. He’s going to bring about a time that makes your biblical apocalypse look like a children’s summer camp,” she put as much fear as she could into the statement, and looked the guy right in the eyes with big, anime eyes that no human could possibly pull off.

From the look on his face, he bought the whole thing.

“Fuck you, Cam.”   

She didn’t have to dig deep to find the fear. She’d been in that throne room and seen what the Aesir were capable of. Was Cam capable of the same level of destruction? Maybe. Either way, setting the UN on him, again, was going to be her parting gift to these assholes. She might be getting fucked, but she could give as good as she got.

“I’ll make sure to relay this critical information to my superiors,” the man nodded fervently. He continued scribbling diligently onto the notepad.

“Good,” she smiled at him when he looked up, and stepped.

The land between slid into place around her, and she flinched. It was also called the Land of the Wild Hunt, and she had no illusions about who the queen had sent after her. Thankfully, the humans had done a competent job of warding their facility. However, it was designed to keep things out, not necessarily in. To try to trap a Fae when they entered this realm was the height of rudeness, and some Fae were prickly about their pride. To avoid any misunderstandings, the humans kept the area open to step from. You had to enter through the gate the old-fashioned way on the return journey, but that was acceptable.

“They’ve been busy little bees,” Aveena looked around the room, which looked a hell of a lot more like a cell from this point of view. “I’m Catherine Zeta Jones in Entrapment,” she laughed.

The UN’s mages had definitely been hard at work to make sure Aveena couldn’t run off like she was planning to do at the moment. A ward had been erected around the room, but it was a quick job, done when she wasn’t around to avoid catching her attention. She had to give them kudos for that, but quick jobs meant they were bound to make mistakes.

She approached the walls of the room where there should have been a solid barrier of impassable white light. Instead, it looked like a shit-ton of high-security lasers were crisscrossing the space to prevent her from escaping. She’d have to squeeze between those lasers to get out. Now all she needed was a skin-tight, black bodysuit to complete the look.

“Why not?” She altered her glamour to look like a femme fatale.

She made a circuit of the room to find the optimal starting point, while keeping one eye on the mortal realm. The bureaucrat was freaking out, and a bunch of agents had flooded into the room. She laughed as one picked up her chair and looked under it like she was somehow hiding there. Vernon wasn’t one of them, so she put her money on the shifter not willing to go along with his agency’s dishonorable conduct. She filed that bit of knowledge away for the future.

“Okay,” she found the weakest point, “let’s do this.”

Space didn’t have the same meaning here. That’s why one step could take her a hundred miles. The same was true of the walls. Twelve inches in the other realm was more like a hallway in the land between. She got on her belly and slid under the first laser ward. She felt the heat on her back as she cleared it by an inch. After that, she was only able to get up to her knees before she needed to step over the next white line in reality.

Thankfully, she was young and limber. Still, she got close enough that she winced as she grazed it. She smelled burning flesh for a moment before she cleared it and stopped to catch her breath. Her skin shifted to red and then new pink as she planned the rest of her course through the wards. Things were getting tighter, and if she went any farther, she wasn’t going to be able to turn back. She spent precious minutes checking and double-checking her route before continuing. She went under, over, dipped, dived, shimmied, limboed, and even slithered like a snaky snake through the wards. A few minutes later, and she was sweating like a whore in church.

There was a lot of power brimming around her. It pushed at her every time she got close, and she had to repel it with her will, while contorting in ways no human ever could. That’s the beauty of glamour, and it made her freaky as hell in the sack.  The power wasn’t enough to kill her, but it would knock her back into the mortal realm. That would suck, since she was pretty sure machine guns armed with cold iron rounds were waiting for just that.

Slow and steady, she pushed through the ward grid until she was two movements away from freedom. Out here on the edge, they were closer together and harder to get around. This was where the mages had the most time to work, and it was impregnable.

“Shit,” she frantically looked around, but there was no way through. “I could have sworn . . .” something started to glow above her head.

That answered her unasked question. Right before her eyes, another white line started to appear and descend diagonally, right through where she was standing. The path had been clear when she started, but the mages weren’t trying to hide now. They were rushing a solid shell around the exterior to trap her.

Sweat dripped down into her eye, and she blinked away the salty sting as she frantically looked for an answer. She ground her teeth and knew she had to chance it. She did her best to slip between two, horizontal white lines one step away from freedom. If Cirque du Soleil could see her, they’d give their left nut to hire her. Still, even her best wasn’t good enough.

She screamed as her thigh cut into the white light. She tried to focus through the pain, but it was like continuing to write a theoretical physics paper while someone slowly drew a heated knife across your leg. The result was flickering.

“What the fuck!” one of the agents in the room went for his gun as Aveena flickered in and out of existence right in front of him. From the look on his face, he’d have nightmares from it.

By the third flicker, the agent was ready. Bang, the cold iron bullet ricocheted off the wall when she vanished, but it was too close for comfort. She felt the nullifying power of the bane of her people come within centimeters of ruining her escape. It also would have killed her, but she tried not to think about that. Dying by the hand of some mortal goon was just depressing. 

“Fuck this shit!” she roared, finally passing through the ward line. Small globs of her silver blood floated in the air like they were in zero gravity. The land between had some weird quirks to it.

There was no way to twist herself through the more solid outer barrier of the ward, but that wasn’t the plan. She was pissed. She wasn’t fucking around anymore. If the mages wanted to fight, she’d fight.

“Let’s see how they do against a noble Fae,” she summoned her power and targeted the ward.

Pressure was the first thing she felt. The air started to get thick and push against her. Next came the heat. She already had a pretty decent case of swamp ass, so that sucked a lot more than the pressure. She focused harder and continued pushing, pulling up power from the deep well inside of her, and directing it against the ward. Reality around her started to wobble like some divine being had decided to kick a field goal with the planet as the ball. It was quickly followed by a tearing sound and screams. She didn’t bother taking her attention off the ward, but she bet a mage or two was on the ground in the mortal realm, writhing in pain. Fighting a Fae wasn’t for the faint of heart.

Slowly, too slowly for her liking, the ward started to fray and disintegrate. Brilliant white fibers, glowing hot like molten metal, started to float in the air beside her silver blood. With that, the ward’s power started to flicker. She looked for a pattern, found it, and when it went out, jumped through.

“Haha!” she threw her hands up in triumph before the weariness hit her like a Mac truck. “Take that bitches.”

Now, she took the time to look behind her. Three mages were down in the hallway outside the room. All bled profusely from their noses, eyes, and ears. It served them right for thinking they could fight in her weight class.

“Noble. Fucking. Fae,” she said to no one but herself. It didn’t matter if she’d been banished. She still had power. A lot of it. 

Teams of agents in armor were running all over the place like chickens with their heads cut off, but there was nothing they could do to stop her. She laughed at their impotence as she took a step, and the world fast-forwarded to the front gates. A wall of pure white reached out to either side, but here, it was open per the treaty with Queen Maeve. Even if they wanted to, the UN couldn’t close it without risking Her Majesty’s wrath. Aveena might be on the queen’s shit list, with no love lost for the Fae monarch, but even she wouldn’t wish the queen’s smack down on her worst enemy. 

One final step, and she was free. The white wall was behind her. Now, it was time to find her way to safety. She needed to find the beacon she’d discreetly placed at her destination, which was specifically attuned to her. No one else would be able to find her. It would give her time to recoup, assess her options, and plan her next steps. It wasn’t close; quadruple digits in the mortal realm, but she could do it in thirty minutes at a jog. 

She was just about to put one foot in front of the other when a howl in the distance sent a spike of fear through her heart.

“Uh oh,” she gulped. The small pool of swamp ass froze in her panties as her terror threatened to overwhelm her.

There wasn’t going to be any jogging today. Light cardio was for pussies. Dead pussies.

She set off at a dead sprint. A whirlwind of dull colors and different aspects of the mortal realm spun around her as she pumped her legs like her life depended on it, because it sure as shit did. Despite moving faster than anything mankind could produce, the howling grew closer.

She’d never really been scared in the UN’s custody. It was tough to escape, a challenge to get through the impromptu warding, but she always knew she could leave if she needed to. Hell, she might have been able to fight her way out of the room. Fae intelligence said there were echelon teams stationed at the complex, so it would have been interesting to see their response time.

She wasn’t worried about the UN, but this was next-level shit. She couldn’t think of a time when someone had successfully evaded the Wild Hunt. The hunt either brought you down and returned your bloody head to the huntsman leading the charge, or maybe, if you were lucky, they’d offer you a chance to join. Then, for all eternity, your soul would be tied to the hunt. Whenever it called, you would answer and obey the commands of the huntsman.

“Yeah. Fuck that,” she spat. She wasn’t going to live her life under some asshole’s thumb. She’d done that for the last eighteen years, and she was done with it.

Now, she just needed to live long enough to take advantage of her independence. She felt the strain in her muscles as she ran through the Atlantic Ocean; not over it, or on top of it . . .  through it. It was hard to explain the sensation of the land between beneath the waves, but the only thing that mattered was the hairs standing up on the back of her neck. There was a snarl far too close for comfort. She didn’t dare look back. She just kept running.

She was probably a dozen steps from dry land when she heard the rhythmic thump thump thump of giant paws behind her. She could practically feel her pursuer’s hot breath on her neck and smell the stank-ass decay of the creature. It made her gag as she juked left.

If she hadn’t listened to her instincts, she’d be dead. A great, black beast surged past her as it tried to plant its paws in her back and make her faceplant so it could rip into her exposed neck. She only got a glimpse of the shadow as she kept running. The seconds it took the beast to reorient were critical, and she’d put a subjective twenty miles between them. Of course, that didn’t mean shit for the creature’s partner.

Claws ripped at the back of her leg, trying to hamstring her. It was a hunting technique older than mankind, and it almost succeeded. A stutter-step at just the right moment saved her from certain death, but she stumbled and fell, making sure to twist.

Her weak human glamour disintegrated as her twelve-foot, frost giant form exploded into reality. As she twisted and fell, she harnessed the torque from her core and lashed out with her leg. Her foot made contact with something gray and greasy. There was a yelp, as a second beast the size of a Chevy Tahoe was knocked aside.

“Malk,” she hissed as she got a good look at her people’s greatest adversary.

Frost giants had hunted the other alpine predators of Winter to near extinction, but that didn’t mean ones and twos hadn’t found their way into the service of other lords and ladies. They were vicious, bloodthirsty creatures. Extremely dangerous, strong, and fast, which made them excellent scouts for a hunting party.

The malk shook its head to clear the pain she’d inflicted as it rose back to its legs. It had limbs closer to a giant cat’s, like lions or tigers, than wolves. Their claws were also eight inches long. She’d taken cocks smaller than them, which explained why it was taking longer for her wounds to close.

She didn’t wait around for the malk to shake it off. She got the hell out of dodge.

The beacon glowed like a lighthouse in her mind. It was close, so close, and would offer her more than enough protection from the hunt, but she couldn’t lead the malks right to her doorstep. If she did, she’d never be able to leave. She needed to throw them off her scent. A malk’s senses were not something anyone could easily fool. It would take some serious power to get the beasts off her tail long enough to get to safety.

Luckily, she was a noble fucking Fae. Her mastery of glamour was excellent, and she started working it like a pro. First, she adopted her bombshell blonde, human glamour, and threw a veil around herself. It made her invisible, eliminated her scent, and silenced her running footsteps. It was as close to pure invisibility as a Fae could get, and she stumbled as it taxed her power. She couldn’t half-ass this if she wanted to live.

Next came the hard part, and she almost groaned at the prospect before sucking it up. As the veil settled around her, she created a duplicate of her true form. It was perfect down to her pinky toe. Then, she filled it with power. It shone like a bonfire in the land between, and then it hauled ass in the opposite direction, leaving a wave of scent and power in its wake.

She abruptly stopped and did her best impression of being one with the universe. The thump thump thump of the malks arrived a moment later. Both beasts looked around in a moment of confusion and lifted their heads to sniff the air. She didn’t dare breathe. If this failed, they’d jump her, take her down, and she’d be too fucked up to escape when the huntsman arrived. She hoped that wasn’t anytime soon. Her little decoy might be enough to fool the malks, but not whoever was leading them.

“Come on,” she willed the beasts to chase her double. She’d actually gotten the idea from the Aesir Trickster, but she wouldn’t admit it to anyone. A Fae should never emulate one of the Aesir. That was just . . . wrong.

Two agonizing seconds passed before the two malks’ heads snapped in the direction of the double, and they tore after it. Aveena gave it another few seconds before she exhaled, and a few more before she started to run for her hidey hole, because that’s exactly what it was.

It was a low-rent, shitty apartment on the outskirts of Vincent’s Hollow. The rent came out of an account linked to one of her former vassals’ cousins. The guy didn’t even know it was in his name, and he wasn’t the type to run a credit report. It had been warded by a human mage, so nothing about the place screamed Fae. She’d never been to it. Never even been near it except attending the school. It was the perfect safe house with no connection to her.

With a whisper of her will, she slipped through the wards and dropped back into the mortal realm.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” she snarled.

The place was supposed to be empty, but junkies had obviously squatted here recently, and judging by the scent, were cooking something that wasn’t grandma’s homemade cookies. She kicked aside trash, needles, and tried to ignore the scent of shit wafting from the bathroom.

“In the name of all the gods, put down the seat and flush the damned toilet,” she growled at no one in particular.

Good thing the place was empty, or she would have bashed some skulls. Her momentary anger at her not-so-secret safe house faded as fatigue threatened to overwhelm her. She’d used a hell of a lot of magic, fought off two magical bloodhounds, escaped from UN custody, and lived to fight another day. She opened the door to the apartment’s single bedroom, didn’t bother to look at her reflection in the broken mirror, and swept debris off the bed before faceplanting into the covers.

“Ugh, gross,” she cried out when her cheek hit something crusty. She knew dried semen when she saw it. It was a good thing she was Fae, or she’d definitely catch something from this place.

“I know, right?” A familiar voice echoed from behind her.

She didn’t have time to turn before something ridiculously heavy and coursing with magic smashed into the back of her skull.

For the second time in as many seconds, she hit the bed and flopped off like a fish out of water. Pain and a magic spell paralyzed her. She pushed her own power against it, and it started to unravel, but not quick enough.

“Fuckety shit shit,” she stared up with wide eyes as Monica Van Helsing stepped around the bed and raised her rune-etched staff over her head.

Her eyes gleamed with zealous hate, but her lips twisted in a sinister smile. “You gave me your oath, Fae,” she snarled before she brought the magical artifact smashing down onto Aveena’s head.

To her credit, it took the wicked witch three good swings to knock the noble Fae the fuck out.


Chapter 11

I’ve got a question, and I swear to the gods it’s an honest one. Some people are more equipped to answer it than others, and I bet I’ll get a ton of different opinions, but variety is the spice of life. Right? So, here it goes.

At what point does staring at a woman’s ass go from a sign of admiration to pervy?

I only ask because as I walked down the back stairwell, after the gunfight on the roof, all I could do was look at a perfect pair of imp asses. I almost tripped over my own feet and took a header into the concrete a second after I locked in on those delicious badonkadonks. I don’t know if Ariana and Ivanna knew what I was doing, but considering what they were, it was hard for them not to. They had to sense my eyes trying to drill holes through the latex, and I was throwing off an I-wanna-fuck-you vibe like a nuclear power plant in full meltdown. They had their heads together and were whispering about something, but I swore they put a little extra sway in their hips as we made it to the door back to the gym.

A little voice in the back of my head was getting softer and softer. It ranted about something being wrong. That this wasn’t me, and I needed to get my shit together. The voice had been pretty loud since I’d woken up from getting hit by that car, but at the moment, after the adrenaline rush of battle, I didn’t give a shit. Hell, I was sporting a war boner that was about to split my shorts in half. That’s not an exaggeration. They were made from a pretty poor material, and I’d put some gashes and holes in them while diving around the roof. One good pulse of blood, and I was going to burst out of them like an alien out of Sigourney.

Of course, that just got me thinking about her braless in Aliens. It didn’t help the situation.

Part of it wasn’t my fault. Honestly, all teenage boys are borderline pervs. It’s encoded into our DNA. The minute we hit puberty, it’s all about spreading the seed, continuing the human race, and all the biological imperatives that go with that. That’s why boys think about sex a billion times a day, and despite all the shit I’d been through, I was still a teenager, barely, but it still counted.

Girls were a whole different deal. Nothing could be truer than the men are from Mars and women are from Venus saying. They approached just about everything differently, but for the purposes of my question, they were on completely different ends of the spectrum when it came to sex. 

“Maybe not Dani,” I considered, but she was the exception, not the rule.

Women came at reproduction from an entirely different viewpoint. Where guys would stick it in anything with a hole, girls were picky. They had good reason to be. For guys, it was a one-act deal. Wham, bam, thank you ma’am. We had a good cum, and that was all she wrote. Girls had to deal with that shit for at least another nine months. A second of bliss for us was months of a literal pain in the ass for them, and that didn’t even count childbirth and raising the kid. Maternal instincts were no joke, and I’d seen the birthing video in health class. They had to be fucking superheroes to do that shit, because sometimes there was literal shit involved. 

I’m getting off topic. Getting back to my question. When did it become creepy to hope one of the imps slipped out of her panties and begged me to fuck her right then and there? If I asked a guy, I’d probably get as many varied answers as if I asked how many licks does it take to get to the center of a tootsie pop. There’s a joke about eating someone out in there, but that’s just too easy. I’m better than that.

If I asked a girl, they’d probably give me a better answer; if they didn’t slap me instead. Wherever they drew the line, I’m sure I’d taken a running leap over it a long time ago.

Despite all that, when it all boiled down to it, I think the only person whose opinion mattered was the person on the other end of the ogling. In this case, it was a pair of sex-fueled imps, and I was confident they wouldn’t care if I stared at their asses until the sun winked out, darkness covered the land, and some ancient prophecy came true and announced the end of all mankind.

That was fine by me.

We emerged back into the gym and saw Thomas gesturing peacefully at a gaggle of his clients. When I first arrived, he’d pulled a little mojo to get them all corralled into the back room, but there was only so much you could do when a raging gun battle was taking place right over their heads.

“We’re all going to be just fine . . . We’ve tried to contact the authorities . . . We’re perfectly safe within . . .” I felt a headrush as I walked past him. He was putting off some serious vibes to try to keep everyone calm.

The two imps veered away to help him, much to my libido’s displeasure. I practically craned my neck around one hundred and eighty degrees to get a final look at their asses as I walked past. I didn’t even try to hide what I was doing. That, of all things, was what snapped me out of it. Not even Thomas’s glare phased me.

“Gods, what’s wrong with me?”

It was the cardinal rule of ass gazing to look where the woman was going to be so the ass appeared in your line of sight to be worshiped. Twisting your neck every which way was a good way to get spotted, and like I’d said, it depended on the woman if they’d take it as admiration or creepiness.

I started to snap my head forward, but Ariana looked up and met my eye. “Busted,” I thought, as I felt the blush surge into my cheeks.

Then, she winked.

“Oh no,” there was a little extra oomph in that wink, and it happened. My dick pulsed like someone had just shot me up like Jason Statham in Crank. There was a soft ripping sound, and the top quarter of my dick poked out of the ruined pants.

If I was blushing before, my face was literally on fire now. Ariana took a step toward me, like a predator who’d marked its prey, but I was already beating a hasty retreat. A stern look from Thomas got her back on task settling down the clients. Together, all their mojo got things under control, but I needed to be as far away from them as possible in my current state. 

I quickly retreated to the reception area where things were a little safer, and I mean a little. I’d traded two imps for three college coeds. I was still a diabetic in a candy factory, and this was just the reduced-sugar section.

“Cam, what the hell did you do?” Skella came at me in full-on bitch mode.

Night just sat in a chair with her arms folded across her chest, looking at the steel shutters in front of the windows. Butters opened her mouth to say something, but stuttered.

“Ummm . . . Cam,” her eyes were wide, and blood flooded her cheeks. “You’re . . . um . . . kind of exposed.”

The confirmation that all three women were now staring at my junk only made me get harder. My dick actually started to rip at the rest of my pants as it struggled to get free. “This is a nightmare,” I groaned as Night gave a purr and Stella rolled her eyes.

“You’re such a fuckin prude, Butters,” Skella reached around the front desk, grabbed a pair of shorts with the gym’s logo, and tossed them in my face. “A dick is a dick. Go suck it if you want, but not until I get answers.”

The little blonde stood in front of me, arms crossed, while I pulled the pants out of my face and tried to control my erection. I did the only thing I could do. I gave her answers. I didn’t sugarcoat it. They deserved more than that, or at least Butters and Night did. I really didn’t like Skella. Don’t get me wrong, I’d still put my P in that V, but there would be no cuddling after.  

I told them about the magic circle the cabal had drawn around us. The sniper out there who was waiting to gun us down if we tried to make a run for it. Not to mention the fifty bad guys with guns, and I couldn’t leave out the druggie shifter who’d managed to kill an imp in the past.

By the time I was done, Skella looked like she needed a good tanning bed, and she’d backed up out of my grill. The previously unknown part of me that was making itself more and more known didn’t like that. It wanted to get up close and personal. She would be easy to subdue. She was small, weak, and I hadn’t seen her wield any of her magic. I could take her if I wanted.

“No means no,” I shook my head. I needed to get control of these runaway fantasies, or they were going to bite me in the ass at the worst possible time.

A racket behind me pulled my attention away from the coeds. Ariana and Ivanna were approaching with an armful of assault rifles and a half-dozen, dazed-looking clients. The clients were decked out in the same vest I was wearing, and many were holding rifles.

“What?” Ariana asked with a raised eyebrow. “They have just as much right to defend themselves as you do.” Her eyes immediately snapped down to my exposed self, and she licked her lips. “Maybe another time, big guy, but we’re going to have trouble soon. The bathroom is down the hall. Get fixed up and meet me back here.”

I don’t know if someone high on succubus should be armed, but I wasn’t going to argue. We needed all the help we could get. I extracted myself from the tricky situation and practically ran to the privacy of the bathroom.

“Does the cabal use the same interior decorator?” I wondered as I walked into the room and realized it was almost a perfect replica of the place in Reno: marble, rich carpet, expensive fixtures. It had the works. It felt like a cardinal sin to strip out of the ruined, tourist shorts and pull on the higher-quality Under Armor pants.   

I gave myself a look in the mirror and took several deep breaths. I put the imps, the coeds, and everyone trying to kill me out of my mind. I found the peace in the center of my being before I opened my eyes. The guy who looked back at me looked like hammered shit. He looked like he needed a few good nights' sleep, an IV, and a full Thanksgiving buffet. My eyes were sunken, cheeks a little more pronounced, and you could hardly tell the difference between the black tactical vest and the black bruise on my chest where the sniper had shot me. I’d lost too much weight in Aveena’s tender love and care, and the last few days hadn’t been much kinder.

“Okay,” I kept all the thoughts of the coeds, sex, the coming battle, sex, the imps, and more sex at bay. It was time for a little introspection if I wanted to live through this day. 

“Something’s changed.” The first part of acknowledging something was wrong was to admit there was a problem. “I don’t know what, why, or how, but I’m different. My libido is firing at a hundred and ten percent, one hundred percent of the time. Normally, this wouldn’t be an issue, but the Tikals just boxed us in. Soon they’ll test our defenses, and then they’ll come for us. The Duke and his people will try to kill me, Butters, Night, Skella, the imps, and even Thomas. I can’t let that happen. I’ve got shit I want to do. I’ve got to get back to Lilith, Dani, Xamira, and everyone else who cares about me. I’ve got to figure out what the fuck the Aesir are, and what that means for me. This isn’t the time for an identity crisis. The last thing I need is to make a bad decision because I’m thinking with my dick and not my head. You hear that!” I looked down at my half-chub. “Now is not the time. Cooperate with me, and I’ll get you wet later. Gods know there are enough sex creatures in my life.”

It was just a thought, but I felt something tingle in my core before solidifying around my chest like a belt tightening. The sensation faded after a second, but I was positive something magical had just happened. I groaned. That was the last thing I needed. Some new mysterious magic fucking with my life.

The ground started to rumble beneath my feet, and I had a sudden case of tinnitus. “What the hell?” I’d have to figure out the new magic stuff later.

I cinched the shorts tight and splashed a little water on my face. It was go time.

“Cam!” Butters yelled.

I rushed out of the bathroom and immediately brought my hands up to shield my eyes. It looked like several small suns had blazed to life across the glass. A screech, like a car slamming on the brakes, accompanied the blaze of light. I grit my teeth and walked forward through the wall of sound.

The coeds were all decked out like Rambo’s hot, younger sister. It was spank bank gold, but not when they were lying on the ground in the fetal position. All the gun-toting clients were down too. The pair of imps were still on their feet, but their faces were screwed up in pain. I looked around for the metaphysical off switch, but it was coming from everywhere. All I could do was suck it up until it ended.

The magical flashbang lasted for another thirty seconds, which was enough time for me to want to pour concrete in my ears and rip out my eyes. Even closed, with my hands covering them, I still felt like I was at the center of some seizure-inducing Euro rave. Even after it ended, it took time for me to shake it off. I continuously worked my jaw until my ears popped.

“Aah, that’s the good stuff.”

The sensation didn’t last. “Dupree . . . Dupree . . .!” Thomas’s voice was muffled. I’d totally forgotten about the earpiece. 

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Since you’re still alive, I’ll assume the wards held,” the incubus managed to sound both disappointed and relieved. “The enemy has started their probe. A dozen men are moving to test out the perimeter. I need you to deploy to the parking lot and defend the gate.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” I winced when I realized I’d yelled it out loud. My inner ear was still rebooting.

It seemed obvious to me, but after getting clobbered by whatever magical haymaker the Tikals threw at us, why would we want to leave the protection of the wards?

“It’s not,” Ariana answered, shaking off the last of the attack’s effects a few seconds after me. “They just tried to lay a whammy on us, and the wards barely held. All the light and noise were just side effects of them trying to bring the whole building down on top of us. Why risk getting killed when they could just bury us alive?” she gave me a sardonic grin. “Stunning us while they mobilize is just a twofer.  We have to contest them taking the parking lot. If we don’t, they’ll be able to bring their mages right up to the wards. If they do that, we’re fucked. They’re wiped now, but give it a few hours, and they’ll be able to hit us again. Without some space to diffuse the magic,” she ran her finger across her throat. That didn’t need any interpretation.

“Shit,” I breathed out. I didn’t know as much about magic, but I guess that made sense.

Thomas wasn’t waiting for my approval. The door unlocked with a loud click. Ariana and Ivanna rushed forward and into the late afternoon heat. I gave the coeds a quick once-over. They were on their knees now, shaking their heads and trying to get it together.

“Meet us out there,” I’m not even sure if they heard me, but I hoped they did. We’d need the numbers. Right now, the odds were not in our favor.

I rushed to catch up with the imps and heard the creaking and groaning of the gate. It wasn’t much; a thin layer of aluminum to keep riffraff away from the clients’ nice cars. It was not meant to stop a siege, and it sounded like a small army was trying to rip it down.

That wasn’t the only way the bad guys were coming at us. One proactive cartel go-getter had already been boosted by his buddies up and was straddling the top with a triumphant grin. There was a loud snap, and that grin faltered as his brains blew out his forehead.

“All hail the almighty hollow point!”

The poor bastard's limp body teetered before falling back onto his cartel buddies. There were cries of shock, pain, and anger.

“We just kicked that hornet’s nest,” I looked over to where Ivanna was pulling her rifle away from her shoulder, the suppressor smoking slightly from the round’s passage. She winked at me as she took cover behind a Land Rover and laid the barrel across the hood before searching for more targets.

I followed her lead, and not a second too soon. Fueled by the death of their buddy, the goons opened fire. Like I said, the gate was thin aluminum. Bullets shot through it like it was made of paper, and ricocheted through the air all around us. Thank the gods these assholes weren’t trained soldiers. They were going with the popular, but ineffective, spray-and-pray method.

I’d never actually gotten to the handling guns part of my cabal training, but I’d done the classroom sessions. Peter drilled into me the importance of aiming to hit what you were trying to kill. That shit where Jihadi Joe sticks his gun up over the sandbags and blasts away was pure Hollywood bullshit. You couldn’t hit the side of a barn doing that with an AK. An assault rifle wasn’t a shotgun that fired hundreds of little pellets to saturate an area. On the flip side, a rifle could kill someone from a lot farther away, but that didn’t really matter in a parking lot with no more than twenty spaces. 

All the goons emptied their thirty-round, banana-shaped magazines. That meant something like a few hundred rounds came flying at me and the imps, but each round was only a few millimeters wide. Even a few hundred of those didn’t cover a lot of space, and that didn’t even take into account the recoil. AK-47s have some kick to them, and when fired on full auto, in a panic, they pull up. About half the rounds actually went over our heads and out to land in the neighborhoods around us. The Tikal’s magic circle wasn’t going to do shit to stop it raining lead.

None of us were hit by the barrage of fire, but the gate didn’t fare so well. The poor, trustworthy barrier looked like Swiss cheese, which didn’t help us. I heard a few methodical snaps as the imps returned fire through the new holes in a slow and controlled manner. Goons started to scream as the lovely ladies brought them down one by one, but that only spurred them to reload faster. Locked, loaded, and even more pissed, they stuck their guns through the openings and kept on spraying.

This was what Peter called suppressive fire. It was designed to keep our heads down so the goons could get in, and it did a good job of that. Having taken one bullet today, I wasn’t looking forward to doing that again. With my troll strength burning in my chest, I was bullet-resistant. Notice how I didn’t say bulletproof. If they hit me enough times, I was sure something would get through.

“Stay down!” Ariana yelled over the gunfire. “Wait for them to make their move!”

“Fine by me,” I huddled behind a nice BMW that was already totaled. Pings echoed around me, and a tire exploding made me jump. I fucking hated guns. In my opinion, it was much better to fight people with your hands. Then, you had some semblance of control over the clusterfuck.

The cartel goons poured fire through the gate for another minute until their guns finally ran dry, and then they sprung phase two of their master plan on us. If you can call magically throwing people over the fence masterful planning. A few unlucky bruiser types cleared the fence by a few feet before gravity reasserted itself. Most had the sense to roll with it, but I heard a few snaps and screams as ankles shattered on impact.

“Now!” Ariana screamed and rushed forward to greet the newcomers the Venetian way. 

The two imps sprinted out ahead of me. Ivanna’s rifle barked mid-stride, and the goons with the broken ankles slumped to the ground with neat holes between their eyes. Arianna flowed into the remaining men like water between rocks. These guys were built to brawl; heavily muscled, thick necks, callused knuckles, and teardrop tattoos on their faces. None of that intimidated her, even though each goon probably had a head and a hundred and fifty pounds on the imp.

In the end, all the mass in the world didn’t mean jackshit against her supernatural speed. She swung her rifle like a baseball bat and hit the first guy in the neck. Vertebra and metal screamed in protest. She let go of the weapon next to the dead man and dropped low to sweep the next guy’s legs out from under him. It showed her supernatural strength, because the guy did a full flip before faceplanting. If he survived this, he’d need some serious dental work. Before he even hit the ground, she landed two body blows on goon number three and a roundhouse kick to the side of goon number four’s skull.

By the time I reached the fight, most of the guys were already down, and the guy I confronted was too busy looking at the imp in awe. I couldn’t blame him. There is nothing hotter than a badass chick kicking ass.

“Hey, buddy,” I snapped my fingers.

The guy practically dislocated his neck turning to face me. He’d forgotten the number one rule of big brawls like this: situational awareness. You had to keep your head on a swivel. You had to keep an eye on what was going on around you, because you might win your one-on-one only to have someone stick a knife in your kidney. Or, in my case, a foot in his sternum. I lashed out with a front kick and felt the guy’s chest collapse under the force of the blow. It picked him up and flung him back into the gate. The hinges groaned, and it wobbled dangerously. I almost succeeded where the goons failed, and wouldn’t that be ironic? Thankfully, the gate held, but the guy was dead with a capital D.

I’d hit him with the raw force of a speeding car condensed into my size twelve foot. He wouldn’t come back from blunt force trauma like that. Even if it didn’t kill him right off the bat, shock would set in, and internal bleeding would do the rest. His chest cavity would fill up with blood, and he’d literally drown on hot asphalt in the middle of Tijuana. Sometimes, life just sucked. 

I’d killed before, and I would kill again before the day was done, but unlike before, this time, something in me howled with joy. My dick went from limp as a wet sock to another war boner straining against the athletic shorts. It startled me, satisfied me, and I felt savage, primal correctness flooding through my soul.

“This is what’s right,” my body told me, and I couldn’t not agree.

Of course, that was exactly what I didn’t want to happen. I didn’t want to be thinking about my dick in the middle of a fight because the universe had a cruel sense of humor, and the inevitable outcome played out. I got shot.

The hot ball of metal smacked into my shoulder. It didn’t penetrate or dislocate, but it felt like someone had hit me with a hammer. I spun around away from the gate, and two more rounds hit me in the back. I growled, a guttural sound that I’d never made before, as the new, alien part of me swept conscious thought to the back of my mind in favor of primeval instinct.

With it came the fire and lightning. My ball of white-hot Fae fire evaporated as the power of my Aesir blood rampaged through my veins. More rounds hit me, but they felt like Ping-Pong balls hit by a paraplegic toddler. I roared in elation as my instincts told me to do one thing: kill the threat. I blurred forward, and I was suddenly standing right next to the gate. A goon stood less than two feet from me. I heard him scream as he unloaded his rifle into my chest at point-blank range. I saw the fear in his eyes when he saw that it didn’t do shit.

A booming sound echoed through the battlefield, and it took me a second to realize the Tikals hadn’t deployed artillery against us. It was me . . . laughing. It was a belly laugh, full, unhindered, and unhinged. Hell, I sounded like Santa Claus finally lost his shit. 

As I laughed, I grabbed the barrel sticking through the hole and jerked. I didn’t even register the heat. The goon tried to let go as I pulled him flush against the gate, but he wasn’t fast enough. I struck like a cobra on steroids and grabbed hold of his arm. He kept screaming, and I crushed his hand like it was made of Play-Doh, but I wasn’t done yet.

The hole was only about as wide as his wrist, but that was enough. I started to pull the rest of him through the small opening. Inch by inch, I pulled his wrist through, then his forearm, then his elbow, and on up to his bicep. He buckled like a bronco as skin peeled back from muscle and bone, but he might as well have been a limp fish.

“Shut up. I’m working here,” I scoffed by the time I’d pulled him shoulder deep through the gate.

Blood had sprayed all around me, soaked my bare chest, and new shorts scarlet. Now, I had a problem. The hole was just too small to fit everything through. The gate didn’t offer enough counterforce for me to yank the rest of him through the hole, and the thought of that sent a shiver of pleasure down my spine. Instead, I braced my shoulder against the metal, completely ignorant of the rest of the battle raging around me. The poor bastard wasn’t even screaming now. He might even be dead. I didn’t know. I didn’t care. All I knew was that I wanted that arm. I needed it. A trophy of my great conquest. I gave it a harsh tug at a forty-five-degree angle, pulled it tight against the ragged metal, and started making a sawing motion. It took a few times, but it came free.

There was a wet plop on the other side as the unlucky bastard fell back, minus a limb, and I let loose a roar of victory that shook the warded glass in its frame. My chest was heaving, not from exertion, but from ecstasy. My cock was hard as a fucking rock, and I didn’t care who saw it.

That’s when I noticed everything was completely silent. People were dead all around me. Ivanna had followed up behind her sister and put a bullet in the skull of the incapacitated goons. Seeing their friends methodically gunned down by two hotties in sports bras, while one of their buddies screamed bloody murder and got pulled inch by inch through the gate was too much for them. Shit, I’d run for the hills too.

I don’t know what the Tikals were trying to accomplish, but they’d only managed to prove they could get over a rickety gate and die. As far as success went, that wasn’t much, but I wasn’t thinking about the tactical implications of the pressure the enemy applied against us.

This new thing inside me only had eyes for the two imps. Both were breathing heavily, and it had nothing to do with the fight. They’d barely broken a sweat.

“You’re so fucking hot right now. Ariana’s tits looked like they were about to pop out of her top, and it was a glorious sight.

“Please tell me we can fuck him. I need that cock,” Ivanna already had her hand down her shorts and was getting a head start.

Both women started to advance on me. From one step to the next, they went from perfect ten models walking a runway to lionesses on the hunt, and I was their prey. Any guy with half a brain would see the hungry look in their eyes and run for it. It was bad news for anyone with a mortal constitution.

“Fuck that shit.” With the power flooding through me, I felt like a god.

I met each of their eyes and stared them down. They were the first to look away in submission, and it sent a bolt of pleasure through them. They groaned as they reached me and ran their hands through my blood-soaked chest hair. Ivanna grabbed the back of my neck to bring my lips down to hers, while Ariana pulled at the waistline of my shorts until my cock slipped free. 

Ivanna's lips tasted of salt and taffy. She moaned even deeper as our tongues tangoed, and I pulled her possessively against me. She fit into my side like she belonged there. My hand drifted to her lower back and slipped under her yoga pants to give her ass a firm squeeze; an ass I’d been fantasizing about for what felt like forever.

“Don’t forget about me,” Ariana’s voice was sex soaked in more sex, as she ran her tongue along the length of my cock.

Now it was my turn to moan into Ivanna’s mouth. I felt the smile on the blonde imp’s lips as she pulled back with my lower lip between her teeth. She tugged it a good inch away from my face before letting go, and then slipped down to her knees. My eyes followed her down to the sight of two gorgeous, supernatural women double-teaming my dick.

I leaned back against a bullet-ridden car, and my mind went blank. Both women simultaneously planted a hand on my thighs to pin me in place as they did what they were made to do. They must have done this before. There was no way the jerking, twisting, sucking, blowing, tip work, ball fondling, and the small miracles they were doing with their tongues weren’t pre-coordinated. It was a fantasy come true, and best of all, after what felt like an hour of fellatio-induced bliss, I was nowhere near cumming. With the power coursing through me, I felt like I could go all night long. Urban Dictionary should have a picture of me getting head from these imps next to ‘perfect’, just so everyone knew the true meaning of the word.

At some point, I randomly reached down and palmed the head of one of the imps. I applied pressure and pulled her up. It was Ariana, and she had drool and precum dripping off her chin and onto her tits. Ivanna didn’t miss a beat as I spun the brunette imp face down on the hood of the car next to me. Ariana read my mind and yanked her pants down around her knees. Ivanna moved with me as I lined myself up behind Ariana, positioning herself so she could lick my balls as I fucked her sister doggystyle.

I worked my tip up and down the imp’s wet slit. She moaned and tried to back up into me, but I held her hips steady. She gave a groan of complaint and looked over her shoulder at me, biting her lower lip. My own lips spread in a wide grin as I started to push into her.

“What the fuck is going on here?” a voice roared, and a wave of power battered against the spell we were under

My head snapped to the side, and a snarl escaped my lips. I sensed another predator, but this was my kill, my fuck, my food, and I wouldn’t let him take it from me. Ivanna crawled out from between me and Ariana, shaking her head and stumbling like a drunken Vegas showgirl. Ariana tried to move, but I held her firmly in place. She didn’t seem to mind. I was partially inside her.

“Dupree, snap out of it.” Thomas’s eyes zeroed in on me, and I felt his power pushing at the edge of my mind.

“Get your shit together, man,” a voice that had been silent for the last little bit came back full force. “You don’t bring your cock to a gunfight. You’re going to get your dick shot off if you stay out here any longer, and then there will be no more fucking succubus hotties.” I shook my head. My desire to claim what was mine was warring with rational thought.

“Ariana,” Thomas focused on his daughter. “He is your Aunt’s First. Get a hold of yourself. Take one of the clients if you need the strength, but otherwise, get your head out of your ass.”

“I’ll put something else in her ass,” I snickered, and came back to myself. The fire and lightning faded as I exhaled. 

I lifted my hand off Ariana’s back, and we both looked at each other to convey we had no idea what the fuck had just happened, but we still really wanted to bone.

“Rain check,” she looked down to where my tip was still inside her.

“Yes,” I pulled out of her, and prepared for the worst case of blue balls known to mankind.

The problem with thinking something was about to be the worst was that it gave the universe the chance to prove you wrong. Something wet and thick hit the side of my face a full second before I heard the retort of a big gun. Ivanna was already falling by the time I turned my head. Her eyes were wide with shock as she looked down at the big hole in her chest.

“Move!” Thomas yelled as he blurred to make himself a moving target.

“Ivanna!” Ariana screamed as she pulled up her pants and lunged for her sister.

I did the first thing that came to mind. With my Aesir gifts gone, I pulled on my Fae powers and wove a glamour of fog to block us from sight. It had worked before, so hopefully it would work . . .

A big-ass bullet missed my head by an inch and drilled a hole through the car I’d just had Ariana bent over. “It won’t do me any good if I’m still standing here,” I scolded myself and moved.

Ariana had just scooped Ivanna up, so I scooped her up. As we ran for the door, each pump of the blonde imp’s heart sent more blood cascading onto us. No more rounds chased us into the gym. They didn’t need to. They’d already hit something important, and I had no idea if she was going to make it.

Twenty seconds ago, she’d been fondling my balls, and now, Ivanna was fighting for her life. Life is just a big bag of dicks sometimes. 

***

Dani sat with her feet hanging over the front grill. Three beat-up minivans were lined up in a forgotten lot just on the Mexican side of the border. Border Patrol was probably watching them like hawks, so she gave them the one-finger salute and laughed.

The strike team had snuck across the border during the night, and the cars had been waiting for them courtesy of a local contact. No one would question the mid-90s models rolling through the streets. The people inside were a different story.

Dani was dressed from head to toe in black tactical gear: combat boots, pants, a turtleneck with a vest on over it. At first glance, the small, solidly built dwarf looked like easy prey. One look at the vest, and the local thugs turned on their heels and beat feet to rough up someone else. She had enough ammunition to occupy Paris, including two belts of shotgun shells making a big X across her body. The compact shotgun’s stock stuck up above her right shoulder, ready to draw like she was in some old-timey western.

That was just the icing on the cake that was a dwarf armed for war. She had an MP5 sitting on the hood next to her, another half-dozen magazines in pouches on the vest, just as many grenades in multiple varieties, and a small knife. On her right hip was a Glock, and on her left, a scabbard with a familiar Roman short sword. She’d given the sword to Cam before he vanished off the face of the realm. When she found him, she’d give it back.

That was a hell of a lot for a normal soldier to carry around, much less one that barely topped five feet, and that didn’t even take into account her latest and greatest creation.

“Hang in there, baby.” She looked at the large case leaning up against the rear, driver-side door. She could practically hear her creation singing to her through her magic, and it would continue to do so until it tasted blood. All dwarven weapons were like that; most people just didn’t realize it.

“Shouldn’t be long now. Knowing Cam, something is going to go tits up.”  

“Should we just be sitting here in the open, Ser Dani?” Fern fluttered her wings and rose from the ground to sit beside her.

The petite pixie had glamoured up a similar outfit, minus all the firepower. She still looked like Tinker Bell had gone to the dark side, including legit warpaint in black and dark gray across her face.  She’d also begun referring to Dani as a knight, which the dwarf thought was kind of cool. Her people didn’t do the whole medieval thing like the Fae did.

“Sure, why not?” She took a final bite out of her apple and tossed it to the ground. “People here see shit like this every day of the week, and we’re still in friendly territory. Once we cross the lines, we’ll keep a lower profile.”

She hopped down, and Fern followed her around to the back of the center van. The trunk was open, and a pair of imps were fiddling with a radio.

“You limp dicks get this figured out yet?” she asked.

Both young men had a foot on her, but she didn’t back down. She found it hilarious that the two shortest people in the strike force were commanding it.

“No, ma’am. This thing is shit. I don’t know why we’re . . .?”

“Because the Tikals are using older models to keep their communications out of our more advanced nets,” Dani saw where the imp was going and shut him down. “Technology is great, but sometimes it’s just as easy to fool; and just because something doesn’t involve the latest technological doodad doesn’t mean it’s a bad idea,” she whipped out her knife and started picking dirt out from under her fingernails.

The imps scowled but got back to work. Her temper was legendary, and no one wanted to be on the receiving end. She ignored them and kept her eyes on the city’s skyline. “I know you’re out there, Cam. Just give me a sign. Anything.”

She didn’t like the feelings settling in her gut. She didn’t like sitting around helplessly while her friends had to do gods knew what to survive. First, Lilith, probably getting buttfucked in prison, and then Cam in whatever the hell he had going on. Dani had had enough, and she was itching to get in on the action.

“Can you feel him?” she asked Fern for the millionth time since they left Vegas.

“I could, but now . . .” the pixie trailed off.

They’d been following Fern’s lead to find Cam until about thirty minutes ago, when, abruptly, the magical bond went dead. Dani really hoped that didn’t mean what she thought it meant. Occam’s razor and all that; the simplest answer was usually the most likely.

“If you’re dead, Cam. I swear to the gods, I’ll bring you back to life and then kill you myself,” she was pissed, and it wasn’t at Fern, or even Cam. She just had a lot of built-up anger from the last few months, and she needed a healthy outlet.

Beating the piss out of some Tikal pussies was just what the doctor ordered.

“Keep trying, we need to . . .” the radio wailed behind them, and she turned to shoot the imps a glare. Then, what was unmistakably a Barrett .50 caliber sniper rifle echoed in the distance. “Well, tickle my ass and call me Hershey,” she grinned.

“That-a-boy, Cam. It’s clobbering time.”

“Mount up!” she yelled, making a circular motion with her hand. “Shit’s going down. Let’s get there before we miss the party.”


Chapter 12

Aveena stood at the icy precipice, looking down on the aftermath of the battle. A quivering beauty had washed over the tundra’s vista as the moans of the dead and dying echoed up the cliff face. She looked down at the broken bodies, discarded implements of war, and forgotten banners hanging lifeless in the morning stillness.

“At last,” a voice said behind her.

Normally, the crunch of snow and ice underfoot was enough to alert her to someone’s approach, so there was only one person this could be. Winter bowed to Ymira Foxbelle, not the other way around.

“Mother,” Aveena took a step back so she was respectfully behind and to the right of the Lady of Winter.

“Daughter,” she nodded as her own gaze fell over the battlefield. “Come.”

She stepped off the edge, and Aveena followed without hesitation. The wind whipped at the cloak fastened at the neck of her silver, glamour armor, making the blue and silver colors of winter spread like wings around her. They weren’t. She was falling, not flying.

The hundred-foot drop was nothing. The ice and snow gave way as the two frost giants plummeted to the ground. She bent her knees and took the impact throughout her powerful lower body. The shockwave dispersed outward, toppling the forgotten banners of their vanquished enemy. The two giants rose from their crouch, and the ground rebounded and rolled so they didn’t have to walk among the dead. Winter parted the way.

A battalion of troops, with an inner ring of Ymira’s personal guard, surrounded a spot at the center of the field. Eight males and two guardswomen had a stranglehold on a creature laid out on an altar of ice. The creature roared and thrashed, but it was a futile gesture. Two males had each foot secure and spread so the beast’s belly was flush with the ice. One guardswoman controlled the head, and the other the tail. The squad had the creature served up like a mortal Thanksgiving turkey.

Ymira strode forward, the Coldstone throbbing with power in her right hand, while she ran her fingers through the beast’s grimy coat. No armored glamour remained. It had been stripped away by power, blade, and fist. All that was left was blood and ash.

“It was always going to end this way, general,” the Lady of Winter stated, as she walked into view of the beast’s head.

“Fucking cold-hearted bitch,” the enemy general spat a string of blood at her. It crystallized and fell to the snow long before it reached her spotless armor.

“Indeed, among other things,” Ymira’s smile made the tundra’s wind pick up and create mini-cyclones of snow.

Her troops didn’t budge. They waited. Their bloodthirsty eyes were eager to see the carnage that always accompanied their Lady.

“Tell me where your liege is. Tell me where I can find the great Cat Sith,” she commanded, her tenor growing, and the winds of winter responding in kind.

“Go sit on that staff and rotate,” the malk general shot back. “That’s all the satisfaction you’re going to get out of me.”

Ymira sniffed in disdain, her shoulders tightening like she was going to lash out, but then she relaxed and exhaled. “Daughter.”

“Yes, mother,” Aveena stepped forward.

With a hand gesture, the Lady of Winter summoned a wicked-looking glamour blade. It wasn’t practical. It had a wavy design that looked like it couldn’t make up its mind if it wanted to be good at sawing or slashing. When Ymira handed the blade to Aveena, the young frost giant knew it didn’t really matter. There was power in the blade. Enough power to breach the hide of an elder malk. Enough power to kill.

The general sensed it too and fought against his captors. It was pointless. He was beaten, broken, and his blood already saturated the ice around him.

“Speak now, and I may show you mercy,” Ymira offered the beast a final chance.

This time, instead of throwing around four-letter words, the malk remained silent. He accepted what was coming his way.

“Aveena,” with a flick of her wrist, Ymira ordered the elder malk’s death.

The general was an ancient one, a son of Cat Sith himself, the liege lord of cats and foxes, and grandson to Queen Maeve. None of that mattered as Aveena straddled the beast and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck to expose his throat.

He started to say something. A death threat, a curse, or maybe he was just going to call her a cunt. Whatever it was, he never got it out. Aveena stabbed hard and deep before twisting with the strength of her core. The blade ripped through hide, jugular, vocal cords, esophagus, and everything else between the beast’s skin and spine. She made sure not to sever his spine. Her mother wanted him to feel pain.

The beast’s curse turned into a death rattle, but he struggled to the end, straining and kicking as his blood fell from his throat like a waterfall. The elder Malk was big, bigger than Aveena, and she was a giant. She rode him like a bucking horse to his death. Her legs squeezed his sides to force the last few pumps of his heart to spill the last of his essence at her mother’s feet.

“It’s done,” she hopped off the dead malk and brushed the ash and blood from her armor.

“Good work, daughter. I’m proud of you.”

“Oh shit,” Aveena’s mind finally caught on. “This is all just a dream.”

As if on command, the reality around her shattered, and she felt herself rising toward consciousness. It had been such a good dream. A dream of conquest, dominance, pride, and everything else that she’d once valued in her life, and then her stupid brain had gone one step too far.

It was as much a memory as a dream. Aveena had been barely ten years old when the malks had launched their pathetic counteroffensive against Winter. They had been defeated, and Ymira was summoned to kill their leader. She’d handed Aveena the same wavy blade, and Aveena had killed the general as her mother commanded. It was the day the Lady of Winter added the title Mistress of Foxes to her true name. It was a monumental moment in the history of Winter. It shattered the last remnants of the Malk resistance, forced them to flee to other realms, and their lord, Cat Sith, had not been seen or heard of since.

Everything was correct up until the last part of the dream. That’s when the wishful thinking started. Nowhere, in all of Aveena’s memories, could she remember her mother saying she was proud of her. Her addled mind was still coming to terms with the emotional whiplash of the dream’s ending when she finally resurfaced into the land of the living.

Pain wracked her head like the worst hangover ever. She smelled shit, death, blood, and wicked witch. “Oh fuck,” everything came flooding back to her.

She opened her eyes to a scene very similar to her dream, except this time, she was the beast in restraints. Her human glamour was gone, and her true form made the room plummet to freezing as the mantle of winter exerted itself on the malleable mortal realm. Anything damp in the room had frozen over, which meant the cum-covered bedspread was probably easier to ice skate on than sleep. She was tied to a chair with strands of rope, and the size disparity was almost laughable. She looked like Shaquille O’Neil sitting at the kids’ table. She grinned, exerted her strength against the ropes . . . and terrible pain ripped through her.

She gasped, rocked back against the wood, but it didn’t even budge. A luminous golden glow shone forth from the ropes as they resisted her struggle, and only faded when she stopped fighting. Her chest heaved in pain and exertion, and of course, her tits jiggled in response since she was naked as the day she was born. Being tied up and naked was never a good start to the morning.

“Does Wonder Woman finally have a bondage fetish, and I’m the lucky girl?” she gently tugged at the ropes binding her feet. They started to glow again, and the pain built. She ground her teeth and stopped. Pain was a good motivator. 

“Please continue your pointless resistance. It’s fun to watch,” a woman stated as she walked through the door and into the winter wonderland. Despite the chill, she was just as naked as Aveena.

“What the hell, Van Helsing?” Aveena hissed. “Let me go. We’re on the same team.”

“Ha!” The bark was short and humorless. “Is that what you’ve told yourself? That you’re on the side of this realm in the great struggle.”

“Well . . .” Aveena started to respond.

“Delusions and lies,” the witch spat before Aveena could answer. “You Fae, with your self-righteous posturing. You’re in this for Aveena Foxbelle, and no one else,” she said it in a tone that warned Aveena should keep her mouth shut unless she wanted to feel more pain.

She ignored her Fae instincts. “It can be both,” she replied, drawing the witch’s zealous glare and a backhand across the face.

There was some magical oomph behind it, because it snapped Aveena’s head to one side, and she tasted blood on her lip. Despite that, she didn’t stop. She needed to keep the woman talking so she could find a weakness in the bonds holding her. Without that, she was at the witch’s mercy.

“I can be in it for me and your realm. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m kind of persona non grata back home. If we work together, we can stick it to Maeve, my mother, and whoever else you think needs a foot up the ass. What do you say?” she bargained.

Van Helsing stopped what she was doing and looked at the young, noble Fae. Aveena smiled in response and felt a stirring of hope.

“No,” the witch’s words killed that feeling. “You, Aveena Foxbelle, don’t keep your promises.”

A searing pain radiated out from her gut like someone had taken a chainsaw to her. She screamed as the witch watched with a detached expression. After a few moments, the pain faded, and Aveena gasped for breath. She fought back the tears pooling in her eyes. It was resisting interrogation 101 to not let the bitch see you cry.

Van Helsing ignored her as she walked in a circle around the chair. There was sloshing, splattering, and the scent of rust filled the room. Aveena looked down to see a thick circle of blood slowly icing over on the floor around her.

“That’s not good,” she gulped. Being at the center of some circle magic spell was the last thing she wanted to do today.

The amount of blood also told her what had happened to the squatters who’d infiltrated her apartment. Poor bastards. They were just looking for a roof over their head and a quiet place to cook their meth. They ran into a nightmare.

“How’d you find me?” Aveena changed tactics. “I thought I had this placed tucked away.”

“You thought wrong,” the witch didn’t elaborate, as she finished the circle, and walked to five black candles sitting on the wooden dresser.

You’d think with the freezing temperature it would be hard to light them, but with a wave of the witch’s hand, they blazed to life. She walked them to five separate points in the circle and put them into place. If Aveena drew lines between them, she saw they were laid out in a perfect pentagram. She already knew they weren’t normal candles, but seeing was believing. First, the flame was purple and rose halfway to the ceiling. If they weren’t careful, they’d burn the whole building down. Second, wherever the light hit, the frost melted. Third, when the light hit her, she felt it pass through her, fill her, and brought a sense of peace she’d never felt before.

“That’s a shame,” Van Helsing gave her a hard look before stepping into the circle and closing it behind her with a snap of power.

“Wha . . . what’s happening?” Aveena felt like she was being gradually submerged in a hot tub, with a strong drink in her hand, and a small army of cabana boys fulfilling her every desire.

“Normally, this spell would be completely useless,” now that the circle was closed, and the trap sprung, the witch seemed inclined to clue Aveena in. “But you broke your word. The gea makes you vulnerable, and I intend to collect the debt.”

A sense of cold dread threatened to overwhelm her, but the candle’s peace dulled the growing fear. It was like her mind knew what was going to happen, but the message got lost somewhere along the way.

“Sit back, relax, and enjoy the show,” Van Helsing gave her shoulder a pat, and then started walking counterclockwise around her.

The sounds that came out of her mouth were nothing Aveena had ever heard before, and she was pretty knowledgeable of most human languages. It was harsh, guttural, barbaric, and belonged in the mouth of Neanderthals. Not the ageless, naked witch strutting around the circle, and she was strutting. Whatever was happening was a big fucking deal. Aveena just didn’t know how big.

The grunting seemed to come to a crescendo at the same time the witch drew even with Aveena’s face. With a throaty syllable, Van Helsing spun to face her, bent over, and pressed her lips against Aveena’s.

It was a simple, almost tender kiss. Their lips barely touched, but it still felt like someone had taken a blowtorch to her sensitive nipples. She screamed as she felt something reach down into the very core of her being and start to rip her to shreds. She screamed and screamed and screamed until her voice went hoarse, and then she screamed some more until she couldn’t draw any breath. She sobbed hysterically and ripped at the bindings, but that only made it worse.

Van Helsing just stood in front of her, arms outstretched, drinking it all in . . . literally. The warm and fuzzies had vanished the moment they kissed, and now Aveena knew exactly what was happening.

It was a power transfer. Her mind made the connection as she sobbed uncontrollably. Snot streamed down her face and onto her torso, which was now smaller and thinner than it had been a second ago.

“No!” she screamed. “Don’t do this. Anything but this. I’ll do whatever you want. Just, please,” she groveled and debased herself in front of the witch.

Van Helsing just stood there watching her. Her skin glistened in the purple light. Old scars and wounds were gone, wiped away by the ingested power. Her eyes flickered with the same purple light, and if Aveena looked closely enough, they almost looked like the same fractal patterns that randomly moved across her flesh.

“Why should I believe you?” the witch spat back. “You promised me Cameron Dupree would die. You promised me he would never again threaten my realm. You violated your sacred oath made thrice. Now, you will pay what is owed.”

She started to chant again and circle, which made Aveena wail and struggle harder. She felt like the ropes were going to slice off her hands, but she didn’t care. What was happening to her was so much worse than she could ever imagine.

It was the final betrayal. First, her mother turned her back on her for simply doing what she was ordered to do. All because it made her look bad. Next, her queen feigned mercy before sending the Wild Hunt after her. She knew Maeve could be fair or cruel depending on her mood, and she knew being banished and released came with strings attached. It still hurt to have her grandmother send executioners chasing after her. Now, the final betrayal was the betrayal of herself. She’d given her word, thrice, just like Van Helsing said. It was an unbreakable vow, and she’d made it cavalierly before victory had been achieved. She had no one to blame but herself, and the price of that betrayal was the only thing left that was truly hers: her power.

Her mother could banish her. Her Queen could order her hunted to the ends of the realms, but no matter what they said or did, she was still a noble Fae. Now . . . she shuddered to think of what came next. If there even was a next. So, as she struggled and Van Helsing chanted, she thought of a way to escape. It was either that or sit there and die. 

She had an inkling of a possibility on the tip of her tongue when the witch leaned in for their second kiss. Aveena leaned back as far as the chair would allow and turned her head. The witch’s hand lashed out, grabbed her by the jaw in an inhumanly strong grip, and straightened her neck before she roughly kissed her.

Aveena’s throat had recovered enough that her screams shook the whole room as her insides were ripped asunder. She could physically feel her well of power lessening, shrinking, and the mantle of winter moaning in agony. The witch kept her lips locked to Aveena’s and even tried to slip her tongue inside her mouth.

Power transfers were always a deeply intimate act. Cam’s power transfer came from one of the most intimate acts possible: taking a life. This was an entirely different situation, but no less personal. When the witch finally pulled away, her eyes glowed an eerie violet, and her pupils were bigger than a crack whore’s in the middle of a binge.

“She’s drunk on power,” Aveena struggled to piece her mind back together. It took critical moments to get coherent enough to think, but Van Helsing wasn’t exactly all there either. “Gotta get out . . . Gotta get out,” she repeated her mantra as she inspected the circle, candles, and ropes.

Two of the candles were gone. You could say they were extinguished, but a more apt description was exploded. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to see it was a magical countdown. Two down, three to go, and then bye-bye Aveena.

“If I can break the circle . . .” It was a possibility, but not a great one. There was a lot of power contained in the circle. If she broke it, it would look like a Manhattan Project mishap.

In her weakened state, she wasn’t sure if she’d survive. She’d probably look like one of those candles. That left the Wonder Woman’s S&M devices securing her hands and legs. It only took her a moment to find the flaw.

“Thank the gods,” she didn’t let the flare of hope show on her face. That wasn’t hard. Everything still hurt like a motherfucker.

The bindings were both physical and magical. She could easily overcome the physical if she could slip the magical aspects, and despite how good the wicked witch was, her own paranoia would be her undoing. The ropes were calibrated to hogtie a noble Fae. Not the lesser creature she was becoming. 

That kind of magic took some serious mojo, and it was not flexible. It was almost as if Van Helsing didn’t think she’d pull this off, and now that she was, it gave Aveena a chance to escape.

“A little more,” she estimated.

If the witch ripped a little more power out of her, the bindings would be too big. She’d be loose enough to wiggle free. She shuddered at the thought. She’d have to give up more of herself, and then fight through the pain of transference if she wanted to live. She’d never stopped crying, and the tears had never stopped coming as she looked down at herself. After two candles, she wasn’t even sure she counted as a giant anymore.

“P . . . please,” she kept up the charade she knew the witch expected to hear. “No more.”

Van Helsing didn’t even look at her as she completed her third round of chanting and turned to her. Aveena turned her head away, knowing it was pointless, but the witch did something the Fae never expected. Instead of grabbing her skull to force another kiss, the woman got on her knees and torqued the Fae’s legs open. To say Aveena was surprised was an understatement. Van Helsing thought the Fae were a vile race; lesser than humans, so if she was about to do what Aveena thought she was going to do . . . whoa.

As far as intimate power transfers went, a simple kiss was inefficient, and it seemed the witch had finally figured that out. Needless to say, after the day she’d had, Aveena was as dry as Death Valley on the Fourth of July. That didn’t stop the witch’s tongue from lashing out and flicking her clit.

“Aah,” this time, it didn’t feel like some rabid wolverine had been released inside her.

It was worse. There was still pain, but it comingled with pleasure as the spell’s magic took an ice cream scoop to her soul. The biggest chunk of power yet left her in a rush that left her lightheaded. It must have done the same to the witch, because Van Helsing let out a moan, and at that moment, the bindings became too big.

In one smooth motion, Aveena slipped her emaciated magical and physical self out of the bindings, ripped the witch’s face out of her pussy, and punched her in the face.

“Fuck!” the Fae whimpered. It felt like she’d punched a concrete wall, but the witch still stumbled back, her broken nose bleeding all over the place.

Aveena stood up from the chair and stumbled on wobbly legs. It would be so easy to just lie down and take a load off, but she knew she had to keep moving. There was only one exit she could see, and she took it. She broke the threshold of the circle, stepped, and vanished between just as the rumble of dispersed magic started to tear the apartment apart. Not that she gave two shits about the apartment building or anyone in it. If she was lucky, the outpouring of magic would buy her some time.

That was only against the witch. The hunt would be waiting, so she only took a couple of long strides before diving back into the mortal realm. She landed on the other side of town near the highway. Even from her emergence point, she could see flames rising into the air in the direction of the apartment. There was a muted boom as something went up. If she had to guess, it was the gas line, which was even better in this case. A gas leak was a much better explanation for the explosion than magic fire. The last thing she needed was the UN poking around.  

She stumbled upon reentry, fell, and scraped her hands on the asphalt. She pulled them up in shock. Silver blood oozed from several scrapes across her palms. “What did she do to me?” she wailed, but didn’t make a sound to draw attention.

Without thinking, she tried to weave a glamour around herself. Instead of radiating out to protect her with nothing but a mere thought, it took three tries, was sluggish, and left her doubled over and winded. Van Helsing had ripped so much power out of her, and the rest of her mind and body made Ozzy Osborne look sane and healthy. She was the definition of a walking clusterfuck, but she had to walk.

She couldn’t use any serious magic or the witch would find her. If she stepped between again, the hunt would catch her, and she’d wish the witch finished the job. She had no power, no allies, no resources, no one to turn to, and . . .

“Wait . . .” an idea flashed through her mind, and she automatically dismissed it. “I’d rather die.”

“Would you?” It was never a good sign when you were talking to yourself out loud, but she gave zero fucks at this point. “Would you really rather die? Would you allow the hunt to peel the flesh from your bones for a thousand years before slowly sawing through your neck and mounting your head in the Queen’s palace? Would you really have the wicked witch drain you dry like a two-dollar vamp ho? Would you really suffer all of that before doing it?”

“Fuck you,” she spat.

“Yeah, fuck you too,” her subconscious replied, but that didn’t make its point any less valid.

All she had was a long shot at making it out of this with what power she had left intact and her head still attached to her shoulders. She’d lose all pride and honor in the process, but that was the price to keep breathing.

“I’ll think about it,” she told herself.

If this whole experience taught her anything, it was not to rush to conclusions. She’d done that once with her oath, and it had royally fucked her.

“At the very least, we can start moving in the right direction,” her brain helpfully offered.

So, dressed like a bum in need of a good shower, she started to hobble down the interstate, her thumb out, and hoping against hope that some trucker stopped to give her a lift. If not, she’d have to figure out something before either the witch or the hunt caught up to her.


Chapter 13

There was blood. A lot of blood. Too much blood. I felt like I should be yelling “medic” at the top of my lungs while Tom Hanks stormed the beach beside me. Of course, no one shot Tom Hanks, because he was Tom fucking Hanks. He was too busy saving Matt Damon to be inconvenienced by bullets. The bullets flew all around good, old Tom and hit people like Ivanna. Poor Ivanna.

“Move!” Ariana screamed, throwing her shoulder into the door to plow back into the gym’s reception area.

The battered, warded glass finally had enough and cracked. Neither of us gave two shits. Blood squirted out of the imp with each beat of her heart. Don’t get me wrong, guys enjoy a good squirt, but it shouldn’t be in my mouth and taste like rust.

“Oh no, Ivanna.” It was the first time I heard fear in Thomas’s voice.

The incubus had been calm and collected until now, minus the few seconds I was inside Ariana, but this was totally different. I could see tears welling in the stalwart man’s eyes. Eyes that could ensnare a person’s mind so he could do unspeakable things to them. I quickly averted my gaze. I didn’t blame the man. No one should see their kid die, and from what I’d heard, this would be his second.

“Speaking of Matt Damon,” my mind did its best to disassociate me from this painful episode. “Between Saving Private Ryan and The Martian, America has spent billions of dollars trying to save that loveable son of a bitch. What the hell’s up with that?”

The crash as Thomas swept everything off the reception desk snapped me back into the moment. Ariana lay her sister down and looked at her father in wordless panic.

“Apply pressure,” he said, as he grabbed towels and tossed them to her. The imp put her whole bodyweight into trying to shove the blood back into the blonde’s body. Even from ten feet away, I could see the white cotton turning red.

“There’s too much blood.” I was pretty sure, supernatural or not, if you lost too much blood, you were a goner.

“Dupree,” Thomas snapped. “Get your ass over here!”

Despite my original hesitation, I didn’t fuck around. I practically blurred to his side. He handed me more towels and took a few deep breaths. “On the count of three, I want you to release pressure. I’m going to dig in there and see what’s wrong, and then you both will reapply pressure. I don’t care if you crack her chest plate and every rib, you will keep that blood in her body. Understand?”

I nodded, stone-faced. Ariana had tears leaking down her cheeks, and looked on the edge of hysteria. She’d gone from badass, kung-fu, imp ninja to blubbering mess in a few minutes. War was like that. Again, I didn’t blame her. No one should see their sibling die like this.

Thomas counted down, and she ripped away the towel. A geyser of blood ruined the incubus’s shirt, but he ignored it. His hands started rooting around in his daughter’s chest, and I felt like I was going to puke. For the most part, Ivanna just lay there. If she were human, she’d have died the moment she was shot. Her half-succubus part was keeping her alive, but not for much longer. She gave a weak groan at some point, but that was it.

“Okay, pressure!” he suddenly ripped his hands out, and I slammed my bundle of towels over the open wound.

Thomas’s hands were solid red up to the wrist and dripping. “You!” he turned and pointed at the waiting area, flinging droplets in a splatter pattern Dexter would have to work to deduce.

I looked over my shoulder and saw the coeds standing there in frightened shock. Thank all the gods above and below that they weren’t looking at me like I was a monster. That meant they hadn’t seen the freakshow I’d become while out there taking on the Tikal’s probe.

“Let’s think about that,” my subconscious chose the worst possible time to be reminisce.

Don’t get me wrong, I had no pity for that cartel gunman. He brought his mortality to a supernatural fight and tried to kill me. He was going to die one way or another. “But did it have to be that way?” I grimaced, and it had nothing to do with the blood starting to leak out from beneath my clump of towels.

I’d killed before, and sure as shit would do it again; probably in the next hour or two. But there was a difference between killing because you had to, and fucking enjoying it. When I ripped that man’s arm from his body, and his blood splashed all over me, I’d been on cloud nine. I was so fucking amped. It was the most thrilling thing I’d ever experienced. That was saying something. I’d lived an interesting life. Hell, I’d watched a pixie drip my cum into a succubus’s mouth.

The fire and lightning burned through me like crack, adrenaline, and chocolate. My cock was harder than when Night tickled my tip with her tongue ring, and I didn’t want it to end. I wanted to go from one guy to the next, clawing, slashing, ripping, beating them all to death. I wanted the world to burn while I made s'mores with its ashes.

“That’s fucked up, I know,” I told myself. I just didn’t understand why it happened here, now, and how to stop it from happening again.

The first step was obvious. This was tied to my Aesir gifts, so I shouldn’t use them again. Of course, that was easier said than done. I was in the middle of a siege. The only thing needed to make this whole shitshow something of medieval proportions was a few trebuchets. Not only was my ass on the line, but so was everyone else’s; Butters, Night, Ariana, Thomas, Ivanna might already be dead, and don’t forget quiet Lucia. I could hear Thomas’s youngest quietly weeping to herself, and that didn’t even take into consideration all the innocent civilians.

“And Skella,” my brain reminded me. “Ugh, her too.” I really disliked the buddy fucker.

Here was a good place to insert a quote about power and responsibility, but Spiderman could suck my dick. This shit was harder than a comic book. I was between a rock and god’s own hard-on, but what else was new?

“Me?” Butters was the first to respond to Thomas’s bloody finger.

“No, the six-foot-tall woman standing behind you. Of course, you,” he snapped.

Butters visibly flinched at his tone, and a growl escaped my throat. She was my Butters, and I didn’t like people treating her like that. Thomas turned his glare on me, but now I knew what I was capable of. I didn’t look away.

From one second to the next, Thomas suddenly looked very tired. He gave me a small nod and turned back to Butters. “Yes, you, young lady. Please come over here,” he probably put a little come-hither into his voice because she practically ran to him. That, or she just wanted to help.

“Here is what I need you to do,” he looked deadly serious. “My daughter’s been shot . . .”

“No shit, Sherlock. Tell us something we don’t know,” my brain rolled its eyes.

“. . . the bullet punctured her coronary artery,” he tapped a spot on Ivanna’s chest, and she didn’t even flinch. His explanation became more hurried. “When I say go, they’re going to remove the towels, and I’m going to pull open her chest. I’ll connect the severed artery, and you’re going to use your fire magic to cauterize it.”

“Wait, what?” Butters had looked ready to help until then.

“Cauterize,” he repeated. “We’re going to burn them together to stop her from bleeding out.”

I didn’t know much about medicine, but common sense told me this wasn’t going to work. With her sports medicine background, neither did Butters.

“Sir, the risk of me barbequing her alive, infection, and so many other things tell me this isn’t a good idea,” she replied professionally. She was in the zone now.

Thomas looked like he wanted to snap at her and yell that they didn’t have time to argue about this. Instead, he took a quick breath. “You’re looking at this from the wrong point of view, young lady,” he gave her a smile that had more than a little oomph in it. “You’re used to working on humans. My daughter is not human. If we close the wound, she will heal with time. Trust me on this.”

Butters looked like she wanted to say more. Instead, she looked at me.

“What do you want me to say?” I thought, and almost said it out loud, but that wasn’t why she was looking. Despite all the shit that had rained down on her head, she trusted me more than Thomas. If I gave her the go-ahead, she’d do it.

I just nodded. It seemed the fastest way to get this rolling. Butters might be right in the end, but we had to try. Thomas could also be right. I’d seen a succubus get double penetrated by a pair of swords bigger than most cars. If anything could heal from a little gunshot wound, it was someone with the blood of Venus Venitas running in their veins.

“Okay,” Butters rolled up her sleeves, and next thing I knew, there was more blood flying through the air.

I’ve seen and smelled a lot of things in my life, but one that sticks with you is the scent of burning flesh. I can’t even describe it. It’s your own unique smell, with its own particular brand of nastiness. Pray to the gods that you never have to smell what I smelled as Butters soldered Ivanna back together with fire, willpower, and a father’s fathomless hope.

I shit you not, it worked. It worked the way Frankenstein put his patchwork monster together, which was probably just some necromancer who got caught in the act, and some guy wrote about it. Whatever the case, Ivanna stopped bleeding like a stuck pig and started screaming. That hit me harder than the blood all over me.

She screamed even harder when her father pushed the flesh of her chest together, and Butters applied her battlefield surgery skills a second time. Ivanna’s hands lashed out to stop the mage, and thank the gods she was weak. She could have knocked Butter’s block off if her father hadn’t intercepted her. Then, as a matter of principle, I’d have to kill the imp and undo all Butter’s hard work.

“She needs to feed,” Thomas stated, and Ariana nodded.

“Who do you think?” She’d grabbed her sister’s feet and kept her from punting anything through the wall. “Ramirez, Tobias, Mendez . . .”

“Mendez,” Thomas confirmed.

“With me, Cam,” Ariana gripped her sister’s ankles like she was about to pick her up.

“Okay, I guess we’re doing this,” I’d seen plenty of ER, Scrubs, Grey’s Anatomy, you name it, and they always said to stabilize a patient after major surgery.

I replaced Thomas at the blonde’s head and gripped her under the shoulders. I swore she lost a few pounds of blood, but her weight was nothing with my troll strength flooding through me. I shuffled backward toward one of the back rooms with Ariana giving directions. Halfway there, the imp reached out and caressed the cheek of one of the armed clients.

“Could you help us, Mr. Mendez?” She gave the older man a pouty look that would make any mortal's will crumble.

Mendez followed us slack-jawed. At least he held the door open so we could get Ivanna into one of the gym’s fuck rooms. That’s what they were. They might be set up like a typical massage center, complete with table lotions, candles, and soothing music, but that wasn’t fooling anyone.

Something pulled at my memory and made me stop in my tracks. I could feel it on the tip of my metaphysical fingers, but when I reached for it, it felt like someone drove a railroad spike into my medulla oblongata.

“Motherfucker,” I winced as I went to place Ivanna on the table. Ariana helped, and we laid out the battered blonde like she was going to get a bloody Shiatzu.

“Thanks, Cam, you can go,” Ariana stated firmly.

“What, really?” I asked.

“Yes,” her eyes were hard and direct. “Go wait outside.” She put a little extra in the statement.

I’d felt this type of succubus magic in the air before; most notably, when Xamira had hit me with a haymaker back at St. Vincent’s that made Viagra seem like tic-tacs. Ariana’s was much more subtle, but it was doing the same thing. It told me to listen to my dick and not my head, and a man’s dick hung on to every word a succubus said like it was the voice of capital G god. It made me shiver to think what someone like Venus could accomplish with that type of power, which made me realize I really didn’t want to know how deep the cabal matriarch’s claws were into things, or how she got them there. Ariana was only an imp, but that was enough. I’d seen enough of her power to know she could make saints kneel and eat her out if she wanted.

“Sure,” knowing the magic was working gave me a little resistance, but I was more worried about Ivanna. The blonde needed healing, and the longer I sat here protesting, the closer she got to death.

I headed into the hallway, turned, and nearly had the door shut in my face. About thirty seconds later, Ariana emerged. I tried to get a look into the room behind her, but she blocked my view. Things were uncharacteristically silent.     

“Let’s go,” Ariana tugged on my elbow.

I resisted, even when she sent a pulse of magic into the air, I just gave her a hard look that said, “don’t do that again”. I had a very bad feeling in my gut.

“Now,” Ariana’s grip tightened. “Please,” she wasn’t the begging type, and sheer surprise allowed her to pull me farther down the hall.

Now, I knew something was wrong. “What?” I was stupid enough to ask.

Ariana gave me a hard look before responding. “Are you part of this cabal, Cam?”

“Uh, yeah,” I held up my hand. My mark blazed on my flesh. I could see it whenever I wanted now, thanks to the Frankenstein mixture of magic rolling around inside me. 

“I’m not talking about a nice little social club where you get to fuck one of my aunts and make tons of cash while chilling in a Vegas lounge. I’m not talking about high rollers, fast cars, or loose women. This isn’t about making it rain in the strip club, or eating porterhouses with NFL stars while their wives can’t wait to fuck you in the bathroom before dessert. I’m talking about the greater cabal, La Familia, and everything that represents. The safety it provides to our kind. The security: physical, financial, and everything in between. That doesn’t just happen. It is earned, fought for, bled for. Anything worth as much as that is worth the battle to maintain it. Are you a part of that?”

“Of course I am,” I fired back, my temper rising.

I knew I owed everything to the cabal, including my life. Lilith had saved me twice. Her mother once. Hell, their legal team alone had kept me from spending the next decade as a UN science experiment. Even Marcella hadn’t turned out to be so bad. Dani was a fucking rock star, and if Xamira wasn’t watching this through some satellite uplink, I’d give my left nut to charity. Not Charity, the high-priced call girl who prowled the Vegas strip, but something worthwhile, like service dogs for veterans. I don’t know what good my nut would do them, but I’d figure something out.  

Ariana watched me closely and nodded, satisfied. “Ivanna was on the brink of death,” she deadpanned. “Another minute and she wasn’t going to make it. We cut it as close as close can be. Coming back from that has a terrible cost for an imp. We aren’t full-blooded succubae. We don’t have their power. Lilith could bounce back from an injury like that with a little horizontal tango. For us, it requires more.”

“Oh,” I saw where this was going.

“A life for a life,” she saw the recognition in my eyes. “My sister will bring about Mr. Mendez’s death. It’s . . . not pretty when we pry the life out of someone. It’s one of our greatest powers, our enemies' worst fear, but a terrible process. Despite all of that, it will save her. She’ll hate herself because of it, but we do what we need to in order to survive. For the cabal.”

Now I know why she asked me if I was in it to win it. I’d just become an accomplice to murder. Not a kill in the heat of battle. I’d led an old guy by the hand so he could be eaten alive by a nearly-dead, starving, supernatural predator. Don’t get me wrong, there were worse ways to go than death by succubus, but apparently, death by imp wasn’t something to write home about. He wouldn’t even get to die with a smile on his face.

I gulped and felt like I was going to be sick. Ariana watched me swallow it like a man as I rationalized it. “We’re going to get hit again by the Tikals. What’s a better resource: a bad-ass imp, or a sexagenarian with heart issues?”

“Okay,” I took a deep breath and didn’t look back at the room or the silence it represented.

As I turned back to Ariana, I heard a crash from the front. I didn’t even think. I ran toward the sound of violence. I guess that’s just who I was now. Old me would have shit a chicken if he saw me now. I didn’t run toward the gunfire. I wasn’t one of the few, the proud, the Marines. They might get tons of ass in those fancy uniforms, but I was in it to save my own skin. You didn’t survive in a supernatural world you still didn’t fully understand by throwing yourself in the way of every bullet, sword, and spell that came your way.

“Fuckin’ A,” I growled.

New me was willing to put myself in harm’s way for some things. Above all, I protected what was mine. That could be money, property, or women, but if you were mine, I would protect you. That feeling had always been there; I’d just never been able to help my friends before. Now, with the Aesir power trying to burn its way out of my mind, that feeling of marking my territory had grown an order of magnitude. I could hardly deal with anything looking cross at me and mine.

Honestly, here and now, I didn’t give a shit about Thomas or the civilians. I cared first and foremost about Butters and Night. They’d had my back since they ran me down, and that meant something to me. I fought for people who would fight for me, which was why Skella could suck my dick. Not literally. I didn’t know where that mouth had been, and it had probably spewed so many lies and thrown so many people under the bus, it would give me some type of Karma cooties. 

I wanted Ariana to be safe, but I knew she could take care of herself. Ivanna too, once she pieced herself back together. I wasn’t sure Lucia was even going to fight when the Tikals burst into this place. She struck me as the lover, not a fighter, type. All of this meant that when I burst back into the main gym area, I was going to prioritize the protection of certain people. Some were going to die. There was no getting around it, but I’d do my best to protect me and mine.

As I came back into the main area, fists up and ready to throw down, I kept the Aesir part of me under lock and key. The troll strength should be enough to get through this . . . hopefully.

“Lift with your legs, not your back,” Thomas sounded like Richard Simmons giving a jazzercise class.

The racket wasn’t from the second wave of the attack. It was the first wave of defense. Thomas was balancing a treadmill on his shoulder like it was a roll of gift wrap, while gesturing to the rest of the people like a conductor guiding a retarded orchestra. A bunch of fifty-year-olds trying to move dumbbells, weight racks, and equipment to block the entrance into the gym was actually a little funny.

I put my fists down and shared a grin with Ariana before going to join Butters and helping her move a Smith machine. The two-thousand-dollar, all-purpose rack was going to go from training people how to squat properly to hopefully tripping up some Tikals as they tried to invade the building. Together, Butters and I lay on top of an elliptical to bar the way in front of the metal shutters.

Part of me wondered how well it was going to hold up after the Tikals got through the wards and the metal barrier. If what they had could tear those defenses to shreds, then what good would the equipment do to stop them? I pushed the thought to the back of my mind. People needed to have something productive to do, even if it wouldn’t do anything to stop the coming horde. This wasn’t the time for defeatism. That shit spread like a cancer.

I opened up my mind a little to the Aesir power. If I wanted to counter fear, that was the magic pill. From what I knew about the power, quit wasn’t in its vocabulary. Certainty flooded into me, almost to the point that I grabbed Butter’s ass as we walked back to lug more barrier material. I instantly wanted to challenge Thomas to a bench press competition. The only problem was that there probably wasn’t enough weight in the entire gym to get me to max out.

“I could dominate him, and everyone would see it. I’ll show them all I’m the strongest, smartest, fastest. They’ll have no choice but to bow to me and suck . . .”

“What are you doing?” Butter’s voice snapped me out of the power trip and allowed me to lock back up my Aesir self.

“What?” I shook my head and looked at her. Night was standing right next to her with an almost identical, quizzical expression.

“Just now, you were doing something. I don’t know what it was . . .” she frowned.

“It felt like a pull to me,” Night offered. “Like you were suddenly the center of gravity, and I had to be closer,” she smiled, and I couldn’t help but glance down at her pierced nipples that were straining against her shirt.

“No,” Butters shook her head. “Have you ever felt like you were standing too close to a nuclear reactor?”

“I can’t say that I have.”

“That’s what it felt like.” From her tone, I couldn’t tell if that was a good or bad thing, and I didn’t get to ask.

“Look sharp, people,” Thomas’s voice cut through the room as he shouldered a bicep curl machine into the last, big open space the enemy could squeeze through. “Here’s what’s going to happen. They’re going to come at us with normal guys first. They’re going to blow out our wards, rip down these shutters, and rush us. If you feel bad about shooting at them . . . don’t. These are murderers, drug dealers, and rapists. When you hear those stories on the news, these are the guys who make it happen. Don’t hesitate. Five pounds of pressure on that trigger, and you’re going to make the world a better place.”

The incubus was putting a little extra mojo in his words. The female clientele were leaning in towards him. Even Butters and Night were unconsciously nodding in agreement. Maybe this was the gravity-type thing Night had been talking about? Could I be just as influential? I almost opened my mouth to try, but I saw Ariana out of the corner of my eye, and she shook her head. I respected her enough to follow her lead.

“After the humans will come creatures from your worst nightmares. The Tikal Cabal is home to some of the nastier creatures this side of the Atlantic. If you see a Nosferatu, whatever you do, don’t let their tongue touch you. Aim for the blood sack. It’s a big, bloated mass, and you can’t miss it. If you find yourself against a shifter, especially a skinny woman, hold the trigger down until it’s empty, and put every round you can into her center of mass,” he slapped his chest, which made a few women swoon. “I know headshots are what you see in the movies, but it’s hard as hell to hit a regular moving target. Trying to shoot them in the head is pointless. They aren’t going to sit still while you try to blow their brains out. I you find yourself up against a naga, in the name of all the gods, don’t . . .” he never got to finish.

It felt and sounded like one of those gods punched the outer window of the gym, and he sounded pissed. Even from thirty feet away, it felt like I’d stuck my head inside the Liberty Bell. I wobbled, but that was better than most. Butters and Night went down and didn’t get up again before the second and third punches landed.

“What the fuck is going on?” fear flooded through me, and I almost let my Aesir flag fly.

“RPG!” Lucia yelled as she emerged from the security room with all the cameras.

“RPG?” I thought you only found them in a third-world warlord’s arsenals. “Am I seriously in the middle of Black Hawk Down right now?”

I’d watched the movie in the dorms with Brad and Jerome, and the moral of the story was that things never turned out well for the people getting shot with the RPGs. That trend continued when whatever ward they were targeting fucking exploded. Physically, the symbol just burned out, and the reinforced glass cracked, but the magical release of pressure had anyone with any magical talent on their ass. I didn’t black out, but I saw stars. As for the girls, I was pretty sure they were bleeding from the ears. I felt bad for them. They got the worst of both worlds.

“And this shits about to get a whole lot worse,” I gulped as the twisting screech of metal being peeled apart quickly followed the magical backlash.

“Get ready! Guns up! Right there!” Thomas pulled people off the ground and pushed them into a rough firing line behind some furniture he’d used to form some cover. I helped, literally kicking one guy in the ass to get him moving.

Guns were pointed everywhere but the breach point as the gym’s clients tried to screw their heads back on straight. It was a cardinal sin to point a weapon at anyone who you didn’t want to kill. I knew that now. By that logic, at least three elderly men wanted to shoot me in the dick. I let them off with a warning glare.

“Ariana, can you . . .?” Thomas began.

“I’ve got this,” a blur of blonde, and Ivanna was at the center of the line. Her hands touched shoulders and faces. Hands steadied and heart rates returned to normal as a result. I smelled cloves in the air as she worked her power. Like I was in the middle of a girl’s high school bathroom where they all thought they were rebels.

I expected Ivanna to look like three-day-old roadkill, but she looked fine. Better than fine. She looked perfect. There wasn’t a trace of I just took a bullet through the heart on her. If you asked me, that was fucking incredible. At the same time, I didn’t want to see what poor Mr. Mendez looked like.

“Dupree,” Thomas’s voice pulled my eyes away from appraising his daughter. “I’ll hold the center here with Ivanna. I want the Ignis mage with me. The Tikals will hit us the hardest. Ariana will hold the left flank with the Terra mage, and you and the Caeli mage will hold the right. The goal is to funnel the enemy away from our weak clients toward our better armed people so we can tear them apart.”

It took a moment to realize that when he said “better armed”, he wasn’t talking about the people with assault rifles. He was talking about me. That made me smile. “All right then,” it was nice to be treated like a badass.

I reached into the ball of white fire in my gut and started to work my glamour. It wasn’t anything special, just a spear that would allow me to make Tikal Shish Kabobs. I didn’t have much training, so I’d settle for sticking the pointy end in the bad guy.

“Nice,” Night grinned as she followed me over to the right side of the room. “The Dark Lady was right about you.” I didn’t know what to say to that.

The mage had a bit of a wild glint in her eye, but I still sensed fear. She might have seen some shit for a SoCal girl, but this was a whole different ballgame. She knew it, which was half the battle to keep her from pissing herself when the bullets started flying.

“I’ll hit’em, and you slice’em and dice’em,” she suggested.

It was as good as anything I’d come up with, so I nodded. I hoped everyone else had a plan because the metal shutters had an expiration date, and their time was up.

A chunk of the metal about the size of a door eroded and dissolved like it had suddenly aged a million years in a few seconds. The client militia was so stunned that they didn’t even get their first rounds off until someone threw a black cylinder into the room.

“Grenade!” Ariana screamed before sound and light hit everyone like one of Floyd “Money” Mayweather’s TKOs.

I grimaced, but the pain faded quickly. Once my vision returned, I saw two men rushing through the hole. Both had their weapons up and were pulling the triggers. They were overexcited because the rounds went high, but they were walking them lower.

“So much for this,” I groaned, as I chucked my spear at the duo.

I’d probably set an MLB speed record with the throw, and that sucked ass for the cartel dudes. Even better for me, they’d come through one after the other, so it was a two-for-one special. I painted the metal behind them red with gore as the pointy end smashed through the first guy’s chest and threw him back into bad guy number two. It took him in the side. Non-fatal, but he wasn’t going to be pressing an attack any time soon. Neither were, because my spear embedded itself into the metal shutter and pinned the two unlucky assholes to the wall.

The first guy dropped his weapon, while blood fountained out of his mouth, and the second guy screamed bloody murder. I’d been where he had. Being impaled fucking sucked. Thankfully, there was a pop, and his throat exploded. I looked over and saw the barrel of Ivanna’s suppressor smoking.

She met my eyes, and I couldn’t help but wink. She returned it in kind.

Neither of us had the time to flirt, because as my glamour spear dissolved, and the first fatalities slumped to the floor, more grenades and people came rushing in to kill us. These grenades weren’t flash bangs. Two headed for Night and me, but the mage was all over it. A gust of wind blew out of nowhere and slapped the grenades back toward the opening. They went off, people screamed, and the collection of bodies by the entrance grew a little bit bigger.

“Good, make them climb over their friends' shredded corpses to get to us,” it was always good to put the enemy through a good mindfuck.

However good things were going on our flank, it was not a one-sided fight. Ivanna shot two of the grenades out of the air in an example of marksmanship that should have her on a Wheaties box, but the center was the main focus of the Tikal goon’s attack. The line of civilians opened fire and gunned down the wannabe sicarios, but it was too late. The grenades landed short of their firing position, and they instinctually took cover, but not faster than exploding shrapnel. 

Now, our people were screaming. That was the signal, and a small Tikal army started to pour through the hole. They’d sacrificed a few poor bastards to get their foot in the door, but now it was lodged in that motherfucker. A lance of fire lashed out as Butters joined in. It was the same attack she’d used back at the motel, and it was just as effective. She carved through the first three goons like a lightsaber through a Thanksgiving turkey. They went down, in pieces, but the people behind them ducked and scrambled out of the way to the left and right. That was the funnel part of our plan. In my opinion, it worked too well. No less than half a dozen gunmen came charging around the gym equipment, and straight at Night and me.

“Slice’em and dice’em,” I reminded her, and leaped forward to meet them.

I nearly conjured a sword, but opted for a shield instead. I might be bulletproof, but Night sure as shit wasn’t. The glamour wasn’t anything fancy, just a square that shimmered slightly out of phase with the rest of reality, but when you hit with the force of a runaway semi, it was probably even deadlier than a sword.

I don’t know what the first guy was all hopped up on, but it wasn’t brains. He came at me like I was a mundane human. I swept my shield into him, and that was all she wrote. I felt the dude’s bones shatter like glass. He went flying like the useless meat sack he now was, and landed in a heap of compound fractures and bad decisions on the impromptu barricade.

To the other five goons’ credit, they didn’t blink. I got my shield out in front of me before they unloaded. The rounds pounded into my suddenly much too thin glamour, and it felt like someone was playing the bongos with my brain. I ignored it and pushed forward against the tide of bullets, but it was an uphill battle. Thankfully, I wasn’t fighting it alone.

There was a yelp, and the goon on the far left’s feet went out from under him. Bullets flew into the ceiling and drew a line of holes toward his buddies. They might be able to handle one of their own getting batted aside by some clearly supernatural dude, but seeing bullets headed their way was too much. Their combined assault broke, and suddenly, I was among them.

I didn’t think, I just killed. The Aesir in me howled with glee as I punched one dude in the chest. His heart practically exploded out of his back. A side kick drove back a guy trying to level his weapon at me, and another bent some poor bastard’s leg ninety degrees in the wrong direction. I swiped with the shield again and literally took a guy’s head off. If you think you needed a sharp edge to do the deed, you’d be wrong. Enough force will get damned near anything done.

It was a whirlwind of Tikal goons going down, until the only one left was the one Night pulled off his feet. He was only still alive because she’d put him on his ass, but his time had run out. Still, he wasn’t going to go down without a fight. He leveled his gun at me and pulled the trigger. A millisecond before he hit that five-pounds-of-pressure mark, a whip of air lashed out and grabbed the barrel of his rifle. He still got the shot off, and it blasted past my ear, skimming my lobe and adding to the mother of all migraines I was going to have when this was all over.

I grimaced and reached for him, but he danced back. He lined up a second shot, aimed straight at my forehead, but then he froze. His eyes bulged, and he dropped his gun. His hands went to his throat in the universal I’m choking expression.

I looked over my shoulder and saw Night standing there with her hand outstretched, curled around the dude’s imaginary throat, in full-on, sex-kitten, Darth Vader mode. The Aesir inside me was contained, so I wasn’t sporting its telltale war boner. I’m not going to lie; seeing a hot girl save me from getting shot in the dome, while pulling a Star Wars move, was every guy’s wet dream. Most guys just preferred the gold bikini, but trust me, this was better.  

Even if I was picking up what she was putting down, I still saw the sweat on her forehead and the way her hand trembled. Night wasn’t powerful enough to go full Vader. I didn’t want this douchebag’s death on her conscience, so I walked over and cleanly snapped his neck. Her whole body sagged in relief. Halting the flow of oxygen in a person’s body was one hell of a workout.

“Marry me,” I mouthed to her, and she gave me a tired smile.

It would have been the perfect end to the fight, but I’d never been that lucky.

“Plug the hole!” Thomas yelled from where he fought in the center of our line.

If not for the incubus, the gym’s clients would have been overrun. A few were already down, bleeding out from those grenades that got through. The rest were being swarmed by bigger men whose profession was violence. I didn’t know any of our people by name, but I saw them go down. One client shot a cartel goon in the gut, but the Tikals didn’t always hire morons. Some had body armor. The client didn’t stand up so well to the shotgun butt that slammed into his head, or the round that splattered his brain all over the rubber, anti-slip mat.

Thomas was moving. He just didn’t get there fast enough. He grabbed the shotgun goon’s head and squeezed. The bastard’s eyes popped out, and his brains shot out his nose while his skull crumpled like one of those cheap, European smart cars that got up close and personal with a Ford F-150. Thomas dropped him and was already moving on.

The air was thick with gun smoke and blood. I watched Ariana flow through her bad guys similar to the way her father did. I don’t know where she got the knife, but she seemed overly fond of cutting important bits of the men invading her home. Skella was surprisingly helpful. The Terra mage made an upward motion with her arm, and the ground rolled out around her, shattering the floor and knocking another half-dozen bad guys on their asses. That made their throats an easy target for the imp.

For a few critical seconds, it looked like we were going to turn the tide, and then two women casually walked through the breach like they were the IRS and we owed back taxes. Well, one walked. One slithered.

I knew the one who walked; Claws, a.k.a. Isabella Fontaine. The werewolf had a big, methhead, shit-eating grin on her face. She headed straight for a spot near the center of our defensive line, directly between where Ariana and Thomas were dealing with the remaining gunmen. Exactly where we were weakest.

The first one to die was Ms. Botox. The fifty-something who thought it was more important to wear jewels to the gym than actually work out. Although, I had to give her some respect. She went down like a champ. She pointed her rifle at the werewolf and did exactly what Thomas told her to do. She held down the trigger until it clicked empty. Even from fifteen feet away, she missed more than she hit. I don’t know if the incubus had some silverbane rounds stashed away somewhere, but he didn’t give any to her.

From one step to the next, the werewolf’s hand transformed into a claw. It blurred, and Ms. Botox’s blood splashed across half the gym. Her head flopped back; three-quarters decapitated. Her eyes were frozen wide in surprise, but she was dead before she hit the ground. There was nothing surprising about that.

Then Ariana was on her. The imp hit the werewolf with murderous rage, and they blurred so fast I could hardly keep track. I saw the werewolf’s head snap back from a hit, but then Ariana was flying across the room. Skella yelped and barely got out of the way. Ariana clipped her side, and they both went down. So much for our left flank.

There weren’t any more gunmen to take advantage of the opening as Fontaine started tearing into the clients, ignoring their guns, and pushing the bullets out of her flesh nearly as fast as they hit her. Thomas turned to face her, but I had other problems.

The second woman slithered in behind Fontaine and took one look around before heading toward me. Her tongue flicked out to taste the air, and she smiled. It was creepy as fuck.

“I really wish Thomas had finished what he was going to say about nagas,” I gulped as I faced off against the snake girl.

Nagas were one of the supernatural races that got the ass end of the deal in just about every way possible. They were the result of some ancient deity’s bestiality fetish with an ancient reptile that preceded modern-day snakes. The first of their race was the Naga, capital N, who lived in India, and had a cult following bigger than Charles Manson’s, just with a million more casualties. People actually sacrificed themselves to the king of serpents on a daily basis. That was power.

Descendants of big-daddy Naga were also known as naga, little N, and had tried their best to remain hidden even since the Revelation. Unlike succubae, shifters, and even Nosferatu, nagas didn’t have a humanish form. They couldn’t hide among the human population. They were all monster baby. Outside of India, they were hunted and killed by just about everyone, but apparently, the Tikals had taken some in.

In my case, the one I was facing had the face of a woman, like the Sphinx, but if the rest of the ancient sculpture was a cobra. “Wait, make that rattler,” I corrected, as I noticed the iconic appendage at the end of her twelve-foot body. It even started to rattle as she slithered over the gym equipment. I freely admit, I peed myself a little.

Her scales were a reddish brown, and her eyes were yellow slits that had dialed in on me. Looking at a snake girl’s quasi-human face, complete with a pair of extended fangs that made a Bowie knife look tame, wasn’t the weirdest part of it all. The fact that she had arms wasn’t even surprising. The weirdest part was that she was wearing a halter top and skirt.

She didn’t have tits because of the whole snake thing, but some of her scales looked a little thicker where breasts might have been on a woman. So, I gave that one a pass. However, the skirt made no sense. Maybe one of those scales slid open and there was a little snake slit for snake boys to stick their snake dicks in. What did I know? All I could think about was the idea that getting killed by a snake girl with a teenybopper face would haunt me forever.

That nearly happened. For something so big, she moved hellafast. She curled in on herself and lunged forward like . . . well, a snake. I dove away and barely missed getting punctured by those fangs. A drop of venom did drip on my leg as she flew past me, and I cussed up a storm. That shit hurt. Troll strength or not.

I rolled and came back up with one hand projecting my glamour shield between me and the naga, and the other hand frantically swiping at the venom. That might have been what Thomas was trying to say. Don’t let them get their venom on you. It makes that shit from Alien look like iced tea.

I was ready for the naga’s second attempt, but she had other ideas. My dive might have saved my ass, but it left Night vulnerable. She screamed, and I couldn’t blame her. Nagas strangled people, ate them whole, and then lounged around while their body’s natural acids decomposed their victims into sustenance. It was a shitty way to go.

Snake girl curled again, but I hit her before she could strike. Like an idiot, I jumped on her back. She hissed, trying to reach around to bite my ass or rip me off, but I’d landed perfectly in her blind spot. That didn’t stop her from trying to buck me off like this was the National Western Stock Show and Rodeo.

I lost track of where we were in the building and just hung on for dear life. Nagas were strong, and she proved that by bashing the shit out of me. She threw us back into the mirrored walls of the weight area. None of the glass actually punctured me, but she knocked the wind out of me, and the glass remnants were itchy as hell. I had a vague memory of hitting more equipment, the reception desk, and then the metal shutters before she finally shook me off, but I wasn’t just holding on and enjoying the ride. I was doing my own damage.

Her hissing scream filled the building as I squeezed her scaly ass and made her my bitch. I don’t know if snakes have bones or cartilage, but whatever it was, I cracked it. I put my troll strength up against her naga durability, and I might have just come out ahead. It didn’t seem that way when I went flying through the air and skipped across the anti-slip mats that were soaked in other people’s blood. If I didn’t get an STD today, it would be a miracle.

“Ha!” I barked as I saw snake girl slither jerkily back through the breach. “You better run, bitch,” I laughed some more and winced. My ribs hurt as I took in the tactical situation.

I don’t know the technical term, but it was a bloody mess. All the clients were down with a variety of injuries, the most common being death. Ariana was being propped up against a wall by Skella, who was limping pretty bad. Night was down in a pool of blood. Sometime during my private rodeo, some asshole had shot her in the arm.

“Fuckers! I’ll rip their dicks off,” I fought back the Aesir that tried to break through.

Butters looked okay. She was tending to Night with her new cauterization technique while Ivanna helped. The imp looked like she’d taken a few punches, but didn’t have any other holes in her. Lastly, I found Thomas, and that brought a smile to my face.

He had Fontaine in a full nelson and was whispering sweet nothings in her ear. The werewolf was fully shifted, but with his hands on her, the woman was furry putty. She gave a moan as he wrapped his hand around her throat and started to squeeze.

“Finish her!” the voice from Mortal Kombat roared in my head.

Thomas looked like he was about to give her neck a good twist when he suddenly jerked forward. Blood splashed outward, and a second later, BOOM! The incubus fell limply to the floor, and Fontaine blinked like she was coming out of the world’s best wet dream into a nightmare. Understandably, she ran, leaving Thomas’s bleeding body on the ground.

“Dad!” Lucia screamed from the hallway.

“Fuck!” I yelled, sliding forward and scooping him up in a move that would make James Bond jealous.

As I cleared the breach’s line of sight, I felt the supersonic passage of the round meant to put the incubus down for good. “Motherfucking sniper,” I was going to rip off that guy’s dick, shove it down his throat, and jerk off his neck until his head came off.

I cradled Thomas’s head in my lap and felt the blood ruining yet another set of my clothes. I carefully felt the back of the man’s skull and winced. The back half of his noggin was caved in. I tried not to puke as I checked his pulse.

“Tough old bastard,” he had one, but it was weak. That’s when his daughters arrived.

“Get him into one of those fuck rooms,” I ordered, and surprisingly, they obeyed. Apparently, with Daddy down, I was in charge. The problem was, I didn’t have any idea what to do next.

The Tikals had taken enough casualties that they weren’t coming through the door at the moment, but I doubted we could stop them if they resumed the attack. There were probably fifty dead bodies scattered around the joint, and more would be joining them soon. My ribs still hurt as I took it all in.

“Cam?” Butters looked up at me from where she knelt next to Night.

There was a silent plea on her lips as she looked for guidance. I wished I could give it to her. So, of course, that’s when I started to hear RPGs go off at the back of the building.

“Kill anyone who comes through that door,” I ordered Butters, one of the last combat-capable people present, as I rushed down the hallway toward the back.

The first fuck room door was open, and the three imps were fussing over their dad. They wouldn’t be any help until they got him settled. I passed the second fuck room and saw Mr. Mendez, or what was left of him. Someone might be pounding the back wards with RPGs, but I had to take a detour to puke my guts out.

Mr. Mendez just looked . . . wrong. His eyes were glazed over in death, but his face was frozen in pants-shitting terror. I didn’t blame him. His body had been viciously broken. I counted twelve big bones poking out through his skin before I had to hit the porcelain throne. His skin was so desiccated that a butter knife could have sliced him in half. The life wasn’t fucked out of him. It was viciously ripped free by a supernatural predator.

I didn’t have time to wash out my mouth before the RPGs breached the wards, and something started hammering the back door. I found myself alone in the hallway, covered in blood, and still hurting all over.

“What the fuck else is new?” I readied my mind to unleash the Aesir.

I didn’t care if I fucked everything with a hole when this was over. I wasn’t going to let anything happen to my friends. My family. With my last resort primed, I manifested a glamour sword and shield.

“Come at me, bro!” I yelled at the door, as something sharp sliced diagonally through the reinforced steel door like a hot knife through warm butter.

My jaw dropped at the awesome display of power, and it hit my knees when I saw what shouldered through the door and into the hallway.

“We’re totally fucked now.”

“Hey there, stud. You miss me?” Dani strutted toward me with the biggest fucking double-bladed battle axe I’d ever seen resting against her shoulder.

Behind her came Fern with a beaming smile that made me forget all my troubles. Not to mention some leather armor that made her tits look awesome, and a wicked, curved pair of knives in her hands. Behind them came imps; two, four, six, I stopped counting. It was so beautiful. I felt a tear slip down my cheek.

“Don’t get all soft on me now, big guy. The part . . .” Dani cut off as I grabbed her in a bear hug and squeezed until her bones complained.

“Is that a sword in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?” I laughed after a second.

“If it was a sword, that would mean you’d fucked a dick girl, Cam,” she fired back as I dropped her back to her feet.

She stumbled a bit and shook it off, but I saw the blush on her cheeks. Then, she pulled out the sword in question and handed it to me.

“I missed you.” The words nearly got caught in my throat. I wasn’t talking about the sword.

“Yeah,” she replied, not meeting my eyes. We had a lot of catching up to do.

Of course, the universe couldn’t let me have a moment.

“Cam!” Butter’s voice was full of panic, and I smelled fire.

“Fight now, fuck later,” Dani pushed past me and took control. “Let’s teach these little bitches not to mess with the Venetian Cabal!” she pointed to the imp soldiers and sent them out to kill our enemies.

I didn’t need the Aesir in me to achieve the war boner poking through a hole in my shredded, blood-soaked shorts. I don’t know if Dani noticed, and I didn’t care. With her here to help, I felt like everything was going to be alright.


Chapter 14

Aveena reached up to grab the metal railing and winced. It was cold. That wasn’t something she usually needed to consider. She grimaced as she hoisted herself up and winced again.

“I’m getting sick and tired of this shit,” she growled as she leveraged herself into the seat and shut the door behind her.

She’d never realized how good she had it. She used to be a near god, unaffected by ice and fire, and would have healed from a near-death experience by now. Now, she was still limping along, a little woozy, with the occasional bout of nausea. Having to stick her head out a window and puke her guts out every few hours was starting to take its toll. It was hard to keep any food down, and that wasn’t helping her growing fatigue. All in all, she felt like hammered shit. 

“Is this what it means to be human?”

It wasn’t some existential question she posed to herself about her place in the universe. She really wanted to know if humans had it this shitty. If that was true, they’d gotten the ass-end of the cosmic deal. She almost felt sorry for them . . . almost. She didn’t have the energy to really care about anything other than her own survival right now.

She’d always heard that her people screwed with humanity on the regular. It was fun. Mortal lives were like a candle. They burned dim and quick, forgot everything after a few generations, so the Fae could keep pulling the same shit on them over and over. She’d never personally partaken in the revelry, but she would have liked the option. Now, she felt like she was the one getting screwed over.

“How you doing, girl?” asked the heavy-set man at the wheel.

He looked like a walrus buttfucked Santa Claus. A tangled, white beard hung down to his belly button. On a regular man, that would be impressive, but this guy was fat. His seat was pushed back as far as possible from the wheel, and even then, there was a little blubber pressed up against the steering device. If she thought about it too long, that was probably a hazard, but she’d picked this guy for a reason.

“If you make one move to force me to suck your dick, I will bite it off and spit it out on Route sixty-six. Comprende?” her voice sounded tired; not at all as threatening as she intended.

Fatty blinked in surprise, but she wasn’t buying it. Truckers didn’t just pick up random girls at rest stops for their conversation skills. They wanted a pretty little thing to play their meat flute. It was one of the unwritten rules of the road. If you wanted a ride, you had to pay the piper.

Aveena hadn’t known that when she started hitchhiking not that far outside Vincent’s Hollow. Using mortal means of transportation was her only option. The Wild Hunt was waiting Between, and Van Helsing . . . well . . . she didn’t know what the power-stealing bitch was capable of; so, better safe than sorry. It added precious time to her journey. But slow and alive was better than fast and dead.

The first ride had taken her to Cleveland, the armpit of America, and lulled her into complacency. She’d passed out for most of the trip, and nothing bad had happened. Ride number two changed that. A younger man, slightly less fat, but still sporting a beer gut, had picked her up on I-90. He’d started off with the same line as wannabe Santa.

“How you doing, girl?”

She’d given him a tired smile and resumed trying to get some sleep. Hindsight being twenty-twenty, that was a stupid idea. If she had to give the trucker some props, it was that he knew what he was doing. He had his move down. With skill she hadn’t been expecting, he’d flicked on the cruise control, pushed his seat back, and unzipped his pants with one hand, while gently cupping the back of her head with the other. It was a tender, affectionate motion, and that caught her by surprise more than anything. She didn’t even resist as he pulled her head down toward his chubby cock.

She remembered looking down and the critical second it took her to realize what was happening. His cock was seared into her memory. It was a small, but girthy dick, and smelled like sourcrout. If you want a rule to live by, a good one is to not suck a dick that smells like it just got served out of Hitler’s grandmother’s kitchen.

She’d come dangerously close to having that smelly dick shoved in her mouth, but she turned her head at the last second. She could still feel the line of pre-cum on her cheek from where the excited fucker had tried to reorient her head toward his dick, but she wasn’t some truck stop whore.

She was Aveena fucking Foxbelle, a noble Fae. Well . . . minus the Foxbelle, and possibly the noble part, but she was still Aveena the fucking Fae. She wasn’t going to let some fuckface face fuck her. The man’s curses turned to gibberish as she easily lifted her head up, while he pushed down with all his strength. It was sweet music to her ears. It was nearly as pleasant as the crunch the cartilage of his nose made as she slammed the back of her head up into his face.

She felt a splash of warm blood in her hair as she pinned the trucker to his seat with her forearm and reached over to open the door. Just as smoothly as he tried to throat fuck her, she undid his seatbelt and shoved him out the door. They were only doing fifty-five down the interstate, so he might have lived. Maybe. She didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about how much force it took to break a mortal. The simple answer was: not a lot. At the moment, she really didn’t give a shit.

“Tuck and roll, bitch,” she laughed to herself as she tried to get control of the big rig.

It took some time, but she figured it out. She wasn’t going to be able to take any city streets, but that wasn’t the plan. She rode the highway until the semi ran out of gas, hopped out, abandoned the vehicle, and flagged down another driver who might be intrigued by a pretty girl on the side of the road. Now, to set the tone, she gave all the truckers the same speech she’d just given morbidly obese Kris Kringle.

One skinny bastard dared to tell her to take a hike, so she chucked him too, and stole his ride. Grand theft auto was one of the few bright points in her life right now. She smiled at the memory. 

Instead of trying to bumble through some half-ass excuse of why he wasn’t going to shove his dick down her throat, diabetic St. Nick just shook his head and gave her a sad look.

“You’ve been through the wringer, haven’t you?” He threw the truck in gear and started to accelerate back into traffic.

“Mister, you have no idea,” she kept to the far side of the cabin, with her hand on the door handle in case he was a supernatural she couldn’t sense.

Normally, that wasn’t an issue, but everything about her powers was wonky right now. It would suck ass to outfox the Wild Hunt, and befuddle the Wicked Witch, only to have some trucker werewolf rip out her throat. That’s just embarrassing.

They were silent for the next ten miles before he opened his mouth again. “Where you headin’?”

“West,” she answered monotonously. She didn’t want to give out her exact destination in case the police found the hitchhiking Fae that was boosting eighteen-wheelers from hapless rapists. 

“Okay,” he replied, and kept on driving.

Twenty miles later, he interrupted her as she started to doze. “Just one more question, and I’ll leave you alone.”

“Shoot,” she yawned.

“Have you thought about taking Jesus Christ as your lord and savior?”

“You’ve got to be shitting me,” she gaped. “I had to catch a ride from a bible thumper. Why can’t he just want me for my dick-sucking abilities?”

She didn’t respond. She just turned her back on him, pretended to sleep, and focused on healing. She needed to have her shit together by the time she got where she was going. Anything less, and getting double-teamed by the Wild Hunt and Van Helsing was going to be the least of her worries.

***

I rushed after Dani and the imps; my eyes fixated on her monstrous axe as much as her ass. I gave myself a mental slap and shut the Aesir back in its cage. I needed my head screwed on straight right now.

We rushed into the meat grinder that was the main portion of the gym, and I expected to see Butters throwing fireballs at a horde of goons like an OG Ignus mage. Instead, she was hunkered down behind the impromptu barrier that hadn’t done much but buy the gym’s clients a few extra minutes of life. Don’t get me wrong, there was still fire; it just wasn’t inside the gym.

The parking lot was taking a bath in orange flame. All the client’s cars had gone up like tinder and were eagerly awaiting someone to come roast marshmallows on them.

“Not like they’re going to need them anymore,” I kicked a severed arm out of my path and crouched down next to Butters.

A little-known fact that the Hollywood special effects community probably doesn’t want you to know. A car on fire doesn’t explode immediately, if at all. The flames need to get inside the gas tank to make things go boom, and it takes some effort to do that. The expensive, foreign luxury models in the lot might burn into charred skeletons before ever going up in that glorious fireball action heroes were always walking away from in slow-mo. 

“They just went up a second ago,” Butters said, as she stared wide-eyed at Dani and the imps spreading out around the room.

“Dani, Butters; Butters, Dani,” I made the introductions.

“Can she fight?” the dwarf asked as she moved to get a better look at the breach.

“She’s still alive, isn’t she?” I gave Butters a smile, and got a shaky one in return. The coed was tough, but she’d just seen a lot of people ripped to pieces.

“And Thomas shot in the head. Don’t forget that exclamation point on this already shitty day,” I added.

“Who else is combat capable?” Dani asked, slinking back and never giving the sniper a fresh target.

“You’re looking at it,” I splayed my hands and shrugged.

“Plus, me,” Ariana slid into position next to Butters. “Ivanna and Lucia will act as our reserve, but someone has to protect Dad.”

“Thomas is down. Shit,” Dani muttered. “I was kind of counting on a heavy hitter. This just keeps getting better and better.”

“Welcome to the party,” I added.

“You always throw the best keggers, Cam,” she shot me a grin and made some hand motions to the imps. I didn’t know what they meant, but the super soldiers did.

“Master,” I felt a voice whisper in my ear, and I nearly jumped through the ceiling.

“Fuck, Fern, don’t sneak up on me like that,” the little Pixie was practically invisible where she stood on my other side. I guessed that was on purpose.

“I scouted the ground with the metal funeral pyres,” she continued. “Three beings are waiting out there. I believe they want to talk.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because they are not attacking us when we are obviously weak,” she replied, as if it was the most basic thing in the world.

“She’s right,” my Aesir side agreed. When prey was wounded, you moved in for the kill. You didn’t sit back and relax until it was dead at your feet.

“It’s good to have you back, Fern,” I laid my hand on her shoulder, and she practically shivered in excitement.

“Master, you’ve changed.”

“I know. We’ll talk later. Right now, how about we go see what these assholes want?” I suggested.

“We’ll be leaving our cover and concealment,” Dani stated with a raised eyebrow.

“They can kill us in here, or kill us out there. Maybe this way, we won’t trip over a dumbbell,” I laughed. No one else thought it was funny.

Dani made some more hand motions, and two of the imps sprinted toward the back of the building. I assumed to take the stairs to the roof. I should have thought of that. If the talks went to hell in a handbasket, it was better to have two people up top to put some rounds in these assholes’ heads. After all, we had to return the favor.

I spared a second of thought for Thomas before leading the way. I made sure to pick up a dead cartel goon’s shotgun on the way out. A little extra firepower never hurt, because Dani was right; we could use Thomas’s extra sex mojo right about now. With my troll strength operating at one hundred percent, I was probably the most durable of the bunch. If someone was going to take a bullet in the doorway, it would be best if it was me.

“Knock, knock,” I stuck my head out the breach and wasn’t immediately shot in the forehead. I took that as a good sign.

“Finally,” a familiar voice sighed. “I thought I was going to have to go in there and dig you all out. Your cabal is like a tick in our lands. It would be fitting.”

Duke What’s-His-Face, with a tongue that haunts women’s nightmares, was standing nonchalantly on the right of snake girl and Fontaine. Whatever hoodoo Thomas had pulled on the werewolf was gone. If anything, she looked royally pissed and was ready for blood. Her eyes found Ariana, and she smiled, showing us fangs stained red by the imp’s clients.

“How’s Daddy? Does he have a bit of a migraine?” she laughed.

I was able to catch Ariana before she leaped at the werewolf and ruined this little peace conference, or whatever the fuck you wanted to call it. The logical part of me said to hear the Tikal leader out, and maybe we’d all walk away from this with all ten fingers and ten toes. The Aesir side of me wanted to rip his monster tongue out of his ass and play jump rope with his large intestine. It’s a good thing I was still in control.

That control faltered when I saw what the Nosferatu was leaning against. It was a big-ass rifle.

“Fucking coward,” I snarled.

The sun was just now sliding below the horizon; so, the duke’s true form was safe, even if I peeled off his flesh mask. Instead of fighting me straight up, like a man, throughout the day, he’d sniped us like a little camper bitch from the safety of some nearby building.  The Aesir in me changed his mind; I was going to shove the five-foot rifle up his ass, rip out his monster tongue, and play patty cake with his kidneys.

The Nosferatu saw me looking and smiled. “It’s a beauty, isn’t it. I shot the incubus from over a kilometer away. It was outside the protective circle, but it was worth it. The cops won’t even come despite the gunshot, because that’s what happens when you own them. That’s real power, Cameron Dupree.”

“Do you two want to whip it out and I’ll judge whose is bigger?” Dani deadpanned. “If everyone is going to keep their dicks in their pants, then how about you tell us what the fuck you’re up to, Santiago? We had a truce. We had peace. You’re costing everyone a lot of money.”

It was a good angle. The only thing people like the duke tended to like more than blood was cold, hard cash. Maybe there was a deal to be made. My Aesir was completely against the idea, but that’s why Dani was doing the negotiating.

“I broke the peace?” the Nosferatu snarled, his tongue slithering about a foot out of his mouth. “Your man came into our territory. He violated our borders, just like your whore queen did all those centuries ago. You think you can just show up and take what is ours without repercussions? Think again.”

Fontaine growled in agreement, and snake girl curled in on herself, her rattle shaking ominously.

“If we want to get technical,” I stepped into the discussion, “I was dumped in your territory. Why would I want to come to this shithole unless I didn’t have a say in it? Secondly, it was you who attacked me. I was chilling with some lovely ladies when you showed up. This all could have been avoided if you took the deal back at Motel sixty-nine.”

I don’t know what offended him more: that I’d called his home a shithole, or that I called him out on not taking the earlier deal. His whole body rippled, and I almost got a look at the real Nosferatu beneath the mask before he got himself under control.

“I’m going to feast on your heart, Dupree,” he snarled.

“Get in line. So far, anyone who’s tried to kill me has ended up dead.” That wasn’t entirely true, but the duke didn’t know it.

“If in doubt, lie your ass off,” I always said.

“You wouldn’t be talking to us unless you wanted to resolve this without further bloodshed,” Dani stepped back in, shooting me a glare in the process. “What do you propose?”

“Compensation. A wergild,” the duke spat. “You’ve killed dozens of my people. They have families that need looking after. A hundred thousand dollars a man; call it five million.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Sorry,” I held up my hand as I doubled over in gut-wrenching hysterics. “It’s just . . . you caring about some human’s family,” I had to stop again, and slapped my knee for theatrics. “Whoa. Thanks for that, big guy. I needed a good laugh after today,” I got it together. “We all know you’re going to shell out a few pennies to these ‘families’ to keep them quiet, and you’ll pocket the rest. However, since we did kill all your little henchmen, we’ll give you a million.”

I had no idea if I was even authorized to negotiate on behalf of the cabal, but Dani backed me with a nod.

“You’ll have to sweeten the pot,” the duke moved on from the petty cash to what he really wanted. “I want the incubus and his daughters. Let me have them, and the rest of you can walk free.”

I’d seen people lick their lips in anticipation before, but it’s creepy as fuck when a Nosferatu does it. I fought back the shiver as images of Ariana in her own tentacle porn feature played out in my head. The duke would use them up, get them addicted to his saliva, and then either toss their bodies in the local dump or turn them into his killer groupies, like Fontaine 2.0.

Even if the logical part of me would agree to it, the Aesir in me practically broke free and started throwin’ bows. To that side of me, Ariana and Ivanna were mine. Thomas was competition, but a worthy adversary. Even there, the Aesir wanted to be the one to take down the incubus. Then there was Lucia. Lucia was . . . well, like a frightened child I had to protect. The Nosferatu had a better chance of getting his five million than the gym’s owners.

“We’ve got to take a hard pass on that one, buddy,” I shrugged, which was hard when my shoulders were tensed and ready to fight.

Shit was sliding downhill; so, I quickly went over our options. There were eight imps with weapons ranging from MP5s to Bowie knives. They could be a hell of a distraction, but I doubt they’d be able to take any of the Tikals down, unless they had silverbane ammo. Fern had vanished again. Her glamour was top-notch, but she wasn’t a heavy hitter. I expected her to stealth in whenever she saw an opportunity, and hamstring one of these assholes before vanishing again. Butters was hiding behind us, and I wasn’t going to count on her much. She might be able to help with the car fires, but when matched with the speed, strength, and ferocity of these supernatural predators, it would be better for her life expectancy if she sat on the sidelines.

That left Dani, Ariana, and me, the three strongest of the group. We could divide and conquer, but that would be risky. Snake girl was probably the weakest, but she was no joke; I could personally attest to that. Judging by the fact that she wasn’t still injured from our impromptu rodeo, she healed fast. That sucked for us.

I’d seen Ariana get tossed by Fontaine already today, and with her emotionally compromised, I wouldn’t want her going up against the werewolf again. Dani could give it a shot. She might be stronger than the imp, but she wasn’t faster. Speed was key in that type of fight, but the dwarf did have one advantage. I’d bet my next paycheck there was silverbane in her axe. A small nick, and Fontaine was ash. Maybe together, Dani and Ariana could take her, but only if the imps and Fern could deal with the naga. That left me to handle the duke.

I still didn’t know much about a Nosferatu’s capabilities, other than to stay away from his tongue. He wouldn’t be the boss if he wasn’t stronger than the other two, which meant my Fae gifts might not cut it. I might have to release the beast.

Apparently, Dani and Ariana were doing the same murder math.

“You’re going to have to go all out with him, Cam,” Ariana stated. “Whatever you’ve been holding back for a rainy day; now, it's fucking pouring.”

“What is she talking about?” Dani’s grip tightened on her axe.

“I’ve made some recent upgrades, but they come with a price,” I replied, not taking my eyes off the duke. The Tikals could hear our conversation, but it didn’t matter. Apparently, we were at an impasse.

“If the outcome is us still breathing, I think you can pay the price,” Dani countered, shifting her stance. The movement told me she was going to take on Fontaine.

“I’m not going to be the one paying the price,” I sighed.

“What’s the price?” Dani frowned.

“Your ass, and probably yours too,” I nodded to Ariana.

“I don’t know what that means, but I’ve had worse happen to my ass,” Dani fired back.

My laughter took everyone by surprise. “We’ll see about that,” I locked eyes with the duke. Eyes were the windows to the soul, and I could see he wanted to rip mine out and smother it.

I’d use the Aesir in me if I had to, but if I could get the job done with my Fae gifts, then I’d do it.

“So, I guess that’s a no on the whores?” the duke shrugged.

“I guess so,” I replied, baring my teeth in a smile. “You want to dance?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

We both moved. Everything around me slowed to a crawl. Even the flames licking at the Lexus behind the duke. The people around us also burst into action, like a bunch of geriatric octogenarians. They looked like they were stuck in quicksand.

“Hot damned,” I thought. This was definitely the fastest I’d ever moved.

It still wasn’t fast enough. Compared to the Nosferatu, I was the one stuck in the muck. He moved smoothly, while I felt like I had late-stage Parkinson’s. I even caught him smiling as he lifted the rifle effortlessly to his shoulder and sighted on my head. Thank the gods I’d picked up that shotgun. If I hadn’t, he’d have popped me in the dome; maybe knocked my ass out for a minute or two. In a fight like this, I’d never wake up.

I also had his proper marksmanship habits to thank. He got the rifle to his shoulder, rested his cheek against the stock, used the high-speed scope, even though I was only a dozen feet from him, and was about to gradually apply pressure to the trigger.

I had no such bad habits to get over. I fired from the hip like a bad ’80s action flick, but it didn’t matter. Shotguns were awesome like that. I don’t care what you are, taking a twelve-gauge in the scrotum fucking sucks. My shot ripped away his flesh mask around his hips, and I got the satisfaction of seeing him snarl in pain right before he pulled the trigger.

My blast made him flinch and pull his shot to the right. He’d been aiming for right between my eyes, but even on the new trajectory, the round would still leave me with the world’s worst migraine. Thankfully, I was already moving. I saw the big-ass bullet exit the chamber in a burst of fire. It came hurtling at me like a freight train, distorting the atmosphere around it. I didn’t have time to shift my whole body, but I could twist my head.

The .50 caliber bullet missed me by about an inch, but that was only the opening act. I had already launched myself at him, and without my feet touching the ground, I had no control over the physics of what happened next.

He was still stunned by the shotgun blast when I hit him with bone-crushing force, and we went careening into the flaming car. The flames felt like a pleasant summer day as they completely engulfed the two of us.

“There goes another pair,” I groaned as my gym shorts turned to ash. I was down to fighting in my birthday suit . . . again. Apparently, that was how all these things turned out for me. I really needed to invest in some Superman-style digs. Not the tights that show off my package, but something that doesn’t fall apart when faced with something as pedantic as fire.

The duke got over the shock of my nut shot pretty quick. He rolled as we hit, and quickly threw me off him. The nearby Mercedes stopped my momentum and knocked the air from my lungs. Now, it was his turn to come at me. His speed made a major league pitcher look like a Little League reject. Still, I brought up my shotgun and swung for the fences.

I hit him right in the face. The flesh mask disintegrated under the shockwave, and I saw black, leathery skin and sharp, bloody fangs bigger than the middle finger I wanted to give this asshole. Despite a hit that would have made Babe Ruth cream his panties, it didn’t stop shit. He tackled me, cracked a couple of ribs like they were toothpicks, and took me through the Mercedes and the BMW behind it. To add insult to injury, he executed a textbook combat roll at the end of the tackle, manhandled me like a child, got his feet under me, and kicked my ass through the next couple of cars. I hit the fence around the lot hard enough to leave a Cam-sized dent, and slowly slouched down to the ground. 

The duke had served up my spine extra tingly with a side of barely avoided paralysis. Talk about some five-star service. Everything hurt. I felt like the coyote in an ACME cartoon as the Nosferatu calmly walked out of the roaring fire like he’d just taken a relaxing steam at the country club. He was back to normal speed, with a gloating smile you could see from orbit.

“Yep, a lot tougher than I thought,” I realized he’d been taking it easy on me and the coeds back at the motel.

The abrupt slowdown of our fight allowed me to take a quick glimpse at how the rest of my team was faring. Not great. Despite our numerical advantage, we were outclassed. Dani and Ariana were tag-teaming Fontaine like pros. That was a porno I’d watch if it looked like it was going to have a happy ending. Unfortunately, it was just a shit show.

They’d alternated between going low and high. Ariana would go in with a feint to sweep the leg, get the werewolf to react, and then Dani would come in to try and drive the axe into the bitch’s torso. You’d think the tactic would work, and usually, I’d agree, but not against the shifty, old werewolf. She avoided the deathblow every time. She danced out of the way, twisting and turning like a prima ballerina on speed.

The quick glance told me Dani and Ariana were already getting frustrated. Everything down to common sense said two was better than one, and the werewolf should be a lifeless hunk of meat by now. Even worse, that frustration was causing mistakes. They weren’t changing up their tactics enough. They were trying to wear her down with more of the same, and eventually . . .

“Yep, there they go,” I winced as I saw Ariana get caught in another feint, and Fontaine made the imp her bitch. Dani was already committed with a slash that would cleave just about anything in two, and at the moment, that thing was Ariana.

The dwarf was able to angle the blade away, but that meant putting her body between Ariana and the sharp edge. They collided with a smack that caused its own sonic boom, and both my allies went flying. The werewolf would have pounced on them and ripped their throats out if the roof snipers hadn’t driven her away. It gave the two women enough time to get off their asses and limp back into the fight. The Aesir predator in me cataloged their injuries and concluded they would be easy prey.

The imps and Fern were doing better against the naga, but better than shit still stunk like rotten Indian food. The imps were relying on the old shoot, move, and communicate routine. If they hadn’t spent most of their lives in training, they’d be decomposing in snake girl’s belly, but they were on top of it.

I watched as an imp dove out of the way when the naga struck. He cleared the girl’s fangs . . . barely, and slid under one of the cars. The naga ricocheted off the fender hard enough to shake her up. The rest of the imps poured fire into her, and an avalanche of sparks ricocheted off her scales. One or two rounds might have found a weak spot, enough to make her hiss in pain, but that just pissed her off.

Snake girl lashed out with her tail, upending the car and sending it flipping through the air. The imp using it as cover rolled away before she brought her tail down and cracked him like an egg. A pair of imps tried to pull the naga’s attention away from their embattled cousin, and she rewarded them by hocking a mega-loogie in their direction.

The green-tinged phlegm splashed to the ground in front of them and immediately started eating through the asphalt, the ground beneath it, and the imp’s tactical clothing. Now, they were the ones screaming. Snake girl’s tongue darted out, tasted their pain and terror in the air, and curled to strike them down.

They’d be dead if not for Fern. The little pixie materialized out of nowhere on a kamikaze run. She hit the naga in the back of the neck like a little meteor, knocked snake girl’s head into the ground, and then stabbed her repeatedly like a pair of car pistons going from zero to sixty; Fast and the Furious style. Where the imp’s bullets failed, the pixie’s glamour dagger succeeded. Naga blood splashed across the lot, and snake girl screamed.

“Fuck yeah, Fern,” I urged her on, but my time for sightseeing was up. I had my own shit to worry about.

The duke sensed I wasn’t paying attention, and his tongue shot out at me. I was able to get a glamour shield between me and it before he put me in la-la land, but the force of the mass crashing against my mental shield still rang my bell. The tongue recoiled and stuck again. This time, I just opted to roll away and draw my sword.

The tongue went through the metal fence I’d already weakened, and got stuck in the serrated metal. “You over-extended, motherfucker,” I grinned and brought my sword up for a powerful downward slash. I’d sliced the tongue with a glamour sword before and barely scraped it. It might not look like much, but it was tough as hell, and I was pretty sure it was an integral part of the Nosferatu’s anatomy. This time, I wasn’t using a construct of my will and power. This time, it was old-school dwarven steel. 

I brought the sword Dani made for me down like the fist of an ancient thunder god that I might just be related to. I could see the whole momentum of the fight changing in that one instant, and I let my guard down. I got tunnel vision. I was too focused on my single strike that I lost my situational awareness of the battlefield.

With a mighty jerk, the duke yanked the whole fucking fence off its hinges. It smashed into me, spoiling my strike and knocking me on my ass. Meanwhile, the Nosferatu drove his fists forward into the chunk of metal and ripped apart the barrier like it was tissue paper. He’d lost half a dozen guys trying to hop that fence earlier in the fight, and now, he tore it apart like it was nothing.

“And a second ago he was mourning those guys’ families. Such bullshit.” I instinctively gripped my sword tighter.  

“I’ve done my research on you, Cameron Dupree,” he mocked as his tongue slithered back into his mouth.

“Great. Here comes the monologue,” I sighed, as I struggled to my knees.

“Awesome. What does my Wikipedia page say?” I tried to buy some time and checked on my team.

Shit had gotten even worse. Fontaine was straddling Dani and raining blows down into her face. The dwarf’s mighty axe lay forgotten a few feet from her outstretched fingertips. Ariana came in from the side to rescue the dwarf, but Fontaine caught the kick aimed for her head. Dani was still able to leverage the shifted weight to get her hands under the werewolf’s legs and throw her off. Unfortunately, Fontaine still had Ariana by the ankle. She found her feet, pivoted, and used the imp as a wrecking ball. Dani got her arms up to block, but both women went careening into the gym’s front wall. The wards flashed and failed under the pressure, leaving our only escape route even more compromised. Not that it mattered much, Dani and Ariana were both twitching on the ground like they’d just taken a million watts up the ass.

Meanwhile, snake girl’s wounds had already healed. A couple of the imps were down and not moving. One had literally melted below the waist. Their cousins were getting their wounded comrades off the battlefield, and snake girl let them. She was turning in a tight circle. Her eyes were darting around, and her tongue occasionally slithering out to taste the air.

“Shit,” I knew what was coming, and tried to contact Fern through our link.

Too late. The naga lashed out, and Fern screamed. Glamour wasn’t perfect, and while Fern was talented, she wasn’t powerful. She could hide from your average senses pretty well, but against a naga who could literally taste individual molecules in the air if she wanted, it was only a matter of time before the snake girl could smell past the glamour.

Fern hit the ground with a crunch, and the naga was all over her. She wrapped her up like a python and started to squeeze. Fern’s screams hit me like a derailed train, and I felt her pain and panic through our bond.

“Fuck . . . fuck . . . fuck,” I cursed. I was out of time.

I thought I could do this without relying on my Aesir powers. I was wrong. If I didn’t act now, all my girls were going to die.

“I’m disappointed,” the Nosferatu sneered. “You were hunted by the UN. They say you’re a novel supernatural. You led them on a cross-country chase, and when they got you, you tore yourself out of their headquarters and escaped. There was a bloody brawl in the streets of New York, and you made them look like fools. Now, I face you, and the only word that comes to mind is pathetic.”

That wasn’t completely accurate, but every second I wasted trying to correct him was a second Fern didn’t have. Above all, it was a blow to my pride, but my pride had taken a backseat long ago. Just ask UN doctor Frank.

You couldn’t think you were all that when you were so new to the supernatural world. There was always another asshole ready to come out of the shadows and knock you down a peg, or ten.

I didn’t blame the duke for trying to psych me out. I would have done the same thing. It wasn’t his fault he wasn’t the big bad in this scenario. How was he supposed to know I had something dark and terrible inside me?

“Oh well, time to show him,” I jumped to my feet, Jackie Chan style, and faced the Nosferatu.

“You know,” I started to unlock the cage in the back of my mind. “You really shouldn’t believe everything you read on the internet.”

I smiled and let the Aesir out to play. The duke’s swagger faltered, and his cocky smile evaporated. I still didn’t know enough about Nosferatu; except they’re strong as hell, but it was possible they had some type of enhanced senses. Maybe the duke felt the uptick in power I was putting off like a bad aftershave. Hell, maybe it was because I was smiling like Heath Ledger’s Joker after he killed that guy with a fucking pencil. For all I knew, a Nosferatu could sense the fundamental personality shift inside me.

Then I started whistling. I don’t think I’ve whistled more than a few times in my whole fucking life. I don’t sing in the shower. I don’t do any of that shit. Now, Aesir me was conducting a little tune that might as well be the theme song to the apocalypse.

I was putting off even more power now, and the duke’s beautiful flesh mask paled a little as he stepped back. All I could do was kick back and enjoy the ride. I wasn’t in control anymore. I’d taken a seat at the back of the short bus and let the other guy drive. I was a regular Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.

“Tsk . . . tsk . . . tsk . . .” I wiggled my finger as the duke started to back away. “I’m trying not to disappoint,” I barked a laugh and moved.

This wasn’t like last time. Everything around me stopped; complete, utter stillness. The world around me looked like Norman Rockwell went through an Armageddon phase. It was hauntingly beautiful. The little bit of me locked in the cage in the back of my mind enjoyed the view while the Aesir half got down to business. That part of me didn’t give two shits about the color palette of a burning Land Rover. The Aesir wanted to kick the duke’s balls into his throat, rip out and eat his eyes, and then take Fontaine around back and fuck her so hard her shifter healing powers would take a week to fix her asshole.

Since I didn’t want some supernatural STD from that cracked-out bitch, I tried to put my foot down on that thought, but the Aesir had moved on . . . literally. I hurtled through the air at the frozen duke. It turned out that he wasn’t completely frozen. I saw his muscles twitch as he tried to change position, and his pupils dilated as adrenaline flooded his system, but he was still slower than a slug in the middle of taking its morning dump.

“Ka Pow!” I yelled for no particular reason as I smashed my fist into the duke’s stupid, fucking face.

Now, I’m Mr. Hyde with a side of Adam West.

The duke’s flesh mask exploded as he flew away from me at speeds that would make an F-35 jealous. Every car in his way was practically obliterated as he flew through them like a human bunker buster. The gate around the parking lot didn’t do shit to slow him down. Ironically, what eventually stopped the duke was the little magic circle he had his mages throw up. They must have reinforced it to keep us from escaping after Dani’s arrival, because he pancaked on nothing but air just above the blood barrier. Now, it was his turn to slide down like a punch-drunk Wile E. Coyote.

All the other fights had stopped. I casually walked forward, still whistling like an idiot. Dani’s jaw was resting on her tits, but Ariana had a big, shit-eating grin on her pretty face. Snake girl had stopped squeezing Fern and slithered out of my path. Fontaine was the only one moving. She realized the threat and tried to get the hell out of dodge. Bad decision. You don’t turn your back on a stalking predator. I moved again, hooked Dani’s axe with my toes, and flipped it up into my hand. Fontaine hadn’t made it more than a few inches when I swiped the silverbane blade across her leg.

I didn’t cut it off. That would be too easy. Fontaine had hurt Dani and Ariana. She made my girls look like idiots. She had to pay for that . . . slowly. I shifted back to the regular flow of time, and the werewolf started to scream like I’d set her on fire. I could see blackness starting to spread through her as her heart pumped the infected blood through her veins.

She thrashed like she was having a seizure, and I sat back to watch the show. She ripped off her clothes and started to tear into her own leg like a starved animal.

“Clever girl,” I squatted down in fascination as Fontaine started to rip off her own leg.

“Now that is commitment,” I stood and clapped. My eyes scanned over the gathered people, and after a second, they started to clap too. I smiled at their deference. “Talk about the drive to survive. Girl, you’ve got some big balls,” I reached down and grasped her by the head. She punched and kicked me with her three remaining limbs, but she was exhausted and done for. 

With a modicum of effort, I tossed her through the front of the gym. Glass cut into her and splashed her blood all over the barrier the now-dead clients had put together. There was a loud crunch when she finally met enough resistance to stop her. I grinned and carefully tossed Dani’s axe back to her. The dwarf bobbled the catch because she couldn’t take her eyes off me. I took a deep breath and winked at her. She nearly shat herself, and, simultaneously, soaked her panties. Arousal and fear. That’s exactly what I was shooting for.

“Take out the trash, will ya, darlin’,” I have no idea why the Aesir put on a southern accent, but I did.

Dani tried to form words, but failed. Ariana grabbed her by the shoulder and steered her inside to end the werewolf. I turned my attention to snake girl. She’d released Fern and practically prostrated herself against the ground. She didn’t want to make the same mistake as Fontaine. The naga was more animal than human, so she knew the rules of the jungle. She went completely submissive, accepted my dominance over her, and was willing to take whatever that meant.

The way the Aesir saw it, I had three options. I could kill her. Fuck her. Or let her go. Killing her sounded good, but I heard the duke stirring, and he was the real threat.  If I fucked her, it would have to be later. I was sporting a war boner that might split my dick open, judging by how hard I was, but snake girls aren’t really my cup of tea. For once, the Aesir agreed. Letting her go was also off the table, at least for now. I might need someone to spread the tale of Cam the Terrible, but I needed to deal with her boss first.

“Stay,” I held out my hand to her like she was a bad dog. She plopped down and rolled onto her belly in response.

“Master,” Fern looked like shit. One of her arms was broken, and one of her orbital bones had crumbled under the naga’s crushing grip, giving one side of her face a sunken look, but she bent a knee to me like I was some Fae king.

If Dani was turned on, Fern was barely holding it together. She smelled like a creature in heat, and her eyes screamed, “fuck me hard”. The way she looked at me was full of complete fealty, admiration, and hunger. In return, I gave her a smile that spoke volumes about what I was going to do to her. She gave a moan and shivered as that translated through our link.

“If she moves, kill her,” I pointed at the naga.

“Yes, master,” Fern struggled to her feet but dutifully gripped her daggers and turned her full attention on snake girl. I knew the pixie wouldn’t fail me. She’d rather die.

“The rest of you, do what Dani tells you,” I ordered, and didn’t wait for the imps to obey.

I stepped through the ruined wall and out into the street where the duke was waiting for me. He was back on his feet, but I’d punched his flesh mask right off his stupid face. For the first time, I was seeing the Nosferatu in all its glory.

He was an ugly motherfucker about the size of a Chevy Tahoe. He was all leathery, black skin, pearly white claws, and blood-stained fangs. He unfurled a pair of wings behind him, but they looked too small to actually let him fly. Still, the wingspan added to the gravitas as he rose up to his full height when I approached, a typical alpha male challenge. A ring of eyes on his forehead blinked at me like a stunned insect, but the hiss that came out of his mouth vibrated through my bones.

“Oh, that tickles,” I mocked him.

He roared and shattered any glass that was still intact after my punch heard around the world. His mouth was oddly circular, with rows of sharp teeth that made it look part shark, part Venus Flytrap. It was an opening much more conducive to the tongue that came slithering out.

“There it is. I was wondering when you’d whip it out,” the Aesir laughed as the duke’s tongue slashed back and forth like an agitated eel. The demonic smile never left my face.

The only weapon I had left was Dani’s sword, but that was more than enough. I brought it up so it caught the light of the fires behind me and flashed it across the Nosferatu’s ugly-ass mug.

“I could tell you about all the horrible ways I’m going to kill you, but why ruin the surprise?” I grinned, and the duke launched himself at me.

“You sandbagging motherfucker,” the Aesir laughed as the duke moved even faster than he had before.

Maybe being in his true form stripped away some of the limitations put in place by his flesh mask. Ultimately, I didn’t give two shits. The duke wasn’t going to live long enough for it to matter. He barreled toward me, and I shifted out of the way. Neo style. I slid under claws that could easily shred a main battle tank and slashed my blade across his belly. I didn’t cut deep because I didn’t have the leverage, but I drew first blood.

The Nosferatu squealed as he slid to a stop and turned to face me, leaking like a stuck pig.

“Olay!” I yelled, waving my sword like a matador.

He snarled, and his tongue launched itself at me like a fleshy RPG. I timed it perfectly and slapped it aside with the flat part of the sword. “Come on. You can do better than that!” I yelled as I gave him a pouty look.

The Aesir was having a blast fucking with the Nosferatu, but I needed to end this sooner rather than later, and I needed to do it in a way that embarrassed the Tikals for good. That way, they didn’t fuck with me or mine for a good, long time. So, of course, the best way to do it was to sucker him.

The Nosferatu came charging back toward me, and I slowed down my reaction. He swiped at me with one set of claws, which I dodged, but I let him catch me with a backhand. The blow knocked the wind out of me, but nothing broke. The duke was still strong, just not as strong as he thought he was.

I was lifted off the ground and hit the magical barrier, eliciting a thunderclap from the mystic encasement. If I didn’t already have fire and lightning coursing through my body, it might have shocked me. I dropped to my knees.

“Come on. Go for it, you ugly bastard,” I kept my head down and pretended to breathe hard, like the punch actually hurt.

The duke took the bait. He thought I was weak, and when prey was weak, you struck. I probably would have done the same thing in his shoes. His tongue lashed out to tag me, flood my body with its narcotic bliss, and make me putty in his oversized claws.

He never expected me to catch it. After all, Nosferatu saliva was supposed to be fuck-you-up bad. It was the main way they took down their prey. I could think of no better way to tell the Tikals they were useless than to turn their own greatest weapon against them.

At first, the duke roared in victory, but I cut that shit off quick when I squeezed. Don’t get me wrong, it was nasty touching his tongue, and it wasn’t like I was completely immune to the saliva. Everything went warm and cozy inside me, but I could still focus on the task. I wasn’t the meth head sitting in an alley with a needle in his arm. I was the guy on PCP who took a bullet and didn’t even feel it. If anything, it made what happened next more enjoyable.

“I need to remember to bottle this shit,” I told myself as I wrapped the tongue around my arm and started to jerk the Nosferatu toward me. “Some days, you just need a good high. 4/20 baby!”

The duke screamed in rage and dug his claws into the asphalt. It didn’t help. I wrapped his wiggling tongue around my arms in a figure eight pattern and kept pulling him toward me.

“Come here, fishy fishy fishy,” I called as the Nosferatu tore up the street trying to get away from me.

This was better than having him by the balls, and I was on cloud nine. “Best . . . day . . . ever!”

It didn’t take me long to get eye-to-eye with the duke. He fucking reeked of fear. He’d finally realized he wasn’t the big bad wolf in this little fairy tale, and now, it was too late. I still had Dani’s sword, and with some work, I wiggled it up until it was against the writhing mass of tongue.

“I’m trying to think of a pun about using less tongue,” I mused as the Nosferatu’s rancid breath washed over me. “But I got nothing. You can always use more tongue,” I smiled, and the duke cried out in terror.

I torqued my arms and core, and Dani’s blade cut cleanly through the duke’s tongue. His screech of ultimate pain was loud enough that even the Aesir in me cringed. The duke fell back and flopped around like a fish out of water.

I made a mental note to bring his dead body back to the cabal to study just how integral a Nosferatu’s tongue was as I shook thirty feet of tongue off me. I hopped over to his thrashing body, landed on the duke’s chest, and thrust Dani’s sword into a flabby pocket of flesh. It burst like a balloon and showered me in blood.

“Ahh,” I gagged. “It’s in my mouth. Motherfucker busted a blood nut in my mouth!”

The duke’s thrashing was getting weaker and weaker as his internal store of blood leaked out of his new hole. I spat repeatedly on the ground to get rid of the taste as I stepped off him, and flipped him over as easily as flipping a pancake. I walked over and grabbed his lifeless tongue in one hand and one of his claws in the other. I dragged him toward a particularly thick oak lining the street.

“That’ll do, pig. That’ll do pig,” the Aesir went for a Cockney accent this time, and it sounded like shit. I told me that, but me told me to fuck off, me was busy.

The duke wasn’t exactly light, so I had to find a sturdy enough branch. There was one halfway up, so I tossed one end of his tongue up and over. I was back to whistling now. The imps had started to gather at the hole in the wall and were watching me work. I shot them a smile as I made a little noose and wrapped it around the duke’s neck. With a tug, I synched it tight. The duke made a final swipe at my Achilles, but I lifted my foot away from his strike and stomped his fingers to powder.

“Now . . . now. Don’t ruin my fun,” I chided as I went to the dangling end of the severed tongue and started pulling.

The only thing I was worried about was the tongue snapping. I knew they were sturdy, but the duke weighed about as much as a small elephant. I grunted as I hoisted the Nosferatu’s limp body into the air.

The duke didn’t really struggle at the end. I probably hit something else that was vital when I stabbed him in the gut. That wasn’t my intention. I wanted him to swing for a while. I wanted to run back to the gym, grab a camera, take a few selfies, and maybe record a little video to post on a snuff site. Just a little something to get the Tikal’s attention, and let them know what they were in for if they fucked with me or mine.

Instead, Duke Santiago of the Tikal Cabal just voided his bowels in an undignified death only a minute after I strung him up.

“That was anti-climactic,” I sighed, before putting on a thousand-watt smile and turning to my very small crowd. “Thank you. Thank you. I’ll be here all week!” I waved and bowed to the shocked imps.

“Congratulations. You whipped his ass. Now, can you hand back over the controls? We’ve got to get out of here,” I knocked politely on my mental cage.

“Of course I whipped his ass. Did you actually think that saggy, old bastard stood a chance against me? I’m disappointed in your lack of faith. You really need to learn your full potential,” the Aesir shook my head.

“I’m trying, but no one will tell me anything,” I shot back.

“Not my problem,” the Aesir shrugged.

“How is it not your problem? We’re the same person!” I screamed and slammed my mental fists against the cage.

“Are we really?” I felt my eyebrow raise up like The Rock’s. “Last time I checked, you were a little bitch who let this bottom feeder kick his ass up and down the playground,” the Aesir smacked the corpse for emphasis.

“Let me out and I’ll show you who’s the little bitch,” I fired back.

“That’s the spirit. Now, if only you had the balls to back it up,” the Aesir grinned.

“I’ve got plenty of balls, asshole,” I felt the cage weakening. After all, I was fighting myself and knew a trick or two.

“Speaking of balls,” the Aesir grabbed a hold of our cock. “We have a date with destiny.”

Before I could respond, we’d moved. I blurred past the imps, into the gym, and skidded to a halt by Fontaine’s corpse. The werewolf’s head was sitting on the receptionist’s desk, with Dani’s bloodied axe taking a breather on the wall nearby.

“Mmmm,” the Aesir purred. “I love the smell of severed heads in the morning,” I grinned at the two women standing on either side of the head.

Both looked like they’d seen better days. The fight with Fontaine had been tough on them. It’s not my fault if I made it look easy. Dani’s clothes were in tatters, which only made my cock that much harder. Half her shirt was ripped off, and I had a great view of her tit and the blue bra that looked like it was on its last leg. Her pants had been nearly shredded by Fontaine’s claws, and a simple tug would let me grab a hold of that ass.

Ariana’s clothes were in better shape, but she was black and blue on a good chunk of her body. Still, I saw the glint in her eye as she saw me sitting there, rocking out with my cock out.

“Cam . . . how . . . when . . . what . . .” Dani stuttered, but shut up when Ariana put her finger against the dwarf’s lips.

“Shhh,” she whispered. I must have looked like a starved grizzly eyeing up a Slim Jim. “Follow my lead.” The imp turned toward me and turned her sex hoodoo up to eleven.

I felt the magic wash over me, and a satisfied rumble escaped my chest. Ariana advanced on me, a predator in her own right, and gently ran her hand up my arm. Dani, bless her heart, followed her lead. Her more calloused fingers traced patterns along my opposite hip.

I grabbed both women and pulled them tight against my sides. They each gave a squeak as their wounds pressed against my body, but they’d get over it. I turned and looked down at Dani. The dwarf’s heart was beating like a jackhammer in her chest, so strong her tits jiggled with every beat. I locked eyes with her and slowly lowered my mouth to hers. She practically melted into me as our lips met. She tasted like the heart of the earth, and not in a dumbass-who-eats-dirt kind of way. She was spring, the opportunity for something new, all wrapped up into one very-fuckable package.

Eventually, she needed to come up for breath. “You said the price would be my ass. I didn’t think it was literal,” she gasped, as I squeezed her downstairs cheeks for emphasis.

“Don’t forget about me,” Ariana whispered in my ear, and hit me with some more sex magic.

I turned toward her, and didn’t have to bend down as much to meet her lips. Unlike Dani, she was like a live wire of pent-up sexual need. We’d nearly fucked. It doesn’t count if I only had my tip inside her before her dad walked in on us. She wanted to finish the job, and she set the tone by reaching down and taking my dick in her hand.

I groaned as she started to stroke, and did my best to pull a Nosferatu and use my tongue to make her do my bidding. I don’t know how long we did the tongue tango, but my dick was slick with precum, and Dani was growing restless.

“Hey, you two,” she cut us off by putting her hands on both our chests. There was something incredibly stimulating about the dwarf’s hand on Ariana’s tit. “Maybe we should take this somewhere more private.”

I looked over my shoulder. The rest of the imps were standing there . . . watching us. Their breathing was labored, and they had a hungry glint in their eyes. After all, they were all probably part sex creature, and the gotta-fuck’em-all mojo the three of us were putting off must feel like a bonfire in the Arctic.

“Good idea,” I easily picked both women up and threw them over my shoulders. It gave me the opportunity to literally kiss their asses. If anyone says being a kiss ass is a bad thing, then they’ve never lived like I have.

There weren’t many places to go, so I carried them into the first room I saw. It just happened to be Thomas’s office. Today was just coming up aces for me. I couldn’t think of a better way to end the day than rubbing my nuts all over Thomas’s safe space.

“Well, penetrating his daughter is probably going to be a tad more satisfying.” I had to play devil’s advocate on that one.

I swiped all his shit off his desk like they did in the movies and dropped Dani on her stomach. The desk was a glass, modern piece, and her nipples pancaked against the surface was a fucking work of art.

“Hey there, cowboy. If you’re looking to ride this bull, you should . . .” the dwarf abruptly cut off as Ariana kneeled down and flicked her clit with her tongue. “Never mind,” Dani moaned as she melted under the imp’s pleasure.

Not that I didn’t enjoy the view of Ariana muff diving, but I felt a little left out. All I could do was sit there and jerk my rod as Dani seriously got into the imp’s tongue work.

“M . . . master,” a small hand touched my cock, and my head snapped around.

Fern was standing beside me, naked; the nipples of her tiny tits as sharp as the pair of daggers she’d used to stab the naga with. At the moment, I didn’t know where the snake girl was, and I didn’t care. My eyes were on Fern.

“I know you don’t always want me to . . . but . . . I can . . .” she stammered, unsure of herself.

I cut her off by taking the sides of her head in my hands and guiding her down to my cock. I might not always like that Fern called my master, but the Aesir fucking loved it. Her mouth was also tighter than virgin pussy, and she sucked better than a dust buster.

I threw back my head and let the pleasure wash over me. The Aesir basked in it like it was his sole purpose for being. It filled him, empowered him, and gave him strength over me. If I wasn’t getting blown by a pixie while an imp ate out a dwarf, I might actually give a shit that I was still locked in a mental closet.

Fern gagged as she slammed my dick halfway down her throat. That brought me out of my internal debate. I slowly pulled her head back until my slobber-covered tip felt the open air. Ariana felt the moment and pulled away from Dani.

“Damn, girl, don’t stop,” the dwarf wiggled her ass.

Ariana caught my eye and waved me in. My hands gripped the dwarf’s hips tightly, and I roughly spread her legs more. I needed a little more space to work with than Ariana.

“Remember where I like those fingers,” Dani looked over her shoulder at me. I held her gaze as I slowly pushed inside her.

She was slick and ready thanks to the imp, but my cock was so full of blood it was a tight fit. Dani gripped the edge of the desk so hard it cracked as I started to fuck her. My thumb found its way into her ass, and she came right then and there. Her pussy contracted around my cock, and she just held me there for a second. I took the time to see what Ariana and Fern were up to as Dani squeezed my cock like a vise.

Plain old Cam would probably be busting his nut already, but the Aesir in me was good for something other than mindless killing. I now had the stamina of an Olympic-level stud. Still, when I saw the imp and pixie, I almost sprayed my spunk all up in Dani.

“Oh fuck . . . oh fuck,” the pixie was sitting on the edge of the table, her back arched, as Ariana finger banged the shit out of her. The imp was using her tongue to give particular attention to Fern’s nipples, and the pixie was loving it. Hell, I was too. Ariana was feasting on the smorgasbord. There wasn’t a bruise left on her.

As I resumed pumping Dani like a Texas oil rig, I reached over and grabbed Fern’s chin. The pixie’s eyes were rolled halfway into the back of her head, but she leaned forward so I could kiss her. Ariana repositioned to allow it to happen and used her other hand to fondle my balls.

If anyone was watching, we probably looked like the Cirque du Soleil of fucking. Despite the Aesir’s need to be large and in charge, I was pretty sure Ariana was the ringmaster of this whole fuckfest; because that’s exactly what this was: a festival of fucking at its greatest. 

This was the first time I’d kissed Fern, and it didn’t disappoint. Dani was spring. Ariana was a live wire of sexual energy, and Fern was peace. Kissing her was like settling into a familiar chair, thumbing open a good book, or turning on Netflix to binge; although we were past all that to the Netflix and chill phase.

Being balls deep in Dani, Fern trying to eat my tongue, and Ariana working my balls like a succubus speed bag was too much even for the mighty Aesir in me.

“I’m gonna cum,” the voice that came out of me was deep, visceral, and not my own. 

Dani’s legs were like Jell-O after the trip to pound town, so when I pulled out, she collapsed to the floor. Ariana was there to catch her, and Fern gave a full-body shiver before jumping down to join them. I grabbed my cock and jerked the shit out of it as I looked down at their expectant faces.

The last time I’d done this had been with Littlekittycat69. That had been a bit of a letdown. Never meet your porn heroes; so, I’d used my glamour to screw with her. That wasn’t this time. These women weren’t here to fuck me for a quick buck or likes and clicks on Pornhub. These women were here because they cared about me. They’d fought beside me, taught me, and helped me find myself in this crazy, screwed up supernatural adventure I was on. I used to be just some human townie looking to score a quick buck. With these three women kneeling in front of me . . . I felt like a god.

I grunted and thrust my hips forward as I blew my load all over the place. Being half-Aesir didn’t suddenly double the size of my balls, but being in a four-way was sexy as hell, and my ejaculation kicked like a mule as a result. My streams of spunk splattered across Fern and Dani’s faces, giving them a nice glaze. Ariana gobbled up a weaker second stream and instantly went into an epileptic fit. I’d seen it before, and I knew she’d be fine. Hell, she’d wake up and feel the best she’d ever felt in her whole life.

“You’re welcome.”

So, I didn’t give her crumbling to the ground a second thought. I was too busy milking myself dry. Dani got another ribbon on her world-class tits, which she started to smear over her naked flesh like body paint. After that, I was spent. The final dribble just kind of fell on the floor in front of me, but Fern wasn’t one to waste anything. She surged forward to clean my dick like the helpful servant she was.

“And that’s what life’s all about,” the Aesir in me happily opened the cell in my mind and stood aside to let me out. “Call me when you want to have some fun.”

Fully back in control, I stumbled from sudden exhaustion and accidentally forced my dick a little farther into Fern’s mouth. Thankfully, I wasn’t even at half-mast. I took a deep breath as my head swam from the sudden shift in perspectives, and that’s when I heard the creak of a shifting floorboard. I whirled on instinct, and found Butters trying to quietly back out of the room.

Our eyes met, and for the second time in as many days, I found myself in a super-awkward situation. I looked around. Ariana was lying on the floor, her supernaturally flawless body practically glowing with the power boost I’d given her. It was only slightly ruined by the cum-drool dribbling down her cheek.

Dani was sitting on the ground, rubbing her ass, with a decent amount of spunk splashed across her face and chest. I’d made her my own personal old-fashioned glazed donut.

She looked up at Butters and stated, “This is exactly what it looks like,” with a tired grin.

Last but not least, Fern was hiding behind my legs and peeked her own cum-covered face around to take a look at Butters. “Who is this, master?”

Butters took all that in and gave me a sad look. My face must have mirrored hers, and I just shrugged as she shut the door behind her.

“She’s too good for you,” the Aesir whispered in my mind.

For once, we agreed. Butters was too good and pure to be with the likes of me. 

***

One hundred and seventy miles away, Lilith rocketed upright in her bed. Emerald light flooded the cell as power rushed into her like a broken dam.

“Cam, you fucking stud, you,” she cried out as she ripped her prison-issue jumpsuit to shreds to get at her pussy.

She grabbed her tit and shoved two fingers inside herself as power poured into her. It felt like it was coming from everywhere. She was being drowned on all sides by sexual energy, and she fucking loved it. It tasted like she’d just cannonballed into a vat of cookie dough ice cream and was cramming as much into her mouth as supernaturally possible. She was a fat succubus whore who couldn’t get enough, and she was totally fine with that. 

She arched her back, pinched her nipples, and deployed the shocker on herself: two in the pink, one in the stink. She savored the sensation and never wanted it to end. Like all good things, it eventually did, and by then, she was a complete wreck.

When the guards came to get her in the morning, the cell stank of sex, and she’d completely destroyed her clothes and sheets.

“Bill me,” she sighed in content as they yelled at her.

Her man was safe, happy, and on his way home. Now, she just had to get back to him.


Chapter 15

“I’ll admit, I’ve been gone for a while,” I squinted up at the white light trying to scorch my retinas. “So, things might have changed. Last time I checked, it was customary to take a person to dinner, a movie, maybe buy some flowers and chocolate, before they let someone stick something in their mouth,” I grinned, and then gagged as a tube was shoved down my throat. 

Dani’s snort echoed through the room. We weren’t in the penthouse or down on one of the subterranean training floors. We were in a regular hotel room that just happened to look like an off-books surgical suite. The bed had been cleared away and replaced by a reclining chair. Lights hung from the ceiling, there was heavy, protective plastic draped over everything, and a set of sterile tools lined up on one of those blueish surgical cloths. It looked like the perfect place for a murder.

We also weren’t alone. A lady in scrubs, with gray hair and a frown hidden behind a mask, loomed over me as I lay face up in the chair. She’s the one who jabbed the tube down my throat with one hand and was holding a steel hook in the other.

“Cam, you’re one to talk,” Dani finished her chuckle and went back to the magazine she was perusing. I couldn’t be sure from the cover, but it looked like gun porn.

The third wheel didn’t say anything as she took a seat on the stool and started scraping the hook around my gums. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been to the dentist, but there had to be more plaque scraping than this. The lady leaned back after a minute, grunted, and put the instrument of torture back on the sterilized plate.

“Remind me why I’m doing this again?” I asked anyone willing to answer.

Right on cue, the door to the black-market suite opened up, and in walked a vampire. “You’re doing it because I said so, and we don’t want the UN with their head so far up your ass they can taste what you ate for breakfast,” Marcella strolled in like she owned the place, which I guess she kind of did.

“Lawyers.”

“Well . . . when you put it like that,” I accepted the cup of mouthwash from the dentist and started to rinse. She didn’t say a word. She was as dull as I imagined everyone about to collect a government pension was.

It had been less than twenty-four hours since our merry band of ass kickers returned to Vegas from our little Tijuana vacation. Getting back across the border, without ID, had been easier than I thought. I literally remembered it like it was yesterday.

I was still putting on my pants when Dani stepped out of Thomas’s office, still dripping cum from her tits, to address the imps. “We exfil in five. Move your asses, people,” she’d ordered.

I braced myself to face the music and walked back out. The coeds were there waiting for me, all in different states of shock. None had seen me rip the guy’s arm off through the gate during the Tikal’s probing attack. Night and Skella were still in the dark about the monster inside me, but Butters wasn’t. She’d seen the beast before, during, and after. She’d taken cover during the battle royale in the parking lot, but she saw me change. She saw my Mr. Hyde and my twisted grin as I kicked the ever-living shit out of a duke of the Tikal Cabal, an ancient Nosferatu, and strung him up from a tree like a piñata at a quinceañera. Then, as an encore, she’d watched as I busted my nut over not one, not two, but three different women. It goes without saying that things were a little bit awkward.

She wouldn’t even look at me, but she didn’t need to. Skella got all up in my face. “Get. Us. The. Fuck. Out. Of. Here,” she seethed, but I didn’t back down.

From my perspective, the Terra mage had been virtually useless in the fight. Night had my back, and I’d seen Butters taking on more than her fair share, but Skella . . . I’d put the Aesir away, but he wasn’t buried that deep.

I used my height and mass to lean over the smaller woman. She involuntarily took a step back at my aggressive posture. “We’re leaving in five minutes with the people with guns. Do what they say, shut up, and you’ll get out of here fine. Don’t, and I’ll leave your ass here to answer to the federales.”

“Wha . . . you can’t,” she sputtered. The girl clearly didn’t have people stand up to her nearly enough.

“I can, and will. I don’t like you,” I was so close, she could probably smell Fern and Dani on my lips. “I couldn't care less what happens to you,” I looked over her head at the others. “I want to make sure you two get out of here. I’ll get you somewhere safe. Get you the help you need, and then you can go on your way.”

“No way. We’re going home. I . . .” Skella started but shut up when I glared down at her.

That’s how I convinced the three coeds to ride back to Vegas with me; shock, awe, and more than a little intimidation. We hopped in a stolen van an imp found, hopped the border with a little help from my glamour, and were back in Vegas in time for Caesar’s five-star breakfast.

I’d barely gotten any pancakes before I was ripped away to meeting after meeting with Marcella running interference. She was good at interfering. I’d known that since the moment I met her. It was just nice that it worked in my favor for once. 

“Let’s just say the UN is a little pissed about the disappearing act you pulled,” the vampire continued as she took a seat next to the dwarf while the dentist returned my chair to its full and upright position.

“I didn’t disappear. I was kidnapped,” I growled.

“That’s your alleged testimony as far as they’re concerned,” she lawyered. “They have to verify that you were indeed taken to the Faerie realm.”

“Was that what the enema they gave me this morning was for?” I asked, trying not to remember the unpleasant experience.

“It was,” she gave me a toothy grin.

“Down girl,” Dani stated, without looking up from her magazine.

Marcella waved her off. “They’ll be able to detect fragments of the alternate reality in the specimen, but that leads us to the rest of the testing,” she nodded at the dentist packing up her gear.

Of the dozen “tests” I’d been through, half of them had been called debriefings, which was government talk for asking me the same fucking questions six different ways and trying to get a different answer out of me. I’d nearly snapped one pompous prick’s neck. How many times could I tell them I got kidnapped, my ass beaten, saved by my extra-terrestrial half-brother, and then escaped through a rip in the fabric of our reality that dumped me in the donkey-show capital of the western hemisphere? It was so simple.

The dentist lady left without a goodbye, and was immediately replaced by an elderly man. For all I knew, all the UN agents and contractors were lined up in the hallway like I was Stan Lee here to sign autographs.

“RIP buddy,” I didn’t actually know the man, but I think we’d be friends. Hell, maybe my crazy adventure would make a good movie.

I felt a tingle go up my spine as the man sat down in the vacated seat. I knew what that meant.

“Ah, hell no,” I jumped out of the seat and retreated to the far side of the room. Putting Dani between me and the Anima mage.

“Don’t be a baby, Cam.” The dwarf was still balls deep in her gun porn. “This will clear your name.”

“Yes,” Marcella nodded. “A certain someone, who the UN wishes to remain anonymous, has been saying that you’re a bad boy. We didn’t technically complete the deal we reached back in New York, but if we prove you acted in good faith and were indeed kidnapped, then it will not be voided. The last thing you want is to go back to being a lab rat, right?”

I tried not to flash back to Frank’s prostate exam. I didn’t know how deep the Anima mage could get his tentacles in without me knowing. Fortunately, the man was looking at Marcella.

She just grinned at him. “Try it, big boy. Let’s take a trip down the rabbit hole.”

The mage shivered and turned his attention back to me. “I can’t blame you,” I thought at him. “That’s a whole bucket of crazy over there.”

The man grinned at my mental statement and then asked permission to look into my mind.

“Since you asked nicely,” I affirmed, and then tried to assert some control over the process.

The experience was closer to what happened with the judge back in NYC than with Amanda back at St. Vincent’s. I didn’t fall into myself and thrash around in the dark as memories rushed past me. If anything, I was a greater participant. It was like me walking the mage down the hallway of my subconscious and politely opening doors to my memories so he could see. I was able to show him only what I wanted, and when he tried to reach for a nob to something more private, like the first time Lilith blew my mind, and my cock, I slapped his metaphysical hand.

My guess was that this all had something to do with my burgeoning magic. Butters had tried to teach me the concentration techniques back in the Mexican motel, but we were too busy trying to stay alive for me to really take the training seriously. Plus, I’d been so reliant on my Fae gifts and Aesir powers lately, the fact I could do mortal magic at all was playing second fiddle to the chaos in my life. Now that things were starting to slow down a pinch, I was going to need to look into that.

Apparently, my mind and body were already one step ahead of me. Being able to participate in a process only an Anima mage was supposed to control was just another sign that things were getting more interesting by the day. Or more fucked up. I guess it would depend on who you asked.

“I need a drink,” I thought as I showed the mage a slow-motion recap of the pain I felt when Godric, the butt-ugly goblin, got too close to me with his cold iron mail at the center of Winter’s power.

“Okay,” the man cringed and rubbed his temples as he pulled out of my mind. “Thanks,” he couldn’t get up fast enough.

“Wait, is that all?” I called after him. “We haven’t even gotten to the good stuff!”

Dani laughed as the door shut behind him.

“That’s lunch,” Marcella stated. On cue, the door opened again for room service.

Anyone would think the amount of food being wheeled in was gluttonous, but none of them had fought a Nosferatu and been generally beat to shit before that. It takes calories to fuel the magic that heals broken bones, torn muscles, and busted-up faces. I’d been running near empty since I got back to the mortal realm. Butters had helped me get some strength back, only to undergo yet another ass kicking, before letting out my inner monster. Talk about whiplash: mental, physical, and emotional.

I wasn’t about to share that with Marcella. I wasn’t even sure why she was here. The cabal had an army of lawyers, so there was no need for her to fly in from wherever she’d been to observe all of these interactions with government stooges.

We ate in silence. Or at least I ate. Marcella sipped on a lovely ’98 Chianti B Negative, while Dani salivated over the latest Benelli shotgun. We could have been the punchline of a bad joke.

“A dwarf, a vampire, and a half-human walk into a bar . . .” I don’t know how it ended, but I’m sure there was property damage.

I belched after my thirteenth pork chop and sipped on a flat Coke. I know pop is bad for you, but I needed the sugar. It made me feel all tingly inside.

“What’s the rest of the day look like?” I asked.

In addition to playing lawyer, Marcella was playing secretary. Sexy assistant if my hind brain had anything to say about it.  I had to continuously remind myself she was a vampire who’d tried to sodomize me with a strap-on, and would love to take another bite out of me. The Aesir looked forward to the challenge, but I wasn’t game. At least, not right now. 

“Different life, different me,” I thought. I wasn’t willing to test it, but I wasn’t sure the elder vamp would have an easy time bespelling the Aesir. If the Nosferatu’s saliva was any clue, she better not try and pull that shit again.

“Training,” the vamp stated. “You’re scheduled for four hours with Lark. He wanted to see what you’ve learned since you’ve been gone. Plus, he’s doing our own debriefing to make sure you don’t go all Manchurian Candidate on the first board member you come across.”

I nodded. That made sense. If I was trying to kill someone as powerful as Lark or Venus, I’d mind fuck someone they trusted to assassinate them. I didn’t want to get ahead of myself, but the Aesir in me might actually stand a chance. Don’t quote me on that, but I should at least be able to kick Peter’s micromanaging ass now. I cracked my knuckles expectantly. I was eager to test my new self in that regard.

“You did ask to see the college girls before they left. If you want to do that. We should head down to their suites soon. We’ve got a car coming to pick them up and take them back to San Diego in an hour.

“No more UN shrinks?” I asked, getting my hopes up.

“Not today,” she grinned. “But I’d be ready to give fluid samples tomorrow.”

“Great,” I sighed. “Out of one fire and into another,” that was my life nowadays. I just had to hope it was a walking-across-hot-coals kind of fire, and not an inferno shitshow.

“I can do this one on my own,” I waved the girls back into their chairs. “I see you want a little extra time with Mr. Smith and Mr. Wesson.”

“You joke, but he’s long, hard, and never lets me down,” Dani shot back. I wasn’t even going to contest that. I learned to let the dwarf have the last word long ago.

Butters, Skella, and Night were sharing a large suite only a few floors below my impromptu medical laboratory. I nodded to the imp on guard near the elevators. I’d promised the girls protection, and that onus fell on the cabal, but no one actually thought they were in any danger right now.

The Tikals in northern Mexico were in fucking chaos. That’s what happened when you chopped the head off the snake. The last day had seen a shit ton of bloodshed as the lesser lords jockeyed for power. The Mexican federal government was even considering a state of emergency declaration. Of course, the Tikals had people in the government blaming it all on the cartels; so, everyone on the networks was yelling at each other like a bad telenovela. Meanwhile, people died in the streets.

I felt bad. I’d technically caused it, but not that bad. After all, it was him or me. The answer to that question was simple. “Not my problem,” I’d tuned out the news coverage as much as possible.

The real dangers to the girls would come when they got back to campus. We didn’t know how much intel the Tikals had on them, but they could come after them as a matter of honor. I just hoped Thomas and family were there to dissuade them. Despite our urgings, Ariana, Ivanna, Lucia, and a barely conscious Thomas had elected to stay in Tijuana. Their response was simple: this was their home, and they weren’t abandoning it.

The Aesir in me didn’t like leaving Ariana behind, but even its barbarity drew a line. I wasn’t going to bash her head with a rock and drag her back to my cave. She was a big girl. I had an open invitation to come and see her and her sisters whenever I wanted. As enticing as that visual was, I didn’t think I was heading south of the border anytime soon. Killing the duke made me enemy numero uno on the Tikal’s shit list. Yet another thing I had to deal with.

“For someone so new to the scene, I sure do have a lot of enemies.” At some point, I had to look at the situation and wonder if I was the problem.

That was a problem for future Cam to deal with. Right now, I stuck my hand in my pocket and cradled a gift. It wasn’t much, but it was the least I could do. I knocked politely and waited for them to answer. We’d all had enough of people kicking down doors for a while.

Night answered, and she must have known I was coming. She was wearing a belly shirt, no bra, and tight pants. Her pierced nipples were a bigger draw than a neon, XXX titty bar sign for truckers in the bible belt. Every time I saw her, I was pretty sure she was down to fuck. Surviving a life-threatening scenario could do that to a person, but it was supposed to lessen over time as you got your shit together. Apparently, twenty-four hours wasn’t enough time.

“Hey,” her voice smoldered.

“Um . . . yeah, hi,” I replied. “Are you all here?”

She didn’t take the statement as a rejection and waved me in. Skella and Butters were sitting on a couch watching a movie I’d never seen. It had a young Sean Connery in it, so I should probably check it out.

“Good news,” I told them about the car.

“About fucking time,” Skella glared at me. “You take us all prisoner, drag us here against our will, and lock us up. I should call my lawyer.”

“Yeah, your luxury resort prison, with five-star cuisine, and incredible views. Poor baby,” I bit my tongue before I could say any of that out loud. I didn’t like Skella, or the person she was going to become. It was best to leave it at that and hope I never saw her again.

“I’m staying,” Night replied succinctly. “I’ve been commanded by the Dark Lady to remain by your side.”

A discussion ensued with Butters and Skella trying to convince her to come back to school. Why was she jeopardizing her future? What was she going to do about her student loans? They were all valid questions, and I didn’t have any of the answers. I didn’t know why Night wanted to stay, and while my ego might think my dick had something to do with it, I wasn’t that deluded. I’d need to keep an eye on the mage. She couldn’t pull the shit she did that got her into this mess in the first place. There was not going to be any coke, bra smuggling if she stayed with the cabal; at least, I didn’t think there was. I didn’t know everything the cabal was into. I just hoped drug smuggling wasn’t on the list of approved activities.

I sat back until the argument between the ladies petered out, and it became apparent Night wasn’t going anywhere. Mostly, the arguments came from Butters. Skella gave it the old college try, but in her typical fashion, didn’t give a shit about anybody but herself.

That made what came next that much tougher. “Butters, can I talk to you for a minute?” I gestured toward the door to one of the bedrooms.

She hesitated, which stung a bit, but nodded. I left the door open ajar so she didn’t feel trapped. That was the last thing I wanted for her.

“Butters, look I . . .” I struggled to find out how to start, despite running this through my head a dozen times throughout the morning.

“Cam,” she put out a hand to stop me. “You don’t owe me an explanation. You’re a big boy, and I’m a big girl. We can deal with this like adults,” she looked a little sad when she said it, but determined.

Butters was a big girl in mind, body, and spirit. She’d handled stuff where most women would have pissed their panties and run screaming to their therapist for extra-strength Percocet. Not only had she saved my ass, but she’d fought for her friends. Even though one of those friends was leaving her, and another really didn’t give a shit. Butters was the real deal. A genuinely good person. Those were rarer than unicorns in this day and age.  

I sincerely wish we’d had more time to get to know each other. If we’d met on an actual college campus, and not a Mexican back road, things might have been different. We could have had a legit date that could have led to something more. None of that was going to happen. We were in different places, doing different things, and as awesome as she was, I wasn’t going to drag her into the suck with me. My place was here, and there were women with me who would help me fight my battles. Just not her. She didn’t deserve that kind of responsibility, even though I knew she’d probably say yes if I asked. 

Still, that didn’t mean I couldn’t give her a reward for all the shit she’d been put through because of me.

“That’s fair,” I forwent everything I’d practiced saying and got out my gift.

It wasn’t much. It was a little bit of pink crystal attached to a gold necklace. She let me put it on her and admired it in the mirror.

“It’s really nice, Cam. Thanks,” she gave me a friend-zone hug. The Aesir grumbled at that, but I told him to go pound sand.

“That’s not all,” I pulled on my Fae power and felt the white fire in my gut. I slowly reached out and touched the crystal to activate the spell.

Butters froze as she sucked in a breath and looked at herself in the mirror. She didn’t say anything, so I didn’t know if she was happy or pissed.

“I’ve had this idea with glamour and crystals for a while now, and this is just a prototype. If you hate it, I totally understand. It's arrogant of me to think this is what you want. If you don’t like it, I’ll buy you a car. Just . . .” I didn’t get to finish.

Butters threw her arms around me and squeezed. I was very glad I held onto the troll strength as she laughed and cried into my shoulder. She pulled away, her eyes glistening with joy, and kissed me with her new face.

Butters was an awesome person. It was impossible to deny that. She was loyal, dependable, went the extra mile for people who didn’t deserve it; all that crap that made her a saint. The problem was that her outside didn’t match her inside. Some god had fucked up the production process, and if I ever saw him, I was going to give him a piece of my mind. All I was trying to do was fix that, so I gave her a new face.

I’m not gonna lie and say I didn’t put a little of what I liked in there. She looked a little like ScarJo mixed with Gina Carano. Feminine, but strong. I would never take away Butter’s strength, but her sorority sisters should probably start thinking of a new nickname, or start using her current one ironically. Butters was now as beautiful on the outside as on the inside.

“I guess you like it,” I smiled when our lips parted. There was more than a little heat there I wanted to explore. Maybe another time.

“I love it. I just . . .” she was at a loss for words.

“You deserve it,” I finished for her. “I don’t know if it’ll run on human magic, but I tried to make the spell human-friendly, if that’s even a thing. I packed enough power into it so it should be good for at least a year. If you can’t recharge it, give me a call. I’ll come out, boost it back to full power, and we can grab some coffee. I’d love to see what college life is really like.”

“It’s a date,” she smiled, and then rushed out of the room to show her friends.

Less than an hour later, I packed Skella and Butters into a car and sent them on their merry way. Who knows, I might never see them. Or I might be getting my pole smoked by a gorgeous student athlete in twelve months. Only time would tell. 

“Right now, I’ve got other things to think about,” I told myself to nut up or shut up.

I knew a lot more about myself than I had over Christmas. Lark had some explaining to do. I could throw down with Peter later. I wanted answers. The Fae had been holding out on me for too long. It was time to figure out what being an Aesir really meant.

***

I took some deep breaths as I rode the elevator down to the subterranean levels. I needed to focus. Last time I’d asked Lark these questions, he’d blown me off. Sure, Fae had to take oaths seriously, but they were famous for finding ways around them. He could have told me to check out a book, maybe steer me towards another person who knew my secret but wasn’t bound by magic. There were another half-dozen roundabout ways I could think of off the top of my head, so why hadn’t the satyr even tried?

It hurt a bit. I thought Lark liked me. We’d gotten along well. He’d even helped with my glamour crystal idea. Although, that probably wasn’t for me. He’d taken the idea straight to Venus, and they were greenlighting some trials for commercial products. I’m sure the other Fae would shit a chicken when they learned the cabal was using their signature power for human espionage, non-invasive facial reconstruction, or even to make cool Halloween costumes. Even better, since it was my idea, I got a cut of the profits. Fifteen percent might not sound like much, but if this thing got as big as I thought it could, I should start looking at private islands to buy and diversify my asset portfolio. 

I had to thank Marcella for that bit. I had the foresight to ask her about the stipulations in my contract to make sure I got my due, but she deciphered all the legalese. Cha-Ching! The only downside was that the cabal was only obliged to pay me while I was still a member in good standing. Normally, that might be an issue if I was only going to serve out the term of my contract.

“Who am I kidding at this point?” I thought.

I had the Fae after me, the UN weren’t my biggest supporters, and the Tikals wanted to tie me up and peel my skin off one layer at a time. I wasn’t going anywhere, which just made my issue with Lark that much worse. I wanted to be able to trust him. He was my current representative on the board.

A soft ding announced my arrival at the training area. It hadn’t changed much since the last time I was here. The gym equipment was new, courtesy of me demolishing it with my face a few months ago. It was a little eerie that none of it was in use. Like most soldiers, the imps were fanatical about working out. Sure, there were other gyms in the building, but this was the biggest. Feeling the complete silence of a room where people were usually grunting like rhinos in heat made my spidey senses tingle.

Thankfully, Lark wasn’t lurking in a dark corner waiting to ambush me. He was in the middle of the open training floor, eyes closed, in some type of meditation. I’ve seen enough to know what a Lotus pose is, but it’s weird to see a six-foot goat in one. Lark was in full satyr mode, as he usually was with me. As one of the few even-close-to Fae in the building, he felt he could be himself around me.

I moved quietly into the space, partially out of respect, and partially to see how close I could get before he noticed me. I didn’t get far before he opened his eyes and grinned. The grin was only part wicked.

“Holy shit. Did Lark invent goat yoga?” I had the sudden inspiration as I stopped trying to stalk the powerful Fae. “He really is the devil if he visited such evil on the human race.”

I smiled, and Lark cocked an eyebrow. I waved it off and took a seat in front of him. “Honey, I’m home.” All of our interactions since I returned had been over some super, secret, encrypted video app the cabal used. This was the first time I was seeing him in the flesh.

“I’m glad everything turned out okay,” he replied, uncrossing his legs out of the pose.

I really wish he hadn’t. When Lark went Fae, he went full Fae; no clothes, no human social constraints, he just let it all hang out. Hairy dick and all.

I didn’t let getting flashed deter me. “I wouldn’t exactly say everything is peachy if you get my drift,” I shot back.

Lark just nodded. He knew I wasn’t exactly thrilled with him. Why would I be? I didn’t know what I was. People chased me. The cabal gave me up to protect their secrets. I got fingers up my ass, jerked off by the Masturbator 5000, and then a bunch of Fae kicked the shit out of me. What was there not to love?

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be more forthcoming,” he looked like he was choosing his words carefully, which was so not Lark.

“Is he scared of me?” I wondered.

Secretly, the thought thrilled me. I’d been a few power levels below week-old horse shit. If the big bads of the cabal were now tiptoeing around me . . . hot damn, that was an ego boost.

“Couldn’t or wouldn’t?” I applied more pressure, and the Fae looked away.

“A little bit of both,” he didn’t meet my eyes.

The Aesir dissected every word Lark said for lies. When I let Mr. Hyde come out and play, he was really good at spotting bullshit.

“Why?” I asked. It was a simple question, but judging by Lark’s face, the answer was complicated.

“First, I need to hear you say it. Tell me what you are.” Lark’s expression was deadly serious.

I looked him right in the eye. “I’m Aesir.”

The Fae shivered like he’d just done the ice bucket challenge. “Thank you,” he sat a little straighter, like a weight had been lifted from his furry shoulders. “I am free to speak to you about it now that I don’t have to reveal the truth of your origins.”

“Then I’ve got the same question. Why?” I fired back. He might be relieved, but I wasn’t.

“The journey is more important than the destination,” Lark deadpanned.

“Oh, come on. Don’t give me that fortune cookie bullshit. The destination is pretty fucking important, especially when it gets your ass kicked from one realm to the next!” I realized I was shouting.

The Fae didn’t flinch, but acknowledged my point with a small nod. “Maybe this will help. What do you know about the Aesir?”

That brought me up short. “Um . . . they . . . I mean, we’re the Fae’s boogeymen.”

Lark scratched his chin in thought for a moment. “That’s not a great description, but Fae parents did relay tales of the Aesir to get their children to behave. My own mother constantly told me if I didn’t brush my fur, the Aesir would shear it off and make a nice fur coat out of me.”

“She sounds like a lovely woman,” I rolled my eyes.

“She betrayed the queen and her petrified head still sits on Her Majesty’s castle ramparts,” Lark stated like he was ordering a Big Mac.

“Okay?” I didn’t know what to say to that.

“Fae are weird,” I shuddered.

“But the point is that the Aesir are more than a bedtime story to frighten young children,” he continued. “Like your own supernatural myths and creatures, they are an actual, living, breathing people who have interacted with others through the course of your history, and mine.”

“I think I would have heard about them,” I scoffed. I was a bit of a history aficionado, if I could say so myself. “If there were basically gods running around calling themselves the Aesir, then I would . . .” I stopped dead in my tracks.

“Is it really that simple?” I felt a little sick.

Lark just smiled. “We all know them as something a little different. Humanity has only experienced a bleed-over effect from the Aesir’s direct access to the Faerie Realm. They’ve never actually set foot in this plane of existence, but they want to.”

“So, Odin, Thor, Loki, Freya; the whole Marvel cast; they’re real?” I blanched.

“Suck it, Chris Hemsworth,” the Aesir in me laughed.

“That’s an approximation that ancient human societies developed based upon past pantheons,” Lark corrected. “But their power is very real.”

I thought back to my high school history classes. The human version of the Aesir was mainly worshiped in the Scandinavian countries, but those fairly small populations had done some brutal damage to the European continent for a couple of hundred years. They’d basically subjugated England, raided the mainland and east into Russia. They even burned Paris and sacked it twice. For fuck’s sake, they had a hit show on the History Channel.

One thing about the Vikings had always stood out to me: the blood eagle. Something about the ritualistic execution told me it was a pretty good explanation of the real Aesir as a whole. The Aesir inside me cheerfully agreed.

The Vikings would first force a man into a prone position and cut him open with a sharp tool. They’d sever his ribs from his spine, and through the opening, they’d pull out the person’s lungs. I guess it kind of looked like wings. I’d never seen it before, so I wasn’t an authority on the practice. I was just surprised anyone could survive long enough to endure all of that. They would have to be some tough old bastards, that’s for sure.

Lark sat quietly as I thought about all of that, waiting for my next question.

“The Viking Age wasn’t that long,” I formulated my question. “What happened? Something tells me that if the Aesir had been able to influence the Norse civilizations more, they would have rampaged across the globe.”

“Exactly,” Lark nodded. “Maeve couldn’t have that. Your realm was our playground, not theirs. So, she shut them out. They could only get here through our home; so, she locked the door tight and threw away the key.”

“And then you divulged tactics and weapons to counter the Vikings’ advantages,” I completed the thought.

“And our party continued without any further interference,” Lark sighed, like he was remembering the good old days.

“So, let me get this straight. The Aesir are kind of Fae boogeymen, but you locked them out of your home. They can’t get here because Maeve shut the door on them after they kicked over the sandcastle she’d been working on. All of that tracks, except one critical flaw. How the fuck am I here?” I threw that in his face.

For the first time, Lark looked troubled. “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “If the Aesir have found a way around the Fae realm, it is an indirect route, or the Allfather would be here himself, subjugating the masses. No, they still can’t interact directly, so they must be trying to do it through you?”

“Me?” I barked out a laugh. “What the hell can I do?”

“As I expect you’ve learned quite a lot,” Lark shot back.

“Oh . . . yeah,” the image of the duke’s legs twitching as the last of the life went out of him flared in my mind.

“What am I really capable of, and why is it fucking with my head?” I rubbed my temples as the Aesir chittered away at the back of my mind. 

“You’ve noticed changes.” Lark’s face turned grave. “What are they?”

I told him. I spilled my guts about my split personalities; the psychopathic violence, and the push to fuck everything with a hole when I was done bathing in the blood of my vanquished victims. I tried to smooth over some of the points, but I don’t think I got anything by the devil himself.

Lark listened calmly. Nodding in all the right places, and when I was done, he simply stated, “At least that makes sense.”

“What the fuck?” I jumped to my feet. “I told you I make Jack the Ripper look like a Sunday school nursery rhyme, and I get super horny while doing it, and all you have to say is, ‘That makes sense.'” I really wanted to punch the Fae in the face, and the Aesir urged me on.

“Ahh,” Lark nodded, and slowly got to his feet. “I see where I went wrong. You’re still thinking of the Aesir as the human mythology you learned in school. That’s wrong. They’re not human, and they’re not Fae. Stop thinking of them as such. You don’t know what they truly are.”

“Then enlighten me, Obi-Wan,” I involuntarily clenched my fists. I really wanted to hit something.

“The Aesir are archetypes.”

I stood there, waiting for more, but it never came. “Oh . . . well, I guess that explains everything. The Aesir are archetypes. Thanks, Uncle Lark, for that completely fucking pointless piece of information!” I was starting to see red, and the Aesir was close to breaking out of its cage.

“I’ll explain,” Lark continued, without knowing how close he came to fighting the creature his mother threatened him with. “Think of a realm not that different from yours, or mine. It has prairies, deserts, grasslands, seas, and oceans full of life, but most importantly, full of magic. Like all realms, it has a creator. For mine, that was Maeve. For the Aesir, the Allfather. Don’t bother asking about the creator of this realm. You’re not ready to know the answer.”

That was exactly what I wanted to ask, but I shut up. There were more important things to learn today.

“The Allfather seeded his realm with life in his own image. From the beginning, the Aesir were always a warrior race. Certainly, much more magically adept than humans, but not that different. They fought over land, resources, gold, slaves, and above all, the approval of the Allfather.”

“That all sounds very human,” I replied.

“Sure, but it was probably about a billion of your years ago. You weren’t even primordial muck at this point. The Fae were still in their infancy.”

That was a bit of a whammy. Not only were the Aesir powerful as fuck, but they’d been around as close to forever as humans could comprehend.

“So, the Allfather was a bit of an eager beaver to jump on the creation train. Gotcha,” I nodded.

That made Lark laugh loud enough to shake the new gym equipment. “Indeed,” he wiped away a tear before continuing. “But that’s the problem with beings like the Allfather and Maeve, they still have very real emotions, and one of the Allfather’s weaknesses is boredom. After a few hundred million years, he got tired of the same fight, murder, rape, plunder, rinse and repeat; so, he had an idea. He wanted to make his people better in every way imaginable. Over the generations, he started to tweak them. He experimented with their minds, bodies, and most importantly, their magic. Only after he’d found what he was looking for did the Cull begin.”

“That’s not ominous as fuck or anything,” I sensed the capital C in Cull.

“There is nothing like it in the known histories of any realm I’ve ever heard of,” Lark looked truly frightened at that. “Imagine an entire race tearing itself apart. Billions upon billions were slaughtered without abandon because that’s what the Allfather decreed.”

“Why?” I asked.

The dude was definitely a capital G god. He did have his own realm and all, but why would he just throw it all away?

“He wanted the best,” Lark’s answer was simple. “The changes he’d made to his people turned them into parasites. When they defeated their foes, they subsumed them and gradually grew in power. It took tens of thousands of years for the Cull to run its course, and at the end, it left only a handful of Aesir. The myth is that the Allfather looked upon his chosen and was glad. As a reward, he gave each of them a sliver of his divine light, making them his true immortal children. I don’t know if that part is bullshit, or if the accumulated power of billions of slain foes gave the remaining Aesir god status, but whether it’s one or the other, it really doesn’t matter.”

“I’ll bet,” I shuddered to think about the experience even one Aesir would have.

I didn’t need to imagine it. I’d seen it myself. The Trickster had ripped through half of the Lady of Winter’s personal guard and then disappeared back to his realm, while dropkicking me back to mine. That scoreboard read: Aesir one, Fae zero.

“Why do you call them archetypes?”  I asked, although I was pretty sure I knew the answer.

“You are what you eat,” Lark replied. “As the Cull drew on, the Aesir champions lost their individual identity to the identity of the uncountable conquered, and they all took on their distinct flavor.

“The Trickster,” now it made sense why Ymira called my half-brother that.

“Ahh, him. He feasted on the devious, those who worked from the shadows to kill their enemies. He is by no means the strongest of the Aesir, but he is the slyest of the family.”

“And me?” I gulped. After everything I’d heard, I wasn’t looking forward to my diagnosis.

“You’re something new,” Lark frowned. “You didn’t come to power during the Cull, but I do imagine that you are being influenced by the events since your power started to awaken. When exactly was that?”

“Shit started to get weird after I got struck by lightning,” I thought back.

“And since then?” he prodded me to finish the line of thought.

“I joined Lilith’s harem, and it’s kind of been nothing but training, fighting, fucking, and generally trying to stay alive,” I didn’t dive into those recent memories. I wanted to sleep tonight.

“Sex and violence,” Lark’s voice was tinged with sadness. “The parasitic Aesir power in you is taking on the attributes of what you’ve been doing since it awakened.”

“That’s just fucking fantastic. Look out world, I’m the next Ted Bundy,” I deflated back to the ground, and just lay there on my back. The Aesir didn’t like me being unprepared for a surprise attack, but I told it to fuck off.

“Maybe, maybe not,” Lark took a seat, “but you do have some advantages that your half-siblings don’t.”

“What?” I sat up so quick I got a head rush.

“You’re not a full Aesir. The parasitic nature of your gifts has given you other options. You don’t always have to rely on your Aesir power to get the job done. You have your Fae gifts, which I’m committed to growing and sharpening with you. You’ve also displayed a talent for mortal magic. I’m sure Morgan will want to tutor you as well.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about Morgan le Fay, the woman Merlin himself had decreed a blood witch, teaching me magic. Don’t get me wrong, I’d do it, because the only way to get a better teacher was to have the Merlin himself instruct me, but something told me the old geezer wouldn’t go for that. The whole Aesir thing might be a bit of a hold-up to those who knew about it.

“Well, variety is the spice of life,” I looked on the bright side.

“That’s the spirit,” Lark clapped me on the back. “We’ll confront your uniqueness moving forward for the good of the cabal.”

“At least I’m going to be a filthy rich big shot,” that made me smile. 

All this talk of the Aesir, Fae, and human threesome shitshow going on inside me was something I didn’t need to worry about right now.

Never tempt the universe. No sooner had I thought it than the ground rumbled beneath my feet, and an alarm started blaring. I didn’t ask questions; I just took off after Lark as he made for the elevator.

Remember, I’m the type of person who runs toward danger now, especially when it’s happening in my own house. The Aesir in me was ecstatic. It might get out to play again if shit was bad enough.


Chapter 16

“Shit . . . shit . . . shit . . .,” Aveena cursed as she ran through the door.

She didn’t open it. There was no time for that. She ran through it. The entryway to the 7/11 bathroom exploded like a plywood claymore. Shrapnel flew everywhere, but the clerk at the counter hardly flinched. The glazed-over eyes of the young man wouldn’t have been surprised if an army of sharktopuses descended on the store with a sudden slurpy urge. He was baked out of his fucking mind.

Despite the extreme inebriation, the guy still pointed and gave a “whoa” that would make Cheech and Chong proud. It says a lot about the male mind when an explosion isn’t what catches the eye, but the bare ass of the girl running through it does.

Aveena would be more embarrassed about running o’natural through a rest stop convenience store if her life didn’t depend on it. She’d been on the shitter, minding her own business, fulfilling a universal need, when a hand appeared out of the mirror and threw a hex at her.

Hexes were more a mortal magic thing than a Fae thing. They were a ready-made magical attack that you could unleash upon an opponent. It might be a pre-made potion you threw, or an already-powered spell that just needed an incantation. Only the most powerful mages could throw non-elemental hexes around. Of course, that was exactly what Aveena was talking about.

The hex hit the bathroom stall and cut through it like Paul Bunyan facing off against a sheaf of college-ruled paper. It missed her head by a couple of inches. Thank the gods she wasn’t a guy, or it would have cut her in two. Also, thank the gods she’d finished taking the Browns to the Super Bowl. She was able to get the hell out of there before a certain wicked witch could finish climbing through a mirror, creepy Ring style.

Honestly, the mirror thing explained a lot. Many human myths and legends attributed power to mirrors. For all Aveena knew, the Van Helsings could have been the Bloody Mary that teenage girls invoked during that stupid game. Even if the ancient family of mages didn’t spend their time frightening clueless, mortal girls, suddenly appearing in a place Aveena had let her guard down was frightening as fuck. She did the only thing she could. She ran.

A fireball singed her ass on the way out the bathroom door. A wail echoed behind the Fae as she ran through the stacks of chips and soda and straight for the front door. It was a miracle that the smoke detectors even worked in a place like this, but at least it would keep the growing fire from spreading. There were gas tanks nearby, and the last thing anyone needed was an even bigger explosion.

“Get the hell out of here!” Aveena yelled at the clerk as she sprinted out of the building. Again, she went through the door. Ain’t nobody got time to pull in a life-or-death situation, and she wasn’t going to slow down for a nanosecond.

“I was so close,” she steamed as she ran for the semi. She’d boosted it outside Denver. The driver had gone in to take a shit. She swiped his keys, hopped in, and took off. “Could this have happened twenty minutes later?”

In twenty minutes, she might finally be safe from the living hell of the last few days. Being hunted sucked donkey dick.

She sensed the next attack coming and hit the deck. Subaru said that ninety-seven percent of their cars sold in the last ten years were still on the road today. Well, they could scratch one off the list. The Outback sailed over her head, barely missing her. It landed with a crash of groaning metal and breaking glass. For some reason, the rear window held together, so she got to see the family of stick figures and read that whoever owned the hunk of junk was the proud parent of an honor student. That was all she saw before she scrambled to her feet and ran for it.

She shouldn’t have looked back, but couldn’t stop herself. Van Helsing stood just outside the doorway to the 7/11. She held the clerk by the scruff of his neck, glared at him, and then tossed him aside. He landed in a heap and didn’t get up.

“That’s new,” Aveena gulped as the wicked witch’s silhouette was enhanced by the fire eating away at the building behind her. It was like looking straight into the jaws of hell.

The Van Helsings had always been champions of mortals. Their entire, zealous purpose for the last few millennia was standing between humans and the supernatural abominations of this world. It looked like the witch was a little too hyped up to look after the little guy. That’s what happened when you got drunk with power.

Aveena’s eyes snapped down when she caught the flash of purple power as Van Helsing refocused her attention. She didn’t want to get into a mental judo match with the woman. The Fae wasn’t sure she’d win. That was a sobering thought, so she ran like hell around the back of the building toward the semi parking section.

The rest stop was a busy one, and if she could just get to her rig, she could get lost in the sea of commerce. A growing chuff chuff chuff of something moving toward her made Aveena hit the ground for a second time. It was really fucking up her stride to take a dive every hundred feet, but thank the gods she did.

Van Helsing’s staff flew by in the blur of a demented walking stick. A military attack helicopter would be jealous of the rotation speed of the staff as it nearly took the Fae’s head off. Even worse, as Aveena started to get up, the staff circled around and came back at her like a boomerang. This time, she wasn’t fast enough. It clipped her shoulder, and she screamed as pain numbed that entire side of her body. So much for getting to her rig. She couldn’t even get off the ground as she saw stars.

By the time they’d cleared, Van Helsing was close enough that Aveena could smell what she ate for breakfast. The power radiating off the witch was intense and familiar, which only hammered Aveena’s already fragile emotional state. It was like she was about to get shot with her own gun.

“Fuck this,” she growled and stepped.

The world dissolved into the dull monotones of between, and she gingerly pulled herself to her feet. Her injuries were starting to heal, but it would be a while before she could throw a punch. She tried to remember where she was parked, judged the distance, and stepped appropriately to get her the hell away from her fervent stalker.

She took too long. There was a dark blur, and then more pain fountained from her leg. She screamed and went down kicking, but she might as well be fighting the concrete foundation of a parking garage. The malk finally had its teeth in its prey, and it wasn’t letting go.

Falling on her ass probably saved her life as the second malk soared over her head. Its fangs would have taken her in the neck, and that would have been all she wrote. The fat lady would have sung. El Fin. Instead, she was only in a horrendous amount of pain, but still able to make a decision.

She heard the hoofbeats of the Wild Hunt’s steeds approaching, so she had to act fast. Both choices sucked, so she took the easiest path. She stepped back into the real world, right back to where she’d left. Van Helsing loomed over her, but now they had another party guest. The malk snarled as it sensed the threat and released Aveena.

Van Helsing was faster. She brought her staff down on the malk’s back, shattering its spine. The creature howled in agony, but it couldn’t have happened to a better Fae. Even with a broken back, the malk wasn’t out of the fight. They were a race of survivors. Van Helsing turned her back on the crippled creature to focus on Aveena, and paid for it.

Razor-sharp claws raked across the witch’s back, and her scream lit up the night like fireworks. Aveena would have laughed if she wasn’t hobbled and bleeding like a stuck pig. She struggled to her feet and put as much distance between her and the battling duo as she could. The fight was never in question. The witch was going to win. So, Aveena needed to make the most of it. It was her last chance to get out.

She still heard the sounds of battle as she reached the rig and barely pulled herself inside. The first thing she did was smash anything with a reflective surface. All the mirrors were discarded. She didn’t give a fuck if she didn’t see the family minivan while she merged lanes. If the witch came through one of the mirrors while Aveena was driving, that really was going to be the end.

“Come on,” she prayed as she turned the key and the beast rumbled to life.

She threw it in drive and peeled out as much as any semi could, which wasn’t much. It was more of a lurch as she joined the flow of traffic. She heard sirens in the distance and saw lights as she got back on the interstate. Nothing ever went kaboom behind her. Gas tanks were buried deep in the ground for just this type of situation, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t driving on the edge of her seat. Even when she came over the rise and saw the city splayed out before her, she didn’t ease up on the gas. She knew better now. She wasn’t home free.

Blue lights and sirens came up behind her, but she didn’t care. “Just try and pit me, motherfucker,” she goaded as she blew past an iconic sign where tourists were taking pictures. It was midday, so traffic wasn’t terrible, but that didn’t mean nonexistent.

She lay on the horn as she swerved to avoid cars stopped at a red light. To her, red lights were a suggestion she could avoid. She blasted through the intersection to the squeals of protesting brakes. She clipped a Kia and sent the little foreign import fishtailing wildly. She didn’t stop. She sped up.

Her blood loss had slowed to a trickle, but the clutch was still slippery, and she nearly missed a shift to pick up speed. Humans were getting out of her way now, and cops were flooding the area to divert traffic.

“Thank you, emergency planning,” she praised the city’s law enforcement as she committed every moving violation in the book.

She squinted against the midday sun, saw her destination up ahead, and gunned it. A couple of cops lined the road ahead of her and started throwing spike strips. She didn’t bother trying to avoid them. She felt the tires blow beneath her, and the steering went to shit. It didn’t matter. Displacement divided by change in time equals velocity. Thanks, Big Bang Theory.

Down to rims and shooting sparks out behind her, Aveena hit the ramp up to the covered overhang. Attendants were trying to move cars out of the way as fast as possible with the help of sheriff’s deputies. Not fast enough, and not for the reason you’re thinking.

A young, pimple-faced valet nearly shat himself as a bloodstained woman stepped out of the side mirror of the Bugatti he was jumping into. He stood there, open-mouthed, and completely forgot about the semi hurtling toward him . . . and the half-million-dollar sports car.

Aveena didn’t even try to hit the brakes. She smashed her foot down on the accelerator and hoped for the best. Van Helsing didn’t even flinch as she angled her shoulder against the oncoming truck.

“Oh shit,” Aveena gulped. She’d seen this movie before.

Man-made ingenuity met magically reinforced bitch and lost. The hood crumbled as the semi came to an abrupt stop. Unfortunately, that’s not how physics worked, and Aveena had forgotten the cardinal rule of driving: putting on your seatbelt.

Who could blame her? She usually just walked anywhere she wanted to go. This time, it totally fucked her. The windshield might as well have been made from bubblegum. It provided zero resistance as she sailed through it. Still, despite glass and metal tearing apart her glamour like an over-caffeinated kid on Christmas morning, it got the job done. She was able to extend her middle finger to Van Helsing as the woman tried to untangle herself from what remained of the engine, and braced for impact.

The front doors of Caesars Palace felt like putty as she smashed through them, rolled three or four times, and smacked into the base of a big-ass fountain. Was it ironic that this was virtually the same place the cops had bagged Cam and tased his ass? Fuck yeah it was!

With her glamour gone, the tourists got a hell of a lot more than a Vegas show. It wasn’t every day people got to see an emaciated frost giant leaking silver blood all over the expensive, imported marble. It became even more interesting when two dozen people in body armor and machine guns streamed into the lobby. If anything, people screamed more at the sudden show of force than the naked Fae using the edge of the fountain, trying and failing to get to her feet.

The bravest of the armored guys, or the commander, walked right up to Aveena and put the barrel of the rifle against her temple.

“Give me a reason not to?” he growled, with a hate no one could possibly have for someone they hadn’t met before.

She mumbled two words.

“What?”

Aveena worked her jaw and spat out a couple of teeth covered in blood.

“Sancta Familia,” she repeated, and the guard groaned.

“Ha! Didn’t see that one coming, did ya?” was all she was able to think before her brain decided it was time to shut off the lights and take a little nap.

***

The alarm continued to blare as we rode the elevator up. No matter how fast it went, it wasn’t fast enough for me. Lark was pumping out power like a nuclear plant in full meltdown. When you were as strong as the old satyr, you needed time to bring your full power to bear. If I were human, I’d probably have acute radiation poisoning right now; the full Nazi face melt from Raiders, plus a side of shitting blood. Good thing I wasn’t.

Instead, it felt fucking awesome. The white ball of fire in my chest accepted the power leaking off the more powerful Fae in some sort of weird symbiotic action that I didn’t understand. I really didn’t care. I was operating at one hundred and ten percent right now. It was the best I was going to get without going full-on Son of Sam and letting the Aesir out to play.

The bell dinged, and I fell in behind the powerful Fae. The marshaling imps felt it too, and parted like the Red Sea; and there were a lot of imps. This was the cabal HQ, where the queen bee lay her head. So of course there was a small army living here. I counted close to fifty, and more were streaming in from their stations around the resort.

Two older, and particularly mean-looking gentlemen yelled at everyone else from the door to the armory. That’s right. There was a really thick door with physical and magical countermeasures right off the lobby of a major Las Vegas casino. It was the NRA’s wet dream, and gun rights advocates would have gone into epileptic fits if they knew the firepower sitting that close to check in. Lark didn’t head for the cage-like door with the senior imps, but I did. I’d learned the hard way over the last few months that I wasn’t the king of the hill, and to be the king was a step I wasn’t going to take unless absolutely necessary. So, I’d take all the help I could get.

I stepped in front of the imp at the front of the line and grabbed the shotgun in the armorer’s outstretched hand. The imp didn’t complain. I might be leaking a little power too.

This wasn’t the pump-action piece I’d had back in Mexico. Don’t get me wrong, the twelve-gauge had been great. Every day you get to shoot a blood-sucking asshole in the dick is a win, but that was weak sauce for Vegas. The weapon I grabbed was an AA-12 automatic assault shotgun. If that sounds badass, it’s because it is.

The thing looked more like an old-school Tommy Gun than a shotgun, complete with the drum magazine and everything. I’d seen people handle this monster at the range, but never tried it myself. The last few days had given me a greater respect for guns, but I didn’t plan on going John Wayne on whatever idiot was sticking his dick where it didn’t belong. I kept the barrel pointed at the floor, away from anyone else, and figured out where the safety was. I kept it on for my own sake as well as everyone else’s. I wasn’t going to be that asshole who accidentally shot himself in the foot.

There was so much extra power flooding through me that I had to do something to relieve the pressure. Since I had offense covered, the AA-12 could punch a hole through a cement wall if it wanted, I focused on defense. I wove layer after layer of glamour around my chest, and then exerted an amount of pressure that was most commonly found in nature when making diamonds. It was what ancient swordsmiths did when creating a samurai’s katana, times a thousand. The result was a breastplate that would take a hell of a lot of force, or magic, to crack. The only problem was that it wasn’t particularly flexible, which was why I stopped with just covering the vulnerable organs in my torso. I looked half conquistador and half Capone when I walked out into the lobby.

The place looked like a bank robbery gone wrong. Doors were smashed in. What was probably meant to be the getaway car was a smoking wreck in the road, and a bloodied-up beauty had taken a header into the fountain.

“Look at that ass,” the Aesir appreciated the view, despite the concrete basin being cracked and leaking water onto the tile.

“Clean up on aisle one,” I shook my head as I continued around the fountain.

Imps had taken up positions everywhere with intersecting fields of fire, overlapping kill zones, and other tactical terminology that simply said they were going to kill your ass if you stepped into the building. One imp was out in the open, and Lark headed straight for him. I followed, my eyes scanning the area diligently for threats.

We were the first heavyweights on scene, and just knowing all the imps were deferring to our judgment made me a little giddy. Still, I stayed behind the Fae and let him do the talking. He’d had millennia of experience with this. I’d only killed one, lousy Nosferatu a few days ago.

We were a few steps away when Lark skidded to a stop. He threw out his arm to stop me. I slipped on the water and ended up on my ass.

“So much for looking like a boss,” I grumbled as I picked myself up. My pants were soaked. It looked like I’d pissed myself.

“What is she doing here?” the satyr pointed at the girl with the nice ass, who I was now seeing wasn’t a girl at all.

Her skin had a blueish tint to it that was familiar. She was big, not the biggest woman I’d seen, but definitely eight or nine feet tall. My mind said shifter before I saw the pointed ears.

“No way,” I edged around Lark to get a better angle. “Blue skin, pointy ears, silver blood,” I checked the boxes. The only thing missing were the red, swirling fractals, another couple of feet, and a sadistic smile as she tortured me.

The Aesir begged me to raise my weapon, and I didn’t argue. I didn’t even need to aim. This was the shotgun of all shotguns, and I could end the pain in the ass she was; right here, right now. I’d never need to look over my shoulder and worry about Aveena Foxbelle ever again.

“Sir, no!” the imp jumped in front of the barrel. “She’s claimed Sancta Familia.”

I gave zero fucks what that was, and my finger tightened on the trigger. The Aesir egged me on like a horny little devil on my shoulder.

“Cam!” Lark yelled, and jerked the weapon up and away, so I didn’t turn Aveena and the imp into Swiss cheese.

“What?” I snapped, showing my teeth to the Fae. The Aesir was getting closer to the surface, and I was having trouble controlling him with Aveena in striking distance.

“Take ten deep breaths,” Lark advised.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m not a toddler throwing a tantrum,” I snapped back, pulled my gun out of his grip, and kept it pointed away from the woman who’d made my life a living hell for the last six months.

He raised an eyebrow like he was going to disagree, when the crunch of glass drew our attention. Civilians were still huddled around the room, freaking the fuck out at the giant goat man who’d suddenly ruined their vacation, but the woman who walked in the door didn’t seem to care for the weirdness factor in here. She added to it.

Her eyes were like twin, violet infernos. She was hot in an entirely different kind of way. She was the kind of woman who could tie a guy into a pretzel, and the guy would love it. All she needed was some shiny leather and a whip. Instead, she carried a walking stick that looked like it had barely won a fight with John Deere, and her ripped jeans were covered in blood splatter, along with the rest of her. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to understand the rips weren’t fashionable. It looked like Carrie had just arrived at the prom, ready to kill everyone. 

“Wait a second,” I knew that face.

Take away the glowing eyes, give her a cosplay cape, and put her on a busy Manhattan street. “Hot Gandalf?” I asked out loud.

“Abomination,” she snarled, and that was all the warning I got.

She moved a hell of a lot faster than me, barked something that sounded like she was coughing up a furball, and made a punching motion in my direction. The kinetic force of the blast hit me in the gut and sent me tumbling into the air. Thank the gods for my breastplate, or my insides might have liquified.

I flipped ass over tea kettle and smacked my hip against the old gods depicted in the leaking fountain. I spun through the air like a dreidel, and only pure instinct allowed me to get my feet under me before I landed. My hip still ached like a bitch as I landed like a reject Superman. The good news is that I kept hold of my shotgun.

“Do you like the taste of lead?” I asked as I walked back toward her, trying to hide the limp. “Because I’m going to shove this down your throat and pump your stomach full of this creamy goodness.”

“Enough!” she yelled.

This time she used the opposite hand. I braced, but nothing hit me. After a second, I continued toward her, but ran into an invisible wall.

“What the hell?” I pushed against it, then pounded on it, and then tried to find the edge. It spanned the entire lobby and wouldn’t give an inch. “Bitch!” I spat and gave it a few punches at one hundred percent. It split my knuckles, and now I was bleeding on the tile.

Lark turned to her and completely ignored me shaking out my aching hand. “Van Helsing,” he stated conversationally, despite her unprovoked attack.

“Fae,” she spat his name with nearly as much disdain as mine. “This doesn’t concern you.”

“You’re in my house,” Lark shrugged. “It seems like it does concern me.”

“She made an oath. I’m only here to collect,” Van Helsing licked her lips and looked down at Aveena’s unconscious form. “She’s mine.”

“Hey, it’s twenty-twenty-one. Women aren’t property,” I yelled, and everyone turned to look at me. “Don’t get me wrong, I love some girl-on-girl action; and sure, Aveena’s a raging bitch with mommy issues, but she isn’t yours,” I used air quotes just to make sure the witch got the point. “If anything, I’ve got dibs on punching her ticket. Why don’t you hop back off to Comic Con and let us take care of her?”

“Cam,” Lark gave me a hard look. “Shut up.” He turned back to Van Helsing.

“Well,” her muscles tensed, like she was ready for a fight. “Are you going to give her to me?”

Lark didn’t respond for a moment. He looked down at Aveena, and then up into Van Helsing’s blazing eyes. There was more than a little power-drunk crazy in them. Even I could tell that.

“I can’t,” the old Fae replied. “She’s claimed Sancta Familia.”

“Hey, for those of us in the cheap seats, what the fuck is Sanctum formula?” I yelled.

“Sancta Familia,” Dani answered from where she stood beside me.

I barely managed not to jump in surprise, but damn, the girl was ninja.

“It is a claim under the Covenants,” the dwarf explained, her eyes darting about to assess the situation. “It’s similar to Hospitality, but deeper. Hospitality is a courtesy to strangers. Sancta Familia is family sanctuary, calling upon your blood to help and defend you. It’s sacred to the Fae, and regular people too. Even Venus takes it as seriously as a supernatural STD. If your brother, sister, aunt, or uncle came running to you for help, wouldn’t you protect them, Cam?”

I didn’t have any of the above, but I’d literally engaged in a trial by combat with a well-hung troll because Aveena threatened my adoptive parents. I got it, and I gave a deep sigh before cracking my back. My hip was going to have a bruise in the morning, but I was good to go.

“You won’t give her up.” Van Helsing didn’t care about Dani’s explanation to me.

“I’m sorry, but we can’t. Despite what you think, we do have honor.”

The two supernaturals stared at each other for several seconds, and then . . . BOOM! I didn’t see anyone make a move or say a spell. One second, they were engaged in a stare off, and the next, Lark was embedded in the marble wall behind me, and Van Helsing had been ejected from the building, and checked in, with extreme prejudice, at the Flamingo across the street. The invisible wall that separated me from Aveena shattered in the exchange, and its destruction threw Dani and me on our collective asses. I was getting really tired of being knocked around.

The Aesir begged to be let out to even the playing field, but I reigned it in.

“Ow,” Lark groaned as he hopped down from the impression he’d made in the mural, and experimentally rotated his shoulders. “She hits harder than I thought,” he worked his jaw like he was trying to get his ears to pop. “But that should buy us a minute or two.”

“What the hell are you waiting for?” Dani took charge. “Get the civilians out and set up a perimeter. Move!” she yelled, and the imps jumped into action. “And for fuck’s sake, someone get me my axe.”

As it turned out, Lark’s prediction was optimistic. The last group of civilians was still making their way across the lobby when I felt a full-body magical itch come over me. A second later, the air in the room started to stir. I’d had enough experience with Caeli mages to know this wasn’t going to be anything good. It started as a whistle and became a roar. All the air in the room started to rush out the front door. It was like in those disaster movies when the tide went out before the tsunami hit, except I wasn’t seeing this in IMAX.

“Incoming!” I yelled, but people were already running for cover.

A tornado, that should have had Bill Paxton and storm chasers after it, hit the front of Caesars like an enraged bull. I kept my feet, but it would have been better to get knocked on my ass this time. Every bit of glass shattered, doors were ripped off their hinges, and general chaos and fuckery dominated the lobby.

The worst were the imps’ screams. Those who’d been near the front of the perimeter didn’t even have a chance. Doors smacked into them, bludgeoned them, or they suffered death by a thousand cuts as the vortex of shattered glass ripped them to pieces. Soon, dark rubies glinted at the heart of the tornado; little swirling trophies of its conquests.

Worst of all, I had no fucking idea how to stop it. There was no way in hell I could get to my happy place where I could work human magic. I could barely light a candle, and there was no way I could create a glamour big enough to counter that monster. Even the Aesir was stumped.

Thankfully, there were people here who knew a whole lot more about magic than I did. There was a second roar, and a smaller tornado came tearing in from the elevator banks on the other side of the lobby.

For a second, I thought we were all goners, but the new tornado steered around the imps clinging to anything nailed down so they weren’t sucked into the whirling vortex of death. The two tornadoes collided with the sound of an artillery shell going off, and canceled each other out with an explosion of force that made my bones rattle. Now, it was just raining blood, debris, and body parts.

A limp, imp body landed a few feet from me with a bloody smack. It was the guy I’d cut in line to get the AA12. “Poor bastard.” I didn’t even know his name, but there was no time for that. This fight was far from over.

Van Helsing walked through the big hole in the lobby like she was the IRS looking for back taxes. This time, Lark and I weren’t alone. Morgan walked casually away from the bank of elevators and surveyed the scene. It was like watching gypsy Liberace. Damn, but that woman loved her bling.

The two mages watched each other carefully and began to circle the battlefield. Everyone else cleared out. Some signal had been given, and the imps that were left were retreating with their wounded comrades. They were only a liability in this kind of fight. Truth be told, I should be retreating too, but the Aesir wouldn’t let me. Morgan fucking Le Fay against a Van Helsing. Pay-per-view should be charging a butt load for this, and I had front row seats.

“Why do you side with the abominations, sister?” Van Helsing asked. Her eyes still blazed, but I swore they looked a little sad addressing the other witch.

“You’re still a child,” Morgan stated simply. “There is much you don’t know.”

Apparently, that was the end of the conversation, because flashes started to go off left and right; some type of supernatural flashbang. I dropped to the ground on instinct. Good thing I did, because stuff roared over my head like freight trains about to jump the tracks. I felt hot, cold, pure force, more wind, and something I couldn’t describe, but made my asshole pucker. It all took maybe fifteen seconds before the strobing effect faded.

I looked up and gulped. Morgan had her arm cradled to her side, a grimace on her face, but looked otherwise unharmed. The lobby was fucking totaled. There was no other way to say it. A section of the wall was flash-frozen, and another part melted. The mural on the wall had been ripped and scattered throughout the space. The front desk looked like it had aged a thousand years in the blink of an eye and was little more than dust in the wind. Even bits of metal were corroded to the point that a flick of a finger would shatter them.

“Shit,” I thought that was bad until I saw a pile of bones in the imp’s tactical ware. Apparently, one didn’t get out of the way in time.

As for Van Helsing, she was battered and bleeding. Lark had her in a full nelson; the sneaky bastard, and Morgan was advancing toward her. Morgan barked a sound that I would associate with someone strangling the life out of a Thanksgiving turkey with their bare hands, and the statues of the old gods at the center of the fountain started to stir. With a groan, they extracted themselves from the pedestal and walked over to the struggling witch.

A big, marble guy, who had to be Jupiter, reared back his fist and punched Van Helsing right in the face. It only rocked back her head a little, while the statue’s hand cracked from the impact. Whatever spell Morgan cast to bring the thing to life, they didn’t feel pain. Jupiter punched Van Helsing in the face until his arms fell off, and then he used his head until the rest of his body crumbled. Then, the next statue stepped up to take his place, and the next, and the next. They each took a turn pounding on the witch until they were piles of rubble.

“That’s enough,” a voice of absolute authority rang out across the lobby.

Morgan looked like she was set to carve out the other witch’s eyes, but pulled up short. “Aw,” she pouted, and turned to look back toward the elevator. Like Van Helsing, there was a subtle glow to her eyes; only hers were blood red.

“I guess that’s why Merlin called her a blood witch,” I gulped.

Before she drew away, Morgan ran a finger across Van Helsing’s face. Her lacquered nail parted the witch’s flesh where all the marble statues had failed. Blood oozed from the wound, Morgan took a vial, and coaxed some of the scarlet liquid into the tube.

“This is so that the next time you think to invade my home, you’ll think twice,” she snarled and stepped back.

That allowed Venus to take her place. The succubus barely reached the witch’s chin in the Gucci slippers she was wearing. “Brief me.”

“The young one has claimed Sancta Familia,” Lark kept his grip tight on Van Helsing in case she tried to do anything. “The witch contends that the young Fae belongs to her.”

“On what grounds?” Venus didn’t flinch away as she gazed into Van Helsing’s violet eyes.

“A bargain,” the witch was the first to look away. “She swore thrice to me that Dupree would not return to the realm. I was taking my just rewards when she escaped.”

“It sounds to me like the matter is settled,” Venus shrugged as she looked down at Aveena.

Throughout the entire shit show, the Fae hadn’t moved from where she’d passed the fuck out.

“No,” Van Helsing spat. “I wasn’t finished.”

“That is not my concern. Aveena made an oath, she broke it, and you took a price from her. It is not my fault you didn’t take as much as you wanted, and allowed her to escape. That’s your failure to bear. The bargain is fulfilled. Get her out of here.”

Van Helsing struggled hard enough I felt waves of power lashing out. Lark struggled to hold her, but Venus just sighed like a tired parent. She reached up and pressed her thumb to a spot on Van Helsing’s forehead, right between her eyes. The powerful witch went limp like a rag doll.

“Dump her in the desert,” Venus ordered as she bent and picked up the witch’s staff.

“I wouldn’t,” Morgan cautioned. “Magical items like that are usually attuned to one person. It’s a poor trophy.”

“Huh,” Venus shrugged, lifted up the staff, and brought it down on her knee.

It snapped like a twig. When it snapped, it let out a scream like a dying banshee, before the lights on it went out. Venus handed it to an imp and ordered it to be disposed of with the witch.

“Dani, grab Aveena and take her upstairs. Put a guard on the room, but otherwise make her comfortable.” The dwarf had just gotten her axe and didn’t look happy to be on babysitting duty instead of executioner’s duty. 

“Am I the only one who thinks this is a bad idea?” I couldn’t stop myself. Everyone stopped to look at me. “From what I heard, Aveena is the reason Lilith is in jail, why the cops and UN came here this winter, and just a major pain in the ass in general. Why are we giving her free room and board?”

“Sancta Familia,” Dani hissed as she supervised two imps carting Aveena away on a stretcher.

“Just as we are bound by the Covenants and honor, so is she. By making the request, she agreed to be on her best behavior. Look beyond the surface to the opportunity this provides,” Venus answered sternly. “She has a lot of information our organization can use. Plus,” the succubus’s smile grew mischievous. “You should always keep your friends close, but your enemies closer.”

“Didn’t the guy who coined that phrase get stabbed in the back by those enemies he was keeping so nice and cozy?” I fired back.

Venus just laughed at me. “I coined the phrase, Cameron. My time with Sun Tzu enlightened him, and while Machiavelli was a bore, he had his uses. I’m just glad Coppola took my notes to heart for his little movie. That’s what really got the saying out there.”

That was a bigger shock than her knocking the wicked witch out with her thumb. “Still,” I called after her retreating back, but she was done with me.

“I wouldn’t mind keeping that ass close,” the Aesir interrupted me before I could force it back down. 

“Am I the only one who thinks this is going to be a little awkward when Lilith gets out? They fucking hate each other!” Everyone was too busy to answer me.

The cops and the fire department were on their way. Civilians were crawling out of the woodwork, snapping pictures and streaming on Facebook Live. This was going to be on national news by the evening, and the last thing I wanted was to be caught in the background. My position with the various governmental agencies was tenuous enough.

“This is such bullshit,” I took the elevator back down to the training areas. I really needed to hit something.

Not only because it felt good, but because I knew I needed to get stronger. Even operating at over one hundred percent with my Fae gifts, I’d still been no match for Van Helsing. I needed to train; fight smarter, hit harder, move faster. I needed Eye of the Tiger playing as I chugged raw eggs and ran the steps of the Philadelphia Museum of Art.

Above all else, I needed to show Lilith I could protect her when the assholes of the world tried to fuck with us. I was her First, she was my succubus, and I sure as shit wasn’t going to let anything like this prison stint happen to her ever again. That’s an oath I’d swear on my Fae power, and fuck the consequences.

“Excellent,” the Aesir grinned in the back of my mind. “Let’s get started.”  


Chapter 17

Rata-tat-tat-tat. Rata-tat-tat-tat. I rocked out a drum solo on the dash to alleviate some of my anxiety as I scanned the area around the car. There was a whole lot of jack shit, but I’d learned not to let my guard down. It was easy to be alert and aware when I was in the danger zone, but it took real focus to apply what I’d learned twenty-four-seven. Even in a car out in the middle of the desert.

Over the past weeks, since the wicked witch decided to redecorate the foyer of Caesars with a collage of dead imps, Dani had been testing me to make sure I had my head in the game. It was fun for her. A way to pass the time when she wasn’t forging weapons or getting ready for the next fight. That was another thing I’d learned; there was always a next fight. I’d always known there was a little predator buried under her cute exterior. I just never knew the extent of it until now. 

I learned really quick to take her seriously; troll strength or not. If my Tijuana adventures hadn’t been enough, Dani’s victorious ball taps got me to wise up. Those sucked. They weren’t love taps or gentle cradles. Those came when she had a hankering for stroganoff.  These were full-on, guys-locker-room gotchas. One time, when she leaped out from behind a statue, while I was chowing down on a quesadilla, I ended up on the ground, dry heaving, and crying like a little bitch. I’d slept with one eye half open ever since.

Now, on instinct, I shot a glance across the front seat. Dani was behind the wheel, dressed in a black suit, with her custom-made Kevlar vest underneath. Twin pistols peeked out from shoulder holsters that would be tough to draw with her seatbelt on. Of course, a head-on collision was the least of our worries. No one said we were going to run into trouble on this trip, but after the last few months, we weren’t taking any chances.

I wasn’t decked out in armor, but I was tougher than her. I’d proved that in the sparring chambers beneath Caesars. Don’t get me wrong, Dani was still a hell of a fighter, and if I wasn’t on my A game, she’d kick my ass. I didn’t spend much time in what I was calling human mode anymore. I was almost always relying on my Fae gifts. Even when I slept, the white fire in my gut crackled reassuringly.

The Tikals had formally declared a vendetta against me. Apparently, killing one of their head honchos was a good way to get on their shit list. Who knew? Now, whenever I left Caesars, I had a security detail, and that was if I was allowed to leave at all. The lawyers had worked things out with the UN, but I still got the “don’t leave town” talk. Of course, I didn’t bother to notify them about this little daycation.

I had all the backup I needed. The AA12 hidden underneath the passenger seat would give any UN agent an epileptic fit. That, plus Dani, plus an Aesir in reserve if shit really hit the fan, and I was confident I’d come out ahead.

The Aesir rumbled happily at me, thinking he was the biggest kid on the block. He’d been looking forward to this day for a long time.

“Easy there, hoss,” Dani reached over and grabbed my hand. “If you mess up this leather, you’re paying me back the security deposit.”

“Yeah, okay, sure,” I pulled my hands back, wringing them in my lap, before finally gripping my knees to give them something to do.

“Honestly, you’ve got nothing to worry about,” she stated. “She’s gonna be on you like a junkie right out of rehab. I’m worried about me,” her face paled a shade.

Now it was my turn to be reassuring. “Don’t worry, I’ll talk to her.”

“Ha!” Dani barked, and kept her eyes on the road.

It was a single, two-lane highway surrounded by nothing but desert flooded with light. It was a one-eighty from how I’d arrived back in this world all those weeks ago. I’d been tossed into darkness battered and broken. Literally. My spine had been severed, I was crippled, and I couldn’t even summon the strength to crawl out of the way of an oncoming car. It was a miracle I was alive.

Now, I was in a stretch limo, with a dwarf chauffeur, riding to pick up the most important woman in the world. Expectations were high. For both of us. No pressure.

I was anxious because I’d been a little fuckboy since I last saw Lilith. There had been Night . . . sorry . . . Mia. My little, kind of-goth sidepiece had dropped out of school and her sorority to stay with me. That was commitment, but I wasn’t sure Lilith would approve. Technically, I’d fucked the Caeli mage before she formally joined the cabal, so Lilith shouldn’t be too pissed. Still, I’d engaged in some pretty vigorous sex with the mage while my succubus was in prison. I wasn’t sure how she’d feel about that.

Then there was Ariana and Ivanna. We hadn’t technically fucked in the parking lot, but I’d come as close as possible without hitting a home run, and even that was up for interpretation. They were both in the cabal, so that might be an issue, but the Aesir didn’t care about the rules.

Then there was the three-way with Dani, Ariana, and Fern. There was no skating around that one on a technicality. We’d gone balls to the walls. Literally, I think some of my spunk would have to be chiseled off Thomas’s corporate wallpaper with a crowbar. Ariana was in another country, so she was reasonably safe. Fern and I had a master-servant blood bond. So, I could just blame that. Then there was Dani. She was neither linked to me by Fae magic nor safe in another country. She’d have to face the music. 

The last time someone in the cabal had fucked me without Lilith’s okay, she’d snapped their spine like a twig and walked out like nothing was the matter. I was reasonably sure Dani would be fine. She and Lilith were tight. Plus, the dwarf didn’t have much of a choice. If she didn’t give it up willingly, the Aesir in me was going to take it. The thought of that sent a shiver up my spine, but it was true. I hated to say it, but consent was not part of the Aesir vocabulary. He took what he wanted, when he wanted, which was why I kept him locked away.

Likewise, Dani was sure Lilith would be fine with me screwing everything with a hole since she went away. Between the two arguments, I felt mine was better, so we spent most of the trip trying to convince each other we’d be fine. In my opinion, neither of us was having much luck.

“New topic,” I did what I did best, and ignored the problem. “Is it me, or is Venus getting fat?”

“Gods, Cam, you jump right out of the fire and into the frying pan,” she shook her head, but I saw the small smile tug at her lips.

I think every woman in existence was excited that the literal sex goddess walking amongst them had put on a few pounds.

“I’m just throwing it out there,” I stated defensively.

“What’s the saying . . . you don’t talk about sex, politics, or religion with family. If a girl asks you if she looks fat in a pair of pants, you automatically say no, and you never ask about a woman’s age or weight.” Dani hit the blinker and headed for the off-ramp.

I felt my heart jump into my throat. “So, that’s a no?”

“No, she’s definitely put on a couple of lbs.,” Dani replied. “But that’s kind of what happens when you’re prego.”

“She’s pregnant!” I yelled. “Wow, I wasn’t even sure if . . . how . . . when . . .”

“Well, Cam, when a man loves a woman,” Dani took her hands off the wheel, extended her index finger on one, made a circle with the other, and started ramming the finger through the circle.

“Haha, you’re hilarious,” I replied dryly. “I’m just saying, I don’t know who would ever want to have a child with her. I mean . . . I don’t even think there is a number for how many dick’s she’s taken.”

“Yeah, when someone asks her to ballpark it, she could literally say a ballpark.” We both laughed at that.

The limo coasted to a stop at a red light, and we both looked at the sign in front of us.

“Ten miles. You ready, big guy?” Dani looked over at me.

“I don’t have much of a choice,” I replied. “But I’m not telling her about Aveena.”

“Me neither,” Dani shot back.

We both stared each other down. “No need to ruin a good time. Lark can tell her when we get back. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

She hit the accelerator, and it felt like a second later we were pulling into the parking lot of the Victorville Federal Correctional Complex. The group of buildings was the only thing breaking the desert motif of this hot hellhole. I could literally see waves of heat breaking against the buildings like waves on a beach. I couldn’t imagine being here for three months. I was having trouble being cooped up in my room, and going stir-crazy, after three days.

Dani didn’t bother to find a parking spot. She just pulled up in front of the sidewalk that led up to a pair of guard towers, a gate, and a chain-link fence with razor wire on top. I doubt any of it would stop a supernatural from breaking out, so I looked closer.

I’d had a couple of lessons with Morgan about the human side of magic. Although I couldn’t actually cast any spells or manipulate any elements, I could confidently tell when magic was in play. Those were the senses I turned on the gate.

“Yowzah,” the fence radiated hostile magic like a bonfire. I don’t know what would happen if someone unauthorized touched it. “Nothing good.”

“So, do we just hang out here?” I asked.

“Hell if I know. This is the first person I’ve sprung from a joint the legit way,” Dani shrugged.

“Wait, you . . . I don’t want to know,” I stopped myself. Sometimes ignorance was bliss.

I squinted against the sun’s glare and waited. Lilith was supposed to be released at noon, and it was five till. Since the government never did anything on time, I didn’t expect to see her just yet.

“Be cool. You’re cool. A real cool cat,” I did some breathing exercises to stay calm.

“What the hell are you, a fifties jazz vocalist?” the Aesir fired back, but I could feel his/my excitement.

It was getting harder to tell what was me, what was him, and what was us. If that gives you a headache, welcome to my life. Lark said we would start to blend into one sooner or later, and that was already happening. It helped that my life had been less violent lately. Unfortunately, it was no less sex filled. Dani and I had already broken the cardinal rule, so there was no sense crying over spilled milk. Instead, we dove in headfirst, and Fern joined in from time to time. Much to Night . . . damn it . . . Mia’s chagrin, I didn’t include her. She didn’t have Dani’s history with Lilith, and not a chance in hell of putting a broken spine back together. She’d have to settle for banging herself until we figured everything out. We needed the boss to do that.

Noon came and went. So did fifteen after, and thirty after. We were approaching one o’clock, and I was starting to get pissed. I checked my email to confirm today was the right day, we were in the right place, and I hadn’t received a last-minute fuck-you from the DOJ. Everything was good. So why the hold up?

Likewise, Dani was getting jittery. We were way outside the safety of Caesars. A cabal team would need over an hour to come to our rescue if shit went down, and I had no problem believing that the Tikals would pull something in a federal prison parking lot. Their attitude toward American law enforcement was a “better dead” approach.

I put the Aesir on standby, just in case things got interesting, but five minutes later, my situational awareness went to shit. My whole universe seemed to lurch as gravity shifted. Down was no longer up. Left and right were just constructs of my imagination. The world didn’t revolve around the sun anymore. It was focused on the woman who stepped out of the door a few hundred feet away, and brought up her hand to shade her face against the glare.

She looked at the limo and smiled. The sun might as well be a kid’s nightlight compared to the way that simple gesture hit me. Dani and I promised to stay in the car. It was an extra layer of protection if someone took a shot at us, and AC. We couldn’t forget about the wonders of air conditioning.

When Lilith stepped into the light, I was halfway out the door, and Dani didn’t try to stop me. A speaker near the gate gave a blast, and the barrier and all the hostile magic started to roll away. Lilith didn’t move. Her eyes stayed locked on mine until the gate was completely retracted. It was tough to say, but I swear there was an emerald haze to her gaze.

What we had here was a Sound of Music moment, or anything out of a John Hughes flick. The pretty girl and the dopy guy’s eyes would meet across a space, and we were supposed to run to each other in slow motion. Unfortunately, all those movies were made before supernaturals came out of the closet.

They also never took into account a horny succubus. Thankfully, I anticipated it, or I would have been knocked on my ass. Lilith went from zero to sixty in the blink of an eye and didn’t slow down. She was wearing a conservative get-up, probably to help with a jury, and she practically shredded the sides of the dress. My eyes caught a glimpse of naked, tanned flesh flexing as she ran, and that was enough to get me well past half-mast.

She crossed most of the space between us on foot, but jumped the last two dozen feet. She flew through the air like a spider monkey, and I braced for impact. My troll strength swelled in my gut, along with my dick, and the Aesir cheered me on as I caught her. Unfortunately for the concrete, it wasn’t enough. My heels dug into the sidewalk, creating two shallow furrows as the impact pushed me back.

Not that I was paying attention. Lilith’s hands had grasped onto either side of my face, and pressed her lips against mine . . . hard. Her tongue snaked between my lips and caressed my tongue like a long-lost lover. My hands found her ass and squeezed possessively. She wrapped her legs around me like a python. There was nothing that could tear us apart.

The limo finally stopped my backward slide with a loud thunk. Or, it might have been my dick springing to attention and hitting Lilith’s leg.

“Seriously!” Dani’s voice was muffled by the metal, but neither of us paid her any attention.

My head swam as I inhaled my succubus. She smelled like apple pie, Monday night football, Netflix and chill, with a dash of crazy. She smelled like everything I’d been missing my entire life, and I couldn’t imagine how I’d ever let Agent Dud take me in the first place. I was a world-class idiot for ever letting this woman out of my sight. I vowed never to let that happen again. Ever.

“Lilith, I . . .” I started as we both came up for air.

“Just shut up and kiss me,” she stopped me by shoving her tongue back down my throat, and grinding her hips against me.

With my troll strength operating at one hundred percent, my dick might actually split my pants any second. The last thing I needed was an indecent exposure charge on federal property, so I took one hand off her ass and rummaged behind me for the handle.

She groaned at the loss of touch, but it was only for a second. I pulled the door open and practically fell backward into the spacious rear. Unfortunately, limo doors weren’t built for two people to fall through, and Lilith’s face hit the frame with a loud crack that definitely spoke to structural damage.

“Gods you two, get a room,” Dani was clearly frustrated. 

“Why? We have a limo. It’s a room on wheels,” Lilith finally broke the embrace, rubbed her forehead, and moved to close the door behind us.

There was a whack of metal on metal where the frame was too bent to allow the door to close. Lilith didn’t care. She gave it a powerful yank and bent the door until the lock clicked. I was surprised the window didn’t shatter.

“Shit. We’re going to have to buy this ride. No way in hell they’ll take it back,” Dani grumbled.

“Fine, put it on the American Express,” Lilith shot back, and turned on me.

She looked like a hungry lioness who’d just spotted a lone wildebeest. I knew the look. I’d seen it in the eyes of the men I’d killed south of the border.

“Lilith, we should . . .” I started.

“Shut up. Less talking, more fucking,” she shushed me, grabbed my pants, and ripped them clean off.

“I thought we couldn’t,” I replied.

“Fuck it,” Lilith used her fingernail to slice the seam of my boxers with surgical precision. My dick erupted into the space between us, already glistening with precum. “There you are. I’ve missed you,” she leaned over and ran her tongue over my tip.

“Ahh!” I groaned, digging my hands into leather, which punched through the upholstery.

“Ahh!” her groan echoed mine as her eyes became twin supernovas, and she started to shake.

The mix of ecstasy and pain made her lean away. Neither I nor the Aesir liked that. I grabbed her arm and pulled her back toward me. The bit of pain on her face stopped me from planting my flag in her right then and there.

“We really shouldn’t,” I didn’t let go of her, but I didn’t push it any further. “You said we should get more guys to fill out the harem; so that’s what we should . . .” She stopped me by slapping me hard across the face.

“Oww! What the fuck?” I was surprised more than hurt.

“No,” she spat.

“No what?” I rubbed the red handprint I’m sure Dani was already snapping a picture of to blast out to everyone in the cabal.

“No other guys,” she affirmed.

“But you said . . .” I tried to get everything straight.

“It doesn’t matter what I said. That was then. This is now,” she punctuated the point by grabbing my dick and running her fingernails up and down its length.

I was not a victim of use it or lose it. I’d been using it frequently. Still, a couple of strokes, and I was about to go off like the shotgun under the front seat. I’d forgotten what a full succubus was capable of.

“I want you, Cam. I need you,” she continued to stroke me as she leaned forward and whispered in my ear. She used a fingernail to draw a line down my chest, and my shirt popped open. Her nipples pressed into my chest, and my dick surged with need.

“I want you to bust a hot load in me. I don’t care what happens. I don’t care if it takes me out for a week. I want your cum inside me, swimming around, giving me power. I want us to finally be connected in the most primal way possible. I need to make you mine.”

The Aesir in me was going ape shit, and I couldn’t blame him. I looked into her glowing eyes, and I wanted to give in to her. There was nothing I wanted more than to fuck this gorgeous succubus until I came like a busted fire hydrant; however, I’d also been given a violent introduction to supernatural society. There was no way, in any of the nine circles of hell, I was going to have Lilith vulnerable for an entire week.

She must have suspected me to just stick it in her right then and there, because I caught her completely by surprise when I took my hand off her and reached into my pocket. “I came prepared.” I handed the square of plastic to her.

She stopped her stroking and looked at it in utter surprise. “A condom,” the way she said it sounded like she’d never even considered the possibility.

“Yeah. I figure if my cum is what knocks you out, this might help,” I replied, a bit sheepishly. Every teenager in America had probably thought of using these during sex. I didn’t know why it had never crossed my mind.

“That’s . . . genius.” Her smile lit up my world for the second time.

“Guys, the meter maid is eyeing us. I’m going to . . .” Dani started.

“Just drive!” we both yelled at the dwarf.

“Fine. Geez. Don’t shoot the messenger. I’m just driving your personal fuckpad on wheels,” she trailed off. Both of us had already stopped listening.

Lilith placed the condom in her mouth and ripped it open. I never knew opening something that made sex less enjoyable could be so hot, and my cock pulsed as she pulled out the extra-thick plastic. I’d opted for the shifter-level brand. My dick could never measure up to a werewolf’s, but my motion of the ocean would make a tsunami look like low tide. I wasn’t taking any chances.

“I don’t think I’ve ever actually,” I began, but Lilith cut me off by putting the condom on me . . . with her mouth.

“Best sex ed movie ever!” the Aesir wholeheartedly agreed, and then shut the fuck up.

Lilith ripped off her dress with a single tug. Of course, she wasn’t wearing any panties. Despite Dani accelerating out of the parking lot, she positioned my dick under her with ease, but didn’t put it in. We locked eyes for the billionth time in the last ten minutes, but my eyes couldn’t help but venture south. Her chest was heaving. The seal on the door was broken, so the hot desert air was leaking in. Still, she shouldn’t be covered in sweat. She was practically glistening in anticipation.

I looked back up into her twin orbs, and she grinned. “Fuck me, Cam. Fuck me so my eyes roll into the back of my head, and I’ll give you one hell of a bonus.”

She had me at fuck. I thrust upward with all my strength and buried myself completely inside her. She screamed in a frenzy and gripped my shoulders as she pulled herself up off my cock, and then plunged back down.

“What the fuck are you two doing?” Now, Dani was the one screaming.

The limo fishtailed back and forth as the dwarf tried to compensate for our next-level fucking.

“Just keep her steady,” the voice that came out of Lilith seemed to come from her succubus core. She didn’t stop bouncing on my cock, but she dialed it back to a level where we wouldn’t get into a wreck.

“Uhhh!” My head was a cloud of hormones as Lilith hit me with her succubus juju. She wasn’t even trying, and I wasn’t resisting. My eyes just stayed locked on the sight of my cock moving in and out of her.

“It’s happening. It’s actually happening,” was all I could think.

“Don’t just sit there. Take control,” the Aesir demanded. I was pretty sure he was sitting in his mental cell paddling the pink canoe. I didn’t blame him/me, but I didn’t dwell on it. I was the one with the actual woman.

I did take his advice. I grabbed Lilith by the ass and flipped us around. She gave a squeak of surprise, followed by a groan as my dick hit something sensitive. I memorized where the spot was as I got on top of her and put her ankles on my shoulders.

She grabbed my neck. “Make me scream, Cam!”

I reared back until just the tip of my tip was still inside her, and then I plunged back into her, giving a whole new meaning to balls deep. There was a pair of loud pops. Lilith’s face screwed up in ecstasy, and then we were airborne.

“Hold on!” Dani yelled, and I grabbed for the nearest thing I could find.

It was Lilith’s left tit. It wasn’t going to do anything to stop my impact, but it sure felt good. Dani struggled to regain control of the car, which was swerving all over the highway. It only took me a second to realize I’d literally fucked Lilith so hard I’d blown the rear tires.

It took a second, and the screech of the brakes, but Dani brought the car to a stop. I was upside down, with my bare ass pressed against the divider. Lilith was on the ground between the minibar and a long seat that ran the length of the stretch. She just groaned, and it wasn’t in pain.

The glow of her emerald eyes was gone. No, not gone. “It looks like I’m getting that bonus,” I grinned as her eyes slowly rolled back to their normal position.

“I came,” she stated, and winced.

I was proud and turned on, but instantly worried. The wince was one of pain. I quickly found out why. I looked down at my cock. The condom was split in two and hanging limply down either side.

“It felt like your cock shot a lightning bolt in my pussy,” Lilith slowly pulled herself onto the seat and gingerly sat down. “Color me impressed.” Despite the receding pain on her face, she grinned.

“I hope you’re both happy!” Dani roared from the front. “Dented bodywork, busted door, fucked up tires. I’m going to have to call Triple A to drag our asses out of here.”

“I can’t complain,” Lilith grinned at me with more than a little heat. “You?”

“Well . . .” I pointed at my dick, which was still pulsing in time with my heart.

“We can’t have that,” she slipped off the seat and started to crawl toward me. “Please tell me you have another condom?”

I unfurled a whole pack, and was hit with another thousand-watt smile.

“My little Boy Scout.”

I jumped right back on the horse, and damn did she want to get ridden. I made sure to avoid thrusting so hard my cock stuck out of her back, but it was hard. She was so hot, and like the first time she sucked me off, she proved she was built for this shit. We were in sync, and it only got better as we went on. The Aesir even chipped in to give me a little more stamina.

We fucked missionary, doggystyle, cowgirl, and reverse cowgirl. We also did the pretzel dip, flatiron, wheelbarrow, climbed the magic mountain, and did a few things that had only been depicted in the Kama Sutra, but were dismissed because they were physically impossible for a normal human to accomplish. More than once, my eyes were the ones rolling into the back of my head. 

I spanked her ass so hard my handprint was forever going to be etched into her flesh. She was cool with that. She actually asked me to spank her harder. It was hot, heavy, and soon we were slipping off the slick seats. By the end, we were on the ground, and I didn’t have any clue how much time had passed.

Part of me had been wondering who would come out on top in a sex marathon: a succubus, or an Aesir born of sex and violence? The answer was now clear. Lilith was the undisputed master of the universe. She manipulated me like a puppet, bringing me to the edge, and settling me back down, only to torture me again with her tits or mouth. I could die here and now and be completely at peace.

We finished up with me on bottom. I was completely limp, except for my cock, and my bones felt like jelly. Lilith was bouncing up and down on my dick hard enough to shake the whole car. She grasped her own tits because my arms had stopped working a while ago, and was moaning as she massaged her nipples. Even the Aesir was speechless and completely overwhelmed. I didn’t even think that was possible.

Whether it was the plethora of positions, a new power dynamic, or whatever, I’d finally reached my limit. I was still a gentleman, and let Lilith know I was about to blow. I’d let her do with me what she wanted.

She jumped off me, ripped off the condom, and jerked me off until I ejaculated the hardest, biggest load of my entire life. With the supernatural women I hooked up with, it always seemed that my game was being pushed to the next level; but that first time with Lilith . . . wow. Let’s just say I pitied the man who had to detail the limo when we got home.

It was like a bloodbath of cum, a cum bath. Anyone else would reasonably think we’d shot a bukkake scene up in here. My jizz sprayed Lilith like a water cannon. She was fast enough to get some in her mouth, and she promptly collapsed into a fit of twitches. I was so spent, I wasn’t even able to reach up and finish jerking myself off. I just humped the empty air and sprayed my seed all over the place.

“It’s about time you two . . .” Dani opened the divider, and I sent a stream sailing through the opening.

“Hot damn, Cam,” she looked back to Lilith’s cum and sweat-covered body seizing on the floor.

She reached up and swiped her finger through the spunk I’d splashed on the dash and stuck it in her mouth.

“Ohh,” I groaned at the sight. My dick gave a small throb of appreciation. 

“You need to eat more fruit,” she commented as she checked the side mirrors. One hand went to her holster.

“Looks like we’ve got a good Samaritan pulling up to help. Put on some clothes so it doesn’t look like he walked in on Scarface if Pacino was addicted to jacking off instead of cocaine. I’m not getting a supernatural vibe, but better safe than sorry.”

Just like that, I was back on the clock. My hands shook like I had Parkinson’s as I pulled on my pants. The act of holding them up, because Lilith had ruined the waistband, was about all I could handle right now. I was completely spent.

If this was a Tikal agent, I’d be fighting on empty, barely able to contend with a pair of jeans. I laid the tatters of Lilith’s dress over her. She didn’t care about modesty, but I didn’t want some random dude peeping on my woman.

She was mine. They all were. I felt the Aesir grin inside me; completely satisfied for the first time ever. It was just one more thing solidified between us, bringing us one step closer to whatever was in store for the new me.

Whatever that ended up being, I knew I wouldn’t face it alone. The girls had my back.


Chapter 18

“. . . and guess what he whips out?” Dani grinned across the table at me.

I glared back at her. I’d heard various renditions of the story, from different start points, as I walked the penthouse of Caesars. Sometimes it was Dani telling the tale, and others it was imps passing it on like a well-oiled, high school rumor mill. Today, I was hearing it from start to finish. Every embarrassing detail.

Next to me, Fern listened intently, like this was material she’d be tested on. Ever since coming to my rescue with Dani, the pixie had been close to the dwarf. I’m not sure that was a good thing. Even after months of exposure to the real world, I still saw Fern as child-like, innocent, and the thought of her changing gave me heartburn. If anything was going to change her, it was Dani.

“I’ll have to talk to her about that.” I just needed to find the right words. How do you tell a creature you were trying to get to be more independent, to, at the same time, still do what I said?  

Next to Dani sat Mia. I was finally starting to not always think of her as Night. The mage was literally sitting on the edge of her seat, ensconced in the story. It shouldn’t have been a surprise that the human and the dwarf got along so well. They’d both led interesting lives up to this point and had carefree personalities. Outside the bedroom, nothing good could come from the two of them spending so much time together.

“At least Fern isn’t hanging all over Mia’s every word,” that was the upside. I’d be screwed if that were the case.

To my right, at the head of the table, sat Lilith. She was ignoring Dani’s attempt to get a rise out of her. Much more successfully than me. My jaw ached from biting my tongue.

Dani let the pause for dramatic effect linger for several seconds. “A condom!” she yelled, smacking her hand on the table and letting out a bellowing laugh. “He whips out a condom, and lo and behold, the day is saved.”

Mia threw back her head and laughed, looking at me through humorous tears. “Aww,” she cooed when she saw the look on my face. “Don’t worry, Cam. We’re laughing with you, not at you.”

“It was a novel problem, and we’d always been looking for novel solutions. It never occurred to us to try something so simple,” I replied, defensively.

“Fuck that. I’m laughing at you. I’m coming at you from all directions, boy scout,” Dani’s grin broadened.

I couldn’t help but blush when my mind flashed back to when Lilith had called me that, and the mess we’d made of the limo after. The car ended up being unsalvageable. I didn’t blame the cabal for writing it off.

“I don’t get it,” Fern scratched her head. She was sporting green highlights instead of blue in her short, blonde hairdo. “What’s a condom?”

“Well,” Mia began, her grin positively wicked.

“All right, that’s enough,” Lilith finally stepped in. “We’ve got work to do.”

Everyone shut up. Fern because she respected Lilith as her boss’s boss. Mia because she was new to the scene and didn’t want to get on a succubus’s bad side. Last but not least, Dani shut it, which was against her normal “go against the grain” mentality. The reason was simple. The two women hadn’t talked about Dani’s romantic encounters with me while Lilith was locked up.

It had only been a few days since Lilith was released, and it had been a whirlwind of activity. Our time in the limo was all we’d had together before she got sucked back into the soul-grinding machine that was the cabal. Venus didn’t care if her daughter had been gone for three months. That only meant there was a three-month backlog of shit Lilith had to catch up on. All of us sitting around the table was only one item on her ever-growing checklist.

The wild, sex-crazed, slap my ass and call me Sally woman who’d jumped my bones in the limo was gone. She’d been replaced by a corporate power suit that played things close to the chest. Even if that chest was spank bank material for any man who met her. I’d learned the hard way it was all an act. This was how she protected herself against the politics of her people. She had to play the game, or get trampled under the feet of more powerful supernaturals. It was a task I was here to help her with as her First. Even if it was just a shoulder to cry on, or an ear to listen to her shitty day. I was more than willing to do any and all of it. Our relationship was more than just sex now. Well . . . I was hoping for more sex, but I understood there had to be touchy-feely parts as well. I would touch and feel her however she wanted.

“Stop it,” I rattled my mental cage, and the Aesir chuckled. Even locked away, he was getting better at infiltrating my thoughts.

Lark confirmed it was part of our mind-meld process, and I didn’t like the answer.

“Tough shit. Now pay attention,” I gave my head a shake and focused on Lilith.

She’d laid her iPad and several manila folders of paperwork in front of her. She steepled her hands and looked at each of us for a moment.

“We’re about to embark on something different,” she began. “It’s going to be tough, and we’re going to get challenged at every turn; but that’s what happens when you drive change in an organization that’s been around, in one form or another, for millennia. They’re going to see us as a threat, so we need to be strong. If you have a problem with that. There’s the door.”

No one spoke for a moment. “Um,” Mia raised her hand. “I’m new, but what are we changing?”

“The harem,” Lilith deadpanned. “It’s not as much a change for you as it is for me, but people will see it and look for weaknesses; so, it affects us all.”

“Do you really think mommy dearest and your bitch sisters are going to go ape shit over this?” Dani asked earnestly.

“I don’t think. I know. It’s already started,” she gave Dani a grave look. “Venus tried everything to tempt me when I was in prison. She threw everything but the kitchen sink at me, and if the kitchen sink had been full of dicks, she’d have tried that too.”

“That’s a mental picture I’m not going to get rid of any time soon,” I grimaced.

“I’m glad she tried,” Lilith continued. “If she hadn’t, I wouldn’t have discovered what we’re really capable of, and what her real motivations were.”

“What is that?” Fern had glamoured a pen and paper and was taking notes like a good pixie.

“Our bond,” Lilith reached out, and my hand instantly found hers. “What Cam and I have is special. Not in the lovey-dovey way, but in the magical way. I’ve checked.”

“As you can imagine. Succubae are a fuck and forget type of people. They’ll use you, you’ll love it, and then they’ll toss you for the next flavor of the week,” Dani added for Mia’s benefit.

“But every once in a while, a succubus will form something deeper with someone. The last recorded bond this deep was pre–Magna Carta. I even had trouble finding it in the archives,” Lilith smiled at me, and I couldn’t help but smile back.

“That’s why we’re going to be a target. The bond gives us advantages; me specifically, but it requires a structural change that is unheard of,” she physically braced for what she said next. “The harem isn’t built around me. It’s built around Cam.”

“Come again?” This was news to me, and everyone else at the table.

Even Dani was surprised. Not surprised enough that she didn’t fire off a, “that’s what she said.”

“Cam will form the epicenter of the harem, but it doesn’t stop there. The bond is so much more,” Lilith’s eyes went unfocused for a moment as she looked into the future. “When I was in prison, I got jumped and nearly killed, but Cam helped me. I felt you fucking through our bond. It fed me power. Enough power to defeat a few uppity bitches who thought the showers were a good place to throw down against a succubus. Wet and dirty is my bread and butter,” Lilith’s smile looked like she’d just slipped Snow White a poison apple.

Not gonna lie, I was sporting a woody right now.

“I couldn’t tell until I saw you, Mia, but that was when he was with you.” Lilith turned her attention to the mage, and her face was full of gratitude. 

Mia didn’t look entirely comfortable that we’d been magically peeped on, but she kept her mouth shut and nodded like it was no big deal.

“I’ve felt it again and again, every time Cam has had sex, and I’m able to use that power as my own. It is the greatest power a succubus can achieve,” there was a little wonder in her voice, but I didn’t get it.

“That seems kind of flawed to me. Don’t get me wrong, me powering you up by getting my dick wet is great, but what if I’m locked in some Fae prison again? Then you’re gonna starve unless you hook up with some random dudes,” I couldn’t keep the bitterness out of my voice.

“There’s more to the bond than just you, Cam,” she smiled, and I felt my mood instantly improve. “It’s true, this new bond is fragile, but that is my responsibility. As long as I don’t engage in meaningful relations with other men, the bond will remain in place.”

“What about women?” Dani asked, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively.

“I’m not certain. There were tests done by the last succubus with this ability, but I haven’t gotten to the same-sex chapters of the handbook yet,” Lilith shrugged. It was on the to-do list.

“Yippee, there’s still hope. I know you’ve always wanted to get a piece of this,” Dani grinned. It was an old joke, and it cut some of the tension between them.

“What happened to this other succubus? Are they still around? Seems to me they might be a good person to talk to rather than digging through old, musty records,” I suggested.

“They’re dead,” Lilith deadpanned, shutting down that idea. “Under suspicious circumstances.”

“That’s ominous,” Mia added.

“Why’d someone kill her? I’m assuming suspicious circumstances means she didn’t get hit by a bus, buggy, carriage, or whatever they rode around in back then,” I was beginning to dislike this new bond, no matter the mileage my dick would get off it.

“Why else . . . power,” Lilith stated. “The bond holds the potential for enormous power for a mature succubus, because it’s not just Cam getting laid that fuels it. It spreads. Cam begets Mia. Mia begets a drunken frat boy. . .”

“I’m going to pretend that’s not offensive,” Mia mumbled.

“. . . that frat boy begets someone at a different bar the following week, so on, and so forth. It creates a web of power that links me to everyone whose lust is tangentially connected to the bond.”

“It’s a succubus STD built out of love,” Dani snorted. “That’s great. Just great.”

Lilith glared at her, but nodded. “Essentially, yes. It is a magical parasite that resulted from my love for Cam, and possibly his other-realm status.”

I was sure she’d been read in on my Aesir half, but we hadn’t talked about it. One more thing on the to-do list.

“Why doesn’t Venus have this? She’s thousands of years old, and so many dudes have dipped their toes in her she might as well be Caligula’s tub. If she could create this web, she’d be unstoppable,” I asked the billion-dollar question.

“Simple,” Lilith looked at me. Really looked at me. “She isn’t capable of love.”

“You’re shitting us, right?” Mia asked. “No way this is some Disney story where love conquers all.”

“Love is powerful magic,” Fern spoke up. “The biochemical reactions in all species are intense when they perceive love. It leads to life, growth, and change. It pushes people to do more than they would normally be capable of. I agree, this is not the love of your storybooks, but the powerful emotion of love is not something to be underestimated.”

“True,” the Aesir agreed.

“Okay. To sum it all up,” I rubbed my temples. “We’re all part of some succubus super bond that could lead to Lilith being the most powerful succubus ever, but only if she gets to maturity in . . .”

“Two years, eight months, and eleven days, five hours, and thirty-seven minutes. Give or take five seconds,” Lilith supplied, but I didn’t know how to respond to that.

I pushed forward. “On top of that, the last chick that had this got offed because it was going to make her too powerful. Someone, like say, Venus, might have an issue if she gets booted from being queen of the hill. Beyond that, Lilith has to worry about not fucking anyone other than me, and maybe munching some rug if she finds out that’s kosher. Did I leave anything out?”

“You’ve got to spread your seed like a motherfucker. Literally. You’re going to be fucking mothers, so we can cast a net far and wide by the time Lilith gets her big-girl panties on,” Dani added.

“Thanks. Super helpful,” I glared, and she gave me a thumbs up.

“We need to sign some paperwork to make it official,” Lilith added, and pushed a manila folder to everyone while booting up the iPad.

“Is the bond going to care if we sign on the dotted line?” Mia asked.

“No,” Lilith answered. “But you won’t get paid.”

“Where do I sign?” Mia ripped open the folder and looked around for a pen.

I knew the feeling. Going from no money to tons of cash was a hell of an aphrodisiac. She’d probably try to sneak into my room later. Now that we’d cleared things up, I might let her.

“Do I get paid for fucking other people now?” I needed to skim my new contract thoroughly.   

“You’re still a harem, and are entitled to all the rights, privileges, and protections; we’re just going to have more people gunning for us than our external enemies,” Lilith pulled a pen from her pocket and slid it across the table.

“Is it just me, or should we have had our meeting somewhere that’s not bugged by the other succubae that are going to be pissed Lilith is going to knock them down the power totem pole?” Dani didn’t even read the document before signing. I’d always heard that was a big no-no.

“My mother and sister have access to the archive logs, so they already know what I’m researching. There is no hiding what we have,” Lilith couldn’t hide her frown. It was a missed opportunity. Something we couldn’t pass up again. Our lives might literally depend on it.

Fern looked to me for my okay before signing, and I gave it. She might not believe it, but she was free to make her own decisions. “Just not when it comes to Dani.” I groaned. I was such a hypocrite. 

With everything signed in metaphorical blood, Lilith had everyone do the same on a digital copy. That way, it was official when she clicked update. “Our harem has a payroll, expense account, and a slush fund that I’ve been able to keep separate from the watchful eyes of my mother’s accountants. This is all in addition to your private accounts,” Lilith informed as she pushed all the paperwork to me.

“Okay,” I gave the stack a confused look. 

“You’re my First. It’s your job to protect me and manage the harem. That includes the books,” she smiled. It was the first hint of mischief that had hit her face since our time in the limo.

“I’m a high school dropout who never managed higher than a C in math, and I cheated,” I groaned. “Plus, aren’t you technically my First?”

She gave me a hard look that was a definitive no.

“Oh well, worth a shot. At least she didn’t say I had to go finish my GED.”

“So, what do I . . .?” The door opened, and I instinctively threw up a translucent, glamour shield between Lilith and the door. After everything we’d just talked about, I’d be jumping at shadows for the next two years and eight months.

“Huh. I guess I’m not good enough to sit at the cool kids’ table,” Marcella walked into the room with swagger.

The elder vampire’s gaze scanned all of us. I couldn’t help the shiver that went up my spine. Fern echoed the sentiment. Dani looked unconcerned. Lilith’s jaw firmed up, and Mia just outright glared at the vamp. There was something there, but I didn’t want to step in the middle of a cat fight. There was a rule against that in the bro code.

“Geez, relax,” Marcella said after a moment of tense gazes. “Lilith called me up here to pick up some paperwork,” she rolled her eyes, and walked over to me. “I’ll get this notarized and filed right away,” she took the stack of folders, but her hand lingered on my forearm for several seconds too long. I also swore she sniffed my hair. Now I knew why girls found that creepy. 

“Marcella,” Lilith’s voice stopped the vamp cold. “If you really want a seat at the cool kids’ table. We can arrange that, but it has conditions.”

“Hmm,” the vamp looked around the room with a raised eyebrow. “I might take you up on that,” she strutted toward the door, her hips swaying way more than necessary.

I still ogled. Sue me. I couldn’t help it.

“Oh yeah,” she snapped her finger just before she reached the door. “Venus told me to summon you. It was life or death, or some paradigm-altering bullshit. I don’t remember her exact words.”

“Tell her I’ll be right down,” Lilith got to her feet.

“Not you. Everyone,” Marcella’s gaze passed over the room. “Toodles.” She closed the door behind her.

“Busted,” Dani got to her feet and stretched. Her shirt rode up, and I saw the taut muscles of her stomach.

“Come on. Does everyone have to be so hot?” I tried to avert my gaze before she noticed. I failed.

“Oh, boo hoo. Poor Cam, surrounded by beautiful women all day long. Grow up,” the Aesir answered.

“Are we in trouble with the queen?” Fern asked as she fell in beside me.

“No,” I wrapped my arm around her short, willowy frame, and pulled her close. “We’ll be fine.”

I just wish I believed that.

***

“So, Van Helsing beat you, trapped you, and then stole your power,” the man sitting across from Aveena whistled and leaned back in his chair. “I’d expect more out of the daughter of the Lady of Winter.”

Beneath the table, Aveena made a fist until her knuckles popped, but nothing more than that. She’d claimed Sancta Familia. She couldn’t take action against anyone in the household unless they initiated it. The creatures that wrote the ancient laws weren’t idiots. They believed in the right to self-defense. Despite the imp’s fighting words, that didn’t count. She’d just have to suck it up and take it. 

Aveena might be in a swanky suite, with a thousand-dollar-a-night view of the Vegas Strip, but this place was just as much an interrogation chamber as the UN’s windowless room. Just with a higher thread count. 

“They do have some killer cheese danishes,” she gave the cabal credit where it was due. The chef here rocked, and she’d had breakfast in bed every day so far.

It was a hell of a lot better than carjacking truckers and rooting around in their glove compartments for sunflower seeds and those coconut-covered cakes that looked like a pair of tits. 

“Tell me about the Wild Hunt?” the interrogator asked, snapping her out of her reverie.

It was the same thing as with the UN: a bunch of people asking her the same question in every way imaginable. It was tiresome, irritating, and if not for the danishes, she’d be spitting mad. Still, she’d claimed Sancta Familia. That required her to be a good guest, and a good guest answered questions.

“The hunt has been chasing me since my provisional pardon from the queen,” she replied.

“Maeve?” the interrogator clarified.

“Despite what you think, there is only one queen,” she smirked. Her interrogator was an imp, probably distantly related to Venus. It might sting, but the succubus didn’t hold a candle to the noblest of noble Fae.

“The Hunt?” the imp brought her back on topic.

“They’ve tracked me across your country, and almost succeeded a few times,” she technically answered the question without going into details. If they were only going to show her the barest courtesies, then she was only going to give the most basic answers.  

“Why didn’t they attack you in the semi as you drove through Vegas, or when you were unconscious in the lobby? Everyone knows of the Fae power to just appear from between realms. Why aren’t they lurking outside the building right now waiting to strike? Or beating against our wards to get to you if you’re such a prize?” The imp wanted the nitty-gritty and wasn’t beating around the bush. 

“The Hunt has rules?” she shrugged.

“Rules?”

“Do your fishermen throw grenades in the water and let the dead fish float to the surface?” She tried to put it in terms the imp would understand.

“Some do?” he replied.

“Do you consider them true sportsmen?” she fired back.

“Of course not,” he looked offended at the accusation.

“There you have it,” she leaned back and snagged another danish. At this rate, she’d put on her freshman fifteen before she even got to college. If that was even an option anymore. Her life was radically different now, and she had to make plans. Maybe she would go to college if she was able to get the Hunt off her ass. As far as she knew, there was only one way to do that: give them a bigger target.

“The Hunt has rules. They are the truest of hunters. They won’t just jump out of the realm between and grab their target. They will wait. They will stalk. They will flush out their prey, and only when they have you exactly where they want you will they pounce,” just saying it made her shiver.

She might have claimed Sancta Familia. The cabal might have defeated Van Helsing for her, but the Hunt was still watching, waiting, and would do so for a hundred years if that’s what it took. Sooner or later, the hunt would bring her down. With her reduced power, the smart bet was on the former. That was something she couldn’t abide. She needed to think of something to get out of this mess her mother had created.

The interrogator opened his mouth to continue the line of questioning, but the thunk of the door hitting the stopper interrupted him. In walked a woman. Aveena fought back a hiss from escaping her throat.

“Vampire,” the creature was an unworthy plague upon the Fae’s playground, and this one especially so. She sensed magic on her. “An elder.”

“Nice to see you too, little miss sunshine. My name is Marcella, and I’ll be your chaperone for the next hour. Keep your hands and feet inside the vehicle at all times, and you won’t lose them. Any funny business, and I’ll give you a little kiss,” the vamp pecked her lips, and Aveena glared.

In her reduced state, she would more than likely be susceptible to the abomination’s venom.

“Agreed?” the vamp was smart. By getting her word, under Sancta Familia, Aveena would be bound by it.

“Agreed,” Aveena growled. “Where are we going?”

It wasn’t like she wasn’t glad to get away from the interrogators. She’d had her fill of answering questions about Winter’s troop disposition. The special abilities of The Nine. Any unique weaponry they possessed, yada yada yada. It had been nonstop since she woke up in the soft bed after barely escaping with her life.

“We’re going to see the boss.” With Aveena’s word given, the vamp turned her back and marched out toward the elevators. “She’s got something she needs to talk with you about.”

***

I looked down at my watch and then back up at the group. We were in the same boardroom where I’d met Venus, Lark, and Morgan on my first visit. The screens in the room were all off. Despite us all being official members of the cabal, information was still compartmentalized, and we didn’t have a need to know.

We’d all opted to sit together along one side of the table in a show of solidarity. Our decisions made an impression, and the impression we wanted to give Venus, and anyone else who showed up, was unity. We had to provide a solid front against our enemies in order to survive. So, we might as well show the boss we weren’t afraid of her. That was easier said than done.  

Lilith sat at the head of our contingent, but I had the spot of honor to her left. Beneath the table, her hand was in mine. We’d taken to holding hands whenever we could. I know. It’s so high school, but there was something about the connection. I felt more grounded when our skin touched, and the Aesir was a little less intrusive. After literally being fucked into silence, he respected Lilith as the undisputed ruler of the pussy.

Dani sat next to me, followed by Fern, and Mia brought up the tail end. It didn’t escape me that we’d unconsciously taken our seats in the order of seniority. Come to think of it, it was an accurate scale of our power as well. I didn’t know how Mia, Fern, and Dani would fare in a fight against one another; their power sets were different. A fight between Fern and Dani would be interesting, but Mia was probably at the bottom of the heap. She was the youngest, and her only training was a college self-defense class. She’d have to work hard to get up to cabal standards.

“We’ve got a lot of training coming up,” I told myself. “We need to learn to fight together; instinctively know each other’s strengths and weaknesses, and where we fit into a battle plan. It’s just as important as our extracurricular activities.” I’d need to ask Peter about getting access to whatever scheduling software the cabal used to book training rooms.

I didn’t want to go to the anal-retentive unicorn for anything, but he was hyper-organized, and that had some merit. I didn’t want the lecture that came along with the information, but I’d suck it up for the sake of the harem.

“Here we are,” a familiar voice echoed as the door to the conference room opened.

We’d been sitting here for twenty minutes, so it was about time we got started. I turned to the newcomers and froze. Marcella stepped into the room, closely followed by the person I hated most in the world, or any world for that matter. Red-hot anger poured into me so hot I thought I was finally going to be able to pull off Butter’s fire laser trick.

I wasn’t frozen in shock and rage for long. Before I knew it, I was out of my chair and marching toward Aveena. She smirked as I approached, which only pissed me off more.

“Hello, Cam. Long time no see. We had some good times though, right? Who knew you were into bondage?” she grinned.

I nearly punched her in her smug fucking face, but I’d been schooled on Sancta Familia. That was exactly what she wanted me to do. Instead, I controlled my temper, but I still got right up in her grill.

I took a deep breath. “Do you smell that?” I asked.

The Fae’s grin faltered.

“Smells like weakness.” Now, it was my turn to grin, and hers to be pissed. “That’s right,” I egged her on. “You might have had your fun with the whips and chains back in faerieland, but you’re in my house now. I wish I could have been the one to knock you down a peg or six, judging by the stench of failure coming off you. I don’t think you’ll be tying anyone up anytime soon. Something tells me you’ll be the one getting hog-tied and dragged back to Neverland if you’re not careful.”

I’d hit the sweet spot. Aveena’s weakness had always been her pride, and I’d just taken a steaming dump all over it. She was literally shaking, with her hands balled into fists, and part of me wanted her to take a swing.

“Let me take a crack at it,” the Aesir begged, and against my better judgment, I agreed.

I didn’t really let him out. I just let him be the boogeyman Aveena believed him to be. I felt my face shift from the satisfied smile of putting her down to the half-crazed, feral grin the Aesir wore when he was about to rape and pillage.

“Boo,” my voice dropped an octave, and everyone could feel the echo of power in the room.

Aveena instinctively took a step back. She’d tried to play chicken with a real monster and lost . . . bad. In front of everyone. That would hold me for a while.

“Okay, down boy,” I ordered. Surprisingly, the Aesir agreed. He marched back into his mental cage without complaint, and the aura of violence quickly dissipated from the room.

I turned around to return to my seat, and everyone was looking at me. “What?” I asked, but I couldn’t hide my shit-eating grin. Today was turning out to be a really good day.

“Good. No one has killed each other yet,” Venus strode through the back door like the boss she was.

She was also definitely pregnant. She wasn’t in Gucci’s maternity line yet, but she was getting there. I don’t know how far along she was, but I knew women tended to show earlier if they’d been pregnant before.

“What does that mean if this is her thousandth pregnancy?” The more I thought about it, the more it was a wonder her pussy wasn’t the Channel Tunnel. She made pornstars look like virgins.

I didn’t voice that aloud. Like Dani and I had talked about, you don’t comment on a woman’s weight, especially a pregnant goddess whose hormone swings might have led to the sack of Rome by the Visigoths. If you couldn’t talk about weight, you sure as shit couldn’t talk about the number of people who’d pushed their way out of her vagina.

“We’re perfectly capable of getting along, mother,” Lilith stated as Aveena took the seat opposite her.

Next to me, Lilith had the next best case to be righteously pissed with the Fae, but she didn’t seem to be holding much of a grudge. That alone nominated her for sainthood in my book. Aveena was the reason Lilith had spent months in the pokey. I think everyone on our side of the table wanted to give Aveena a taste of her own medicine. It was the Fae’s turn to get jumped in the shower.

Lilith must have felt my plan to casually assault our mutual enemy, because she tightly grabbed my hand when I took my seat and pulled it into her lap. It helped. It always helped.

“I didn’t call you all together because I’m an asshole,” Venus eased into the chair at the head of the table. “I called you all for a matter that is going to consume all of your attention in the coming months, maybe even years.”

That was enough of a bombshell to take my eyes off Aveena. “Years?” I gulped

Venus gave me a look most commonly reserved for teachers addressing the class dunce. “Yes, Cameron. Years. You need to stop thinking of time as an obstacle. You know what you are now. Your people have been around for billions of years. Time is a simple unit of measure for people like us.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I answered. In all the time I’d had to think about my Aesir half, it never occurred to me that I was probably immortal now.

I looked to my left. Dani would be around for a few hundred years, but she’d grow old and die. Fern would still be kicking, but if I got another five decades with Mia, that would be a win. This was going to bring a whole bunch of new problems into my life, but also new opportunities. On the bright side, Lilith would be right by my side through it all. Judging by how things had been going recently, she’d probably outlive me.

“This is the reason you’re all here,” Venus continued as I sorted out my internal dilemma. She reached behind her, and Nicole handed over three envelopes. I hadn’t even seen the CEO’s assistant standing there. She was human, but seemed to have her own special powers of invisibility.

Venus handed one envelope to me, one to Lilith, and the third to Aveena. I took mine and felt a jolt of power when it touched my skin. The envelope was gold. I’m not talking colored gold, or even painted; it was legit twenty-four carat gold. I even bit it to be sure. Even weirder, it was lighter than forged metal should be. It only weighed as much as a traditional envelope, and it even bent and crinkled like paper. Magic. Definitely magic. But magic that still cost a few grand in raw materials. 

“Who would spend this kind of cash? Why not just use FedEx like everyone else?” I wondered, but I already knew the answer. Someone was making a power play.

These were meant to shock and awe the recipients. I turned mine over and got some extra wow factor. My name was stamped in silver filigree with crushed rubies making a symbol on the front. I didn’t know what the symbol was, but judging by the sprinkling, it was a few gemstones' worth of rubies to make it.

I didn’t know anyone who just threw away precious stones like that. I looked to Lilith for any sign she knew what was happening. Lilith’s envelope had crushed emeralds in what was clearly the mark of the cabal: the inverted pyramid, stylized V, and All-Seeing Eye.

Unlike ours, Aveena’s didn’t have anything. No crushed gemstones or special symbols. She was trying to hide it, but it clearly upset her.

“These came for you,” Venus continued once we’d all inspected our envelopes. “A Confluence has been called.”

Aveena and Lilith snapped their heads to stare at the queen succubus, but I just scratched mine. “Confluence?”

“A gathering. A meeting under the Covenants,” Dani supplied. The dwarf was looking at the envelopes like they were very expensive explosives.

“All those invited are required to attend, or send a representative,” Venus nodded to the dwarf. “You three have been invited and will attend on behalf of the cabal.”

“So, the UN called a conference,” I shrugged. “We’ll have to stay at an airport Radisson for a few nights, and eat powdered eggs at a continental breakfast, but what’s the big deal?”

Aside from taxpayer money being spent on these ridiculous invitations, it didn’t seem like this should be tossing the next year of my life up in the air.

“The UN isn’t hosting,” Lilith stated. “Although, I’m sure they will be in attendance according to their own treaties.”

“This is Maeve,” Aveena dropped her envelope on the table like it was poisonous and ready to bite. “The Fae have called the Confluence.”

“Oh.” Now I understood why everyone looked like they were going to shit a chicken. “Crap.”

“I expect you all to conduct yourself with the cabal in mind. All attendees have been granted Hospitality, but stay on guard. The Fae are known for their trickery. Right, Aveena.”

The frost giant didn’t respond. She just continued to look at the envelope like it was going to grow legs and attack.

“We have already reached out to the UN and will meet with their delegation for planning purposes, but we do not represent them. The other signatories will also be present: Tikals, Fengs, any of the dragon lords, or old gods that still remain.”

“Talk about name-dropping,” the Aesir wasn’t taking this seriously. If anything, he was ready for the party.

“Any questions? Good,” Venus didn’t give us a chance to ask any before she got up, turned on her heel, and left the room in shocked silence.

“Lilith, what does this mean?” I asked.

“It means the Fae Queen is going to kill us all in the most creative ways imaginable,” Aveena answered first. “And there is nothing we can do about it.”

“But, Hospitality?” I replied.

Aveena just scoffed, shook her head, and exited through the other door.

Lilith didn’t say anything. She just watched the Fae go. Our group sat there for several minutes in tense silence as the boss worked things out.

“We need to train harder than we’ve ever trained before,” she said after the silence. “We need to get stronger, together, and as a unit,” she cracked the envelope and pulled out an invitation that looked like it had been chiseled off a pearl the size of a boulder.

“We’re expected in a month, so there’s no time to waste.”

She ordered Dani to get the private gyms ready for our arrival and book them for the foreseeable future. If anyone had a problem with that, they could take it up with Venus. As far as anyone was concerned, we were the most important mission on the docket.

Next, Lilith ordered Fern to write down anything and everything she could think of concerning the Fae queen, Fae court politics, and ways around Hospitality. She ordered Mia to help the pixie dig through the archives when she wasn’t training. I don’t know if the mage was going or not, but since the Faerie Realm tended to drive mortals crazy, my vote was no. Even Dani coming was a stretch. If I had a choice, it would only be Lilith, Fern, and me who would take the chance. And Aveena. We needed someone to toss on a magical grenade if some random Fae threw one our way.

Everyone hurried off to get to work, and that just left the two of us. “What do you need me to do?” I asked.

“Two things. First, train with me. We need to master your Aesir half, and as far as I can tell, I’m the only one he truly respects.”

I got a grunt of agreement from the depths of my mind. The Aesir, by his nature, didn’t play well with others, but he could work with Lilith. He respected strength.

“Gotcha,” I nodded. “What else?”

“You need to strengthen the bond,” she replied.

“Right here?” Despite the apocalyptic prediction from Aveena, I only needed the go-ahead, and I was ready to do the horizontal tango.

“Not me,” Lilith smiled as she stroked the side of my face. “We need to spread our net. Your seed will help fetch us more power when the time comes. I know half the female imps stationed here already want you, so with my blessing, they’ll be lining up outside your door. After that, we’ll get you out on the town. You’re charming, rich, and powerful. Humans and supernaturals will be lining up to be with you.”

I couldn’t believe I was hearing this. I actually pinched myself to make sure this wasn’t a dream. It wasn’t. This was just life at the center of a succubus’s harem. I had to give the supernatural hotties credit. They’d worked out a good system. Now, I was going to reap the benefits. 

“Time works differently in the faerie realm,” she continued. “I wouldn’t put it past the Fae to try some type of time dilation subterfuge. After all, what better way to kill off a human than to have old age do it for them? Then, they could rightly claim to never have touched them. Hospitality is still intact, but the mortal is very much dead. If we get trapped, and I reach maturity, I want to be able to pull the maximum amount of power as possible.”

“So, just to be clear, you want me to spend most of the next month banging random women to increase your power base?” I clarified.

“You will continue to train with Lark and Morgan,” she added. “You need to maximize the effectiveness of your human and Fae abilities. Next to me, you will probably be the most powerful weapon attending from our realm. The old gods and dragon lords will send representatives. They don’t want anything to do with the Fae.”

The Aesir in me purred pleasantly at the recognition and also the fact that I was going to be getting constantly laid for the next thirty days.

“I hope you’re rested up, Cam.” Her smile had the same hint of wickedness as back in the limo. “I don’t think you’ll be getting much sleep.”

I didn’t know whether to be worried or turned on. All I knew was I was going to a Convergence with the person I trusted most of all, and my worst enemy. People who’d shot and experimented on me would be tagging along, and the host of the whole shindig, a capital G god, probably wanted me killed to eliminate the threat to her realm. Even with all my newfound power, there was jack shit I could do to stop her.

“Just another Tuesday with the cabal,” I joked, and got ready to put in the work.

Lilith was right, there were going to be a lot of sleepless nights.
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